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Dedication

To all parents and their teenagers, may you have safe,

enjoyable journeys and meaningful destinations.

To Brittany,Nicholas, and Alexandra, may you drive

through life with skill, awareness, and joy.





FOREWORD

Not long ago, my community was torn apart by almost two dozen car crash fatalities. Most of those killed were young and vibrant teens,who at various times of the day and night,with and without alcohol as a factor, lost their lives as the result of getting into a car and hitting the road.

Their parents were, understandably, devastated. The community was shocked. Memorial markers seemed to be everywhere. Every teen driving news story had another sad ending.And, reliably, there was the sort of hand-wringing that follows these kinds of tragedies. Parents, legislators, community leaders—everyone wanted to know what to do. Like with most things, the answer has always been there.

Here’s what we know—parents make a difference. A huge difference. As a parent, your approval is required for your young drivers to get their learner’s permit and ultimately their license. If you want to keep your teens alive on the road today, you need to get—and STAY— actively involved. The more time you spend in the car with your teens, practicing good, solid driving skills, as well as coaching proper attitude, the better the chance they’ll survive their teen years.Timothy Smith has created a formidable guidebook for the experience, finally giving parents the practical advice they need to create the kind of young drivers who understand what driving is all about—including the social responsibility.

Good luck on the journey you and your young driver will make— together!

Kristin Backstrom

President, Safe Smart Women





INTRODUCTION

Is there anything scarier to a parent than handing over the car keys to a teenager?

Remember what it was like when we got our licenses? We sat through classes that droned on about traffic regulations, watched some gruesome crash films, and spent a couple of hours driving with our fourth-period geography teacher. Then we got our licenses, and away we went.

That doesn’t cut it anymore. Your teen faces far more dangers on the road than we did: snarled rush-hour traffic, road rage, multiple distractions, and increased mind-altering substances, just to name a few.

It’s no wonder that the leading cause of death for teenagers today is not guns, suicide, or drugs. It’s car crashes.

Consider these sobering statistics:




	58 out of 100 new drivers get into a crash the first year.

	16-year-olds are 20 times more likely than an adult to die in an automobile crash and 3 times more likely than an 18- or 19-year-old.

	Every single day, 19 people 15 to 20 years old are killed, and more than 1,800 are injured in vehicle crashes.





Notice that I did not use the word accidents. We’re talking about crashes. An accident is when a meteor falls on your car.When your son bangs up your car because the guy in front of him stopped quickly or because the road was slippery, it’s no accident. Car crashes are almost never accident, and the distinction is an important one, because the vast majority of crashes are caused by driver error, and they’re preventable.

I didn’t originally intend to write a book on this subject. But within a six-month period, five teenagers were killed in three separate crashes near my home. I was further shocked to discover that nearly every teenager in my neighborhood had at least one crash within a year of getting his or her license.My oldest daughter was 14 and would soon be learning to drive, and my son and youngest daughter were right behind her, so I began looking for resources to help my kids become better, safer drivers.

I read every book, article, and publication on the subject that I could get my hands on and interviewed driving instructors, academics, psychologists, professional racers, paramedics, safety experts, parents, and teens. I completed several defensive-driving courses and became a certified driving instructor and a licensed racing-car driver.

The more I learned, the more dismayed I became. Although the auto industry has made significant progress with safety features, innovations in driver education have lagged. In many ways, the methods used to train young drivers today haven’t improved much since Ward and June Cleaver sent the Beaver out onto Pleasant Lane. For the past several decades, we’ve given our teens an average of 30 hours of classroom study and 6 hours of behind-the-wheel training, and then we’ve done little but mourn the daily, weekly, and yearly toll the highways take on our youth.

Parents have the ultimate responsibility to ensure that their teenagers develop safe driving skills and behaviors. But too many, either underestimating their role or lacking effective methods, have failed to help equip their teens to handle the single most dangerous thing they will ever do, at their most risky age. The results of this lack of parental involvement have often been disastrous.

But here’s the good news. Research has shown that the chances of a teen being involved in a crash can be reduced by up to one-third when parents take an active part in helping their teens learn to drive and set certain driving guidelines. And the heart of this book, the Crashproof Plan, takes you step by step through a series of driving exercises designed to make your teen a safer, smarter driver. It includes:




	Successful defensive-driving tactics and crash avoidance techniques.

	The most important advanced driving skills to teach your teen.

	How to deal with distractions, hazardous conditions, and drug and alcohol use.

	Strategies for communicating and working with your teen.

	A Crashproof Contract outlining expectations and responsibilities.





And there’s much more.

The Crashproof Plan is not designed to replace the standard high school or commercial driver education curriculum. It doesn’t deal with the most basic details of operating a car, such as how to drive with a stick-shift transmission. Instead, the Crashproof Plan begins where traditional driver education programs end, offering valuable information, anecdotes, and humor from experts as well as parents just like you. Standard driver education classes will teach your teen the basics of learning to drive. Crashproof Your Kids will help keep your teen alive. You’ll find this book essential if your teen:




	Will soon begin or is currently enrolled in a driver education program to obtain a permit or license.

	Has completed such a program and needs to fulfill a period of parental-supervised driving prior to obtaining a permit or license.

	Already has a permit or license and has been driving for some time, but you want to help increase his or her comfort, skill, and safety behind the wheel.

	Has already had a crash or a fender bender, and you want it to be the last one.





My daughter worked with me for more than a year to field-test the concepts embodied in the Crashproof Plan, as she progressed from permit to license to gradually more independent driving. Time will tell how well her crashproofing endures, but I sleep better knowing she has successfully completed this program.

The only thing you need to make this book work for you is the most precious gift you can give your teen: your time. And the return on that investment is priceless.

Every week, I hear or read about another terrible crash involving teenagers, most of them caused by momentary lapses, driver error, or bad judgment. If this book can help one family avoid a life cut short, with memories that will haunt them for years, it will have served its purpose. So let’s get started.

Thank you for deciding to make a difference.
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The Crashproof Plan Essentials


Fortune favors the prepared mind.

LOUIS PASTEUR








Here’s what happens in less than a second when a car traveling 55 mph hits a stationary object:




	
0.1 second: The front bumper and grille of the car collapse. If the car has an air bag, it has already inflated.

	
0.2 second: The hood crumples, rises, and strikes the windshield as the rear wheels lift off the ground. The fender wraps around the struck object.

	
0.3 second: The driver’s legs jam under the dashboard and break, while the steering wheel heads for the driver’s chest.

	
0.4 second: The car’s wrecked front end comes to a stop, but the car’s rear is still rushing forward, and the driver’s body is still traveling at 55 mph.

	
0.5 second: If the car is not equipped with an air bag, the driver is smashed against the steering wheel, crushing arteries and lungs.

	
0.6 second: The driver’s feet are ripped out of their shoes. The brake pedal snaps off, and the car’s frame buckles in the middle. Without an air bag, the driver’s head smashes into the windshield.

	
0.7 second: The passenger door rips loose, and the rear doors fly open. The front seat rams forward, pinning the driver further against the steering wheel shaft and dashboard, as the backseat breaks free and strikes the driver,who may already be dead.





Sometimes we need a jolting reminder of why effective driver training is so important and how shockingly fast lives can change forever.

We have a collective blind spot in North America when it comes to the importance of training teen drivers. The training requirements for driver licensure are much less comprehensive than for other, far less hazardous activities.Consider that in the state of Illinois, an apprentice plumber is required to put in a minimum of 1,500 to 1,600 hours of supervised training in the first year. To become a licensed journeyman plumber, someone will typically spend 6,400 hours of in-field training and 800 to 1,000 hours of classroom work over a four-year period.

Yet,with the possible exception of a cardiac arrest when a customer sees the bill, plumbers don’t frequently kill or injure themselves or anyone else while fixing leaky pipes. It’s clear that many of our training and licensure requirements are out of whack when compared to the risk factors associated with them.

Teen driver training requirements in the United States are also far less rigorous than in many other countries. In Germany, obtaining a driver’s license is possible only after turning 18, completing 24 hours of class work, logging 20 hours of driving with a certified driving instructor, passing a rigorous test (which is failed by more than half the takers), and paying more than $2,000. Then you get a two-year probationary license.

More rigorous training has proven to pay off, too. In Australia, road safety organizations recommend at least 120 hours of parental-supervised driving, and Australian crash rates are substantially lower than in the United States. Swedish research indicates that teens with an average of 118 hours of supervised driving had 35 percent fewer crashes after licensure than those with an average of 44 hours of supervised experience. Sweden and Great Britain,which require comprehensive driver training, both have auto fatality rates less than half that of the United States.

Despite these facts, many parents assume that traditional driver education programs are sufficient and provide enough training to make a major impact on their teens’ driving ability and future safety. They’re dead wrong. With limited hours of classroom and behind-the-wheel time, only traffic regulations and the fundamentals of car control can be covered.We give our teens a handful of hours to learn traffic laws and drive with an instructor, and then we wonder why the injury and death rates are so high?

In addition, many high school driver education programs have been eliminated or have suffered substantial reductions in funding. The subsequent expansion of for-profit driver education schools has been distressingly haphazard, with little consistency in training, curriculum, and methods among the thousands of programs in this country.

Most programs have little time to focus on risk factors, defensive-driving skills, and accident avoidance—the very things that help keep our kids alive as they become better drivers. The other factors and pressures that have such an impact on driving behavior—social, parental, peer—are simply outside the scope and influence of driver education teachers.

It should be noted that many driver education teachers are skilled, caring individuals who do a job every day that most of us would need heavy sedation to do full-time. Their instruction is an essential first step in the learning process for teens. But it’s only a first step. Far more time and effort are needed to develop safe, skillful drivers than is possible with the current level of resources dedicated to driver education programs.

While increased governmental and school spending on teen driver education would undoubtedly help, the primary responsibility lies with us, as parents. They’re our kids and our precious heritage.And you have been granted clear authority: no child under 18 in this country can obtain a learner’s permit or a driver’s license without a parent or legal guardian’s written consent.

The Crashproof Plan is part of the solution to increasing the effectiveness of teen driver training. It won’t be a cakewalk if you do it right. You have years of ingrained driving habits, which may or may not be the best ones to impart to your teen. And, like many parents, you may have difficulty communicating with your teenager. (If you disagree with the last point, you are either exceptionally fortunate or perhaps slightly delusional.)

Your teen is not jumping up and down with joy at the thought of enduring a series of lectures from parents about driving, accompanied by that god-awful ’70s and ’80s music you listen to on the radio. Your son is pretty sure that within a couple of weeks, he will drive better than you do, and your daughter mostly wants you to give her the keys, let her social life blossom, and get the heck out of the way.

Finally, your calendar is jammed. You don’t have big blocks of time to be allocated, no matter how worthy the cause.

Relax.You can do this. These are not insurmountable obstacles, and the Crashproof Plan is your secret weapon.

You don’t have to be an experienced driving instructor to make the Crashproof Plan work. All it takes is time and proven methods. This book will provide the methods and break them down into manageable exercises that you can fit into a hectic schedule. If you think that there’s just too much on your plate to do this, remind yourself of how valuable the investment will be for the well-being of your child and your family. Of all the things that compete for our attention,why wouldn’t this be at the top of the list?

Consider for a moment all the time you already spend in service of your son or daughter.More than any other generation in history,we’ve added chauffeur to our parenting duties.We shuttle our kids back and forth to see friends; to take lessons in dance, piano, and Spanish; to attend games and practices for soccer, baseball, basketball, football, volleyball, softball, and tennis; and to parties, dances, meetings, and club functions. If we were paid chauffeur rates for all the running around we do for our kids,we’d all be retired and living in Fiji by now.

But teens don’t die at soccer games and ballet practices.Take advantage of the time you might spend driving them back and forth by using it as part of your supervised driving time.Have your teen do the driving with you to his or her activities and to your regular circuit of the grocery store, pharmacy, and dry cleaner.

If you can find consistent days and times to set aside, you’ll be much more likely to stick with the Crashproof Plan and make good progress. Sit down with your calendar and your teen’s schedule, and plot out the time slots that will be the most available.Mark it on your calendar to reinforce the commitment. As competing events arise, treat the time you’ve set aside with the priority it deserves.

The prospect of reducing some of this burden by having our teens drive themselves to places as soon as they get their licenses can be compelling. Weigh those benefits very carefully, because crashes are actually most likely to occur in these local situations. Teens are more likely to be under time pressure, carry other passengers, and have their guard down a little on familiar streets. Shift the driving burden only as they prove ready, and be especially careful about additional distractions or weather hazards.

The purpose of the Crashproof Plan is to better the odds of teens surviving their driving, which too often ends up as a form of highstakes gambling. Every time your teen gets behind the wheel, his or her hand of cards includes training, mood, car condition, weather, road hazards, and the behavior of other drivers. The foundation of the Crashproof Plan rests on solid data, helping you determine the biggest payoffs for your time and effort, as well as suggesting how to work most effectively with your teenager. Some of the statistics leading to the creation of specific exercises support the conventional wisdom about teen drivers. Others may challenge your preconceptions and rearrange your priorities.

For example, the facts concerning what actually causes the most fatal crashes among young teen drivers are noteworthy. National publicity and awareness efforts have focused on teen drinking and driving, and rightfully so, but the percentage of fatal accidents involving teens and high blood alcohol is much lower than that of those caused by driver error.According to 1998 data released by the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety and the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, driver error is by far the single biggest contributor to fatal accidents, responsible for more than 80 percent of crashes involving 16-year-olds. The good news is that driver errors are often easier to reduce than a teen’s tendency to speed, carry multiple passengers, or use intoxicants.

No one can ever be truly crashproof. Complete immunity from all the variables that come into play in an automobile crash is not possible. But there is no question that you can help make your teen far more crashproof than he or she is now. Being crashproof means understanding both the nature of driving hazards and how to react with appropriate responses and strategies. Teens do not intuitively understand many of the threats involved in driving, and they have little experience in assessing which ones they are most likely to encounter and which ones are the most dangerous.Perceived risk differs from actual risk, and your teen needs help differentiating between the two.

That’s where you come in, to educate and equip them to deal with the risks they will encounter on the road.The Crashproof Plan suggests a variety of ways to help you accomplish this and incorporates exercises intended to develop instinctive responses to hazardous situations.

The goal is not so much to preach or teach in the classic student/ teacher model as it is to give your teen a tangible, desired goal—increasing freedom and the privilege of driving an automobile on his or her own—with the specific steps needed to achieve that goal.

One of the most effective methods that many states have found to reduce the toll of teen crashes and deaths is to mandate graduated driver licensing (GDL) programs. GDL programs treat driving as a kind of apprenticeship, where increasing freedom and privilege are earned through a phased-in system of driving situations. GDL began in the United States in Florida in 1996, and now virtually every state and Canada use some form of graduated licensing,which typically restricts beginning drivers from the riskiest situations as their experience and skill develop.

The best GDL programs include what studies have shown to be most effective in changing teen driving behavior: specific instructions on skills, attitudes, and road etiquette, combined with adequate time and supervision, augmented by meaningful penalties and consequences.

The Crashproof Plan provides a framework for you to integrate these important elements. Equipped with methods proven to reduce crashes and deaths significantly, you can create your own improved version of a graduated licensing program specifically for your teen.

Consisting of four “gears,” the Crashproof Plan is designed to be a flexible outline and blueprint to help your teen develop skills in different situations and conditions by gradually increasing the levels of complexity, distraction, and challenge.

In First Gear, all road trips will take place during the daytime and in good weather and will focus solely on the operation and road feel of the automobile. Driving will be done at low speed and with minimal traffic. No additional distractions, such as radio, passengers, cell phones, food or beverages, should be allowed.

First Gear is an especially important part of the Crashproof Plan, because it’s where you will determine a baseline for your teen’s driving skill level and adjust the subsequent learning exercises accordingly. First Gear is also where you’ll begin to establish your most comfortable methods of communicating and working together, ideally without wanting to strangle each other.

Once your teen is comfortable with operating a car in low-stress driving environments such as parking lots and residential streets, it’s time to shift into Second Gear. In Second Gear, driving sessions will take place mostly in busy parking lots, on residential streets, and on country roads. These venues will provide the training ground for developing several important abilities essential for crashproofing: concentrated focus, increased awareness, and comprehensive visual scanning skills.

One of the primary goals in Second Gear is to further develop a defensive driving attitude, a mind-set that doesn’t count on other drivers to obey laws and make good decisions consistently. Developing this “what if” mentality reinforces how quickly routine situations can turn nonroutine and stresses the importance of having an immediate action plan for making quick decisions. The longer driving sessions suggested in Second Gear help improve the ability to focus, and exercises devoted to space management, visual scanning, and increasing awareness all help guide where that focus should be directed.

Third Gear is where all the skills and experience built throughout the previous chapters get integrated, enabling the handling of higher speed, thicker traffic, and hazardous weather conditions. Strategies for freeway driving, negotiating the hustle and bustle of the city, and dealing with loss of vehicle control and mechanical failures will be covered.

Fourth Gear focuses on how to mitigate the most dangerous influences on your teen’s driving behavior, with dozens of tips, strategies, and exercises designed to address distractions, disabling substances, road rage, and speeding.You’ll be much more of an active observer during Fourth Gear, less of a show-and-tell teacher. This is where you mix up the locations, lengthen the driving times, and loosen the reins a little. If your teen has a license by now, you can build in solo driving time as he or she shows competence and confidence.

In the Homestretch, the final section of the book, the Crashproof Contract will help specify joint expectations and responsibilities involving use of the car and driving behavior. In addition, you’ll find valuable information on advanced driving schools, selecting a vehicle, and a number of ways to keep track of your teen’s driving.

If you follow all the sessions, you’ll spend at least 50 hours with your teen in behind-the-wheel supervised driving. In other words, a total commitment of one long work week to help establish a lifelong edge for your child.

It’s recommended that this time be spread out over at least a six-month period, to provide the minimum time necessary for the most important skills, principles, and attitude conditioning to be gradually learned and internalized. Committing yourself and your teen to a relatively lengthy training process also emphasizes its seriousness and ensures a variety of weather and driving conditions.

Consider helping your teen learn to drive a gift of time, as well as a situation in which there is undeniable incentive to spend time with you. It’s a rare and fleeting opportunity to spend side-by-side quality time with our teens before they go off on their own into the world.

The fact that you’ve picked up this book means that you care enough to be actively involved with the single most dangerous thing your teenager will do while under your care.You want to make a difference, however you can.And you will,with some help to assist your teen in avoiding the most lethal dangers of the road.

The strategies and behind-the-wheel exercises in this book combined with your desire and active participation will make your teen a better, safer driver. It might even make you a better, safer driver in the process—which is no small benefit to your teen, by the way.

The lessons you teach as your teen learns to drive will serve as a metaphor for how he or she drives through life. Operating a car embodies many of the adult challenges a teen will soon face: assuming responsibility for expensive possessions, resisting multiple temptations, and developing the maturity to deal with frustrating situations. You’ve got a very short window in your teen’s life to make a very big impact. Your challenge is to make this process instructive, without it degenerating into a series of confrontational episodes replete with eye rolling, shouting, or stony silences. This book will help you accomplish that, too.

I can’t guarantee that your child will never be involved in an auto crash or promise that your relationship and communication will be forever improved as a result of this interaction. If I could, this book would cost the equivalent of a new Ferrari, rather than that of a movie ticket and a tub of popcorn.

What I believe to be a reasonable promise, however, is that by using this book in conjunction with focused driving sessions and sensible restrictions, you will substantially reduce the likelihood of your child becoming involved in a crash. At a minimum, you will visibly demonstrate love and earn respect for being involved to an unusual degree in this crucial learning process.

You will also increase the likelihood that your children will be similarly involved in their children’s journey toward safer driving, so your investment will reverberate in successive generations of your family.

All of this will remain unacknowledged, of course. We’re talking about teenagers, after all.

Perhaps most important to remember and let your teen know, however, is that all the words and exercises in this book are in service of a very simple yet profound sentiment. It takes only 12 words to express it:

I love you. I’m worried about you. I want you back tonight.
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You Are the Role Model


Role modeling is the most basic responsibility of parents. Parents are handing life’s scripts to their children, scripts that in all likelihood will be acted out for the rest of the children’s lives.

STEPHEN R. COVEY








Did you ever stop to think that your teen assumes it’s only natural to drive while simultaneously talking on the cell phone, changing the radio station, passing a car, and keeping up with a conversation in the backseat while sipping a cup of cappuccino? Can you blame her? That’s how she often sees you drive. For better or worse, you have already established an example for your teenager with your driving skills and behavior. You’ve been observed by your child from an early age. She is fully aware of whether you stay within posted speed limits and signal your turns. If you are rude to other drivers, she will gather that this is an acceptable way to deal with the everyday frustrations of driving.

More important, our kids are not just observing, they’re actually following our behavior. Do you roll through stop signs? If so, your son or daughter will, too. A study by the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety proves the connection between the driving habits of parents and their teenagers. A sampling of the study’s eye-opening statistics:




	Drivers between the ages of 18 and 21 whose parents had three or more traffic violations over the past five years were 38 percent more likely to have their own violations than teens whose parents had no violations.

	For every crash on the parent’s record, there was a 7 percent increase in the teen’s crash rate.

	For every traffic violation on the parent’s record, there was a 13 percent increase in the teen’s violations.





In light of these statistics, you may want to reexamine your own approach to driving as you establish your role as mentor to your teen. This is obviously easier said than done. If you have a long history of moving violations, you may have more daunting odds in your quest to crashproof your kids. But you’re automatically ahead of the game by being concerned enough to make use of this resource.

Own up to your own strengths and liabilities as a driver. If you have trouble distinguishing these, your teen or spouse will have no problem helping you. But also remember that the past is the past. A very powerful and disarming approach is to address directly an area of your driving that is less than stellar and say, for instance: “I don’t set a great example here. I know I can do better, even at my advanced and decrepit age. It’s important enough that I don’t want you to repeat my bad habits, OK? There are a lot of things I would be proud to have you emulate. This isn’t one of them.”

Kids appreciate such honesty and willingness to admit fault. You show them how much you care by wanting them to do better than you. It’s even more effective if you show by your driving behavior that you can change. It’s a small price to pay to help such important messages sink in.

Your timing is good, too, because much of what your teen has observed in your driving habits until now has probably been somewhat subconscious. Not anymore. While you are helping your teen learn the many rules, strategies, and courtesies of the road, he will be more attuned to your own driving behavior than ever before.

As they observe, keep in mind that it’s incredibly deceptive to our teens to watch us operate an automobile. Driving seems so easy, so mindless. One of the most difficult concepts to get across to teens is the complexity and potential risks inherent in everyday driving. Even their goofiest friends get licenses, and driving a car can appear pretty safe and simple. They see their parents drive with seemingly scant attention paid to it—we talk to them, we listen to the radio, we eat, we drink,we use one hand or one knee to steer. How difficult can it be?

What they are seeing, of course, is decades’worth of driving experience. We all make hundreds of observations and decisions every time we drive that collectively get us safely to our destinations. And we make those observations and decisions silently, for the most part. If your teen could hear your thoughts while you’re talking and driving, it might sound something like this:

“So, did you have fun at Jennifer’s last night?” I can’t believe that guy just pulled out in front of me. Gotta brake enough to stay off his bumper and not get rear-ended by that yellow Corvette on my butt. Hey, semi-truck, you’re creeping over the center line. Move over! Thanks, that’s better. OK, Miss, I see you—would you like to get in here? There’s a signal, come on in. Uh-oh, state police. I’m a little over the limit, but staying with the flow of traffic, should be OK. They make me nervous even when I haven’t done anything wrong.

“Really? Then what did she say?”Nine minutes before I’m late. Man, the brakes feel squishy. When’s the last time I had them checked? When I replaced that tire at the Shell station in, what was that, August? This is the longest red light in the state, I swear. Need to signal a turn here, come to a complete stop. That Bronco just went right through the red light! That wasn’t yellow, not even pink. Dead red. Living dangerously, man.

“Oh, I see.Well, you know, don’t let it bother you, OK? Maybe she’s not really such a good friend, huh?” Why is this thing sputtering? Bad gas? I knew I shouldn’t have gotten the cheap stuff at that gas station. Sorry, guy, I just cut you off. I think I can make this light before it changes.

“Well, I don’t blame you. But sometimes you just have to let things settle for a while, you know?” There’s Main, right here, two blocks down and then look for parking. Do not open that door, blue Buick. Good move, good move. Since when has that street been one way? Nuts, I’m a block south of where I thought I was.

“No, we can’t stop there now. We’re already running late. That cute little purse will be there another time, trust me.” Hey, are you leaving? Yes! A parking space not too far away. Now crank it in, that’s it, perfectly placed between both cars, could not have been …

“Huh? Right. Have fun. I’ll pick you up in two hours, hon, OK?” To help your teen sharpen her awareness, focus, and decision making, practice crashproof commentary, continuous verbal expression of what the driver is seeing and reacting to on the road. This exercise forces drivers to verbalize their perception of their driving environment, talking about what they see, what they anticipate, and what they will do. There’s actually a little science to this approach. It’s a well-known tenet of learning theory that the more senses that are involved, the greater the likelihood of memory, because several different areas of the brain are being used.

Think of learning how to spell a word. If a teacher tells you how to spell perfume, you will retain that knowledge to some degree. If the teacher tells you and then writes it on the blackboard, the odds of you remembering it improve. For maximum impact, you would have a student hold a bottle of perfume with the letters spelling it in large print on the label, repeat the word and its spelling while sniffing it, and write down the spelling on paper. The student has just used touch, vision, hearing, smell, and speech, all in connection with the word. What you’ve actually done is reinforce and rewire the neural connections in the brain that aid memory. That student is unlikely to misspell perfume in the future.

With crashproof commentary, using speech to reinforce what their eyes are processing, you’re reinforcing, refining, and rewiring important neural connections in small but valuable ways. Another part of the brain has been engaged, and by working to expand and improve both vision and response, you’ll help improve your teen’s subconscious scanning and reaction skills, as well as the ability to perform complex acts without thinking about them.

This will take some persistence, and your teen will have to be prodded, especially in the beginning, to verbalize all the seemingly mundane things she observes on the road and what she plans to do about them. She’ll feel like a geek. It’s bad enough to be seen driving with her parents, and now you want her to talk to herself as if she’s lost her mind or something.

But persist, because it can be illuminating. Begin by demonstrating it yourself while driving, giving a running monologue about speed limits, road signs, upcoming traffic, potential hazards, and your driving responses based on what you are seeing and expressing. Then have your teen do the same for a revealing demonstration of your differences.

Crashproof commentary can give you an excellent snapshot of how well each skill is developing, as well as how your teen ranks the relative importance of what he sees. It’s also a great way to incorporate the “what if” game and connect it to an escape path or defensive maneuver. For example:

“I’m following a blue Toyota. Speed limit’s 45, but she’s going 35 one minute and 55 the next. Looks as if she’s using a cell phone—that’s probably why. Better give her another second or two of following distance. About a half-mile ahead, there’s an intersection where I’m going to turn left. Checking the mirrors—nobody’s behind me now, but I’ll check again when I signal.

“I see a red car a couple hundred yards ahead on the right, looking to turn out of a subdivision and onto my road. If it turns now, the Toyota in front of me will have to brake—gotta watch that. I’ve got at least four or five seconds’ following distance between us, so I should have plenty of time to brake. What if, because of that big space between us, he pulls out right in front of me instead? I should have time to brake, but if he cuts it close, I’ve got an escape route on the right shoulder and also on the street he pulled out from, because it’s clear behind him.”

Take advantage of this time of heightened awareness. When you drive, get your teen in the passenger seat next to you, serving as your navigator and driving partner. Talk through all the driving decisions you make on the way to school or the mall, which may seem very mundane and self-evident to you but not necessarily to your teen. You’ll surprise yourself and your teen by verbalizing all the various things your brain, feet, and hands instinctively do while navigating everyday roads, intersections, and parking lots. It will also force you to heighten your awareness, which is one of the key skills you want to sharpen in your teen.

Speaking of commentary, when you’re driving with your teen, keep the focus of your conversation about driving—the road, other drivers, improving visual scan, and making the right decisions. That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t make small talk or catch up a bit on their personal lives. But every conversation you have that forces your teen to think, respond, and react to the conversation takes away from concentration on driving.

Even worse is to use your time together to nag. It’s tempting. Your teen is captive, after all. She can’t slam the door, walk away, or cover her ears and go, “Blah, blah, blah, blah.” Save the talks about friends, clothes, curfew, and attitude for another time. Driving a car is a full-on multitask endeavor, and you want to make clear that it takes a nearly all-consuming focus to drive safely consistently. On the road, one momentary lapse of attention has frightening potential consequences.

If you are able to work in concert with a spouse or partner, crashproofing can be even more effective. If two people are involved, the responsibility is shared, and it also enables your teen to take advantage of (or be driven further crazy by) both of your different styles and temperaments.

Divide your roles and the behind-the-wheel sessions to take advantage of each other’s respective interests and comfort. One partner’s strong suit may be a direct, no-nonsense, linear approach—A, then B, then C. The other may be more attuned to a teen’s particular learning style or more able to bring out and soothe a teen’s fears or concerns.

If you are easily unnerved in heavy urban traffic, have your partner take those sessions, and you focus on parking skills and driving in light traffic conditions. If your reaction to mistakes involves yelling and your partner’s is patient support, take the lead in Third Gear or Fourth Gear, after many of the initial hair-raising mistakes have been worked out.

Style differences aside, it’s critical that you work together and make certain that the basics of what you impart are as similar as possible. It’s not helpful to a teen to have to choose between the father’s opinion that a two-second following distance is plenty and a mother’s insistence that it be at least four seconds. If you have significant differences, work out an acceptable compromise beforehand, and stick with it. The value of your teen hearing messages several times diminishes if the messages are contradictory. Good communication between the two of you prior to a driving session helps maintain the consistency of the information and the methods behind the Crashproof Plan.

If you are divorced or separated, it’s even more essential that you coordinate your approach to teaching your teen to drive. Divide the responsibilities, and talk to each other about where you see problem areas and progress, to avoid having your efforts weakened by inconsistency or major disagreements. Talk with your teen about his experiences driving with your ex to ensure that you are not sending opposite messages. If you are, reconcile your differences. Don’t add another area where he is forced to choose sides.

Set mutually agreed-upon ground rules, since these have such an impact on crash rates. One of you may feel strongly about limiting passengers, cell-phone use, and night driving. If the other negates this by allowing all of these, it not only adds more emotional baggage to your relationships, but it also adds significant risk for your child. Whether single or together, the best way to make sure you are on the same page with your teen is to jointly craft and sign a Crashproof Contract (see Chapter 28), which specifies your most important agreements with respect to driving behavior and use of the car.

To summarize, in order to crashproof your teen, you’ll need to strip away the complexity of the driving experience that we take for granted and build it back one step at a time for an impatient teenager. That takes discipline. It means you’ll have to monitor your own driving behavior, as well as impose restrictions and consequences that your teen would probably rather do without.

In other words, it means applying the essence of responsible parenthood to the single deadliest endeavor your kid will undertake while under your care.

So bring the speed down a bit, use your turn signals, and stifle the urge to scream at the guy in front of you. You’re being watched.
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Teaming with Your Teen


The invention of the teenager was a mistake. Once you identify a period of life in which people get to stay out late but don’t have to pay taxes—naturally, no one wants to live any other way.

JUDITH MARTIN (MISS MANNERS)








Before you begin teaming with your teen, ask yourself a fundamental and critical question: Is my teen really ready to learn to drive? Many parents don’t even consider this an option. Their teens consider driving a right and a rite of passage. At 15 or 16, they expect a learner’s permit or a driver’s license. That doesn’t mean they’re ready. Although 16 may be sweet, it’s not a magical number. There’s no reason you can’t or shouldn’t delay your teen’s obtaining a permit or license until you are convinced that he or she is ready. Some are ready at 14, some not until 17 or 18. A USA Today/CNN/Gallup Poll found that 61 percent of those polled thought 16-year-olds were too young to have a driver’s license. More than half thought teens should be at least 18 to get a license.

Parents trying to decide whether and when their teens are ready should consider how strongly their teens exhibit the following traits:




	
Attention span and focus. Safe driving requires concentrated attention and focus, combining both mental and physical skills. Attention deficit disorder does not mix well with operating a 4,000-pound vehicle at 60 mph.

	
Decisiveness. Behind-the-wheel decisions must often be made quickly. Dithering is dangerous.

	
Patience. Complex skills take time to acquire, and it takes patience to deal with unexpected delays, heavy traffic, and clueless drivers.

	
Emotional control. Good driving decisions are hard to make if you’re crying, yelling, paralyzed with fear, or red-faced with anger.





The above characteristics will help you determine how ready your teen is to drive, and perhaps whether he represents an above-average crash risk. Keep in mind that even though teens are far more likely to crash than older drivers,many teens are as safe or safer than the average 30-year-old driver. The problem is that little definitive data exists to identify risky drivers before they crash, but an Atlanta-based psychologist, Dr.Michael Cantor, has been working on just that.

Dr. Cantor contends that there is a fundamental mismatch between how fast we go and how aware we are. He’s developed a four-minute online test designed to help determine whether your teen is at risk behind the wheel and why. Arrangements to take the test can be made by calling Waypoint Research at 404-982-0011, or visiting www.waypointresearch.com.

It’s almost guaranteed that your teen will think he’s ready before you do. If you do decide to delay things, let him get his protests and howlings of unfairness out of his system. Life isn’t fair for any of us, and the best parents are often benign dictators. Your teen may not like it, but if it’s in his best interest, it’s not negotiable. It will undoubtedly make you temporarily unpopular. Sorry, it’s your job.

That doesn’t necessarily mean that your teen doesn’t begin to drive at all until a time when you deem he’s ready. It may simply mean that his ongoing driver education with you will take longer. Some teens are ready to learn but may not be ready to get behind the wheel. Give this teen plenty of time to observe you drive, emphasizing crashproof commentary. Load him up with resources and instruction until you both feel he’s ready to operate the car himself. Other teens are ready to drive but not ready to learn. That’s a different problem, and a much more difficult one.

If you’re likely to delay your teen’s driving privileges or licensure, start talking about it early on. Peer pressure becomes more intense as friends begin getting their licenses and driving. (This also applies to the issue of whether they get their own car.)

To ensure your teen’s buy-in for the Crashproof Plan, you’ll need to go another mile.


ESTABLISHING A JOINT COMMITMENT


What does your teen expect out of this? If you ask her how long she expects the parental-supervised driving period to last, she’s likely to answer, “Until I get my license, of course.”

To be successful in using the Crashproof Plan, set your teen’s expectations right up front. She will be far more likely to go along with a plan if you lay it out in some detail and she agrees that it’s rational.By setting the expectations early and clearly, you reduce her sense of unfairness or surprise. Explain why you’re taking this whole driving thing so seriously, and let her know that you both ultimately want to accomplish the same thing: the privilege of using an automobile. She should understand and appreciate the intent and the process, even if she doesn’t agree with all of it.

First, ask what she most wants to get out of her time together with you and what she is most interested in and concerned about. Share with her the plan you’re thinking about, and get her opinions. She may be surprised at the length of time you expect to be involved in her learning to drive.Most teens assume that as soon as they are eligible for their license, the period of supervised driving with you will be over. Remind her that not only is it a parental responsibility, but in most cases there is also a legal obligation for parental-supervised driving, at least before the license is obtained. How much supervised driving she needs after receiving a license is up to you, but in most of the United States, a minimum of 30 to 50 hours of parental-supervised driving is now required before a license can be obtained. For a full listing of state-by-state requirements for parental supervision and other restrictions, see the Appendix.

If where you live requires a graduated licensing process and a significant requirement for parental-supervised driving, tell your teen that she’s worth far more than this barely adequate minimum.

If you live where little or no supervised driving is required, the rationale is even more powerful: you have no intention of waiting until some bureaucrat decides that it might be a good idea if fewer teens got killed on the highway. You’re taking it into your own hands, with good data and great reasons.

Make it clear that supervised driving will phase out or end only when you feel your teen is ready. Let your teen know that your objective is to make sure that you are comfortable with each skill and experience level your teen attains. This is your responsibility, as a parent.

Explain your reasoning to your teen by citing the following factors:




	Safe driving results from accumulated skills and experience. You are not going to short her on that. It’s way too important.

	A permit or license gives her permission to drive under specific conditions and restrictions, with a parent’s written consent. It doesn’t dictate how you will choose to be a parent to your teen, especially with respect to the single most dangerous thing she will be doing for the next several years. Her permit or license is the beginning of your involvement, not the end.

	This will take a minimum of six months, more likely at least a year.During this time, she will spend less and less time under supervision and be given more and more freedom and autonomy, as she earns it.

	You want her to get her license and realize the freedom as well as the responsibility it entails, and together you’ll create and work through a plan to make it happen.

	Her involvement, opinions, and commitment are important, and you’ll adjust to her needs and be practical and reasonably flexible. But the program itself isn’t negotiable. And it won’t change because she doesn’t like it or because Heather’s parents aren’t making Heather do this.





If you’re both ready to go, take a deep breath. Then think hard about your teen’s personality.

Is she quick to react and physically and emotionally expressive? Or is she more laid-back, quiet, and even timid? Each teenager brings her own unique mind-set to operating an automobile. It’s critical that you honestly assess her personality and behavioral traits, since these influence to a great degree what kind of a driver she’ll be and how she conducts herself on the road. An aggressive teen with a quick temper will need your help to lessen those tendencies on the road.A spacey or indecisive teen will need your help in maintaining the mental focus essential for safe driving. It’s both of your jobs to understand and mitigate the behaviors that can be most dangerous in driving circumstances.
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