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Thinking back to your teen years when you were about to embark into the world of 

driving, did you think that perhaps your brain may have been developmentally immature for you 

to safely operate a motor vehicle when you first started driving? 

Houston? We Have a Problem! 

In recent studies, results have shown that each year in the United States teen drivers are 

involved in a disturbingly inordinate number of auto accidents with fatalities.  Some research has 

revealed that the brains and motor skills of drivers ages fifteen through seventeen may not be 

developmentally mature enough to permit them to multitask while operating a motor vehicle in a 

safe manner for themselves and others who share the roads. 

In conjunction with an under developed brain, researchers have identified several causes 

that contribute to these types of crashes; four of the most common contributors are: (1) peer 

pressure; (2) inexperience or lack of drivers training; (3) in-vehicle distractions; and (4) under-

age drinking (which cannot be justly reviewed or fairly discussed in this essay due to its 

complexity). 

One death at the hands of an inexperienced, inattentive, or developmentally incomplete 

teen is one too many.  The excessive automobile accident fatalities tied to teen drivers is 

unacceptable.  In an effort to radically reduce this category of crashes, every state should have a 

Graduated Driver Licensing program (with a minimum beginner driving age of no less than 16½ 

years old), and all new/inexperienced drivers should be required to participate in driver’s 

education courses which incorporates localized driving conditions before testing for their 

beginner license. 

For those unfamiliar with the GDL program, it is defined on the Governors Highway 

Safety Associations webpage as: 
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(The) Graduated Driver Licensing (GDL) programs allow young drivers to safely 

gain driving experience before obtaining full driving privileges.  Most programs 

include three states: Learner Stage: supervised driving, cumulating with a driving 

test; Intermediate Stage: limiting unsupervised driving in high risk situations; and 

Full Privilege Stage: a standard driver’s license (Governors Highway Safety 

Association, 2012).  

GDL affords “beginning drivers” the opportunity to put their training to use and improve their 

behind-the-wheel skills while being supervised by a full privilege licensed and experienced 

driver (Williams, 2012, p.6). 

Raising Cain…Lucas…Mary…and…(your child’s name) 

If you have ever raised teenagers I am sure you would vehemently agree with Floyd-

Bann & Van Tassel (2006), when they wrote “Parents, teachers, and psychologists all agree that 

the mind of the typical adolescent is a strange and complicated place” (p.1).  As I am currently 

raising my third teenager, I could surely add a few more adjectives that would better describe the 

teenage mind and how it operates, but for now that topic will have to wait. 

In addition the the strange and complicated brain matter of teenagers mentioned above, 

Floyd-Bann & Van Tassel’s (2006) article further addresses two significant points that law 

makers must consider when deciding at what age will adolescents be developmentally capable of 

operating a vehicle safely.  Those points are: 

(1) The differences in brain development and structure translate into very 

different ways of approaching prblems, making decisions, and judging risk and 

rewards; and (2) Emotional responses and reasoning ability vary within the age 

groups, but overall, the adolescent does, in fact, not think like the adult” (p.1). 
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Developmentally capable would mean the driver can weigh all driving conditions and be able to 

make a proper judgement call on their course of action for any hazards they may face. 

All Adolescents (and Their Brain Development) Are Not Equal 

Some opponents to the national GDL program accompanied with drivers training will 

contend that young drivers (ages 15 to 17) are mature enough and developmentally prepared to 

operate a vehicle safely.  It could be safe to say that there may be a slim margin of teens in that 

age group who could possess an adult like thought and decision making process and are capable 

of considering the consequences of their actions.  If a teen was in this this small group of 

developmentally advanced drivers, they would naturally engage in safer practices of vehicle 

operation than the majority of their counterparts.  On the other hand however, it would be 

irresponsible for opponents to claim all adolescent drivers in the age range of fifteen to seventeen 

are developmentally mature, capable, and prepared to safely operate a vehicle without driver’s 

training with a supervised driving period. 

Risky Business behind the Wheel 

It would be hard to disagree, even for opponents of the GDL program, that driving on 

America’s congested roads is risky business.  Drivers are impatient and chances are great that 

another driver on the road is running late and trying to make up time.  Some drivers make 

jackrabbit starts from traffic lights as the red lights are too long and the greens too short; while 

others are impatient and race down the street weaving in and out of lanes trying to pass slower 

drivers. 

Any experienced driver can confirm that driving requires concentration and distractions 

should be kept at a minimum as split-second decisions are often needed and some simultaneously 

and in rapid succession to ensure our intended destination is reached. 
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Poor Driving Decisions = Deadly Consequences 

In general, teenagers do not usually consider the consequences for their actions.  

Immaturity, inexperience, and inattentiveness while operating a moving vehicle can have deadly 

consequences.  In their study “The role of driver age and gender in motor vehicle fatal crashes”, 

Eustace and Wei (2010) state “That while teenage drivers (16 to 19 years old) drove about 3.8% 

of all miles driven in 2001, they contributed to 47.5% of all the fatal crashes that were attributed 

to driver operating errors” (p.36).  Eustace & Wei concluded their study by stating “Young males 

are more likely than young females to be responsible in their fatal crashes” (p.42).  In plain 

terms, if you are a teen driver between the ages of 16 and 19 and you are a male, there is a 

greater than 50% chance that you WILL be in a fatal vehicle crash. 

The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) utilizes a program called 

FARS to track fatal traffic accidents in the United States.  Information obtained from FARS for 

the five year period spanning 2004 to 2008 indicates there were approximately 1,890 fatal 

accidents in the United States each year with drivers who were 16 or 17 year of age, resulting in 

the loss of 11,019 lives (Shults & Ali, 2010). 

To better identify “who” these fatalities were in the tracked accidents, Shults & Ali 

(2010) using FARS, detailed the following victim statistics: 

Of the 11,019 persons who died in these crashes, 4,071 (37%) were drivers aged 

16 or 17 years; 3,428 (31%) were passengers of those drivers; 1,987 (18%) were 

drivers of other vehicles; and 805 (7.3%) were passengers of those other drivers.  

Another 728 (6.7%) persons were other road users (e.g., bicyclists or pedestrians). 

(p.1330) 
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The study results detailed above by Eustace and Wei (2010) and Shults & Ali (2010) are horrific 

and should send shock waves through the halls of Congress and propel them into corrective 

action to save the lives of youths in our country.  As a parent of a child about to embark on his 

own journey of driving, the sheer number of deaths caused by youngsters has filled me with a 

disturbed and unnerved feeling of dire concern for my child’s safety. 

I attempted to put all the statistical information from Eustace and Wei, and Shults & Ali 

into terms that teen son understand and told him, “If you are a 16 or 17 year old driver, your 

chances of being involved in a fatal crash are around 60-70% and the chance of you being the 

one who parishes is 80-85%.  Needless to say, he was a bit freaked and said he can’t wait to take 

driver’s education (which is my condition before allowing him to test for his license).  Our 

children need to know how to drive before being allowed to take on the open road and the 

sometimes foolish drivers that occupy it! 

Peer Pressure in the Car 

Adolescent peer pressure can transpire in just about any setting or at any time.  

Unfortunately for many young drivers, peer pressure has found its way into their cars and it has 

morphed from a juvenile fun gesture into a deadly decision.  Blackman, Cheffins, Veitch, & 

O'Connor (2008) described teens to be “More prone to experimentation, impulsivity and 

sensation-seeking, but less likely to be aware and/or appreciative of potential consequences” 

(p.332).  Teens are thrill seekers, predisposed to goof around, taunt, or dare peers into 

performing actions that should probably be avoided.  Common traits in teenagers are to react in 

haste, harbor a false belief of invincibility, and engage in risky behavior without concern for the 

end result of their actions. 
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According to a study referenced in the “Teenage Car Use” article in the Roads & Bridges 

periodical, “Risky driving (i.e., speeding and dangerous maneuvering) was shown to coincide 

with the fact that peer pressure and social pressures made younger drivers feel the need to engage 

in these types of activities” (Stamatiadis, 2001, para.8).  Some of the high ranking peer pressure 

tactics which were found to contribute to reckless driving and ultimately ending in fatal crashes 

were, rapid acceleration, racing to cross the tracks before the train reached the intersection, 

speeding through a yellow or red light at an intersection, following too closely behind another 

car, and traveling at high speeds. 

Watch Out, Here They Come 

More often than not young drivers behind the wheel are inexperienced and have had very 

little supervised time behind the steering wheel.  Drivers in this category are another highly rated 

factor of fatal car crashes involving teen drivers.  Driving lessons is a vital tool that will improve 

the youngster’s vehicle operating knowledge and skills, as well as help them appreciate and 

engage in proper driving behaviors while behind the wheel as well as identifying hazards that 

could increase their chances of being involved in an accident.  According to Jensen, Wagner, 

Switzer, Alexander, & Pidgeon (2011), the “GDL-imposed driving restrictions include nighttime 

driving, driving with multiple passengers, and unsupervised driving during certain hours” (p.5).  

However, imposing restrictions on a driver after they have their license is not enough; drivers 

need to be educated in the comprehensive skill of driving before they have access to the roads.  

Most new drivers will skip taking driver’s education courses because it is not mandated 

in order for them to obtain their license.  Also, by taking these lessons  it could delay the teen in 

getting their license and may be an expense that they have to work for and save.  It is essential 

that new drivers know how to safely handle a vehicle in all of the weather conditions of their 
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local environment such as: snow, ice, hail, high winds or wind gusts, frozen bridges, and 

torrential rains.  In addition to the weather driving conditions just listed, some supplementary 

driving skills new learners should know how to handle are: (1) distance judging of oncoming 

vehicles when attempting a left hand turn; (2) safely passing another vehicle on a two-lane road; 

(3) skid prevention and proper correction techniques; and (4) identifying potential hazards and 

how to respond safely to them. 

It Could Happen to Your Child 

Being a parent of two adult children and one fifteen year-old son, I have personally 

experienced the benefits of a child having driving lessons.  My oldest son participated in drivers 

education in high school and has not been involved in an auto accident where he was at fault.  I 

cannot say the same for my second child who did not have drivers training and a few weeks 

before graduating from high school was involved in a 35 to 40-mph single vehicle crash.  He was 

lucky to be alive but could not walk away from the accident.  His car was totaled, the front end 

wrapped around a tree with the doors buckled and jammed by the force of the head-on impact.  

After several friends who were following behind him in a second car and bystanders pried the 

passenger door open, they were able to drag him through the mangled front seat and free him 

from the wreckage.  Instead of planning the summer with friends, he was facing multiple 

surgeries on his lower extremities, weeks in casts and unable to walk, extensive dental work for 

chipped and broken teeth, and healing from fractured ribs and a cheek bone.  He was badly 

injured, his face was stained by mustard color bruises in his graduation pictures, but he was 

alive.  Yes, I have certainly witnessed the first-hand the effects of a young driver without proper 

training. 
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Life is Precious, Safety is Priceless 

The investment of a new drivers time in a driver education course may be retuned 

multiple times over when one day they will be forced to engage their gained driving abilities in 

order to return home safely; rather than having a police officer knock on the door and say “I’m 

sorry to inform you, but your child…”. 

Too Many Avoidable Distractions 

New drivers are usually chomping at the bit to hit the roads and experience freedom with 

their friends.  The last contributing factor to fatal teen involved crashes is in-vehicle distrations.  

As Stamatiadis (2001) notes, the risk for a car crash with a driver under the age of 18 is “two-

times as likely to be involved in a crash when there was one or more passengers in the car” and 

their risks increase considerably when driver is accompanied by two or more passengers.  In-

vehicle distractions can range from the driver taking their eyes off the road to make eye contact 

with their passenger while talking, tuning the radio or looking for their favorite CD, to applying 

makeup, adjusting their hair, eating while driving, talking on the phone, or texting. 

  There are many variables that coincide with safe driving and the natural hazards that 

come with driving.  For example, experienced drivers can confirm that night driving has its own 

set of challenges, which daytime driving does not.  For instance, distance vision is drastically 

reduced at night, and more so when it is raining and vehicle headlights shine in the oncoming 

driver’s eyes.  These conditions could certainly be a deadly mix for an experienced driver, yet 

alone a young/inexperienced driver. 

Stopping the Statistical Surge 

How do we keep our children from becoming a statistic of their own doing or at the 

hands of another young driver?  Parents, it is our responsibility to protect and prepare our 
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children by providing them with the essential tools that will aid them in making wise choices that 

will guide them into a fulfilled and successful adulthood. One vital parental role we must 

perform, which could mean the difference between life and death for our child or someone 

else’s, is to ensure they are adequately trained, equipped, and fully capable of being an 

observant, safe, and responsible driver. 

Demanding Change for the Sake of Our Descendants 

We must have the unwavering support of our government in order provide better odds for 

our children and those who share the roads with them, to remain alive by: (1) mandating the 

GDL program be established in every state with a minimum age of 161/2 years old; (2) require 

more rigorous test questioning and vehicle driving maneuvers for the in-car portion of the driver 

examination; and (3) impose mandatory drivers education courses and state all new drivers must 

successfully demonstrate their driving skills, in all weather conditions, order to obtain their 

“Learner Stage” Graduated Driver’s License. 

In Closing 

I am eager to learn of the magic spell that makes a child more developmentally ready and 

emotionally mature to jump behind the wheel of a potential killing machine on the morning of 

their birthday when the law states they can start driving, than they were the day prior?  It would 

be hard to persuade me that one additional night of brain cell growth substantiates a child’s 

ability to safely operate a motor vehicle without proper training. 

When Congress wakes up and steps up to the plate, making it law that every new driver 

will participate and successfully complete a driver’s education course that will teach them the 

rules of the road, how to safely operate a vehicle, and exhibiting mature behaviors while driving, 

remaining attentive at all times, and limiting their passenger count, vehicle crashes involving 
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young drivers will be the rare exception and not the statistical deadly rule.
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