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 Children are diagnosed on the autism spectrum when 
their skills, instead of lining up neatly, are scattered all over 
the developmental man. My mother’s approach showed me 
how viewing a situation that seems bleak under a different 
lens can reveal a gift and a calling. Over and over again, I 
noted how doing what they loved brought children’s other 
skills up as well. I had believed for years that any child will 
outperform your expectations if you can find a way to feed his 
or her passion. Every one of the children at Little Light who 
had been labeled a “lost cause” had some subject area that 
engaged him or her passionately. I just needed to find the 
proper lens to magnify it. 
 That night I had the distinct feeling—which has 
never been far away since—that Jake was going to use his 
amazing brain to make a significant contribution to the world. 
In the meantime, though, I had to get him through 
kindergarten. Nobody was telling Jake how to learn, because 
nobody thought he could. In that way, autism had given Jake a 
bizarre gift. Curing autism would be the same as “curing” 
science and art. It’s up to us to build a bridge to our children, 
so that they can show us what they see and we can begin to 
draw them back into our world. These promises weren’t “Do 
this, and I’ll give you candy” bribes. That wouldn’t have 
worked. The message was, “Get through this—and it might 
not be easy—and later, I promise, you can be your real, 
authentic self.” He did have to get through the day, but he 
didn’t have to change who he was to do it. 
 Jake was like Pac-Man. If there was something in 
front of him he could learn, he’d gobble it up and be energized 
by it. When he hit a wall, he’d just reverse course and find 
something else to learn. Many of the child prodigies on 
YouTube are musical, which had the unexpected side benefit 
of inspiring Jake to play music. Jake would listen to a few 
minutes of a piece of classical music, press Pause, sit down at 
the piano, and instantly play what he’d just heard, more or less 
perfectly. 
 I’d learned my lesson. I’d seen that as long as Jake 
could get a good dose of serious astronomy, he could keep up 
with the social end of things in school. All of his other skills 
would come along naturally as long as he was doing what he 
loved. A great mind is just a great mind, and I try not to worry 
too much about what package it’s in. “If God has a job for 
you, he’s going to give you everything you need to get that job 
done,” Grandpa used to say. He also taught me to see my own 
misfortune as an opportunity to create a community rather 
than closing myself off from one. It was through his example 
in our Amish community that I’d learned that helping others 
means you are never alone.  

 The other kids in his first college class at age 12 were 
there to do their work, but Jake was there to learn. He was like 
a sponge, soaking it all up, always hungry for more math, 
more astrophysics, and more concepts. Jake’s story made 
headlines because “Jake is good news.” Jake’s story is an 
American story, someone who could only flourish in the 
freedom allowed in America, and a counterpoint to the stories 
of how Asian students are exceeding Americans in math and 
science. 
 He remembers everything he’s ever learned and has 
all that information immediately accessible to him whenever 
he wants it. Everyone else uses formula sheets, but Jake never 
has. This unique marriage of a turbocharged working memory, 
advanced powers of visual-spatial cognition, and an 
extraordinary attention to physical detail enable Jake to 
explore higher math and physics as very few people can.  
And he wants to bring all of us with him. That’s what’s 
beautiful about Jake and makes him such a teacher. Child 
prodigies do not burn out quickly. If you fuel a child’s innate 
spark, it will always point the way to far greater heights than 
you could ever have imagined. Wesley and Ethan, Jake’s 
younger brothers, also home-schooled, completed their high 
school diplomas at ages 10 and 12, and have been making 
great progress in their own fields--Wesley in meteorology, and 
Ethan in microbiology. 
 At 12 years old he measured a higher IQ than 
Einstein and had developed his own theory of relativity. 
Professor Yogesh Jogelcar oversaw Jake's research project 
which was published in "Physical Review A." Jake is the 
youngest person to be published in that prestigious physics 
journal. Now, at 15, he’s the youngest researcher to ever be 
accepted to Waterloo, Ontario’s Perimeter Institute for 
Theoretical Physics. 
 
Kristine is a public speaker on alternative education for 
children with autism (www.jacobbarnett.com). 
 
[Any child will outperform your expectations if you can find a 
way to feed his or her passion. Curing autism would be the 
same as “curing” science and art. All of his other skills would 
come along naturally as long as he was doing what he loved. 
He remembers everything he’s ever learned and has all that 
information immediately accessible to him whenever he wants 
it.] 
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