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Dyslexia and Driving an Automobile 
 

Article By: Dale S. Brown 

 With summer upon us, it is a great time of year to learn how to drive. The article below 
offers some insights into the challenges adults with Learning Disabilities face when 
learning this new skill. In Ontario, individuals who want Accommodations are invited to 
visit their local Drive Test Centre. Many accommodations are available, such as taking 
the test verbally or using a computerized test with audio capability.

 

Tom, a handsome twenty-seven-year old man who had dyslexia faced serious problems 
learning to drive a car. He failed his driving test several times in high school. He worked on 
learning to drive in college, but never bothered to take the test again. Now as an adult, he 
realized he would have to learn driving the same slow, steady and disciplined way that he 
learned to read. He was determined to learn however.  

He would have to drill himself on the location of the accelerator and brake. Learning park, 
reverse, neutral and drive would take extra practice. He would also have improved his 
navigation abilities, such as reading maps, and locating and reading signs quickly enough 
to use the information. 

Learning to read took several tutors, lots of practice, and disciplined persistence. It was big 
step in his life. He thought reading would solve all of his problems! Well, it did help. He had 
a good job, was married, and had a child. But issues involving his learning disabilities kept 
on coming up. And his inability to drive was a major one, even though his home was a 
bus-ride away from his job. He knew that he would need to learn to drive - or depend on 
his wife and friends for mobility.  

Tom has perceptual problems, which are a major cause of learning disabilities and 
sometimes co-exist with dyslexia. Perceptual problems can cause great difficulty in 
learning to drive. People with perceptual problems receive inaccurate information through 
their senses and/or have trouble processing that information. Like static on the radio or a 
bad TV picture, the information becomes garbled as it travels from the eye, ear, skin or the 
brain.  

Many people with dyslexia do not have perceptual problems. As a matter of fact, many 
people with dyslexia have strengths in the areas of spatial relationships and/or eye hand 
coordination. They find driving an automobile easy. Some people with dyslexia are 
superior at driving and even take jobs such as truck driving. However, there are some 
dyslexics who find it difficult to drive. Tom is presented as a composite character of such a 
person.  

 

For those people who can drive but have severe difficulty reading, the driver's test is 
a key barrier. Fortunately, it is often possible to take the test orally. The Americans 
with Disabilities Act can be used to make a strong request for reasonable 
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Dyslexia and Driving an Automobile…con’t 
 

  

For those people who can drive but have severe difficulty reading, the driver's test is a key barrier. Fortunately, it 
is often possible to take the test orally. Accommodations can be requested.  
 
Tom had bad memories of his experience in the driver's education class in his high school. Students went out 
with four other students and the instructor in a car to learn to drive. He found it overwhelming and scary. He felt 
as if there was too much going on at once. The seat shook, the car seemed to lurch forward when his foot 
touched the accelerator, and the road, the fence around the driving range, and the grass seemed to be moving 
quickly around the car. The car motor was roaring, the driving instructor was shouting, and his hands were slick 
with sweat from gripping the steering wheel. His fellow students calmed down after some initial nervousness and 
he did his best to keep his fears to himself.  
 
Some of Tom's problems were due to his difficulty in controlling his attention. Most people automatically sort out 
the important sensations from the irrelevant ones. But Tom's brain could not do that with ease. He was paying 
attention to everything at once, which made him feel scattered and confused. He had to consciously slow his 
breathing, relax his muscles, and look and listen carefully. He had to work to be relaxed, alert, and aware. Some 
people with perceptual problems have the opposite reaction. They have to push themselves to pay enough 
attention and see and hear what they need to drive.  
 
Tom also had trouble seeing accurately and associating the movement of the car with the actions of his hands on 
the steering wheel. As a youngster, he had difficulty learning to ride a bike and kept falling down. As a young 
adult, he had difficulty steering a canoe. He hoped that his hard work mastering the canoe would help him drive.  
Tom looked for a driving instructor. He found that most driving instructors did not have experience with perceptual 
problems and dyslexia. Many commercial driving instructors do not have training in how to teach driving. The job 
of driving instructor is often part-time and is sometimes used as a way of earning a salary between jobs.  
 
It took a long time to find someone. He checked with local groups that worked with people who have dyslexia. 
Finally, he heard from a mother of a dyslexic teenager who had trouble learning to drive. He contacted the driving 
instructor. The driving instructor knew about dyslexia and had taught his dyslexic daughter to drive.  
 
Tom was pleased to be able to work in a car that had dual controls. He could practice driving, but the instructor 
also had a brake and steering wheel and could take over if necessary. The instructor had him practice on a 
winding, flat road to learn to turn the steering wheel the right amount for each curve of the street. Then he 
practiced on a hilly but straight road to learn to keep a constant speed by pressing down on the accelerator when 
he went up a hill and releasing it a bit when going down. Then he practiced on roads that were both hilly and 
winding. This step-by-step learning process is the best way to teach many people with dyslexia. The driving 
instructor carefully taught him merges, passing another vehicle, backing up, right-of-way rules, parallel parking, 
and many other skills of competent driving. 
 
Tom also had difficulty intuitively knowing left from right. That is why he had to work hard learning to reliably 
distinguish the accelerator from the brake. It took a lot of drill and practice. He practiced left and right turns over 
and over again to remember that right turns are close to the curve (right's tight.) And that left turns were away 
from the curve (lefts loose). Sometimes, he stopped on corners while he was walking and scanned the 
environment as if he were a driver. He would imagine himself making left and right turns. 
 

Tom spent a full six months learning to drive. He showed courage and determination, particularly when you 
consider his disability was invisible. Nobody but his close friends and the driving instructor recognized his extra 
effort. He was enormously proud when he finally passed his driver's test and received his license. 
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This story, written to illustrate the challenges and supports needed by some people with dyslexia as they learn to 
drive, is an optimistic one. Most learning disabled young adults struggle through many driver education efforts. 
Driver educators have not been exposed to current information on learning disabilities. 
 
Tom and people like Tom can become safe and responsible drivers. Tom commutes to and from his job and drives 
his wife and small children on outings. In many ways, he still has to be careful, particularly in urban driving 
environments. He tries to get his wife or other passenger to navigate. He only drives when completely alert. If he is 
exhausted or upset, he finds another form of transportation. He sticks to the speed limit, unless he is obviously 
blocking traffic.  
 
Many drivers with dyslexia over compensate and become better drivers than non-dyslexics.  
 

About the Author 

Dale S. Brown is the Senior Manager of LD On-line. She is a nationally recognized expert on learning disabilities 
who has written four books on learning disabilities. She received the Ten Outstanding Young Americans Award for 
her work as an advocate for people with learning disabilities. This article was adapted slightly from an article that 
first appeared in "Perspectives" a publication of the International Dyslexia Association. 

 
Reference: Brown, D (Summer, 2006). Dyslexia and Driving an Automobile. Perspectives Adapted slightly for LD On-line. Accessed online: 
http://www.ldonline.org/article/Dyslexia_and_Driving_an_Automobile  
 
 

Inspirational Quotes – Issue # 69 

Edited by: Vicary Parkin 

Throughout history, society has been influenced and shaped by the many great contributions made by individuals with 
learning disabilities. These people demonstrate the strength and perseverance to be true to themselves and strive for 
their full potential. We hope their words inspire and motivate you to reach for your true potential.  

““To a child with a learning disability, school can be an incredibly isolating place,” Cooper said. But a school with 
understanding teachers changed that for him: “It made all the difference in my life early on. And the good news is 
that there are great schools out there, able to provide the necessary resources and support.” Anderson Cooper, 

journalist and TV host 
 

Anderson Cooper has become a well-known name in journalism. Growing up in a wealthy family in New York City, 
Cooper struggled with reading in school.  He admitted to hiding his trouble with reading, by carrying a book around 
and pretending to read it.  Early on, a teacher noticed his trouble with reading which lead to a diagnosis of Dyslexia. 
He credits his mother for instilling in him a desire to work hard and succeed. 
 
Despite learning challenges, Cooper successfully graduated from Yale University, where he majored in Political 
Science.  After graduating in 1989, Cooper has had an award winning career as a journalist. For over a decade, he 
has been the host of the CNN’s prime time news show Anderson Cooper 360o.  Not afraid to go directly to conflict 
zones, Cooper recently wrote a memoir, Dispatches from the Edge, which chronicles his experiences covering war 
and tragedy.  
 
 

Reference: Celebrity Spotlight: Anderson Cooper No Longer Hides Dyslexia (N.D.) Retrieved Online: July 19, 2017. 

https://www.understood.org/en/learning-attention-issues/personal-stories/famous-people/celebrity-spotlight-anderson-cooper-no-longer-hides-his-dyslexia 
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Volunteer Opportunities 
 

 

 

 
 

Are you interested in helping to make a 
difference in someone’s life?  Do you have 

talents and skills that you would be willing to 
share? If so, being an ATN volunteer may be 

just for you! 
 

ATN is looking for individuals that are willing 
to volunteer a few hours a week to help 

make a difference in someone’s life.  
Opportunities exist in our academic 

upgrading lab, assistive technology lab, 
employment services, class room assistance 

and drop-in computer lab. 
 

For more information and to get 
involved, please call us at 

 
519 - 433-7950 ext. 372.  

or visit our website at www.atn.on.ca 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Contact Us: 

 

 
 
 

LD Edge Newsletter 
c/o ATN Access Inc. 

504-141 Dundas Street  
London, ON Canada N6A 1G3 

 
If you have any information, articles or 

submissions to share with us, please contact 
us at any time. 

 
Phone:   519-433-7950 ext. 372 

Fax:     519-433-0282 
E-mail:   info@atn.on.ca 
Web:      www.atn.on.ca 

We hope you have enjoyed this month’s issue 
of the LD Edge Newsletter and that you are 

looking forward to the next issue.  

 

 
 

For an Adobe Acrobat (PDF) version of this 
document click on the link “LD Edge Newsletter” 

at: www.atn.on.ca 

 
 

If we give them an edge… 

They may give us one! 
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