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I have been a car enthusiast ever since I started watching the British car show Top Gear when I 

was 12 years old. Just watching cars rocket around racetracks gave me the performance driving 

bug, and before I knew it, I had bought my first car at 15 years old. For the extravagant cost of 

$700, almost nothing on the car was functional, including the engine. I spent a summer fixing up 

the car so that it would run again, but the end goal was always to have fun driving. From that 

30-year-old car, I moved on to a 2008 Audi, which was much more expensive and a lot faster. 

One day, I was coming home from picking up a friend to hang out for the day. As we drove 

down the deserted and snow-covered road, I decided to show off some of my driving-skills. I 

sped up to around 60mph and ripped the handbrake sending the car into a massive drift. I 

slammed the car into second gear and hit the gas. All 4 wheels clawing at the snow, my car 

gracefully arced around the turn. With the 4.2L V8 roaring away under the hood, I turned the 

wheel to straighten out. At that moment, I saw a patch of pavement on the road ahead of me, 

where the snow must have melted, but it was already too late. My tires hit the melted patch and 

sent me spinning down the road about 50 feet before crashing through the opposing snowbank 

and through a few small trees. I sat there shaking for an immeasurable amount of time. My friend 

and I were both completely unharmed, but the car was totaled.  

 

Countless times friends and family had warned me that teens are prone to crashing cars, but I did 

not believe I would be part of these statistics. Nevertheless, I had proved all the nay-sayers right, 

as well as destroyed my self-confidence. This has not impacted my love for working on, learning 
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about, and driving cars, but set me back mentally to a beginner driver. People now see me as a 

“bad driver” regardless of what I tell them about how I have changed my driving and learned 

from the experience. I know that personally, I had felt that it was somehow “impossible” for me 

to crash my car. This is not to say that I didn’t believe it would happen, but that I did not believe 

I would be the cause of a crash. Even now, as I think about that day, I feel sick to my stomach. 

Not only did I put my parents’ expensive gift in a ditch, but I could have harmed someone else in 

the process. I let down my parents and everyone else who had trusted in me and my driving 

ability. I never want anyone to ever feel the way I did that day. Frustrated that I had been blinded 

by my arrogance, I set out to understand why teens crash so often, and how I can help prevent 

my fellow teenagers from making the same mistakes as me. 

 

In this paper, I will present what I have found in my research over the past 5 months in order to 

explain the high crash rates for teen drivers such as myself. I will discuss how the current 

driver’s education program in the U.S. has flaws, being based upon an online learning course 

without certain essential education drivers need to be safe on the road. Next, I will explain some 

easy tips and tricks that people often forget or have never learned for further driving safety. 

Finally, I will discuss what people are doing to combat the issue and what can be done about it in 

the future. 

 

One major contributor to the lack of good driving ability amongst new drivers is the driver’s 

education system in the U.S. The premise of this system is that people can learn from the internet 
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how to control two-tons of metal capable of traveling at over 100mph. The online course 

required by 32 States for new drivers ages 14-18 only teaches how to follow the laws of the road, 

not how to handle a motor vehicle in dangerous situations. In addition, it is not possible to even 

ensure that teenagers pay attention during these hours of online learning. Even so, the program 

hardly touches upon crucial fundamentals of driving control and defensive driving. In essence, 

the online driver’s ed system is about the equivalent of telling someone who could be prone to 

taking risks how to operate a flamethrower over the phone and then sending them into the Tahoe 

forest with a few thousand other teens who also have flamethrowers.  

 

The “behind the wheel training” in the U.S. is also lacking. In California, new drivers are 

required to spend 50 hours behind the wheel with a parent or licensed driver over the age of 21 in 

the passenger's seat. Although parental guidance might help kids learn the laws of the road, 

parents will likely be unable to help their children learn car control unless they have taken 

additional driving courses. In some cases, adult drivers can even pass on their bad driving habits 

to their children. One bad habit, according to a study conducted by the AAA Foundation for 

Traffic Safety, is cell phone usage. “82% of adults ages 25-39 reported using their phones while 

driving”, while “fifty-eight-percent of teens, on the other hand, said they use their phone while 

driving.” We currently have no way to qualify the adults teaching teens how to drive, and 

ultimately, the student is only as good as their teacher. 
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Our driver’s education system, however, is just where the problems begin. “The leading cause 

of death for teens ages 15-20 is motor vehicle collisions.” (NHTSA) The National Highway 

Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) conducted a study in 2015, which found that “there 

were 1,406,000 young drivers aged 15 to 20 involved in police-reported motor vehicle collisions 

in 2015.” That same study found that 4,308 of those young drivers were involved in fatal 

collisions or an average of 12 drivers per day being involved in fatal collisions. Although teen 

drivers only make up 5.4% of the driving population, they make up double (12%) of all car 

crashes. Even though some teen drivers are reckless, over or under-confident, and drive too fast 

or out of control, not all teens are strictly responsible for the accidents that they are in. One 

obvious reason is the other drivers on the road. Most teens are simply not used to driving with 

other adults who could be on their phones (ahem), driving under the influence, or simply not 

paying attention. Another reason is that the government required programs have not taught teens 

the skills to deal with various driving hazards, such as what to do if they hit an oil spill or a patch 

of black ice, or if another driver slams on the brakes directly in front of them. The reality is that 

the minimum requirements to obtain a license does not equip new drivers for situations like 

driving in Bay Area traffic, making a 15-hour road trip, driving over snowy mountain passes, or 

making an emergency stop for pedestrians in a school zone.  

 

Not only do teens lack proper and thorough driving instruction to avoid crashes, but there are 

other, often overlooked reasons that an individual could crash. First, there are mechanical errors. 

Many drivers, especially teens, never check their tire pressure or even know how to. Tire 
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blowouts cause upwards of 78,000 car accidents every year, according to the National Highway 

Traffic Safety Administration. When a tire is overinflated or underinflated, it exhibits much more 

wear than normal. When tires wear down too much, the likelihood of a blowout occurring is very 

high. Teens should be taught how to avoid tire blowouts in two simple ways. First, using a tire 

pressure gauge, ensure the tire pressure is at the manufacturer’s recommended tire pressure 

which can be found in the owner’s manual or on the vehicle’s door jams. Second, check the tire 

tread depth by placing a penny in the tread of the tire with Lincoln’s head down. If the tire tread 

does not cover President Lincoln’s head, the tires need replacing.  

 

Another dangerous mechanical issue is brake failure, which can be catastrophic especially in an 

emergency situation. Although less common, brake failures are still something to be aware of. 

Causes of brake failures include brake lines leaking, worn down brake pads/disks, or master 

cylinder failure. Mos t people are not mechanics and may not know how to identify these causes. 

It should not be an issue, however, if they have their vehicle serviced as often as the 

manufacturer recommends (often every 5,000 miles). Although there is the occasional engine or 

transmission failure, the driver should still be relatively safe as long as they can still pull over to 

the side of the road and stop their vehicle. Thus, crashes due to the two main mechanical failures, 

tires and brakes, can be avoided by learning to practice recommended maintenance.  

 

In addition to the larger issues of the inadequate driver’s education system and mechanical 

issues, everything from how to sit in the driver’s seat to the positioning side view mirrors can 
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have a surprisingly large impact on a driver’s safety as a whole. Although some of these may 

have been learned through driver’s education, they are often overlooked by new drivers. To 

begin with, the mirror position is only mentioned by driver education courses without a detailed 

explanation. The California Driver Handbook states: “Adjust your rear and side-view mirrors 

before you start driving.” Unfortunately, not even adult drivers were taught how to properly 

adjust their mirrors. According to the BMW Teen Driving School in Thermal, California the 

proper way to set up a mirror is as follows: In a semi-empty parking lot or driveway, drive up to 

a car as if it was in the lane next to you until that car is about to disappear from your peripheral 

vision in your driver or passenger door’s window. At this point, adjust your mirrors so that as the 

car leaves your peripheral vision, the car begins to appear in your side view mirror. As you 

continue to drive forward, the car should begin to leave your door mirrors just as you can start to 

see it with your center rear-view mirror. Throughout this process, you should never lose sight of 

the car you are passing at any point. This mirror position will effectively remove the common 

“blindspot”. Mirror positioning is not a replacement for looking over the shoulder when turning 

or making a lane change but should allow drivers to notice cars or bikes more easily, and in 

effect heighten driving safety. 

 

Another safety technique that can have a significant effect on driving control is hand and seating 

positions. Unfortunately, most driver’s education handbooks recommend that a driver hold the 

steering wheel at 10:00 and 2:00 positions. However, the BMW Teen Driving School states that 

the most effective control over the steering wheel is holding it at 9:00 and 3:00 so that the driver 
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can turn the wheel further without letting go of it. In addition to hand position, a driver should 

have the correct seating position before driving any vehicle. One main reason for this is to allow 

the steering wheel airbag to perform properly and without injury to the driver. It takes most 

airbags 10-20 milliseconds to fully inflate according to the Insurance Institute for Highway 

Safety, equating to around 100-220 mph. According to AAA, airbags commonly injure people’s 

arms when they deploy because they are in the direct path of the airbag. This happens when a 

driver’s hands are positioned at 10:00 and 2:00 or higher on the steering wheel. 

 

Moreover, if a driver sits too close to the steering wheel, the airbag will not be able to operate 

effectively, and the driver’s legs could get crushed upon impact with another car. On the other 

hand, if a driver sits too far from the steering wheel, they have less control over the vehicle. A 

driver should be able to reach the pedals with their right foot comfortably so that both the gas 

and brake pedals (and clutch for a manual car) can be fully depressed without having to extend 

their knee fully. The driver should also be able to rest their wrists on the top of the steering wheel 

while their shoulders are still touching the seat. An extra tip is to lower the seat as much as 

possible while still being able to comfortably see out of all windows. This seat position is closer 

to the car’s center of gravity, allowing the driver to control the car more easily. 

 

The final tip that cannot be stressed enough is to wear a seat belt. Regardless of the length 

of the journey, all drivers and passengers should wear seat belts. The 2 seconds it takes to buckle 

up could be the deciding factor between life or death in a car crash. The U.S. Department of 
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Transportation has found that “of all the motor vehicle-related fatalities for people aged 16-20, 

only 42% of them had been wearing a seat belt.” This shows how important it is to buckle up. 

 

Apart from the mechanical failures and hand and seating positions, there are a few more 

major items that new drivers should avoid. One of the most important of these is distracted 

driving. There are many different types of distracted driving, but perhaps the most well known is 

Driving Under the Influence, also known as a DUI. These statistics provided by the National 

Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) put things in perspective: one person dies 

every 50 minutes from a drunk driving crash in the U.S. which equates to 30 people every day. 

Although this should not be an issue for teen drivers as they are not at the legal drinking age, it 

has been found that a significant number of teens drink and drive. The NHTSA found that “Car 

crashes are the leading cause of death for teens, and about a quarter of those crashes involve an 

underage drinking driver. In 2018, 24% of young drivers 15 to 20 years old who were killed in 

crashes had BACs of .01 g/dL or higher.” Although none of the sources I reference condone 

underage drinking, they do give procedures that teens should follow if they do drink illegally. 

Some simple steps to save lives are to find a designated driver, take a cab or Uber home, do not 

let others that are drunk drive, and always wear a seatbelt to protect yourself from other drunk 

drivers on the road. 

 

Drunk driving is not the only type of distracted driving. Friends, cell phones, and even satellite 

navigation systems can distract drivers from staying focused on the task at hand. Sending the 
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average text takes the driver’s eyes off the road for 5 seconds. When driving at 55 mph (highway 

speeds are usually even faster), this is equivalent to driving the length of an entire football field 

(100 yards) with your eyes closed. This is very dangerous for drivers and pedestrians alike. The 

NHTSA found that in 2018, 2,841 people were killed by distracted drivers. In order to avoid this, 

I have some personal habits that I recommend. When I first started driving, I put my phone in the 

glovebox whenever I got in the car. I also always put on music before I start driving, or give my 

phone to a friend so that I can focus on driving instead of choosing music. Whenever I get into a 

car that I have not yet driven, I always make sure to identify all the controls I might need to use 

on the road, so that I do not have to look for emergency flashers or volume controls while I am 

driving. These are my recommendations, but ultimately, everyone must find a system that works 

well for them. 

 

My well-intentioned friends still tended to distract me when I first started driving. When friends 

are in the car, it is extra important to stay focused on the road for several reasons. When driving 

alone, no one is asking you questions, making you laugh, or even making you angry. Talking to a 

friend while in the driver’s seat takes practice and confidence. For this reason, many states have 

made it illegal to drive other minors for the first 6 to 12 months of having a license. I am a 

perfect example of why this law exists. Although I had been driving my friend legally after 

having my license for one year, I had an urge to show off and look cool in front of him. This 

caused me to make an irrational decision which ended with my car being totaled. The final and 

most important reason is that by driving recklessly or not paying full attention to what is 
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happening on the road, the driver is also putting the passenger’s life in danger. There would have 

been nothing worse than if my friend had been hurt in that accident, just because of my stupidity 

and big headedness. 

 

These main driving issues have been around ever since cars became a mainstream manner of 

transportation in the 1920s. With significant research and safety innovations, we now have most 

of the tools we need to minimize fatalities for young drivers such as myself. Today, car 

manufacturers continue to pioneer the boundaries of safety, implementing new kinds of airbags, 

and rollover protection. With ever-increasing computerization of vehicles, they can now do 

things such as cutting fuel to the engine, automatically braking and even changing suspension at 

the last second to minimize injury during an impact.  

 

Although new technical innovations help the safety of drivers immensely in various situations, 

our country still needs to address how to minimize accidents caused by teens.  Fortunately, there 

is a successful nonprofit organization called Drivers Edge that provides free instruction to teens 

and is a good model for this purpose.  This program operates mainly out of Nevada but has 

branched out to 27 other States.  In order to learn how Drivers Edge is improving teen driving 

ability, I traveled to Las Vegas to volunteer for the program, as well as participate in the program 

myself. 
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When I arrived at the Las Vegas Motor Speedway, the first thing I noticed was the incredibly 

long line of teens and their parents, which extended out the door of the pitched-up tent all the 

way back into the parking lot. The second thing that impressed me was that all of the instructors 

were professional racecar drivers. I learned quickly that with thousands of hours behind the 

wheel, these racecar drivers understand complete control over the vehicle and were easily able to 

point out areas for the students to improve.  

 

The course consisted of four sections. First, there was the skidpad exercise in which cones were 

set up in a large turn, and water was poured over the asphalt. The student would drive through 

the turn, and at some point, the instructor would pull the manual handbrake. This would lock the 

rear tires, sending the car into a slide and simulating a situation in which the car hit an oil spill or 

some other slippery surface. The instructors would first demonstrate, and then teach the students 

how to catch the slide in a safe manner. This is very helpful on the road so that the teens not only 

know what to do in such a situation, but they also will be able to remain calm under pressure. 

The second part of the course is talking to the police. This simply reinforces the need to follow 

all road laws and grants students the ability to ask the police questions. One of the questions I 

asked was whether they thought the online Driver’s Ed course was sufficient training for new 

drivers, to which they replied, “absolutely not.” The third section of the program is an emergency 

lane change exercise paired with an emergency braking exercise. The emergency lane change 

consists of driving down one lane (made up of cones) and performing a very fast lane change 

between two cones spaced about 2 car lengths apart. Students must perform this going 40 plus 
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miles per hour. The second part of the exercise familiarizes students with the braking capabilities 

of a car. Students practice emergency braking from around 65 mph and turning at the same time 

using the Automated Braking System (ABS). The final part of the half-day course goes over 

things often skipped by the Driver’s Ed program such as mirror position, hand position, basic 

mechanical knowledge, and more.  

 

The course can only touch upon driving in emergency situations, as many students do not get to 

practice as much as they might need, but it goes far beyond the basic driving education required 

by the State. This is why Driver's Edge is trying to make the course a requirement for new 

drivers in the State of Nevada. According to their website, “99.7% feel what they learned at Edge 

could help them avoid a potential collision.” I had the opportunity to volunteer with them, and I 

was able to help out by setting up cones and performing other various jobs to allow the program 

to run smoothly over the weekend. The U.S. as a country needs programs like this in effect in 

order to lower the fatality and crash rates of teenage drivers significantly. To push the U.S. 

towards implementing said programs, individuals can call senators, use their voting power, or 

donate to the Driver’s Edge organization. I personally learned so much from the Driver’s Edge 

program and believe implementing it, or similar programs would be a large step towards zero 

teen fatalities from motor vehicle accidents.   
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