A+ For Elephants

CHIANG SAEN, Thailand (Achieve3000, April 14, 2011). Elephants are smart—very smart, scientists say. In a series of tests, the giant mammals learned to cooperate to solve problems. 

For the tests, which were conducted in Thailand, researchers placed food rewards on a platform on the ground and connected the platform to a rope. The elephants were behind a fence. To get the food, the elephants had to pull the two ends of the rope at the same time, this was the only way they could drag the platform under the fence and bring the food to where they could reach it. The elephants had to work together to pull both ends of the rope; if they pulled only one end, the rope would come to them, but the platform would not. Six pairs of elephants were tested 40 times over two days, and every pair figured out how to get the food. 

One young elephant had what the researchers termed an unconventional solution to the problem—the elephant firmly put one foot on the end of her rope, keeping it steady but "forcing her partner to do all the work to retrieve the table." In a subsequent phase of the experiment, scientists made the test more difficult by releasing the elephants into the test area separately, up to 45 seconds apart. The elephants quickly learned to wait for their partners before trying to move the platform. 

In another experiment, the researchers left only one end of the rope within reach of the elephants, with the other end coiled on the table. The elephants didn't bother to pull the rope, seeming able to assess that they would be unable to retrieve the platform. 

Scientists have long believed that elephants are smart. One indication of their intelligence is their ability to use tools, a skill that gets passed down from generation to generation. Elephants are adept at using branches to scratch when they have an itch, and they use their trunks to deftly throw objects when playing or in order to defend themselves. In addition, these animals have remarkably good memories. Scientists also know that elephants are socially complex. Although males are usually solitary, females stay together in a herd, often for their entire lives. All elephants engage in a form of communication, which helps them care for and protect one another. 

"They help others in distress," said Joshua M. Plotnik, the lead researcher in the recent experiment. "They seem in some ways emotionally attached to [one another]." 

Still, while scientists knew that elephants live and work together, they did not anticipate that the animals could pass their tests. Before conducting the experiment, scientists believed that the ability to learn and cooperate was limited to primates, but the elephants solved the platform problem as well as chimpanzees. Researchers say the elephants proved themselves to be part of an elite group of intelligent animals, including great apes, dolphins, and crows. 

"We're learning about the amazing mind of the elephant," said Adam Stone, the elephant program manager at Zoo Atlanta. 

Understanding how elephants think could help scientists find ways to protect them in the wild. The animals are losing their habitats as the human population grows, and they are facing threats from poachers. Researchers speculate that elephants could be taught to avoid potential dangers. "Elephants are big, they're social, they live long lives, and they're really, really smart," said Don Moore, associate director of animal care science at the Smithsonian's National Zoo. 

Dig Deeper

	Elephants are good at communicating with one another. They make sounds that travel for miles. Some of these sounds are too low for human ears to even hear.Amazingly, sometimes an elephant doesn't have to hear a thing to locate other elephants that are far away. How does the elephant do it? It has special sense organs on its feet that pick up vibrations coming through the ground. When these sense organs detect vibrations, nerves send messages to the brain. This helps the elephant figure out the source and direction of the sounds.

adept (adjective)    skilled

	assess (verb)    to calculate or determine

	deftly (adverb)    in a nimble or skillful way

	subsequent (adjective)    following

	vibration (noun)    shaking, often felt rather than heard or seen


