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Abstract

Research into the relationship between dyslexia and substance abuse has led to inconsistent
findings. Some research papers suggest that dyslexics are at increased risk of substance abuse
(and related) problems, whilst some research would suggest the contrary. We suggest that these
different observations can be accounted for by socioeconomic background and the effect of
this on metacognition. There are also an increased number of other factors which may
predominantly affect people from low socioeconomic backgrounds which could exacerbate
substance abuse.
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We previously observed that dyslexic undergraduate students report less substance abuse
than their non-dyslexic peers (Wilcockson et al. 2016). This finding was contrary to Yates
(2012) who found the opposite, namely that dyslexia is overrepresented in a sample of
substance-abusing prisoners. Macdonald et al. (2016) state that socioeconomic status is a
key determinant factor that explains these inconsistencies between Wilcockson et al.’s and
Yates’s findings i.e. the effect of social class and deprivation may have a relationship with
dyslexia and substance abuse. Macdonald et al. (2016) investigated this by measuring
substance abuse in the homeless. They found that dyslexia was overrepresented in a
sample of the homeless but also that dyslexics were more likely to use substances, be
susceptible to self-harm, and reported an increased risk of suicide. These results are again
in stark contrast to those reported by Wilcockson et al. (2016). Therefore, within this short
report, we will consider why socioeconomic status may lead to a decrease of substance
abuse for dyslexics from high socioeconomic backgrounds but an increase in substance
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abuse from lower socioeconomic-backgrounds. Note, we are assuming that the partici-
pants recruited from Wilcockson et al. (2016) all had high socioeconomic backgrounds.
This may not be the case. However, for the purposes of this paper, where we will be
comparing university students to prisoners (Yates 2012) and the homeless (Macdonald
et al. 2016), we can broadly assume different socioeconomic backgrounds (also, note, the
reverse is true and some prisoners and homeless may be from higher economic back-
grounds). Nevertheless, why would there be differences in substance abuse between
people with dyslexia from different socioeconomic backgrounds?

In our paper (Wilcockson et al. 2016), we were motivated by theories of cognition
which would predict that dyslexia may actually provide an advantage over the likelihood
of developing substance abuse problems. We reached this hypothesis due to an obser-
vation that dyslexics may be impaired in automaticity development (Nicolson & Fawcett
1990) and the importance that automaticity may play in substance abuse (Tiffany 1990).
However, it is difficult to understand how these cognitive approaches to dyslexia and
substance abuse could be affected by socioeconomic background. Instead, it is important
to consider a broader picture. It may indeed be that dyslexics are less likely to engage in
substance abuse initially as a result of automaticity deficits (cf. Wilcockson et al. 2016).
But, if they do engage in substance abuse, then they are less able to stop taking
substances.

One speculation we offered in our paper (Wilcockson et al. 2016) was that dyslexic
individuals with higher socioeconomic status may be more motivated (and more suc-
cessful) in finding ways to compensate for any disadvantages associated with dyslexia.
We now suggest that metacognitive differences may exist between individuals from
different socioeconomic backgrounds. Metacognition is the awareness and understanding
of one’s own thought processes. It is important for the knowledge of cognition
(monitoring) and regulation of cognition (controlling) and may, therefore, help a person
understand their own strengths and weaknesses regarding learning. A number of factors
may lead to difficulties in metacognitive abilities, for example, metacognition has been
found to be affected by socioeconomic status (see Pappas, Ginsberg & Jiang 2003). Early
metacognition skills are an essential part of initial educational success. Metacognition
enables an awareness of thinking and its uses (Kuhn 2000). Therefore, metacognition
provides a sense of control over learning, which may be particularly important for
dyslexics who are finding greater challenges with education when compared to their
non-dyslexic peers. Without metacognition, an early learner would be less able to
recognise mistakes (Garafalo and Lester 1985), be adaptable (Shrager and Siegler
1998), and show an awareness and expression of thought (Carr and Jessup 1995). High
socioeconomic dyslexics would be better able to focus and control their early learning.
These individuals would be likely to be more successful at avoiding activities which may
negatively affect their education and success. Therefore, when at university they would
be more aware that they need to stay in control and they would recognise that they
should not allow themselves to lapse into substance abuse having evaluated the potential
costs and benefits of addiction. Whereas, low socioeconomic dyslexics would not
demonstrate such control over initial learning, which may later impact their abilities to
avoid substance abuse.

Further, for dyslexics from low socioeconomic backgrounds, there are also a multi-
tude of complex and intertwining social and environmental factors which may affect their
substance abuse. These may include limited access to social activities, appropriate
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support, and information about dyslexia in education. This, in turn, is likely to have an
impact on many aspects of an individual’s life and wellbeing. Individuals from a lower
socioeconomic background may consequently not perform as well in a school setting and
experience fewer successes and rewards to reinforce and encourage active participation
in their studies. Therefore, this is likely to have an impact on self-esteem and a feeling of
exclusion from school life (Markos and Strawser 2004). Individuals who have had this
negative experience of education are more likely to seek a feeling of inclusivity and
success through different means. This can lead to poor school attendance and involve-
ment with antisocial peers who may share a common interest in feeling excluded from
society, which may also lead to increased exposure to drugs and alcohol. Such group
inclusion may be highly reinforcing and increase feelings of self-worth and in turn, the
individual may model their behaviour on antisocial peers in terms of taking substances.
The use of alcohol and drugs may also be an effective way for an individual to cope with
their issues in the short term through avoidance and an increased sense of self-esteem. If
this is used as a means of coping, particularly if used from a young age, it is more likely
to develop as a maladaptive coping strategy and in turn problematic drug use (cf.
Alexander-Passe 2006).

Poor educational attainment due to alienation in a traditional education setting will
also mean that individuals from lower socioeconomic backgrounds may be more vulner-
able to unemployment (see Macdonald 2009, 2012). This will have a negative impact on
mental health and increase the likelihood of a person using drugs and alcohol as a way to
cope. Indeed, a combination of factors relating to problematic drug use and dyslexia
could take effect in a person’s life if that individual has not had the same opportunities to
receive appropriate support at crucial times in their lives (Macdonald 2009, 2012).
Macdonald (2009) highlights the importance of socioeconomic background for dyslexics.
They suggested that lower socioeconomic background can cause higher levels of ‘dis-
abling barriers’ which could interfere with the educational attainment. These barriers are
less apparent in higher socioeconomic background participants who have better access to
resources and environments which are more accommodating for people with dyslexia.
Therefore, appropriate support would appear to be important for metacognitive abilities
to fully develop within dyslexia which may then affect subsequent substance abuse
behaviours.

It would appear that dyslexics from higher socioeconomic backgrounds may have
increased metacognition skills which enable them to focus on school attainment. More-
over, due to their improved metacognition skills, they avoid using substances as this may
be considered detrimental to academic achievements. On the contrary, dyslexics from
low socioeconomic backgrounds may not have the metacognitive skills which would
help them succeed in school and a multitude of potential pitfalls may exacerbate their
eventual relationship with substance uses.

Overall, the implications of the above would seem to be that dyslexic substances
abusers may require substance abuse intervention strategies which are different from those
which may currently be in place. Careful consideration of factors such as school experi-
ences and access to appropriate support and how this may have an impact on an individ-
ual’s coping strategies, self-esteem, and mental health would need to be taken into
account. We hope that this paper has demonstrated the potential of this topic for both
research and practice. We look forward to reading further innovations and insights
regarding this important topic.
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