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and greater numbers of higher-functioning 
children being diagnosed with ASD (Mash & 
Wolfe, 2016).

About 10 percent of individuals with ASD 
demonstrate extraordinary skills and talents 
in areas such as mathematical calculations, 
memory feats, artistic or musical abilities, 
and reading. These individuals were originally 
described as “idiot savants.” At one time, idiot 
was the accepted label for someone with an 
intelligence quotient below 25, and savant 
was derived from the French word savoir 
meaning “to know” (Treffert, 2014). Due to 
its pejorative connotation, the term autistic 
savant was introduced to describe someone 
with these highly specialized skills. Other 
professionals describe these individuals as 
exhibiting savant syndrome. These “islands of 
genius” stand in stark contrast to the person’s 

overall limitations (Treffert, 2014). One example of a savant skill was portrayed 
in the popular movie Mercury Rising, where an individual with autism spectrum 
disorder demonstrated unusual skills in the area of memory and code breaking. In 
comparison to these autistic savants, only 1 percent of the general population and 
individuals with intellectual disability possess these skills (Edelson, 2000).

Theory of Mind
The theory of mind is a cognitive hypothesis that seeks to explain the inability of the 
individual with autism spectrum disorder to realize that other people have their own 
unique points of view about the world. Specifically, many individuals with ASD do not 
understand that others may have different thoughts, plans, emotions, and perspectives 
from their own (Boucher, 2012). Portrayed as a form of “mind blindness,” persons with 
ASD lack the ability “to put oneself into someone else’s shoes” (Baron-Cohen, 2009,  
p. 68). The absence of this skill can significantly impede social interactions as well 
affecting academic performance, particularly reading comprehension and written 
expression (Bauminger-Zviely, 2014; Southall & Campbell, 2015).

Social Interaction
Deficits in social interaction include significant impairment in the use of multiple non-
verbal behaviors (eye-to-eye gaze, facial expression, body postures and gestures), failure 
to develop age-appropriate peer relationships, a lack of spontaneous sharing with others, 
and the absence of social or emotional reciprocity. Often the individual with ASD does 
not point or show objects of interest to others, shows little or no expressed pleasure in 
interaction, and lacks coordinated gaze. This person rarely or never directs appropri-
ate facial expressions to others and does not show interest in an object or activity even 
when reference to the object is accompanied by pointing or facial cues. Joint attention 
is the term typically applied to this deficit in social communication. Impairments with 
this skill possibly account for the difficulty individuals with autism spectrum disorders 
encounter with observational learning—they do not readily learn by observing others.

Difficulties with social interaction are often devastating to individuals with autism 
spectrum disorders. Professionals (Davis & Carter, 2014; Hyman & Levy, 2013; 

autistic savant: An individual 
with autism spectrum disorder who 
possesses special skills in areas such 
as mathematical calculations, memory 
feats, artistic and musical abilities, or 
reading.

theory of mind: A hypothesis that 
attempts to explain the inability of 
the individual with autism spectrum 
disorder to realize that other people 
have their own unique point of view 
about the world—different thoughts, 
plans, and perspectives from their own.

joint attention: A social 
communication deficit common in 
individuals with autism spectrum 
disorders, the failure to respond to a 
gaze or pointing by another person.

A lack of appropriate social skills is a common problem among individuals 
with autism.
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