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About the book

Title: Unpacking Intelligence and Authority in Bri Lee’s *Who Gets to Be

Smart*

Overview:  

In the compelling book *Who Gets to Be Smart*, author Bri Lee delves deep

into the complex dynamics of authority and credibility in education and

society. 

Key Questions Explored:  

- Why do some voices command more respect than others?  

- How do certain ideas gain more validation?  

- What leads to individuals being crowned as the “smartest”?  

Main Argument:  

Lee argues that underlying systems of privilege and power play a significant

role in determining who is recognized as intellectually authoritative.

Through a combination of personal narratives, historical insights, and sharp

social critique, she calls attention to the ingrained inequalities that influence

our perceptions of knowledge.

Invitation to Readers:  

Lee encourages her audience to scrutinize the societal structures that uphold
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these imbalances. Her work not only critiques the traditional academic

hierarchy but also envisions a more inclusive landscape where intelligence is

regarded as a collective human asset rather than an exclusive privilege.

Call to Action:  

Prepare to challenge your current beliefs and expand your understanding.

Join Lee in her exploration as she highlights the biases that dictate the

criteria for being deemed “smart.”  

Conclusion:  

*Who Gets to Be Smart* is not just a reflection on intellect—it’s a

transformative invitation to rethink how we define intelligence and who we

allow to wield it. 

---  

Through this engaging examination, readers will gain a fresh perspective on

the concept of knowledge and its accessibility across different societal

segments.
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About the author

Profile: Bri Lee

Profession: Writer, Activist, Former Lawyer  

Nationality: Australian  

Overview:  

Bri Lee is a prominent figure in contemporary Australian literature,

renowned for her sharp critiques of social justice, privilege, and inequality.

With a legal background and a personal commitment to advocacy, she

combines her expertise and experiences to create powerful prose. 

Notable Work:  

Lee’s debut memoir, "Eggshell Skull," brought her into the spotlight as it

candidly details her navigation through the Australian legal system,

revealing her experiences as both a law student and a complainant in her

own sexual assault case.

Impact:  

Her writing reflects a deep passion for uncovering truth and confronting

systemic injustices, establishing her as a significant voice in the literary

landscape both in Australia and internationally.
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1. Chapter 1: Understanding the Complex
Relationship Between Education and Smartness
in Society

In "Who Gets to Be Smart," Bri Lee delves into the intricate dynamics

between education and the societal perceptions of smartness. Expounding on

the notion that intelligence is not merely an innate quality but rather a

construct influenced by various factors, Lee emphasizes how education plays

a pivotal role in shaping these perceptions. 

At the heart of Lee's argument is the idea that the embodiment of ‘smartness’

in society is often closely tied to educational attainment and the

opportunities afforded by educational systems. Education serves as a

primary means of measuring intelligence in contemporary contexts, where

academic achievements often dictate one's social standing, professional

prospects, and even self-worth. However, this relationship is not linear; it is

riddled with complexities and disparities that enhance or hinder individual

potential based on diverse social factors.

Lee illustrates how societal definitions of smartness are frequently informed

by narrow metrics, such as standardized testing scores and high grades,

which may not capture the full spectrum of an individual’s abilities or

intelligence. For instance, a student excelling in creative arts or hands-on

skills might be overlooked within conventional education settings that
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prioritize traditional academic achievements. This raises critical questions

about the inclusivity of educational systems and their ability to nurture

different types of intelligence.

Moreover, the role of educators becomes crucial in this dialogue. Lee points

out that teachers often operate under significant pressures to conform to

these narrow definitions of success, potentially stifling their efforts to

recognize and celebrate diverse intelligences among their students. A case in

point is the common practice of employing rote memorization in classrooms,

which may benefit students who excel in this area while neglecting those

who might thrive in more experiential or dialogue-based learning

environments. 

The chapter foregrounds how access to quality education further complicates

the relationship between education and perceived smartness. In areas where

educational resources are limited – whether due to geographical, economic,

or systemic barriers – students often lack the support necessary to cultivate

their talents fully. This inequity leads to a monstrous cycle where those

disenfranchised by the educational system find themselves trapped in a

narrative of inadequacy, often internalizing the societal belief that they are

‘not smart enough’ simply because they have not had the same opportunities

as their peers.
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To illustrate, Lee discusses the case of students in underfunded schools who

face larger class sizes, outdated materials, and fewer extracurricular

activities, which can significantly stymie their academic and personal

growth. Such environments not only inhibit learning but can also skew

society's perception of who gets to be labeled as smart, typically favoring

those who have the privilege of attending well-resourced institutions.

Another pivotal dimension Lee explores is the influence of societal

stereotypes and biases on the conceptualization of intelligence. Gender, race,

and socioeconomic status intertwine to create a landscape where certain

groups are either undervalued or overvalued in educational settings. The

chapter notably addresses how girls may be stereotypically perceived as less

capable in STEM fields, despite evidence to the contrary, which affects both

their confidence and performance in those subjects. Similarly, students of

color often face systemic biases that question their intellectual capabilities

purely based on their ethnic backgrounds, thus impacting their educational

journeys.

In conclusion, Chapter 1 of "Who Gets to Be Smart" thoughtfully critiques

the current educational paradigms that dictate which individuals are deemed

smart and which are not. Lee’s exploration reveals not just the unfairness of

these perceptions but also calls into question the broader social systems that

uphold such inequities. By inviting readers to reconsider and challenge these
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definitions of smartness, Lee lays the groundwork for a subsequent

discussion on how class, race, and gender further influence educational

access and resource allocation, paving the way for deeper inquiries into

privilege and inequality in education. The chapter ultimately underscores a

pressing need for reform in the educational landscape, advocating for an

understanding of intelligence that embraces a myriad of talents and

recognizes the diverse paths through which individuals can contribute to

society.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/TiHomYO39Kb


2. Chapter 2: How Class, Race, and Gender
Influence Access to Educational Resources

In her critically insightful examination, Bri Lee delves into the intricate

ways that class, race, and gender create and perpetuate disparities in access

to educational resources. These intersections create a multifaceted landscape

where the opportunities afforded to students are heavily influenced by their

socio-economic and cultural backgrounds.

At the core of this chapter is the assertion that educational

resources—ranging from funding for schools, access to advanced

coursework, availability of extracurricular programs, and even the quality of

teaching—are not equitably distributed. Lee points out that schools in

affluent neighborhoods often receive significantly more funding than those

in lower-income areas, largely due to property tax systems that

disproportionately favor wealthier communities. This disparity doesn’t just

limit financial resources; it creates a cascading effect on the quality of

education that students receive. Educational facilities in low-income areas

may lack basic resources such as updated textbooks, technology, and even

safe learning environments, which are essential for fostering academic

success.

Adding layers to this discussion, Lee addresses how race intersects with

class in exacerbating educational inequities. For instance, students of color,
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particularly those from low-income families, often find themselves

navigating a secondary system of education that is less equipped to support

their needs. Systemic racism within education can manifest in tracking

systems, where students of color are placed into lower-level courses based

on biased perceptions of their abilities, regardless of their actual potential or

performance. This perpetuates a cycle of underachievement, as these

students are often denied higher-level educational opportunities that could

pave the way for college admissions and career advancements.

Moreover, Lee draws attention to the gender dynamics involved in

educational access. Female students, particularly in marginalized

communities, may face barriers rooted in traditional gender roles that dictate

what is acceptable or expected of them academically. Girls from lower

socio-economic backgrounds might encounter pressures to prioritize family

responsibilities or may be subject to lower expectations from both educators

and society. This can deter young women from pursuing subjects like

science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM), which are often

dominated by male students. This gendered view of educational aspirations

further illustrates the challenge of dismantling generational stereotypes that

inhibit access to opportunities.

One poignant example that Lee discusses involves the story of a young girl

from a disadvantaged background who demonstrated exceptional aptitude in
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mathematics but struggled to gain the encouragement and resources

necessary to pursue her interest. Despite her talent, she was often overlooked

in favor of her male peers and faced logistical challenges in accessing

advanced courses that could nurture her skills. This not only highlights the

individual challenges faced by students but also serves as a reflection of

broader societal issues that categorize intelligence and worth based on race

and gender.

Lee stresses that these inequalities in access to educational resources are not

merely theoretical issues; they have tangible impacts on the lives of students

who are often left behind. The chapter emphasizes the urgent need for

systemic change, detailing how policy reform, increased funding for

under-resourced schools, and community engagement can begin to bridge

these divides. Through these discussions, Lee advocates for a more equitable

educational landscape, one that recognizes and actively dismantles the

barriers created by class, race, and gender.

In conclusion, Bri Lee’s analysis in this chapter serves as a powerful

reminder of the interconnectedness of class, race, and gender in education.

By shedding light on these disparities and advocating for continued

discourse and reform, she calls for a collective responsibility to ensure all

students, regardless of their background, have access to the resources

necessary to thrive academically.
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3. Chapter 3: The Impact of Mental Health on
Perceptions of Intelligence and Capability

Chapter 3 delves into the often overlooked yet profound impact that mental

health has on how intelligence and capability are perceived in society. This

chapter posits that mental health issues can cloud the perception of an

individual’s intellectual abilities and disrupt their opportunities for success,

creating a complex interplay between mental health, societal expectations,

and educational achievement.

Mental health challenges such as anxiety, depression, attention deficit

hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), and others can significantly affect cognitive

functions like memory, focus, and problem-solving skills. For example,

students grappling with anxiety may struggle to perform on tests, not

because of a lack of intelligence, but due to overwhelming stress that

severely hampers their ability to think clearly. This leads to a cycle of

underachievement; poor grades may reinforce a negative self-image, which

in turn exacerbates mental health issues. This scenario illustrates how

society can misinterpret a person’s mental health struggles as a reflection of

their intellectual capabilities, rather than recognizing these challenges as

barriers to demonstrating one’s true potential.

Moreover, societal misconceptions about intelligence further complicate this

dynamic. The traditional view of intelligence as a fixed trait—largely
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equated with academic success and standardized test scores—marginalizes

those who face mental health challenges, creating a stigma around their

capabilities. For example, consider the case of a brilliant student diagnosed

with severe depression. While their capability to understand and engage with

complex materials is undeniable, the lethargy and emotional turbulence that

come with depression can prevent them from showcasing their skills in an

academic setting. Ultimately, both their self-perception and others’

perceptions are tainted by the shadow of mental illness, resulting in a flawed

belief about their intelligence.

In professional environments, the stigma surrounding mental health becomes

even more pronounced. Employees with mental health issues may find

themselves overlooked for promotions or leadership roles, not because they

lack the capability, but because their mental health challenges lead

colleagues and supervisors to question their reliability and competence. Take

for instance the narrative surrounding workers with bipolar disorder; their

periods of mania may be mistaken for incompetence during lows, and vice

versa, leaving their overall talent underrecognized and unutilized.

Yet, some organizations are beginning to acknowledge this issue, creating

more inclusive hiring practices that consider the overarching talent pool

without such biases. Companies that implement training on mental health

awareness for their HR staff can better recognize the potential within
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candidates irrespective of their mental health histories. This shift can lead to

a more accurate assessment of intelligence and skills that are not clouded by

misconceptions about mental well-being.

The impact of mental health extends beyond individual experiences to

influence societal standards around smartness and capability. The

normalization of mental health dialogues in educational curricula,

workplaces, and among policymakers can shift perceptions, allowing for a

broader understanding of intelligence that encompasses emotional

intelligence, creativity, and resilience—traits often overlooked in traditional

definitions of ‘smartness.’ Educational institutions that promote inclusive

environments and address mental health openly help cultivate a student body

that feels empowered to develop their skills without the weight of stigma.

In summary, Chapter 3 emphasizes the urgent need for a nuanced

understanding of how mental health influences perceptions of intelligence

and capability. Through acknowledging the barriers that mental health issues

create, we can begin to dismantle misconceptions and foster an environment

that values all forms of intelligence, encouraging individuals to thrive in

their unique capacities without the fear of judgement based on mental health

struggles. This understanding sets the stage for the following chapters,

where solutions and interventions aimed at achieving greater educational

equality through these lenses are explored.
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4. Chapter 4: Exploring Privilege and
Inequality in Modern Educational Systems

In Chapter 4 of "Who Gets to Be Smart," Bri Lee delves deeply into the

interplay of privilege and inequality within contemporary educational

systems. This chapter underscores how systemic inequities shape not only

access to education but also the very definitions of intelligence and success.

Lee argues that education is often viewed as a great equalizer, a foundational

belief that perpetuates the myth that hard work alone can pave the way to

success. However, she reveals how privilege—rooted in aspects like

socio-economic status, race, and regional disparities—creates a landscape

where access to quality education is unequally distributed.

Lee begins by examining the concept of privilege in educational contexts,

highlighting how students from affluent backgrounds typically enjoy a

myriad of advantages. These advantages range from access to advanced

placement courses and extracurricular activities to better-funded schools

with more experienced teachers. In contrast, students from lower

socio-economic backgrounds often face significant obstacles that hinder

their academic performance. For instance, underfunded schools in

impoverished areas may struggle to provide necessary resources such as

adequate classroom materials, technology, and even basic infrastructure.

This discrepancy leads to a cycle of disadvantage, where students in already

disadvantaged situations are deprived of opportunities to excel, thus
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reinforcing the privileges of their more affluent peers.

Furthermore, Lee illustrates the impact of racial and ethnic inequalities on

educational attainment. She notes that systemic racism can manifest in

educational systems through discriminatory policies and practices that

disproportionately affect students of color. For example, the disproportionate

rates of suspension and expulsion among Black and Latino students

highlight how biases within disciplinary measures can thwart academic

engagement. Additionally, schools predominantly attended by students of

color often experience harsher funding cuts, leading to fewer educational

resources and support services. This not only limits their access to quality

education but also negatively affects their overall sense of belonging and

emotional well-being within the school environment.

The chapter also discusses the regional disparities in educational quality,

particularly between urban and rural areas. Lee points out that children

living in remote areas often suffer from a lack of educational opportunities

compared to their urban counterparts, who might have easier access to

top-tier schools and extracurricular programs. For example, a student in a

rural community may graduate from a high school with limited advanced

coursework, whereas a student from a well-resourced city school may have

numerous AP classes and college preparatory programs at their disposal.

Consequently, this uneven landscape not only reinforces existing inequalities
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but also shapes the perception of who gets to be considered "smart" or

"successful."

Lee emphasizes the detrimental effects of these inequities on students'

mental health and self-perception. She describes how being continually

confronted with systemic barriers can diminish students’ confidence and

motivation, further perpetuating a cycle of disadvantage. The idea that

intelligence and potential are innate qualities, rather than cultivated through

equitable opportunities, contributes to a societal narrative that often

overlooks the external factors influencing a student's performance and

capabilities.

By weaving together personal narratives and empirical research, Lee offers a

lens through which readers can better understand the complex mechanisms

of privilege and inequality in education. She calls upon educators,

policymakers, and communities to acknowledge these systemic issues and

advocate for reforms that foster a more equitable educational landscape.

Overall, Chapter 4 serves as a critical reminder that true intelligence and

potential flourish in environments where access, support, and resources are

distributed equitably.
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5. Chapter 5: Summarizing Solutions for
Achieving Educational Equity and Inclusion for
All

In the quest for educational equity and inclusion, it is critical to present

actionable solutions that can effectively bridge the gap between students of

varying socio-economic backgrounds, races, and genders. Bri Lee’s "Who

Gets to Be Smart" discusses the importance of addressing systemic barriers

and provides a multifaceted approach to creating a more inclusive

educational landscape. Below are some of the key solutions derived from the

text, which highlight the need for structural transformations, community

engagement, and the integration of diverse perspectives in educational

policy.

One of the primary solutions is the reform of educational policies to

incorporate equitable resource distribution. This could entail not only

funding formulas that account for the additional needs of lower-income

schools but also ensuring that all schools have access to high-quality

materials, technology, and extracurricular programs. For instance, districts

could adopt a weighted funding system that allocates more resources to

schools serving high populations of disadvantaged students. An example of

this can be seen in certain states in the U.S. that have implemented such

funding models, leading to improved educational outcomes in schools that

previously struggled.
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Moreover, it is essential to advocate for the creation and support of inclusive

curriculum that reflects the diversity of the student body. By integrating

multiple perspectives, cultures, and histories into teaching materials,

educators can foster an environment where all students see themselves

represented and valued. This inclusivity can empower students from

marginalized backgrounds and enhance their educational experience. For

example, a school district that adopted a multicultural curriculum reported

an increase in student engagement and a decrease in absenteeism among

minority groups, showcasing the positive impact of representation in

learning.

Professional development for educators is another crucial component.

Teachers must be trained to understand and mitigate their biases, as well as

to recognize the signs of inequity within their classrooms. Training focused

on culturally responsive teaching can significantly enhance teachers' ability

to meet the needs of diverse learners, ultimately leading to a more equitable

classroom atmosphere. A case that exemplifies this was seen in a district that

initiated bias training workshops which resulted in a measurable reduction in

disciplinary actions against minority students, illustrating the powerful role

of informed pedagogical practices.

Community engagement can further empower students and families,
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fostering genuine partnerships between schools and the communities they

serve. Schools can create support systems that involve parents and local

organizations, creating a network of resources for families that may lack

access to educational support outside the classroom. Programs that promote

after-school tutoring, mentorship, and family literacy initiatives can play a

pivotal role in leveling the playing field.

Additionally, addressing mental health in the context of educational equity is

paramount. Schools need to provide adequate mental health resources to

support students' well-being. Comprehensive counseling services and mental

health education can be vital in assisting students to navigate academic

pressures and personal challenges. For example, a high school that

implemented a mental health initiative, pairing students with counselors who

could address both personal and academic concerns, saw significant

improvements in overall student performance and well-being.

Lastly, there is an urgent need for policy reform at the governmental level.

Advocating for legislation that promotes equity in education, such as

increased funding for low-income schools or policies designed to dismantle

discriminatory practices in school admissions, can spur necessary changes at

the systemic level. For example, states that have passed laws requiring

transparency in school funding have allowed for greater public

accountability and have spurred communities to advocate for the equitable
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treatment of their schools.

In conclusion, achieving educational equity and inclusion for all is a

complex challenge that requires the commitment of educators, policymakers,

and communities. By reforming resource allocation, fostering inclusive

curricula, engaging with families, addressing mental health, and advocating

for systemic change, we can create educational environments where all

students, regardless of their background, have the opportunity to thrive and

be recognized for their intelligence and capabilities.
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