instructor’s corner 

The Eyes Have It

By JoElla John

Athletes are taught the importance of using the eyes to enhance performance. In watching the Olympics last night, I was again reminded of the importance of efficient use of vision. The announcer said that the skiers were looking five moguls ahead as they  raced.  Football coaches teach players to “look the ball into your hands”. The same vision skill applies to good drivers on or off the track. Seeing, as it is used in high performance driving, is the skill that takes the most “seat time” to perfect. For those lucky enough to have a skid pad session, it is easily demonstrated. If you look near the hood of the vehicle as you go around the pad, your inputs are jerky and you cannot stay on line, however if you look as far ahead as the circumference of the pad allows, you smooth out and stay effortlessly on line. We instructors sometimes refer to using the eyes in colorful terms such as, “soft eyes” meaning to look at nothing but see everything? Your eyes are not fixed on any detailed object; they are seeing the big picture. The eyes are performing a large part of the data acquisition necessary to drive efficiently with economy of motion. High performance driving, such as that taught in our driving schools, requires full concentration on the task at hand and the use of all of your senses. Let’s examine the

 importance of the senses in driving. The ears allow us to be in tune with the noise of the

 motor as the revs rise and fall, the changing sound of the tires as slip angles vary, the

 rush of the wind noise that indicates speed. We smell hot brakes or heaven forbid

 antifreeze. The entire body gives feed back as you feel the g-forces, the tactile feeling of

 the contact patches of your front tires through the steering wheel is transmitted into your

 fingers, and the slip of the rear tires is transmitted to you through the car seat. Combined

 with the visual sensation of your surroundings rushing at and past you, all those senses

 provide the cues necessary to control the car through pro-active as well as re-active

 inputs. The visual input is the most critical part of the sensory equation. 

 It is a fact that we only have a finite amount of attention to spend on any one

 activity in any one point in time. As beginners, we tend to focus on what is directly in front of us. We may even be tempted to look too long at an apex to see if we did hit it. That puts our reactions behind the car. As we progress we gain confidence and begin to rely on the peripheral vision to confirm our location, while the forward vision is informing us of what is ahead. Using the eyes to enable maximum economy of effort is adding the ultimate skill to your sub-conscious toolbox and therein lays the potential for great driving! Early in high performance driving schools, we are taught to establish reference points for our turn in, apex and track out and these points are marked by orange cones for us. As you become comfortable with the concept of relying on reference points, try to establish your own, at some time in the school those cones will be removed. This is done in an effort to eliminate the tendency of students to drive in a connect-the-dots manner.  Try to see the whole corner at once, that is, the turn in, apex and track out point. This takes practice, don’t look too far ahead, rather look just far enough ahead to produce a smooth, fluid line. When it is right, take a mental snap shot. See in a manner that makes

the track seem to come at you as if you were engrossed in a video game. You and your

car are still and the scenery is in motion. When that first happens for you, you feel as if

 you are in such a peaceful quiet spot and the driving is in slow motion. Some refer to that

 as being in the zone. You recognize that this sport we engage in is like meditation in that

 it requires total and absolute concentration and rewards us with such exhilaration and

 tranquility. One only experiences this zone when the senses all combine with the learned

 skills, which have become automatic, to produce absolute economy of motion. The skill

 which requires the most concentration and time to develop is the sense of sight, as it is

 used in high performance driving. 

When we began this series I promised to only address those skills we can safely practice on the road in every day driving. Seeing, using the peripheral vision in the way we

must master it for the track, can be practiced on the highway in this manner. As you sit in

the driver’s seat, adjust your rearview mirror and both side view mirrors for maximum

efficiency and as you drive, try to soften your field of vision so it includes the traffic in front of you but also the mirrors. As you begin, try for just the front traffic plus the rear view mirror…no fair moving the eyes to do this. You do not see the details in the mirrors, only color or movement, but you are aware of the presence or absence of other traffic, and your place in relation to it. Now add the side view mirrors. Again, no fair moving your eyes. As this becomes easy for you, you will become more alert and aware of your position relative to the traffic surrounding you, and therefore able to instinctively choose the safest reaction to impending danger. You will find that you are thinking ahead of the present moment and planning a safe exit in case of a sudden problem on the road. You are reacting not just to the car directly ahead of you, but several cars ahead and you are aware of the traffic beside and behind you. You are becoming a proactive driver…a far safer driver. Notice that you will feel some discomfort when trapped behind a vehicle that obscures your forward vision and causes you to become a reactive driver once again. 

How does this apply to track driving? It helps to develop the peripheral vision and your

comfort with soft eyes vision. When on track you will begin to automatically see the line

into turns and before you are out of the turn you will already be setting up for what comes

next. As you attempt to learn a new circuit, finding reference points and hitting them

consistently will take most of your attention and concentration. Think of trying to locate a

friend’s house in an unfamiliar town. The more frequently you visit the friend the more

efficient you become at finding his home. As you learn the circuit, the importance of

individual reference points will fade into the overall picture of your progressive location as you travel the track, and that feeling of being in the video game begins to come to you.

The key to maximum efficiency is to have gathered all of the skills necessary and to have

practiced them to the point that they become automatic or reflex actions and require 5%

or less of your conscious thought, leaving sufficient concentration to process all that your

senses are telling you about the track at that particular point in time. You are using your

eyes to take snap shots of each section of the track as you do reconnaissance laps and

as you warm up those snap shots become a flowing movie. On the street you are a safe

and efficient driver. On the track you are reaching the goal of becoming a high performance driver. 

