
 

 

Coaching a dyslexic athlete ... a mom's perspective  

By Dana Rae Barr, MD, Family Medicine Physician and Mom 

Dyslexia is not just a reading disorder. Having dyslexic thinking affects how a child performs in 

other activities, including sports.  

My son, Colin, will be a sixth-grader in the fall and attends Groves Academy, a private school in 

St. Louis Park, Minnesota. Groves is a school for students with dyslexia, ADHD and other 

learning differences, and it uses evidence-based literacy instruction.  

Colin has dyslexia, ADHD, a weak working memory and a slow processing speed. Sports are 

one of his strengths and a source of joy for both of us. He plays baseball, flag football, 

basketball, hockey and soccer.  

Coaching Colin in a way he can understand is challenging. I have found myself teaching coaches 

about dyslexia and how the brains of people with dyslexia work. I also try to educate the parents 

– usually after someone has teased Colin or made a comment when he does something "wrong." 

The coaches, for the most part, have been receptive and thankful for the tips. The parents have 

been gracious and talked to their kids about learning differences and being a supportive 

teammate.  

I am a Mama Bear when it comes to advocating for my son, and I want him to fit in and thrive 

when playing on a team, as he does in school. I have been unable to find evidence-based 

information about coaching kids with learning differences. As an attempt to help others facing 

the same challenges, I want to share some of our own experiences, along with a few thoughts and 

resources that I’ve compiled. 

Tips for working with dyslexic athletes   

• Give frequent reminders. Even when Colin has played a sport before, he needs a refresher 

about rules and how the game is played at the beginning of the season. This may be helpful for 

all the players.  Things Colin knew last week, he may not remember this week. He once had to 

do push-ups and did them incorrectly. Some of the coaches and kids made fun of him. He 

commented, "It is not like I do push-ups every day!" The next practice, he had forgotten all about 

being teased.  

• Use visuals. Many dyslexics are "picture thinkers." Instructions that are written can be 

challenging, as when coaches get out their clipboards and write plays on it. The clipboard is 

often not oriented to Colin's point of view, so he usually doesn't understand the play. When he 

runs the wrong way, kids are quick to comment. Colin’s football coach has pictures of plays on a 

wrist band. Colin’s position is colored, so he can easily see what to do and he doesn’t have to try 

and memorize plays. Dean Bragonier (Founder & Executive Dyslexic, NoticeAbility) uses 

colored balls when demonstrating plays for his son's hockey and lacrosse teams.  

• Try demonstration with teach back. The coach can demonstrate what he wants Colin to do 

and have him demonstrate back showing he understands. It is best if the coach does things beside 

him or from his perspective. Colin frequently will look at kids next to him to make sure he is 

doing it correctly. He once had a Tae Kwon Do coach yell at him to quit looking around! 



 

 

Whenever possible, the coach should do it next to him and/or facing the way he does so he can 

mimic movements. Better yet, walk him through the plays. This can be done with the whole 

team, so no one feels singled out or "dumb."  

• Speak slowly. Having a weak working memory and slower processing speed can affect Colin’s 

ability to know what to do. Keep instructions simple, limit instructions to three steps, and allow 

time to process the information. Repeating instructions are helpful. He will say, "Wait ... what?" 

and that is a cue that he needs a breakdown and repeat of instructions. He may need several 

reminders.  

• Keep signals simple. The coach grabs his hat when he wants Colin to steal a base. Try to avoid 

too many signals or movements, as that can confuse a dyslexic athlete.  

• Speak plainly. Sports terminology includes countless words and phrases that are unfamiliar to 

kids. As a doctor, I need to use common language so people understand what I am saying. 

Coaches should do the same and avoid figures of speech while giving specific instructions. 

When Colin hears, "Drop and give me 5," he has no idea that means do five push-ups. He 

watches what others do and tries to do it. While he is processing this, the coaches interpret this as 

he is not listening. Words like "defense” or “offense" can be confusing. I explain offense is when 

your team has the ball and the QB plays. Defense is when the other team has the ball and you are 

trying to pull the flags or intercept. Many other sports phrases – going “up and out” for a pass, 

“off sides,” “double play” – may confuse someone with dyslexia or a visual learner. Consider 

using visual cues or diagrams, or replacing colorful language with more concrete, literal terms. 

I have incorporated my own discoveries and examples with points from dyslexia coach, Sophia 

Gomma, who's referenced below. My goal is to come up with a document that can be shared 

with coaches as needed. If you have any to add, let me know.   

Please share your ideas with me drbarr@aol.com. 
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