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Brief Report: Neuropsychology of Autism:
A Report on the State of the Science!

Geraldine Dawson?
University of Washington, Seattle

An extensive literature on the neuropsychology of autism exists. The lit-
crature is complex and sometimes inconsistent. The complexity comes in
part from the fact that an understanding of the neuropsychology of autism
depends upon knowledge of the development and assessment of normal
brain functioning, a nascent and challenging topic itself. In particular, dc-
velopmentally sensitive neuropsychological tests across a wide range of
functional domains are lacking. The inconsistency found across studies
arises for at least two reasons. First, tremendous heterogeneity exists in
the behavioral expression of autism, and studies differ substantially in the
subject populations they examine. Indeed, it would be surprising if one
neuropsychological profile applied to all persons with autism, in view of
their widely varying language, cognitive, and social capabilities. Second,
whether or not impairments are found in a given study is critically depend-
ent upon the comparison group used (e.g., mentally retarded vs. normal
vs. learning disabled) and the variable on which the groups are matched
(e.g., IQ vs. language vs. nonverbal ability). Currently, there are no common
rules that investigators use to choose their control groups and matching
strategies. This probably impedes progress in the field.

Despite these caveats, some basic conclusions can be derived from the
literature. To begin, it is clear that persons with autism have neuropsy-
chological impairments in a wide range of domains, a fact that suggests
that autism probably involves dysfunction of multiple regions rather than
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