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ABSTRACT

Individuals with ASD who display savant skills are a paradox. How can individuals with ASD, who appear to be intellectually
challenged in their general independence skills, display savant skills that are far more developed than those of individuals with
higher intelligence? What is it about ASD that predisposes individuals with ASD to savant skills? This paper examines the lives of
three famous individuals who have autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and possess a diverse set of well-documented savant abilities.
These individuals are Kim Peek, Leslie Lemke, and Matt Savage. Apart from Matt Savage, the other two individuals who display
savant skills have low cognitive abilities and are unable to perform simple daily skills. Kim Peek, for example, was unable to
perform general self-care tasks, such as combing his hair or dressing.

INTRODUCTION

Due to improved diagnostic tools and the expanded definition of ASD, the number of individuals diagnosed with ASD
has increased over the past years (Hansen, Schendel, & Parner, 2015; Kroncke, Willard, & Huckabee, 2016; Rudra et al., 2014).
Researchers (Bennett & Heaton, 2017; Finocchiaro, 2015; Hughes, 2012; Meilleur et al., 2015; Quirici, 2015; Simner et al., 2017
and Treffert, 2014) have implied that there is a higher incidence of savant skills among individuals with ASD.

There is no single theoretical framework that offers any logical explanation concerning individuals with ASD who
display savant skills. A framework that attempts to explain this phenomenon is the weak central coherence theory, which suggests
that a specific perceptual-cognitive style, loosely described as a limited ability to understand context, underlies the central
disturbance in ASD (Happe, 2013; Riches, Loucas, Baird, Charman, & Simonoff, 2016; Vanegas & Davidson, 2015). One
explanation offered by the weak central coherence theory is that for many individuals with ASD who exhibit savant skills, the
manner in which they achieved their savant skill could be from preliminary and initial attention to certain details and segments.
This initial attention would lead to the subsequent construction and assembly of integrated pictures, music, calendar structure and
the attainment of foreign languages (Happe, 2013; Skorich et al., 2016; Vanegas & Davidson, 2015).

Case studies of individuals with ASD where parental support has played an important role in the development of their
skills

Three famous individuals who possess a diverse set of well-documented savant abilities will be introduced. These
individuals are Kim Peek, Leslie Lemke, and Matt Savage. Apart from Matt Savage, the other two individuals who display savant
skills have low cognitive abilities and are unable to perform simple daily skills. Kim Peek, for example, was unable to perform
general self-care tasks, such as combing his hair or dressing (Arnold, 2013; Gururangan, 2012; Hutchinson, 2013; Moran, 2010;
Skuse, 2011; Treffert 2014; Wilson, 2016).

Kim Peek

Kim was a savant who had extraordinary abilities. The next few paragraphs describe Kim’s life and savant skills (Arnold,
2013; Gururangan, 2012; Hutchinson, 2013; Moran, 2010; Skuse, 2011; Treffert 2014; Wilson, 2016).

Kim was the inspiration to the movie, ‘Rain Man’. In the movie, the main character Raymond Babbitt was an individual
with ASD who displayed savant skills. Kim was born on November 11th, 1951. When he was nine months old, the doctors who
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examined Kim Peek diagnosed him with severe intellectual disability. One doctor recommended that Kim’s parents place him in
an institution meant for individuals with special needs. Another doctor suggested that he undergo a lobotomy. Both suggestions
were rejected by Kim’s parents. Instead, Kim’s parents placed him in their family home, where they took great care of him, while
showering him with lots of love and attention (Treffert 2012; Wilson 2016).

Kim was taught to read by his parents. They spent many hours reading to Kim and would get him to track words with his
finger. It was reported that when Kim was 18 months old, he was able to memorise books and stories from a single reading. Once
Kim had memorised a book, he would proceed to place the book upside down on the bookshelf so that no one would try to read
the book to him again as he had already memorized all the words (Broggart, 2014; Treffert 2012; Wilson 2016).

When Kim was six years old, he was able to recite entire paragraphs. At that age, he was also capable of memorising
whole sets of encyclopaedias. Kim’s parents attempted to enrol him in a mainstream school, but it was not a successful placement.
Kim was unable to sustain his attention in class. His parents were informed by the school that his hyperactivity was disruptive and
unsettling to others, and they were advised that Kim would not benefit from a formal school setting. Therefore, his parents
decided to home-school Kim, engaging two retired schoolteachers to tutor and instruct him. Kim succeeded in completing his high
school certification at the age of fourteen (Hutchinson, 2013; Treffert, 2012; Treffert, 2014; Wilson 2016).

Kim Peek memorised every word of nearly 12 000 books, including the Bible and the Book of the Mormons. He was
able to read and memorize a full page in eight to ten seconds. Kim was so competent at calculations that he could sum a column of
numbers in a telephone book. He was also capable of computing the mean of those numbers in seconds. He possessed a
prodigious memory. Some of Kim’s interests included history and world facts. He was also fascinated by movie trivia, sports
facts, geography, the space programme, actors and actresses, the bible, church history, classical music and literature (Hutchinson,
2013; Van Leeuwen, 2015).

As an adult, Kim Peek attended a sheltered workshop meant for persons with special needs. In this sheltered workshop,
Kim assisted with the payroll calculations. He was able to calculate and analyse the daily production earnings for each client in the
sheltered workshop. Kim was able to achieve this feat without any reliance on calculators or computers (Babbitt, 2016; Treffert &
Wilson, 2016; Wilson, 2016).

In 1984, while attending a conference organized by the National Association for Retarded Citizens (The ARC) in
Arlington, Texas, Kim met a screenwriter by the name of Barry Morrow. Barry Morrow was captivated by Kim’s savant skills and
his meeting with Kim gave him the idea to produce the movie Rain Man where the main character was based on Kim. Due to the
popularity of the movie Rain Man, Kim travelled to many conferences, made television appearances and was featured in
documentaries and talks (Puchta, 2011; Treffert, 2011). Due to this publicity, Kim became more outgoing, animated and
comfortable with personal interactions with others in the community (Peek & Hanson, 2007; Weber 2009; Wilson, 2016). Kim
Peek passed away at the age of 58 on December 19th, 2009, from a heart attack (Hutchinson, 2013; Weber, 2009; Wilson, 2016).

Despite Kim’s incredible abilities, he never learned simple self-help skills, such as brushing his teeth, combing his hair or
buttoning his shirt, and was unable to manage everyday chores. His father assisted him in many of his self-help independence
skills. As an adult, Kim Peek continued having trouble with hand-eye coordination and balance (Babbitt, 2016; Hutchinson, 2013;
Kodjapashi & Baloyannist, 2011; Treffert & Wilson, 2016; Weber, 2009; Wilson, 2016).

Matt Savage

Born in 1992, Matt Savage is an individual with ASD who displays extraordinary musical abilities. The next few
paragraphs will describe Matt’s life and savant skills. When Matt Savage was a child, he could not tolerate being touched or
hearing loud noises. At three years old, he was diagnosed with ASD. Matt’s mother described Matt as a child who was dissimilar
to other children in the community in terms of mannerisms and play skills (Bieber, 2007; Rogers, 2011). According to his mother,
Matt was a difficult baby to care for as he slept very little compared to other babies. He was reported as having very strange and
abnormal play habits. For example, Matt enjoyed lining up his toys in a specific arrangement. He was also repetitive in many of
his play rituals. As a child, Matt had no friends as he had difficulties forming meaningful interpersonal relationships with his
peers. His mother tried sending him for formal schooling when he was a preschooler but that proved unsuccessful. After spending
two days at the preschool, Matt’s mother was informed that the school could not manage or cope with Matt’s behaviour and
idiosyncrasies. She was encouraged to take him home (Bergmann, 2016; Christopher, 2013; Rogers, 2011; Solomon, 2013).

When Matt Savage was six and a half years old, he had already mastered playing the piano. He produced his first jazz
CD when he was eight years old. When he was nine years old, he formed a music band called the Matt Savage Trio which
performed in different places around the world. At that time, Matt had already recorded his seventh music CD. He even performed
at the famous Blue Note jazz club in Manhattan, USA. (Bergmann, 2016; Christopher, 2013; Rogers, 2011; Solomon, 2013;
Treffert, 2009). Matt was the youngest musician to have ever performed at this prestigious venue. When Matt was 11 years old, he
was signed up as a Bosendorfer Artist. He was the youngest pianist to have received this honour in the history of the Bosendorfer
Piano Company (Bieber, 2007; Rogers, 2011; Treffert, 2010).

Matt is a prolific musician and has a good memory. He is gifted with the art of calendar calculations and is able to predict
the day that the person is born purely based on the date of that person’s birthday. Like Kim Peek, Matt also has a fascination for
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certain topics, one of which was the subject of roller coasters. He is able to name the longest, fastest and highest roller coasters
from around the world and is also able to state the different incline angles of the roller coasters (Solomon, 2013; Treffert, 2010).

Although most savants have IQs below 70, Matt’s 1Q is above average. In 2009, Matt was asked to pen the theme song
for the Aid 4 Autism concert held in Atlanta, Georgia. Matt titled his song, I’m not afraid. While the musical expertise of savants
is usually confined to playing thousands of songs from memory in a stiff and mechanical fashion, Matt is a prolific composer and
skilled improviser (Bergmann, 2016; Christopher, 2013; Rogers, 2011; Solomon, 2013; Treffert, 2010).

Matt has become an accomplished musician and as an adult, he is acknowledged as the “Mozart of Jazz”, a title that was
given to him by the world-famous jazz musician Dave Brubeck (Christopher, 2013). Currently, Matt performs in the United States
at concerts and jazz festivals. Much of his earnings from the sales of his music and appearances go into ASD-related research and
organisations that support special needs. His reputation as a jazz musician continues to grow worldwide, with many of his
performances available for viewing on YouTube (Rogers, 2011; Solomon, 2013; Treffert, 2010). In the summer of 2009, Matt
attended the Stanford (University) Jazz Residency in California. Matt also attended Berklee College of Music in Boston in 2009,
being the second music savant to attend this institution (Christopher, 2013; Savage, Edelson, & Rimland, 2003; Solomon, 2013;
Treffert, 2010).

Leslie Lemke

Leslie is a music savant who has extraordinary abilities despite being blind and cognitively challenged. The next few
paragraphs describe Leslie’s life and savant skills. Leslie was raised by his foster mother, May Lemke. Leslie was born
prematurely on January 31st, 1952. He developed an eye condition called retrolental fibroplasia, a type of blindness that is often
associated with premature babies. In this condition, the retina grows quickly and in Leslie’s case, it started to block the drainage in
the eye, resulting in glaucoma. There was increasing worry that Leslie’s left eye was going to burst because of the added pressure
from the retina. It was recommended that his left eye be removed. Six weeks later, the right eye was also surgically removed due
to the same condition. Leslie has difficulties with his gross and fine motor skills, and also suffers from cerebral palsy (Grandin &
Panek, 2013; Strauss, 2014; Treffert, 2009; Treffert, 2014; Wilson 2016). Through much patience and effort, May Lemke taught
Leslie how to walk. She also taught him to eat and swallow his food by placing small amounts of food in his mouth and
massaging his throat to induce the swallowing action (Strauss, 2014, Treffert, 2014; Wilson 2016).

Despite all his physical and cognitive impairment, Leslie was able to play Tchaikovsky’s Piano Concert No. 1 flawlessly
after hearing it for the first time when he was just fourteen years old. Leslie is a musical virtuoso despite never having had a
formal music lesson in his life (Strauss, 2014; Treffert, 2009; Treffert, 2014; Wilson, 2016). He plays and sings thousands of
music pieces and is also able to improvise and compose music (Darius, 2010; Treffert, 2004; Treffert, 2014; Wilson, 2016). When
Leslie was seven years old, he was given a piano. May painstakingly taught him to play the piano by putting her hands over his.
She initially taught him some simple tunes. By the age of eight, he was able to play the bongo drums, ukulele, concertina,
xylophone and accordion. At nine years old, he mastered the chord organ (Christopher, 2013; Strauss, 2014; Treffert, 2014;
Wilson, 2016).

As much as Leslie was becoming a prolific musician, he is still not able to hold a conversation and his speech consists of
mainly echolalia. Till today, Leslie requires assistance with his self-help skills and because of the cerebral palsy in his hands, he
never mastered the ability to dress independently. However, the spasticity in his hands ceases when he plays the piano or other
musical instruments. Leslie shows no emotions except when he is playing the piano (Darius, 2010; Strauss, 2014; Treffert, 2014;
Wilson, 2016). He is able to reproduce any piece of music, regardless of its length or complexity (Christopher, 2013; Strauss,
2014; Treffert, 2014; Wilson, 2016).

As he grew older, Leslie became more verbal and musically accomplished. He became progressively more creative,
imaginative and entertaining (Strauss, 2014; Treffert, 2014; Wilson, 2016). On several occasions, after performing a musical piece
he had heard, he would launch into an improvisation of the piece. He is known to have composed songs on the spot and sings with
a baritone type of voice. His verbal 1Q has been rated at 58 (Darius, 2007; Strauss, 2014; Treffert 2014; Wilson, 2016).

By 1980, Leslie was regularly giving concerts in Fond du Lac, Wisconsin. His newfound fame drew invitations to
television shows such as CBC's Man Alive, the CBS Evening News, 60 Minutes, and That's Incredible! In 1983, ABC broadcasted
the movie called The Woman Who Willed a Miracle. It was a family drama about Leslie and his adoptive mother, starring Cloris
Leachman as May Lemke. Leslie is also the subject of Fred Small's song, Leslie is Different. Leslie continues to tour around the
world and has given free concerts (Christopher, 2013; Strauss, 2014; Treffert, 2014; Wilson, 2016).

Leslie now lives with May’s daughter, Mary Parker, in Arpin, Wisconsin. There was some apprehension and anxiety that
Leslie may stop playing or performing with the passing of his foster mother, an occurrence which has happened to some savants in
the past. This did not happen to Leslie and he continues to play and perform in concerts. In a way, music is Leslie’s language and
a conduit toward normalization for him (Strauss, 2014; Treffert 2014). With his music Leslie appears more animated and
energetic. He will smile and talk when he is asked about his music. His sense of humour appears when the topic of music is
discussed and when he is asked to play different pieces of music. On some occasions, Leslie has composed new songs with his
own words, lyrics and sound effects. His repertoire and collection of musical talents seem unlimited and his ability to remember
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all the songs or music pieces that he had performed seems limitless. Many professional musicians marvel at his innate and inborn
knowledge of music.

CONCLUSION

Savant skills are talents worth nurturing. Learning more about individuals with ASD who have savant skills will broaden
our understanding of how we can help them with language acquisition, social skills, as well as self-help and independence skills.
Drawing on their areas of interests and talents, the school curriculum and instructional methods could be tailored to suit their
learning needs.

For experts in the field of ASD, savant talents amongst individuals with ASD are a fascinating yet challenging
phenomenon (Bennett, & Heaton, 2017; Biever, 2009; Clark, 2016; Crow, 2010; Treffert, 2014). There are individuals with ASD
who have challenges in their mental ability and self-help skills, where they need to be assisted by others, and yet these individuals
have demonstrated specific skills in a particular domain that surpass many individuals of normal intelligence (Bennett, & Heaton,
2017; Clark, 2016; Treffert, 2014). According to studies, there are individuals with ASD who possess extraordinary areas of
brilliance that is above the general population (Bennett, & Heaton, 2017; Treffert, 2014). These areas of brilliance could be
displayed through their savant skills in mental calculations, calendrical calculations, art, music and exceptional memory (Bennett,
& Heaton, 2017; Treffert, 2014).
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