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Driving and Asperger Syndrome 
By Jenny Lushington and John Harrison 

 

Part 1 
 

Tips and tactics for people with Asperger Syndrome who 
want to learn to drive or improve their driving skills 

  

 
In a society where a driving licence is 
considered to be a “right”, there is an 
expectation that one will be able to drive. 
Someone with Aspergers has to realise 
that this is one of several ways in which 
the syndrome can prove to be debilitating 
and that they may not be able to succeed 
in passing the driving test. This leaflet 
aims to help alleviate some of the 
problems that people with Aspergers 
experience when learning to drive and 
hopefully maximise their chances of 
getting through the test. It will also be 
helpful to an Asperger who can already 
drive in understanding how their 

condition may impact on driving. It will enable them to drive better and possibly take an 
advanced driving test  
  
Though Asperger Syndrome is a disability, it can also in many ways be an asset. One 
advantage is determination. Aspergers are people who are reluctant to give up a cause. 
Thus, if an Asperger really wants to drive, though it may prove to be hard graft because 
of the problems referred to in this leaflet, they will usually succeed in the end. Like most 
people with Asperger Syndrome, once you have learned something you do not forget it.  

  

Difficulties likely to arise and tips to help overcome them 
  
Dyspraxia - Driving uses many physical skills such as coordinating hands and feet to 
move at the same time when changing gear. You may find complex movements such as 
this difficult or even impossible to carry out. As a result, it may take you a long time to 
learn to drive or you may find you cannot manage it at all.  
  
 Tip: It may help to learn to drive in an automatic car from the outset or to switch 
to an automatic if after a few driving lessons handling a manual gear change is proving 
too difficult.  
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Multi-Tasking – An issue related to dyspraxia is that Aspergers frequently have difficulty 
multi-tasking which, of course, driving often involves. Aspergers tend to work best when 
they have one task to concentrate on. You may have difficulty with driving as it 
frequently involves doing several things at once, e.g. steering, changing gear, looking 
ahead, anticipating possible hazards, etc. Such multi-tasking is not easy, especially as 
you have to try and develop all these skills at once when learning.  
 

  Tip: To prepare yourself before learning to drive it pays to try and pick up skills of 
observing traffic, judging speed and distance, looking for hazards, etc while travelling 
with others or on public transport, even when walking along a street. Watch the drivers; 
look at the situations where they make observations requiring a judgement, such as 
whether there is a big enough gap to pull out of a side turning or whether there is 
sufficient time to overtake. With young teenagers parents can develop these skills by 
discussing such situations when driving in the family car. Learning to cope with cycling in 
traffic will also help as would Cycle Proficiency Training. 
 Tip: Watching videos on the basics of driving skills before starting driving lessons 
can assist you in developing observation and judgement skills as well as highlighting 
where, how and what to observe, so you will have some expertise in these respects 
already. 
 Tip: Parents of very young children with Aspergers could ensure their child is 
given toy cars with steering mechanisms which simulate the real thing as closely as 
possible as there is no harm in starting very young. 
   

Estimating – You may have difficulty estimating speed and distance, again an important 
skill in driving. As already indicated, this aspect of driving can be worked on before you 
take to the road by observing traffic and also by watching videos. Even if you have 
passed your test and had quite a bit of experience, estimating speed and distance can 
still be something of a problem.  
 
 Tip: Be cautions in situations like emerging from side turnings or overtaking - if in 
doubt hold back. 
 Tip: Learn simple cues. For example, when stopping behind another car in a line 
of traffic or similar situation remember to leave enough room between the two vehicles 
so you can see its wheels in front of your bonnet, so if it breaks down you will have room 
to pull round it. A way to help remember this is to say “Tyres on Tarmac” or “ToT”. 
Similarly when driving on the open road you should leave sufficient gap between your 
vehicle and the one in front, so if the vehicle ahead has to do an emergency stop you 
have time to stop too – this should be a gap of two seconds and you can measure this by 
noting when the vehicle in front passes a feature such as a mark on the carriageway or a 
roadsign and you should have time to say ‘Only a fool breaks the 2 second rule’ before 
your vehicle reaches that feature. The highlighted phrases are examples of cues which 
will help you remember these principles and you may be able to think of others to help 
you with driving processes.  
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Rule Application – You may find learning new skills easier when there is a clear set of 
guidelines and rules. Motoring is quite rule-orientated with the Highway Code and “the 
System [1]”. This element of driving would seem to be straightforward, but life is not 
that simple. You as a driver with Aspergers will keep to the rules (as any good driver 
should, of course!). The problem is however that other drivers do not always keep to 
the rules e.g. getting in the wrong lane and changing at the last minute to get an 
advantage in traffic, coming out of a side turning directly in front of you etc.  You may 
find other drivers breaking the rules very frustrating. Driving is a bit like football. There 
is a set of rules to comply with but there is also interaction between the players and it 
may be more difficult for you to get the finer points of this interaction (and also to 
continue the analogy have the necessary coordination to be able to handle the ball/car).  
 
 Tip: A large element of good driving is being aware that others sometimes break 
the rules, and being prepared for this, e.g. looking out for it and allowing room in case 
the other motorist should make a sudden unexpected manoeuvre contrary to the 
principles of the Highway Code, etc.  
 Tip: There are very occasionally situations when it is appropriate to break rules, 
e.g. going the wrong side of a “keep left” bollard when your own carriageway is blocked 
by an accident or driving onto the pavement when otherwise you would impede the 
progress of an emergency vehicle. It must be emphasised, however, that such situations 
are very much the exception and before carrying out such an action you must be sure it 
is entirely safe to do so. 

  
Coping with Road Rage - All drivers make mistakes, but sadly we are in a world where 
drivers are frequently intolerant of others’ mistakes. There is an apocryphal story that 
there is an empty display case in the Institute of Advanced Motorists’ headquarters with 
the label, “When we find the perfect driver we will have them stuffed and put in here”! 
People with Asperger Syndrome often have difficulty when criticised. Thus, you may 
easily get upset in this sort of situation and not know how to respond to it.  If you make 
a mistake whilst driving, you are often likely to get verbal abuse, rude gestures or similar 
and coping with this can be difficult for anyone. 
 
 Tip: Remember that all drivers make mistakes and somebody who overreacts to 
one has as much of a problem as someone who has difficulty handling criticism.  
 Tip: If you do make a mistake, whether it is criticised by another or not, it is not 
the end of the world.  Try and learn from it and improve you driving. Also, if appropriate 
acknowledge your mistake by giving an apologetic wave or saying sorry if car windows 
are open so you can be heard. 

Tip: If someone criticises your driving, pause for a short time, e.g. count slowly to 
ten, before reacting to it. If you are really upset about something, it might be an idea to 
park and have a break for a few minutes before driving on.  
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Body Language - In many situations people communicate with other drivers or 
pedestrians (or driving instructors) by facial expression and gesture, for example if a 
driver wants to know if another one is going to let them out of a side turning into a 
queue of traffic or if a pedestrian wants to know if a driver is going to let them cross the 
road. This may be one of the obvious difficulties you experience and you may need to be 
constantly trying to improve your awareness of facial expression, and related issues 
such as body language. 
 
 Tip: Be aware that this may be a potential problem and allow for it. Where 
appropriate, make sure your own intentions are clear, e.g. by using indicators and 
positioning your car correctly for the situation. 
  
Concentration - All drivers have to try and focus on what they are doing all the time, but 
no human being is capable of providing 100% concentration. You, however, may have a 
particular ability to concentrate very well, especially when it is a task you enjoy. Thus 
you should be able to focus on your driving at least as well and possibly better than 
others. Sometimes, however, people with Aspergers have difficulty in concentrating for 
extended periods; if this is the case, it is advisable to take frequent breaks when driving.  
Coping with particular distractions may however be a problem for you; sudden, loud or 
irritating noises, intermittent noise from windscreen wipers, passengers starting to talk 
loudly or behaving boisterously etc. This may be a big problem whilst driving. 
 
 Tip: Make sure you are familiar with all the ‘noises’ made by the car you are 
driving, then when you hear the noise you will find it easier to put it into the back of you 
mind and not become distracted. 
 Tip: If noise from passengers is likely to be a problem it is wise to advise them of 
this issue at the start of the journey and trust they respect your needs.  
 Tip: You may need to cease conversation with passengers in order to concentrate 
on a potentially hazardous situation on the road ahead. If as a driver you tend do this, 
advise your passengers this may happen at the start of the journey as otherwise they 
might find this disconcerting. 
 Tip: If a noise problem occurs which cannot be resolved immediately, e.g. if you 
are being distracted by a baby in the car crying inconsolably, you should pull over and 
stop when it is safe to do so until the situation is dealt with.  
 Tip: Another possible distraction is the car radio. You will need to decide whether 
to use a car radio whilst driving, though this is of course a decision for all drivers, not just 
those with Aspergers. 
 Tip: A related issue is that even a reasonably experienced driver with Aspergers 
may concentrate on one hazard developing ahead and ignore another beyond that 
because of difficulties multi-tasking, e.g. you may concentrate on a car about to come 
out of a side turning and miss seeing a pedestrian about to cross the road beyond this. It 
is important to try and be aware of this possibility and do your best to avoid it by looking 
ahead throughout the whole field of vision and being prepared to take action in relation 
to any hazards developing. 
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Glare – Whilst glare from the sun or headlights can be a problem for all drivers, it can 
particularly be so for those with Aspergers as they have difficulty in adapting to sudden 
changes in lighting. 
 
 Tip: Try and anticipate situations where you might be faced with sudden glare, 
e.g. when coming out of a tunnel or from under trees into bright sunlight or at night 
when you can see a car approaching with its headlights on full beam. If you are having 
difficulty direct your eyes towards the kerb or side of the road well in front whilst using 
your peripheral vision to focus directly on what is happening in front of you until the 
glare has passed. Otherwise, slow down or stop.  
  

Learning to Drive 
  
Some people learn to drive more easily than others. Ability to learn to drive is not a 
measure of intelligence or other abilities, so if you find that you need a lot of lessons, 
you should not compare yourself unfavourably with others just because you have 
Asperger Syndrome and take a while to pass your test. 
   
Choosing an Instructor - It is important for any learner driver to have an instructor who 
suits their temperament and with whom they can develop a positive relationship. This is 
particularly so for you as a person with Aspergers. We all have difficulty learning when 
we are stressed, but this may be particularly so for you. The instructor should be made 
aware of the issues relating to Asperger Syndrome and driving – the easiest way to do 
this is, of course, to give them a copy of this leaflet and one or two general leaflets on 
Asperger Syndrome.  
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Part 2  

Tips for Driving Instructors 

 
First of all it may be very helpful for you as a driving instructor about to start teaching 
someone who has Asperger Syndrome to find out about them personally and their 
condition from someone close – parent or partner. They may be able to give you some 
insights into their way of learning and reacting. It may also be helpful for you, the 
instructor, to read the previous section of this leaflet, Tips and information for people 
with Aspergers, as well as this other information about Aspergers. 
 Below we have detailed some of the effects of Asperger Syndrome that will have 
implications for the learning process, how they can be recognised in the learner and 
how you may be able to deal with the situation should the need arise.  All of the 
following conditions can give rise to a higher state of anxiety for the AS learner; it is far 
more difficult to learn anything in this state so easing anxiety at all times is the key to 
you affectively teaching new skills.  
 

Language - Aspergers tend to take everything quite literally and do not understand 
colloquial expressions, irony and certain types of jokes. Thus, for example, saying “Put 
your foot to the floor” might be interpreted as take your foot off the accelerator or even 
accelerate to the maximum!  Saying ‘that was really good’ in an ironic tone of voice 
(meaning it was bad) may be understood as praise!!  
 Most learners with Aspergers will not be able to take hints that they are doing 
something wrong. Instruction needs to be clear and direct and positive, though not to 
the point of being too blunt in view of the difficulty many Aspergers have handling 
criticism. They will always be trying their best.  

 
Dyspraxia – This is a difficulty in coordination movements especially when it involves 
using hands and feet at the same time – it is noticeable as a natural clumsiness.  If this is 
a big problem for the learner driver it may be best for them to use an automatic car thus 
allowing them to concentrate on other aspects 
 
Multi-Tasking - an issue closely related to dyspraxia in that Aspergers frequently have 
difficulty doing more than one thing at a time, such as looking in the mirror, signalling 
and controlling the car in a manoeuvre.  Therefore the instructions given need to be 
explained in advance and then given slowly in sequence at the time, just giving the 
learner time to comply before moving on to the next movement.  After a very short while 
the sequence will be remembered as one whole action – especially if given the same 
verbal cue e.g. MSM (mirror signal manoeuvre). 
. 
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Estimating - Aspergers often have difficulty estimating speed and distance, again an 
important skill in driving. The cue to wait longer rather than rush when pulling out of 
junctions therefore may need to be reinforced and visual cues such as being able to see 
the tyres of the car in front when in slow traffic and the two-second rule (Only a fool 
breaks the 2 second rule.) for steady driving will need to be taught.  
 
Generalisation - Instructors need to be aware that the Asperger might not apply 
knowledge acquired in one area to another. Thus they need to ensure that skills and 
rules applied to one situation are generalised and used in all situations. For example, a 
driver will be told to use the horn to draw attention to their presence when a pedestrian 
is possibly about to step into the vehicle’s path, and also when another motorist is 
possibly about to drive into it.  
 
 It is important for the instructor to provide the Asperger pupil with as wide a 
range of driving situations as possible, e.g. different traffic and weather conditions, 
different times of day, urban/rural, different routes to aid generalisation of learning 
skills. As an example, one young man known to us became a proficient driver, but did not 
realise until somebody told him three years later that he could use main beam headlights 
on open unlit roads!  
 
 Success for the Aspergers pupil will be highly likely if the instructor approaches 
driving in a systematic manner, teaching all aspects in a structured way including what 
might otherwise be considered to be the glaringly obvious.  
 
Implications of signs - The Asperger pupil may be able to learn the theory aspect of 
driving very well but problems could arise in understanding the implication of this theory 
when driving. The instructor needs to ensure theoretical knowledge is applied to real-life 
situations. For example, as well as learning to recognise the school sign in the Highway 
Code, the pupil will need to know this means at certain times of day they need to watch 
out for children entering and leaving the school, therefore taking even more care than 
usual. 
 
Rule Application - People with Asperger Syndrome work best when there is a framework 
of rules. Motoring is quite rule-orientated with the Highway Code and “the System” (as 
in the Police Driving Manual, “Roadcraft”). This would suggest this element of driving 
would not be a problem to them, but life is not that simple. A driver with Aspergers will 
always keep to the rules (as any good driver should, of course!). The problem arises 
when they need to recognise that other road users may not always do the same. Other 
drivers not keeping the rules can be very frustrating to the Asperger; e.g. when they get 
into the wrong lane and change at the last minute to get an advantage in traffic, The 
Asperger pupil will need to learn to take the positive action of being prepared for others’ 
mistakes by allowing adequate time and space for any necessary action.  
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Body Language - In some situations one communicates with other drivers, pedestrians, 
etc by facial expression, for example if a driver wants to know if another one is going to 
let them out of a side turning into a queue of traffic or if a pedestrian wants to know if a 
driver is going to let them cross the road. Obviously this may be difficult for someone 
with Asperger Syndrome. They will therefore need to be taught other positive actions to 
indicate that they have seen/been seen by another and clearly indicate this by their 
actions e.g.’ stopping to give way – using their indicators or flashing lights to symbolise ‘I 
am here’ etc. 
 
Coping with Road Rage - an Asperger pupil may have difficulty coping with others’ 
anger – or in some cases their own show of frustration or reaction to criticism. Therefore 
they will need to be given or reminded of calming strategies, e.g. deep breathing and 
counting to 10. 
 

Learning to Drive - the Process 

 Some people learn to drive more easily than others. Obviously those with 
Aspergers are generally likely to be in the category of slower learners but (like the 
tortoise) may well succeed brilliantly in the end. 

 Knowledge others acquire naturally in everyday situations may need to be 
specifically taught to an Asperger pupil - it pays to take nothing for granted. 

 Some learners may have been preparing for driving lessons – picking up various 
skills over several years, e.g. Observing road conditions, roadsigns etc. as a 
passenger.   

 It is still advisable to break down the tasks into separate clear instructions given 
in sequence until they are becoming automatic. 

 
Getting to know the Aspergers pupil - It is important for any learner driver to have an 
instructor who suits their temperament and with whom they can develop a positive 
relationship. This is particularly so for Aspergers. In the first few sessions developing 
communication, trust and confidence with the pupil will make the whole process much 
easier. We all have difficulty learning when we are stressed, but this is particularly so for 
the Asperger. You may feel that taking on a pupil with Aspergers is too much like hard 
work but once well taught the Asperger will always remember and apply their learning 
and therefore can prove to be a very good and competent driver even going on to 
advance their skills. It is also worth bearing in mind it might be possible to develop a 
niche market teaching Asperger pupils. Many people with Aspergers know others 
through attending groups for those with the syndrome, so success can mean you are 
recommended to others.  
 
 Having read this and the accompanying leaflet should, we hope give you the instructor a 
head start in what can become a very rewarding process for you and your pupil.   Good 
Luck...  
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Part 3 
 

Practical Licensing Issues 
 
The UK Forum of Mobility Centres has 17 centres where those with disabilities, including 
Asperger Syndrome, can have a preliminary off-road assessment to see if they are likely 
to be able to learn to drive successfully and those with more severe Aspergers may wish 
to avail themselves of this facility.  
 
All drivers have to take the theory as well as the practical driving test. The element of 
the test with questions about the Highway Code, etc should usually be relatively easy for 
the Asperger as they have good memories and are often good at quizzes. Sometimes, 
however, people with Aspergers Syndrome also have problems of dyslexia. If this is the 
case they are entitled to ask for extra time to take the theory test or other appropriate 
special provision. 
 
Passing the hazard perception test might be more difficult. You will need a clear idea of 
what this involves. A hazard is a situation on the road which may cause you to have to 
slow down or change your direction. The hazard perception test is concerned with 
testing your ability to recognise what is classed as a developing hazard. A car parked by 
the side of the road may mean you have to slow down or change your direction to drive 
past it, but this would not be classed as a developing hazard in terms of the perception 
test. It would be classed as one if the driver started signalling to move away or if a 
vehicle was coming in the opposite direction and there might not be enough room for 
both to get by. Most videos on driving will explain what hazards are but the Driving 
Standards Agency video and accompanying booklet, “What if?” is particularly 
recommended as it not only explains what a hazard is, but it also shows how the hazard 
perception test and also the theory test are conducted. If after watching this potential 
you are still having difficulty recognising what a hazard is, you should seek further 
advice from your instructor. It is important to be aware that in the hazard perception 
test one only has one shot at going through it as one cannot go back and review 
answers unlike in the rest of the theory test, but this is, of course, how driving is in 
reality on the road! 
 

Legal requirements 
When applying for a driver’s licence you should notify DVLA that you have the 
syndrome. This is on the basis that it is a condition which may affect the ability to drive 
safely. It is, of course, important to be aware that one might be prevented from having a 
licence which could be very disappointing. When someone with Asperger Syndrome is 
added to a car insurance policy, the insurance company should similarly be notified that 
they have Aspergers. Failure to do so may result in a claim being refused if the condition 
then comes to light and possibly also prosecution for driving without insurance. 
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Advancing 

 
Being members of the Institute of Advanced Motorists (IAM), the authors of this leaflet 
strongly believe that driving skills are something to be developed after passing the 
Department for Transport test. Obviously passing an advanced test such as the IAM or 
RoSPA (Royal Society for the Prevention of Accidents) ones are a way of measuring such 
development. Whilst some people go on to take an advanced test within a few weeks or 
months of passing their DOT test, they are the exception. Most people need some years’ 
experience before taking a further test. For the person who has had difficulty learning to 
drive, whether as a result of Aspergers or otherwise, getting to this higher stage may 
take a while and of course they may not be able to achieve it. Whether one actually 
passes a test to demonstrate them, it is certainly worth working on your driving skills. 
This leaflet is intended to help a person with Aspergers to do this and also, for example, 
an IAM observer with such a candidate.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This leaflet has been written by Jenny Lushington and John Harrison. Jenny Lushington is 
a recently retired teacher who specialised in working with autistic children for 25 years. 
She is also an experienced driver and recently passed her Advanced Driving Test.  John 
Harrison is a town planner by profession. He passed his Advanced Driving Test aged 28 
and aged 51 was diagnosed as having mild Asperger Syndrome. The authors met 
through Autism London and the North East London and Essex Group of the Institute of 
Advanced Motorists. The authors would like to thank those who have provided help in 
preparing this leaflet including Autism London, members of the Autism London Asperger 
Group, DANDA, the Institute of Advanced Motorists, members of the London Borough of 
Waltham Forest Road Safety Section and the National Autistic Society.  

 
 


