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Savant syndrome affects people with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) more often than any population.  Like Dustin Hoffman’s character in the movie Rain Man, individuals with savant syndrome have one (or rarely more) startling talent.  This ability may be startling in the context of the individual’s wider disability, or it may be startling regardless.  Commonly, these talents focus on one of six particular areas: music, memory, art, calendar calculating, mechanics or mathematics, however they can encompass anything from foreign languages or poetry to fine sensory discrimination.  Estimates indicate that about one in ten individuals with autism has savant syndrome.  Men more often, but women too.  

In this paper, the authors argue that savant syndrome does not necessarily have to exist in individuals with intellectual impairment.  Instead, they champion the view that extraordinary abilities must be viewed in the context of the individual’s wider adaptive functioning.  The authors are also careful to debunk the myth that those with savant syndrome are talented memorizers, and nothing more.  In fact, it has been shown repeatedly that individuals with savant syndrome use many of the same techniques (algorithms, learning mechanisms and tricks) as do typically developing individuals with prodigious talent.  For example, one man who was a mathematical savant (he specialized in calculating prime numbers) was actually using an algorithm that Erastosthenes developed in the third century!  He had not simply memorized a list of primes, he was actually calculating them in much the same way as a mathematician would.
It is clear that the brains of individuals with savant syndrome must function differently than that of a typically developing person, but it is unclear to what extent their brains would compare to those of non-autistic, but prodigiously talented person.  The authors review the literature surrounding neuropsychological theories of autism and of prodigious talent, but come to no novel conclusions: we simply do not know.  However, the questions are provocative.  Early reports hinted that autistic savants showed lack of expressiveness in savant domains (i.e. stunted emotional processing) more recent investigations point toward normal expressiveness.  Which is the truth?  Also, it is not only individuals with autism that become savants; there are many visually impaired individuals who are talented (especially for music), and individuals with mental health conditions such as bipolar disorder and obsessive compulsive disorder, and neurodevelopmental disorders such as cerebral palsy.  Why are most savants, but not all, on the autism spectrum?
This review asks more question than it answers, but is a “state-of-the-art” report for researchers into savant syndrome.
