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A few years ago, with the COVID pandemic in 
full swing, I had some free time on my hands and 
decided to sort through some old files that had 
been collecting dust in the garage for many years. 
To my surprise, I ran across my third-grade report 
card from the 1950s. What was it doing there after 
all these years!? 

I was about to toss the report card in the trash, 
but something interesting caught my attention. 
I noticed that for each of the four quarters of 

the school year, my teacher wrote that, while I 
excelled in most areas, there was one big problem: 
spelling. I could not spell worth a darn, and my 
reading comprehension was not great, either. One 
of my sisters was a poor speller, too—even worse 
than I—and my father spent many evenings at the 
kitchen table drilling her on words she should have 
learned to spell long before. Our teachers must 
have thought we were not trying hard enough, or 
maybe we were just not that smart. 
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In the garage that day, organizing old papers and 
thinking about our troubles with spelling and 
reading, it suddenly dawned on me: dyslexia! I did 
a little internet research and found I had many of 
the characteristics often associated with dyslexia, 
and so did my sister. Dyslexia runs in families, and 
perhaps she and I both had some level of dyslexia 
all these years and did not even know it.  

What is dyslexia? According to the International 
Dyslexia Association (IDA),
 

Dyslexia is a language-based learning 
disability. Dyslexia refers to a cluster of 
symptoms, which result in people having 
difficulties with specific language skills, 
particularly reading. Students with dyslexia 
usually experience difficulties with other 
language skills such as spelling, writing, 
and pronouncing words . . . most people 
with dyslexia have been found to have 
problems with identifying the separate 
speech sounds within a word and/or 
learning how letters represent those sounds, 
a key factor in their reading difficulties.1

In my case, in addition to spelling and reading 
worries, I had difficulty remembering people’s 
names and learning languages. I occasionally 
mispronounced words, and sometimes I needed 
a little extra time responding to questions—
problems I continue having today as an older 
adult. On the other hand, I excelled at math 
and science, consistently at or above the 99th 
percentile on nationwide aptitude tests, year 
after year, in middle and high school, and my IQ 
was exceptionally high. Dyslexia seemed to be a 
plausible explanation. 

An important fact about dyslexia is that it has 
nothing to do with intelligence—there is no 
direct correlation—and people of all intellectual 
levels, smart and not so smart, may experience it. 
Dyslexia is not an indicator of low intelligence, 
just as it does not predict high intelligence. But if 
that is so, why does it seem a disproportionate  
 

number of really smart people have dyslexia, even 
benefiting from it in their careers? 
 
One possibility is that there is simply more 
attention paid to highly accomplished people, 
especially high-profile individuals, who have 
spoken about how they overcame dyslexia, and 
this creates the illusion of many more smart 
people having this condition. Two names that 
come to mind are Richard Branson, the billionaire 
entrepreneur and adventurer, and Steven Spielberg, 
the famous Hollywood filmmaker, both of whom 
have spoken extensively about being dyslexic. 
(Albert Einstein is thought to have been dyslexic, 
too, but not all historians are convinced.) 

Another possibility is that, in struggling to adapt 
to dyslexia and compensate for their reading 
deficiencies, young people develop a number of 
cognitive strengths, including enhanced visual-
spatial reasoning.2 This skill helps them to 
become more imaginative, creative, inquisitive, 
and better at problem-solving than many of their 
non-dyslexic peers. Perhaps this explains the IDA’s 
observation that “People with dyslexia can be very 
bright. They are often capable or even gifted in 
areas such as art, computer science, design, drama, 
electronics, math, mechanics, music, physics, 
sales, and sports.”3 (My sister, who couldn’t 
spell, became an artist; and I am a scientist and 
engineer.) Dyslexia may not cause people to be 
exceptionally bright, but because of it, some 
accomplished individuals may have developed 
certain cognitive strengths that help them excel in 
their chosen fields.

Richard Branson is convinced that having dyslexia 
is an asset. Writing in his blog (virgin.com), 
he says, “Dyslexia isn’t a disadvantage—it’s a 
superpower” and “The world needs to realise 
that skills inherent to dyslexic people (such as 
problem-solving, creativity, adaptability and 
communication) are the most sought-after in 
every job sector across the globe.”4 And Steven 
Spielberg believes the blockbuster movie Jaws 
would never have come to be if he had not had to  
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overcome dyslexic challenges growing up. Movie-
making, he says, was his creative escape.5 
 
In our local schools, there may be many more 
Bransons and Spielbergs just waiting to be 
recognized and encouraged, who may not even 
be aware they have special talents. These are the 
so-called “2e” students—those who are “twice 
exceptional”—who are both intellectually gifted 
and learning disabled, including students with 
dyslexia. Up to 5% of young students may be 2e; 
but, unfortunately, many go unrecognized because 
their schools don’t have the resources to evaluate 
every student and situation.

The IDA reports that as much as 15–20% 
of the global population may have “some of 
the symptoms of dyslexia, including slow or 
inaccurate reading, poor spelling, poor writing, 

or mixing up similar words.”6 With such a large 
percentage, there must be more to the phenomenon 
than an inherited brain deficiency. Instead, perhaps 
it is evolutionary, leading Homo sapiens toward 
the specialized and collaborative skills needed for 
the 21st century.7 Perhaps, as Branson says, it is a 
superpower rather than a weakness. Perhaps it is 
much more than a coincidence that dyslexia and 
giftedness exist side by side.

Am I dyslexic, even a little bit? Or a lot? To 
compensate for classroom challenges in my youth, 
did I develop unique cognitive skills I am not even 
aware of? At 73 years old, there’s not much point 
in going through a formal dyslexia assessment—
my career and contributions to society are mostly 
behind me now. But by learning about dyslexia 
after so many years, I have embarked on a new 
journey—one of discovery about myself.
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“You can be extremely bright  
and still have dyslexia.  

You just have to understand  
how you learn  

and how you process information.  
When you know that,  

you can overcome a lot of the  
obstacles that come with dyslexia.”

—Tim Tebow


