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Abstract

There are three types of savant skills namely talented, prodigious and splinter skills savants Treffert, a researcher in the area of
savants uses the terms “talented savant” and “prodigious savant” to differentiate between two different types of savants.
According to troffer, talented savants are individuals who have abilities that are above their level of functioning. Talented
savants are more common than prodigious savants. Abilities amongst talented savants range from a single skill to multiple
skills and are usually accompanied by exceptional memory. In contrast, prodigious savants possess skills and abilities that are
considered above their functioning as well as that of a typically developing person. This condition is less common compared to
talented savants. It is estimated that the total number of prodigious savants worldwide ranges from less than 50 to

approximately 100.
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Introduction

This paragraph will explain what is meant by a savant.
Savant syndrome refers to observable behavioural
characteristics rather than to a set of diagnostic
classifications. Savant syndrome, therefore, includes all
types of intellectual disabilities, which also includes ASD
(Bennett & Heaton, 2017; Treffert, 2014) [ 26 27,
Individuals with savant syndrome may display talents that
are above their functioning levels and even in comparison to
members of the typically developing population (Bennett &
Heaton, 2017; Clark, 2001; Renard, 2015; Treffert &
Wilson, 2016) [ 3 19, Savant syndrome is a condition that
some individuals with ASD possess. Although research into
savant skills is still relatively scarce, there is a growing
interest among researchers to understand this rare
occurrence (Bennett & Heaton, 2017; Hiniker et al., 2016;
Traffert, 2014) 2,

There are reports of individuals who despite facing severe
intellectual challenges, have displayed savant skills. Savants
were first recorded more than 200 years ago (Howlin et al.,
2009) [0 According to Treffert (2004) 26 271 in 1789,
Benjamin Rush, a renowned psychiatrist, who is also known
as the Father of Psychiatry, noticed a man called Thomas
Fuller who was able to calculate at high speed. Thomas
Fuller was asked how many seconds a man had lived by the
time he was 70 years old, 17 days and 12 hours old. Thomas
Fuller could give the correct answer of 2,210,500,800, a
calculation that he was able to mentally perform in one and
a half minutes.

The acquired savant

The acquired savant is someone who was not born a savant
but had developed savant skills due to some event (Strauss,
2014; Treffert, 2014) 26 271, One example describes an
individual who was hit by a baseball bat and subsequently
became unconscious. Upon waking up, he had developed
calendar calculation skills. A second example is that of a
woman suffering from dementia. In her case, as dementia
worsened, her artistic prowess in painting improved to a

prodigious level. A third example is that of an elderly man
who had developed dementia, and as the condition
worsened, his musical savant skills emerged. (Treffert,
2014) [26, 27]

The above cases suggest that individuals with
developmental challenges may be susceptible to developing
savant skills. It is hypothesized that the human body has a
gene that may be the cause for the development of savant
skills. This gene is believed to be a backup mechanism that
surfaces during certain periods, such as the emergence of
developmental challenges. (Ma et al., 2005; Nurmi et al.,
2003) [ 191,

A sudden genius

Sudden geniuses are individuals who unexpectedly develop
a sudden talent, such as in drawing or music. This talent
emerges in an unanticipated moment. It may come about in
such an unexpected manner that the individual has no
recollection of previously having such skills (Frith, 2013;
Hutchinson, 2013; Quirici, 2015; Rogers, 2011; Treffert,
2014) [ 1. 26 27 Unlike the acquired savant, many
individuals with sudden savant syndrome do not have any
underlying intellectual disabilities (Hutchinson, 2013;
Treffert, 2014) [11.26.271,

The sudden genius has talents that are usually accompanied
by some outstanding compromise in the form of a cognitive,
intellectual or memory function. Individuals with the sudden
genius syndrome, experience a surge of unexpectancy in a
pool of talents and skills without any form of brain injury or
disease. In addition, there is no compromise for the newly
found savant skill including any signs of brain injury or
disease (Frith, 2013; Hutchinson, 2013; Treffert, 2014;
Treffert & Rebedew, 2015) [7:26:271, Experts in this field have
argued that the phenomenon of a sudden genius is not a
savant syndrome (Frith, 2013; Hutchinson, 2013; Treffert,
2014) [11. 26,271 These individuals who have become sudden
savants are unlike the other types of savants in that they
have no underlying disability, be it intellectual, cognitive or
memory function.
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Types of savant skills
Most researchers in the area of savants agree that there are
mainly three types of savants (Jeon, 2016; Meilleur et al.,
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2015; Treffert, 2014; Zajac, 2016) [?6- 27 121 as listed in the
table below.

Table 1: Three different types of savant skills

Savants More common Non — functional More common functional Less common functional /non—functional
Splinter skill v
Talented v
Prodigious v

Source: Jeon, 2016; Meilleur et al., 2015; Treffert, 2014 [12 26.271: Zajac, 2016

Splinter skills savants
As indicated in Table 1, studies (Jeon, 2016; Meilleur et al.,
2015; Treffert, 2014; Zajac, 2016) [2 26271 suggest that the
most common type of savant skills is splinter skills. The
author was unable to find any quantitative assessment on the
percentage of occurrence between the various types of
savant skills. These savants possess a minor talent or talents.
An obsessive hobbyist or a researcher who is obsessive-
compulsive about certain facts demonstrates splinter skills.
He or she could have a preoccupation with or expertise in,
for example, the memorization of names of baseball players,
music trivia, maps, license plates, historical facts, license
plate numbers or obscure items such as the different sounds
that different types of vacuum cleaners make (Jeon, 2016;
Meilleur et al.,, 2015; Treffert, 2014) 12 26 27 These
individuals often display obsessive preoccupations with and
memorization of non-important matters. Such individuals
show levels of interest and competence that are above their
general level of function and are more common in the
population of individuals with ASD (Finocchiaro, 2015;
Treffert, 2014; Zajac, 2016) [26.27.12],
Splinter skills are common amongst typically developing
children. For many typically developing children, splinter
skills are the start of a learning progression that may lead to
valuable capabilities. For example, if a child is able to drop
a ball into a basketball hoop, he or she may become
interested in the game of Dbasketball and the all-
encompassing series and variety of skills required to play
the basketball game well. However, individuals with ASD
may become fixated on only throwing balls into a basketball
hoop and not progressing to the basketball game itself.
Some individuals with ASD display advanced reading skills
at a young age and therefore may give the impression that
they understand what they are reading. They may be
extremely good at rote memorization and are able to recite
whole paragraphs from books or videos. However, these
individuals have little understanding or comprehension of
what they had read or said. They can be proficient with
numbers and yet, like Raymond in Rain Man, are unable to
perform simple transactions such as receiving the correct
amount of change from the cashier. Listed below are some
common examples of splinter skills

1. An individual who can recite the alphabet backward
and forwards at the age of three but is incapable of
understanding what these letters are used for.

2. An individual who can narrate the complete script of
Disney's Beauty and the Beast, including all the songs
in the movie. Yet, he is unable to answer simple
questions about the movie characters or the plot.

3. An individual who can recite the statistics of every
hockey or football player in the United States and yet is
unable to explain the fundamentals and rules of the
games.

The usefulness of splinter skills has come into question as
they are often considered impractical and irrelevant. For
some individuals, a splinter skill may lead to a practical
talent, but for most individuals with ASD, this does not
happen. For instance, while some children with splinter
skills in math may apply their abilities to classroom problem
sums, many individuals will continue to recite
multiplication tables without any understanding of the
subject. Though some individuals with ASD will utilise self-
help videos to improve themselves, many who have splinter
skills will memorise the video without understanding the
meaning or purpose of the video.

Talented savants

Talented savants possess skills, such as memory, hyperlexia,
math, art and others, that are beyond the range predicted by
a generally low level of intelligence but are not exceptional
as these skills may occur at similar levels among the
typically developing population (Happe & Frith, 2009;
Howlin et al., 2009; Pring et al., 2009; Quirici, 2015;
Strauss, 2014; Treffert, 2014; Young, 2001) [- 26. 27, 101 The
level of talent is conspicuous but not remarkable. Strong
family histories of related abilities were found in some
cases. These skills may surface with or without any formal
training. Individuals who fall in the talented savant group
possess a skill or a set of skills that stand out in contrast to
their mental impairment (Darius, 2007; Pring et al., 2012;
Quirici, 2015; Treffert, 2014) * 7. 26 271 Talented savants
commonly display skills in a single area of expertise. The
skills of talented savants are largely functional, for example,
playing a musical instrument, drawing or poetry writing.

Prodigious savants

Prodigious savants display skills that are remarkable in
contrast to their generally low level of functioning and are
considered exceptional even when compared to a typically
developing individual (Al-Onizat, 2016; Finocchiaro, 2015;
Kupferstein & Walsh, 2016; Skuse, 2011; Treffert, 2014) [*
16,24, 26, 271 Some studies have reported that there are less
than 50 prodigious savants living in the world (Jeon, 2016;
Sah, 2015; Silverman, 2003) [, while other studies indicate
the worldwide population of prodigious savants is
approximately 100 (Christopher, 2013; Elliott & Gresham,
2013). Prodigious skills are the rarest of all the savant skills
(Christopher, 2013; Cicchetti, 2013; Elliott & Gresham,
2013) 391,

Conclusion

Treffert (2009) noted that intellectual impairment and other
developmental disabilities are more common than ASD.
However, he noted that about 59% of individuals with
savant syndrome have ASD and that the other 41% have
other forms of developmental challenges. Treffert, therefore,
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concluded that not all individuals with ASD have savant
syndrome and not all individuals with savant syndrome have
ASD (Treffert, 2009).
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