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Can Deficiency Produce

Specific Superiority-

The Challenge of the Idiot Savant

pehavioral skill i5 csmnsnly assumed to be

l)unitary-people are generally skillful or
genenlly defcienc The goal of early intelli-
geoce tescing was to measure this general fector.
ln special educatioo our goals ere ofteo merely
to restore to behaviorally dcfcieat chil&eo
some semblaace of geoeral behavioral adequacy
in average environments. Must wc stop here?

Are we sdll laboriog under the errooeous
essumption of general deGciency-old fashioned
amentia? The history of intelligence measure-
ment strongly suggese thar general skill was an
illusioq that large numbers of specific skills
exist in differeat proportions in differeot indi-
viduals. Laboratory m€:,rsuremeat aod close 6eld
observadon of behavior have demonstrarcd that
specifc defcis and qpecific skills are the n:Ie,
aoc the exception. Cerefri workers ia educr-
tiooal diegnosis have recendy developed tesa
desigoed to pinpoint specifc behaviorel deficits
in remrded behavior (Meyers and Dingrnan,
1960; Kirk and Bareman, 1962).

If marked behaviorel deficits coexisr s'ith
srperior sk;lls 1o some personsr our educationd
goal should be superior productiviry in the area

of special skill-aot merely average production.

Absract: Spccifc mpeior tkills haae beea f oand h bebaztiotally retmded
pnsons (idiots sntants). KiToshi Yatnashita's graphic geniu is gizsen as an

ofittanding eronple. Tbe nggettiott it made tbat ue design yosthetic
etnitonments not only to tettote avnage hehwimal functimz to handicapped

indfuidaals, bat also to deoelop specia! skills to the point ol rupnioity.
Sapporting etsttzples and an interpretation of specifc ruperimity arc givett.

It may even be that their behavioral deficis rvill
free their skill for supernormal accion. I suppoft
my zuggesdon that specific behavioral superi-
oriry should be the educationd goal for some

retarded individuals with rhe following example

of superior grephic skill coexiscing with "gen-
eral retar&tion-"

Kiyoshi Yamashitr

As early as 1937 in Japan there *-as wide recog-
airion of the superior artistic slrill of some re-
tarded chil&en- Kiyoshi Yamashita is an out-
*anding example. Born in 1922, the product of
a broken home, an alcoholic father, a second

mrrriage, and a disastrous eanhguakq it became

obvious thet he rx'as a backward child around
his third year in school. His stepfather *'as elso

alcoholic, end his mother abandoned thc step-

ferher's home and contemplated suicide and

6licide, The chil&en *'ere rescued. and Kivoshi
was placed ia e home for retarded chil&en.
Here his artistic talent *'as nociced and he pro-
duced paper collages of the qudiry shoul in
Figure l. His IQ wes thcn 68.
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