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To my son, John, who was late in talking but early in thinking
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• one •
A Personal Experience


WITH SO MUCH SCIENTIFIC AND MEDICAL LITERATURE ALREADY available on late-talking children, why would anyone write another book about them—especially someone who has no pretensions to scientific or medical expertise?


While much has been written about children who talk late, and about the many other serious problems they often have, there is virtually nothing written about the special kind of child who talks late but who otherwise shows at least normal, and often above-normal, intelligence in other ways. I am the father of such a child. When I first wrote about him in a newspaper column, after he graduated from college with a degree in computer science, letters began to come in from around the country from parents and grandparents of similar children.


After their children passed their second, third, or even fourth birthday without talking, most of these parents took them to be tested for all sorts of things. Most of these tests turned up nothing wrong—and often the experts seemed as baffled and frustrated as everyone else. Some non-verbal intelligence tests showed that some of these children could do things that most other children their age could not do. In at least one case, the child could do things that the person administering the test could not do, but the tester knew that the child’s answers were right because the correct answers had been supplied with the test.


There was something else unusual about these children. The first 30 I heard about were all boys. The odds against that happening by random chance are astronomical. At various times in my life, I have personally encountered some late talkers who turned out fine—six altogether, besides my son—and all of these were boys as well. One was my friend and fellow-economist Professor Walter Williams of George Mason University. Not all late talkers have been male, however. Highly intelligent female late talkers include distinguished mathematician Julia Robinson. Nuclear physicists who talked late include Richard Feynman, Edward Teller, and Albert Einstein.


There have been many labels applied to these children. In fact, these labels have been a major problem and a major source of anguish to their parents. Some observers—neighbors, relatives, teachers—have regarded these children as simply “retarded,” but there are also other and more scientific-sounding labels like “pervasive developmental disorder” or—the most dreaded of all—“autistic.” There are some children to whom such labels legitimately apply, so I did not want to give these parents (or other parents) false hopes. But it also became clear that such labels were sometimes used when there was neither sufficient evidence for them as regards the particular child nor sufficient professional qualifications by the person applying the label, or both.


Many of the parents who wrote me were hoping that I could either give them scientific or medical explanations of what was happening or perhaps some practical advice on how to get their children talking, or how to improve whatever talking they were doing. I could do none of these things, but I tried to find something that might be helpful to these parents in the scientific, medical or psychological literature. After my efforts and the efforts of my research assistant to find something that might be useful to these parents failed, I decided instead simply to tell them that I had come up empty and ask if they would be interested in being put in touch with each other. Most accepted my offer to help them form a group to communicate with one another by mail or phone, and seemed much relieved just to be able to end their sense of utter isolation and be able to talk with someone else who could understand their situation.


Particularly valuable as sources of personal experience were five mothers whose sons had already grown up and were doing fine. After a while, the parents in the group began circulating letters among themselves and sending me copies. These letters contained some remarkable stories. This book will share some of those stories. Let me begin, however, with my own story—or rather, the story of my son.


____________________




John was born somewhat prematurely but otherwise was a normal baby. At least we thought of him as normal until the years began to pass without his talking. When he wanted something, he would point to it. When he was hungry, he would pat the refrigerator so that we would open it up, and then he would point to whatever he wanted to eat or drink.


During this period, we lived in an upstairs duplex apartment in a housing complex in Ithaca, New York, where I taught at Cornell University. There were many other young academics like ourselves there, beginning their families. We became particularly self-conscious when other children, born since we moved in when John was six months old, began to talk while John still said nothing.


Somewhere around his third year he began to say an occasional isolated word. “Rocky” he liked to cry out when he heard newscaster Frank Blair on the “Today” show say what the weather was like west of the Rockies. And when John saw a body of water—a pond, a lake or a river—he would cry out “wah-ee.” There were a few other words he would say, but they were all used in isolation and not to accomplish any practical purpose nor to communicate some thought or feeling. Moreover, even in the case of water, he used “wah-ee” only for bodies of water, not for water in a glass or water coming out of a faucet. He apparently saw no connection between the water he drank and the water he saw in waterfalls, ponds and other places.


Despite not talking, John gave other signs of understanding. I could tell him to go into his room and get the red pillow and bring it to me—and he would do so immediately. He even developed a dangerous ability to open the child locks we had on the grates we put across the kitchen door and across an open stairwell in our upstairs duplex apartment. I had to buy more complicated child locks to keep him from dangerous places. He was not yet walking, but was sitting in his little walker one day when I noticed him looking intently at a new child lock I had bought to put on the grate across the kitchen door. He did not attempt to open it by trial and error, but just stared at it closely for a very long time, without touching it. Then he reached out and opened it on the first try.


We used our most complicated child lock on the grate protecting John from the open stairwell. One day, when we were not looking, John figured out that lock as well—and went tumbling down the long flight of stairs, still in his walker, because he was not yet old enough to walk. He cried out in hurt and fright but, fortunately, he was not injured.


After John began to walk, he began to explore and to analyze things, though we of course had few clues as to what was going on in his mind. One pattern, however, he repeated on a number of occasions. There was a door in the living room that led out to a tiny balcony. On warm days, we would leave the door ajar to let in some fresh air. As the sunlight struck a glass pane in the door, it would reflect off onto the opposite wall of the living room where the pattern of latticework in the door would appear. John became fascinated with this.


He would go over to the door, examine it closely, then run across the room to the wall and examine the reflection. Then he would go back to the door and change the angle very slightly and run back to the reflection again to see if it had moved. Then he would go back and change the angle again and come back to see how the reflection had moved. He did this on so many occasions that one day I decided to photograph it. I still have the slide showing John looking up at the reflection with a smile of fascination. He was so young that he still had a pacifier hanging around his neck. Yet he wasn’t talking and it would be years before he would talk.


One day, when John was about three, a televised speech by President Lyndon Johnson was preceded by a picture of the presidential seal that filled the TV screen. John immediately ran back into his room and returned with one of the Kennedy half-dollars that his grandmother had given him. He then compared the presidential seal on the screen with the presidential seal on the back of his Kennedy half-dollar.


There were other indications of his memory. I liked to take John to a park on the opposite side of Cayuga Lake from where we lived. During the long winter months we did not go there but, when the weather became good in the spring, I decided one day to take him back again. As you drive along the highway on that side of the lake, there is a long stretch where you cannot see the water. But, as we came around a bend—just before the lake came into view—John cried out “wah-ee” He knew we had reached the point where we were about to see the lake.


Perhaps the most remarkable example of his memory was demonstrated very accidentally. In the living room I had a chess set which John was forbidden to play with. One day, when I was having a long conversation on the telephone in the kitchen, he scattered my chess pieces across the living room floor. When I returned and saw what he had done, I angrily told John to put them back. He immediately put all 32 pieces back exactly where they belonged on the chess board. He was no more than three years old at this time—and still not talking.


When these episodes are all put together, they present a much more optimistic picture than when they actually occurred, as isolated incidents separated by long weeks and months of silence. Eventually, we began to ask doctors why he wasn’t talking. At first they said that he would probably talk later, but after more months and then years passed, we began to have him tested for all sorts of things. No one could find anything wrong—and no one had any practical suggestions of what to do. The experts were as baffled as we were.


____________________




While John’s mother and I were apprehensive about his not talking, there was no sign that John himself was unhappy. He was master of his own little world. And when we tried to teach him to talk, he showed no real interest.


His mother became more pessimistic than I about John’s future. Eventually, she told me that I was just being stubborn in not facing reality.


Since I taught classes at Cornell on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays, I could take off all day each Thursday to spend with John and give his mother a day off. He and I usually went to parks or around the campus. One Thursday night, I took him by the office to pick up my mail. As we passed a water fountain, he pointed to it, indicating that he wanted me to pick him up to have a drink.


This seemed to me the time to try to get him to understand that what came out of the fountain was the same thing he saw in lakes and ponds.


“Wah-ee,” I said to him, trying to get him to repeat the word and know what this was.


John said nothing but pointed again to the fountain.


“Wah-ee,” I said.


John only pointed more insistently at the fountain.


“Wah-ee, John,” I said.


He now began to cry in frustration. I immediately picked him up and let him get some water. Then I began to cry.


____________________




When John was three years old, his mother decided to take a job. That meant putting John in a nursery school. He didn’t like it and what little progress he had made toward talking turned into retrogression. Eventually his vocabulary shrank back to just two words, “rocky” and “wah-ee.” He was obviously unhappy and uncertain. Once he loved to have me throw him up in the air and catch him, but now he was apprehensive when I did it, so I stopped. Ironically, his mother’s job was unnecessary financially. I had just gotten some consulting work and we had some financial elbow room for the first time. After a few months, however, the project on which my wife was working was finished and John was no longer taken to the nursery school.


John was now three and a half and was still not talking. Nor was there any sign of any way to help him. But help came from a wholly unexpected source. I had to take oral language examinations for my doctorate in economics from the University of Chicago and Professor Earl Hamilton from Chicago was a visiting professor at the State University of New York at Binghamton, not too far away. I could save the airfare to Chicago by driving down to Binghamton and taking the exam there. After I passed my French exams, Professor Hamilton spent some time chatting with me. He asked how things were going in my life in general. I told him that everything was fine—except for my son, who couldn’t talk.


“Have you taken him to doctors?” he asked.


“Yes,” I said. “All kinds of doctors, all kinds of tests. They can find nothing wrong.”


“Is he alert, active?” Professor Hamilton asked. “Does he seem bright?”


“Yes. That’s what makes it so puzzling.”


“Have you and your wife been able to give him a lot of attention?”


“Not in the past several months. I have been tied up in my work and my wife took a job for a while, so he hasn’t been getting the attention he needs. Now I have had some time lately, and I have been trying to teach him to talk, but it just doesn’t work.”


“Mr. Sowell,” he said in a kind and gentle way, “Don’t try to teach him to talk—not right now. You just give him lots of love and attention. Take him with you wherever you can. Let him know that you think he is the most wonderful little boy in the whole world. And when he feels confident and secure—he’ll talk.”


I can’t imagine what gave Professor Hamilton this insight, but I was desperate and I followed his advice. For several months, I stopped making any effort whatever to teach John to talk and instead spent far more time with him. He became visibly happier and more secure. Eventually, he indicated that he wanted me to throw him up in the air and catch him again. That was when I thought the time was right to try a little experiment.


I turned on a tape recorder and, as a sort of game, asked John to say “water.”


“Wah-ee!” he cried.


When I played it back for him, he was pleased and excited to hear his own voice.


“Rocks, John,” I said.


“Rocky!”


I played that back for him too and he was again pleased.


Slowly and in a low-key way, over the next few days and weeks, I began to ask him to say some of the other words he had once used. Each time I played them back for him. It became our little game. Eventually his vocabulary regained its former level—and then continued to grow. All these were single isolated words but, one day when he was watching water going down the drain, I said “down the drain” and he repeated it—his first phrase.


By this time John was just three months away from his fourth birthday and, now that he had a start toward talking, I thought that he needed a speech therapist to help him develop further. We found a young lady named Miss Duff who was a speech therapist at Ithaca College and who was very good with him. He spoke in whispers but she got him to speak up. From then on, his speech improved in scope and understanding.


Now that he could talk, we discovered that John knew many things. As I drove around Ithaca with him, he would cry out with delight whenever the car went bumping over railroad tracks.


“Railroad tracks!” he cried.


One day I noticed that he was crying out like this before we actually saw the railroad tracks, even when it was a new place that he could not have known from memory. When we returned home I drew a picture and asked John what it was:
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“Railroad tracks,” he said. He had figured out that this sign could be seen before we reached the tracks.


Although John was talking and the long nightmare of anxiety was now over, his speech was of course not as advanced as the speech of other children his age, who had been talking for years. Nor did he have experience in verbal interaction with others. In other words, he had a lot of ground to make up.


John’s most rapid development came when we drove across the country to Los Angeles, where I was going to teach summer school at U.C.L. A. We took three weeks to get there, stopping along the way. For all that time, John was interacting with his parents all day long as we drove and pointed out things to him. By the time we reached Los Angeles, he could read. He had learned from signs along the highway. His favorite was “No left turn,” which he would repeat wherever he saw it. He had turned a corner in his life.


On our way back from Los Angeles at the end of the summer, we stopped and spent the night at the home of friends in Rochester, New York. When I awoke the next morning, I heard the sound of children’s songs being played on a piano. It was John—who may never have seen a piano before, but who had learned how to play tunes on his toy xylophone, and immediately realized that the notes were in the same order on the piano keys.


____________________




After returning from teaching summer school at U.C.L.A., I immediately had to move again, this time to Brandeis University, where I now had a new appointment. Among the people who came to say goodbye to us before we left Ithaca was a neighbor whom I little knew but who had apparently heard of John. What she said was revealing as to what she had heard from other neighbors. She was the mother of a retarded child and brought us a special toy as a going-away present.


“I understand you have a boy like mine,” she said. “So I thought I would bring you this toy that my son likes.”


There was nothing to do but to thank her for her kindness—and to be inwardly thankful that I now knew that she was wrong.


____________________




The next milestone in John’s life was school. By the time he was six, we were back in Los Angeles, where I now had a permanent appointment at U.C.L.A. John did not take well to school, nor did the school take well to him. The teachers I talked with left me very unimpressed and they threw a scare into his mother by telling her that their tests showed John to be “physically uncoordinated.” When the tests on which this was based were explained to me, I realized what feeble evidence was being used for such sweeping conclusions.


“Are you aware that this boy can skip rocks across the water with either hand?” I asked. They didn’t know and they didn’t care. They had their own little test and that was all that mattered to them. In later years, John took up bowling and bowled his first 200 game as a teenager. In December 1996, he bowled a perfect 300 game. “Physically uncoordinated” was one of many labels put on children without any sufficient basis.


By the end of the first semester, I was convinced that John had to be put into a private school. I learned of one that seemed right by accident. One of my U.C.L.A. students brought her young daughter with her to my office and, when I noticed how articulate the little girl was, her mother credited the school she attended. Since I had no other information on private schools, I decided to give this one a try.


It was a school that allowed the children to decide whether or not to go to classes, which was not the way I would have run a school, but perhaps John would be happier there. It turned out that he was. But it also turned out that he never went to math classes. This was puzzling, since he seemed to pick up things concerned with numbers very easily. In any event, I bought him some early math books so that he could learn what he needed at home. He took to them like a duck to water. One night I saw a light on in John’s room in the wee hours of the morning and looked in to see how he was. He was working out problems in a third grade math book, even though he was still in the first grade. He was apparently just bored with the math class at school.


Since John’s school was not far from U.C.L.A., I would drop him off in the morning on my way to work and his mother would pick him up in the afternoon. In order to give him something to do on the trip, I would show him the mileage on the odometer and ask him to figure out how far we traveled on our way to school and what the number would be when we got there. He soon knew how far the distance was, but he noticed that the number when we got there was sometimes off by a mile. I then had to explain to him that the figure was not exact because we had not counted out to the tenth of a mile after the decimal point on the odometer. This got us into what decimal points meant and soon he had mastered that, so that he now knew the distance to the first decimal point. On the way, he also noticed the freeway signs giving distances in half-miles and quarter-miles, so I explained fractions to him and he quickly learned them.


Over the years, John became something of a math whiz. By the time he was ten, he liked to see if he could add up our restaurant bill in his head faster than the cash register could—and he often won, depending mainly on how fast the cashier was in entering the numbers. When he was 12, after his mother and I were divorced and I had custody of him, we went to Massachusetts, where I was a visiting professor at Amherst College for a semester. It so happened that the head of the math department was my old college roommate. When he had us over for dinner one night, he was surprised at the math problems that John could do in his head.


In one of the little games that John and I played, I would give him three numbers in a series and he was to figure out what the fourth number was and the general formula for the series. For example, I gave him 3, 8, and 23, leaving him to figure out the next number. After thinking for a little while, John said, “The next number is 68—and the formula is 3X – 1.”


My old roommate was astonished—and got out pencil and paper to check this and other things that John did in his head.


Since I was now a single parent, I had to take John with me whenever I traveled. This included a trip to the Educational Testing Service in Princeton, New Jersey, where I gave a talk and stayed overnight. While I was meeting with people at ETS, someone there was kind enough to take John around on a tour and taught him how to use a computer. It was to begin a lifelong fascination with computers for John. After that, he was able to use the computer at Amherst. Later, in his teenage years, after I got him his own computer, he became sufficiently good at programming to get summer jobs at the computer center at Stanford University and at Syntex Corporation. From there, he went on to study computer science in college and made his career in this field.


____________________




John became interested in chess by the time he was 12 and began to play in little neighborhood tournaments sponsored by the local public library. From this he moved on to chess tournaments sanctioned by the U.S. Chess Federation. In these various tournaments, there would be small prizes of perhaps ten or twenty dollars, depending on the level of the tournament and where you finished in the standings. One year John won more than a hundred dollars this way. After I acquired custody of him, he and I began to play chess regularly in our apartment at Amherst. At first, I could beat him easily because I had so much more experience, but that did not last very long.


While at Amherst, I drove him down to New Haven for a chess tournament there. A few months later, after we were back in California, and were living in the seaside community of Santa Monica, adjacent to Los Angeles, I drove John down to San Diego for another chess tournament. Fortunately, however, we later discovered another place within walking distance of where we lived, where chess tournaments were held regularly. Sometimes I took part in the tournaments as well. When the U. S. Chess Federation mailed us our official ratings, based on these tournaments, John had the higher rating. It was also becoming clearer, just from our games with each other, that he was now the better player.


We recorded the games we played at home, just as we recorded the official games at the tournaments. Decades later, while going through my files, I came across a game that John and I had played when he was a teenager—and in which he had beaten me in eight moves, without any blunder on my part. For those who follow chess, here are the moves:








	JOHN

	DAD






	1. P-K4

	1. P-KB3






	2. P-Q4

	2. P-Q3






	3. N-KB3

	3. B-KN5






	4. B-QB4

	4. P-K4






	5. N-B3

	5. PxP






	6. N-K5

	6. BxQ






	7. B-B7ch

	7. K-K2






	8. N-Q5    mate!

	









When I set up my chess board to replay this game after all these years, I still could not see after the seventh move how he was going to beat me on the last move. Some days later, when John was visiting me, I showed him the paper on which he had recorded this game. Without setting up the board, he studied the moves on paper, apparently visualizing them in his head. Finally, he said that it was a variation on a famous game played long ago. Chess books were among the few books that he read outside of school during his teen years.


____________________




This thumbnail sketch of John’s intellectual development necessarily leaves out all sorts of complications that real life always has. Among other things, he was a shy boy who could get very absorbed in what he was doing. These and other characteristics he may well have inherited from me. Once, when I was discussing with an old friend some of John’s behavior patterns, he grinned broadly at his wife and said, “Who do we know who is like that?” In later years, my sister said that watching John’s personal development was like watching history repeating itself.


I too can get very absorbed in what I am thinking about. One day, for example, I was driving through Palo Alto, California, where I lived, and became very preoccupied with some issue that I was thinking about. After I finally resolved the matter in my own mind, and returned to thinking about my driving, I realized that I didn’t know where I was or in what direction I was heading—or why. As the blocks went by, I watched for street signs or landmarks that would tell me where I was. Eventually, I recognized the area and realized that I was on Embarcadero, heading east. Now the only question was why, especially since I seldom went to this part of town. Fortunately, I caught a glimpse of an envelope on the seat beside me and suddenly remembered that I was taking it to the post office.


One summer, when John was working at the Stanford computer center, I happened to come out of the Hoover Institution just as he was walking past. We were less than ten feet apart.


“Hi, John,” I said, but he walked on, unaware of me. He was obviously absorbed in what he was thinking about, so I only smiled rather than break into his chain of thought.


____________________




Somewhere along the way, among all the people I talked with about John’s development, I was told that there was a class of boys who had what was called “the three M’s”—music, math and memory. Someone else said that John’s personal development was like that of the kind of students who end up at places like M.I.T. Once, while waiting in a doctor’s office, I encountered another little boy who was not talking and who seemed to me very much like John. His mother seemed so relieved when I told her about my son. About a decade later, a neighbor down the street from me at Stanford had a similar boy who was late in talking—and we lived there long enough to see him grow out of it. Little did I realize that there were many other boys like that—or how little was known about them. That changed only when I wrote the column about John in 1993.


The letters that poured in had many similar stories. One lady said that she burst into tears when she read the column, because her son was also named John, also talked late, and was now in college studying computer science. Many of the parents told stories of anguish, not only over what the future held for their children but also over the readiness of others to label them as retarded, autistic, or whatever—and also over whether they might have done something wrong as parents that might have caused their child to have this problem. However, seldom was there another child in the family who was not talking. This and the fact that nearly all of the children with this pattern were boys suggests that this is an inborn pattern. Further evidence of this came from reading letters from these parents, and in talking to some of them on the phone. I learned that there were often other members of the family with abilities and careers in fields requiring scientific, mathematical or musical ability. My own view is that the parents of late-talking children may have had very little to do with this pattern, except by being the source of their genes.


Although John responded well to great amounts of personal attention, he was not receiving less than the normal amount of attention at the age when children usually begin talking. Apparently neither were the other children I learned of through letters from readers with late-talking children. In fact, some of these children received so much attention that some parents wondered if catering to their child’s needs had made him less dependent on developing his own ability to speak. That seems unlikely too, for reasons that will become clearer in Chapter 5.


One case that I learned of independently of responses to the column involved the only pair of parents I know of who were neither panicked nor worried about their child’s late talking. Unlike other parents, they did not take him to specialists and did not have him tested for anything. He began to talk at about the same time as the children of parents who did all these other things.


One of the reasons why my research assistant and I were unable to find anything in the literature about this special group of late-talking children with good intelligence may be that there has been little reason for anyone to follow their lives after they began talking. Only their parents are likely to know their stories from beginning to end, and these parents are largely isolated, not knowing anyone else facing the same situation. The child himself typically grows to adulthood unaware of having been a late-talker. John, for example, has no memory of being late in talking and only recalls the red light on the tape recorder I used to get him started.


During the period when our group of parents of late-talking children was forming, I happened to be having computer problems, so that a computer expert was in my home trying to figure out what was wrong, while I was talking on the phone with some of these parents. Later, he mentioned to his mother what he had heard about these unusual children who talk late.


“Like you,” his mother said.
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