The Puzzle of Hidden Ability | Print Article | Newsweek.com http://www.newsweek.com/id/32250/output/print

1of2

Newsweek

The Puzzle of Hidden Ability >

By Sharon Begley
NEWSWE EK
Updated: 3:25 PMETAug 15,2007

Even therr parents struggle to draw th e tiniest hint ofematio n or social conn ection from autistic
chidren, soimagine what happ ens when a stran ger sits with the child for hours to get through the
standard IQtest. For 10 ofthetest's 12 sections, the chid must isten and respond to spoken
questions. Since formany autistics it is torture o trytoengage with someoneeven onthis
impersonal level, its no wond ersomanywind up with IQ scores justabove a camofts (I wish Iwere
exaggerating; 20s are not unknown). More precisely, fully thre e qu arters of auffistics are dassified as
having belown omalinteligence, with many de emed menftaly retard ed.

It's finally d awning o n scientists thatth ere'sa problem here .. Testin g autistic kids' inteligence in away
thatrequires them to engage with astranger"islike gving a blind personan inteligence testthat

re quires himto process visual information," says Mich ele Dawson of Riviere-d esPrairies Hospital in
Montre al. She and coleagu es therefore tied a differe ntIQtest, one that requires no social
interaction. Astheyreportin the joumal Psychological Scence, autistic childre n's scores came out
stakly different than on the oral, interactive IQ test—su ggesting a buming intellige nce inside these
kids that educators are faiingto uncover.

Thatfaiure haslifelong implications. "Ifwe lab elthese childre nas belownomalin inteligence, that is
howtheyretreated," says Laurent Motton, wholedthe study. The disparity b etwe en scores on the
two IQ tests also makes yo uwo nder who else th e tests, which are used for everything from
screening miitary recruits to filing "gifted " dassess, are misla beling.

Forth e study, childre ntooktwo IQtests. In the more wid ely used Wechsker, they tied to arange and
complete pictures, do simple arithmetic, d emonstrate vocab ulary compre hension and answer
questions such as what to doifyoufind a wallet on the stree t—almost al in resp onse to astranger's
questions. In the Rave n's Progressive Matrices test, they got briefinstructions, then wentoffon their
ownto analyze three-bythree arays ofge ometric designs, with on e missing, and choose (from six or
eight possibiiies)the designthatb elon ged in the empty place. The disparity in scores was stiking.
Oneautisticchid's Wechsler result meant he was mentaly retade d @nIQ below 7 0), his Raven's
puthimin the 94th percentie. Overall, the a utistics (all hadfultblown autism, not Asp erger's) scored
around the 30th percentie on the Wechsler, which comesponds to "low average” IQ. But they
averaged inthe 56th perce ntle on the Raven's. Nota single a utistic chid scored in the "high
inteligence" rang e on the Wechser; onthe Raven's, one thid did . He atthy chidren showe d no such

disparity.

The Wechslermeasures "aystallize d inteligen ce"—what you ve learned. The Raven's measures
"fluid inteligence"—the abiity tole am, process infomation, ignore distractions, solve problemsand
reason—and so isarguably atruer measure ofintelige nce, says psychologist Steve n Stemiler of
Wesleyan Universiy.

Thatpresents apuzze. If many autistics are more inteligent thanan 1Q test shows, why have nt their
parents notice d? P artly be cause many p arents welcome a low score, which brings theirchid more
sp edal services from schools and public agencies, says on e scientist who has an a utistic son (and
whofears that being named would a ntag onize th e dose-knit autism community). But another force
is at work. "We often think of inteligence as whatyou canshow, such as by speaking fue ntly," says
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psychologist Morto n An n Gemsb acher of the University of Wisconsin."Parentsaswellas
profession als mightbe biased to look atthat" rather than dig for the hid den intellectual spark.

Thechalenge istocoaxthat sparkinto the kind of intelige nce that manifestsitselfin practice. That is
something autismresearchers are farfrom doin g. Worse, much ofth e expert advice mightbe

co unterproductive. Many experts dismiss auftistics' exceptional reading, artistic or other abiies as side
effects of abnomal brain function, "nota reflection of genuine human inteligence, which it is likely to
be," says Mottron. They advise parents to steerth eir chid away from what he excelsatand
obsessesover, suchas letters and words and d etails, and toward what he strug dges with, such as
faces and the big picture. Dawson, who is autistic, thinks thats a prescription forintellect ual failure;
autistics should be encouraged to buid on theirstrengths, as everyoneelse is. The problemofa
lurkin g in teligen ce that won'tbe coaxed out by the usual education and p arenting methods is not
necessarly unique to autistics. It makes you wond erh ow many other children, whose intelectu al
potential were too blind to see, weve also given up on.
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