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Teens on the road – A hazard? 

Teens now see getting a driver’s license as a rite of passage (Gerdes 7). The head of the 

National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, Jeffrey Runge, says that the death of driving 

teenagers in the United States is now an epidemic (Gerdes 12).  Lately, there have been debates 

about increasing restrictions even more on teenage drivers (Gerdes 8).  There are many 

restrictions placed on teen drivers now to create a safer and better community. Even if there are 

various steps to take before a teen can have a full license, there are many factors that still 

contribute to accidents after attaining it, and of course the prevention methods that are in place 

may not have produced the wanted effects (“Strict”).  

In North Carolina to obtain a driver’s license, the age requirement is 16 years old. In 

other states where stricter graduated licensing (GDL) laws have been applied, the minimum 

requirement has moved up to age 17 (“Young”).  In the book Teen Driving – At Issue, an 

excellent system of graduated licensing is described as enforcing laws that only permit a 16-year-

old to obtain a drivers permit (Gerdes 60). This step in reaching full licensure is when a teen is 

allowed to drive during certain times of the day but with a parent or guardian. Someone else that 

is allowed to be in the front seat when a 16-year-old is driving is a person that has had a full 

license for over seven years. The Insurance Institute for Highway Safety (IIHS) also 
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recommends having a learner’s phase that begins at 16 and lasts 6 months to a year with 50 hours 

as a minimum of supervised driving (Gerdes 53). The next requirement to this perfect system 

implied in Gerdes’ book is enforcing a prerequisite of having a permit for a minimum of a year 

(Gerdes 60). Afterwards, having a restrictive license would be possible. During this intermediate 

phase, there would be a curfew in place of a maximum of 9:00 pm. There would be passenger 

restrictions as well (Gerdes 60). In the perfect system, there could not be any more than one 

other person in the car with a new driver. These restrictions would be in place until the driver 

turns 18 (Gerdes 60). The IIHS also recommends this phase in the program with restrictions for 

passengers (no teens) and a strict curfew (Gerdes 53). The way the graduated licensing system is 

supposed to work is to help reduce crashes by limiting the new driver’s privileges over a period 

in which the limits are gradually lifted (Aksomitis 18).  A drop of 26 percent in fatal crash rates 

has been seen since enacting GDL laws in 16-year-olds (Gerdes 32). Even though the Insurance 

Institute for Highway Safety supports the graduated drivers licensing system, Allan F. Williams, 

the chief scientist for the IIHS, says, “There is no difference in the crash records of driver 

education graduates compared with equivalent groups of beginners who learned to drive without 

formal education” (Gerdes 15). 

What can we do to prevent teenage car accidents? This is one of the questions that the 

Chief of Police of the city of Smithfield, North Carolina, Michael Scott, was asked. His 

response: “More time behind the wheel, as much as possible.” Driving students need more time 

on the road with their instructors. During driver’s education programs, students do get plenty of 

time behind the wheel, but like Tyrone Sutton, the Chief of Police of the town of Princeton, 

North Carolina, says, “There needs to be more concentration on in-town driving.” Even though 

many states have opted to increase the number of hours of training in the driver’s education 
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programs, neither The Driving School Association of The Americas (DSAA) nor the National 

Motorists Association (NMA) are pleased (Aksomitis 16 and 40). Eric Skrum of the NMA 

commented that current driver’s education programs do not put enough emphasis on behind-the-

wheel experience. He also notes that teens should be taught how to handle a situation instead of 

just talking about it (Gerdes 15). Keith Sparks, the Chief of Police of the town of Pine Level, 

North Carolina agrees with Skrum. He says, “People learn better hands-on than reading it in a 

book.”                 The DSAA is not pleased with the current education programs either and wants 

two segments incorporated in the driver’s education programs: first, maneuver and compliance; 

second, cognitive skill, risk recognition, and behavioral modification (Aksomitis 40).  There 

have been debates about standardizing a driver’s education curriculum (Gerdes 17).  The DSAA 

wants a national mandate for driver education (Aksomitis 40). There are others that disagree with 

a national curriculum; for example, Radley Balko, a policy analyst at the Cato Institute, says, 

“Every state’s driving is a little different- the skills you need to drive in Florida and in Alaska are 

quite different. States know what’s best for learning how to drive on their highways” (Gerdes 

17). Other individuals do not believe the system or program as a whole needs fixing “all that is 

needed are updated parts” (Sparks). The facts show that one in five 16-year-olds will have a 

reportable crash in the first year of unsupervised driving (Gerdes 78).  

Adolescents that lack experience and the ability to perform the complex tasks of daily 

driving are at the highest risk to crash during the first month after getting their license (Gerdes 

25). Research shows that 120 crashes occur per 10,000 drivers (Gerdes 25). Every decade more 

than 9,000 16-year-olds die in motor vehicle accidents in the United States (Gerdes 21). Drivers 

between 15 and 20 make up about 6.4 percent of the driving population but in the last ten years 

they are involved in up to approximately 14 percent of all fatal wrecks (Gerdes 11). The America 
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Automobile Association (AAA) has done research as well and has found that the causes for 

young driver crashes can be divided into subcategories (Aksomitis 42). The majority of the 

accidents occurring with teens are a consequence of visual errors (Aksomitis 42). Driver error is 

a characteristic that is fatal in different stages of the teen life (Aksomitis 20). 16-year-olds are at 

the highest risk of committing driver errors with 78 percent (Aksomitis 20). Driving errors not 

only can be something visual but there are others: excess speed, inattentiveness, poor judgment 

of space, and lack of basic control (Aksomitis 42). Observers may conclude that age is the main 

reason crashes occur. 16-year-olds are 3 times more likely to be involved in a crash than 19-year-

olds, but it does not matter how much someone knows a road, it is different once behind the 

wheel, as Chief Sparks says (Gerdes 21).  

Scientists at the National Institute of Health campus have found that the “executive 

branch” of the teen brain – the part that weighs risks, makes judgments and controls impulsive 

behavior is not fully developed until age 25 (Gerdes 77).  Many also feel that just because teens 

are allowed to drive at 16, that fact does not mean they are mature enough to handle all the 

physical or psychological challenges faced with driving (Gerdes 12). As Chief Scott says, 

“Young people are inexperienced and want to drive beyond their limits,” which concurs with 

what Chief Sparks says: “Teens are handicapped because they lack experience behind the 

wheel.” Inexperience and immaturity may be some of many factors that contribute to the 

everyday average in the United States that two people die per day in vehicles driven by 16-year-

olds (Gerdes 78). New drivers are not aware of the unexpected conditions they might encounter 

and they will not know how to deal with them (Gerdes 13). Inexperience in driving, as Chief 

Scott says is not the only cause of accidents; Chief Sutton says, “Inattentiveness: radios, 

cellphones, passengers, etc.,” can be a cause. 
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56 percent of young drivers use cell phones while driving (Aksomitis 99). Teens only 

make up about 7 percent of the driving population but with over half of these teens are using a 

phone, the 15 percent of fatal car crashes involving teens may go up (Aksomitis 9). The media 

has made it believable that teens or anyone can text and drive. Everyone does it in the movies 

and on shows but when a teen is talking on his cell phone while driving, his reaction time 

becomes as slow as a senior citizen’s (Kiesbye 53). The decrease in steering ability while texting 

is drastic: 91 percent (Kiesbye 63). Driving while texting is very dangerous, even more so than 

driving while under the influence of alcohol or another toxic substance. Driving while texting is 

actually 3 times more dangerous because for every 6 seconds of driving while texting 4.6 

seconds of that time, the driver’s eyes are off the road (Kiesbye 63, 80).  

Crash investigations have revealed that risky behavior is increased when teenage 

passengers are present (Gerdes 104). Out of the 15 percent of fatal crashes, 59 percent of them 

occurred when a teen was driving with a passenger (Aksomitis 22). Crash rates even increase 

700 percent when teens are not with their parents at all (Aksomitis 97). In North Carolina, 

reports show that since passenger restrictions were issued, there has been a 32 percent decline for 

crashes among 16-year-olds and a 15 percent decline among 17-year-olds (Gerdes 105). Even 

though North Carolina has shown declines in deaths, other states have not. 29 states do not limit 

the number of passengers that teens have in the car at all (Gerdes 20). Reports have shown that 

87 percent of the teens who died in crashes in 2002 were passengers of teen drivers (Gerdes 8). 

In a survey 47 percent of teen drivers have said that teen passengers are a distraction (Aksomitis 

99). Such distractions could be fatal just like the 13 percent of 16 year olds who are intoxicated 

when they are fatally injured in a car crash (Aksomitis 20). 
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In 1984 the drinking age in the United Sates was raised to 21 years of age. Thus the 

fatality rates in motor vehicle accidents decreased 17 percent (Gerdes 7). Driving research has 

also shown that when seatbelts are used properly, they reduce the risk of fatal injury by 45 

percent (Aksomitis 67). One in every eight teenagers will use drugs and drive (Aksomitis 58), 

one in five teens involved in fatal traffic accidents drink and drive and 63 percent of fatally 

injured teens were not wearing a seat belt at the time of the accident (Aksomitis 98). Not only is 

the issue not wearing seatbelts but many teens are involved in excessive speeding. The NHTSA 

says speeding is a factor in approximately 37 percent of young driver deaths (Gerdes 97).  

Unnecessary speeding is a major factor in crashes involving teens (National Traffic 

Safety Council). The IIHS says that speeding is the cause of 1,000 Americans dying every month 

(Gerdes 97). Surveys have also shown the growing numbers of teens speeding up to get through 

a yellow light: 64 percent (Aksomitis 99). Approximately 69 percent say that they only speed to 

keep up with traffic (Aksomitis 99). Another statistic is that 41 percent of teen driver deaths 

occur between 9:00 pm and 6 am (Gerdes 8). 16-year-old drivers have a higher rate of crashes in 

which speeding is a factor (Gerdes 19). For a 16-year-old driver the risk of a fatal crash is three 

times higher after 9 pm (Gerdes 20). Overall 40 percent of teen fatalities occur at night (Gerdes 

20). Nighttime driving is generally more dangerous for all age groups but for teen even more. 

The Journal of Safety Research notes, “Newly licensed drivers have less practice with driving at 

night versus day time” (Gerdes 19). There are so many things that increase the chances of getting 

into a crash. The best recommendation is to follow all the laws and for the first few months teens 

should gain experience by driving with purpose, not for recreation (Kaneshiro and Ziere).  

 Chief Sparks notes, “Prevention starts at home.” Studies have shown that parents that 

establish consequences for teens who engage in unsafe driving behaviors can cut up to 45 
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percent of the crash rate (Aksomitis 60). As Chief Scott says, “Parents are the number one factor 

to creating safe drivers.” Although, the parents should not always depend on drivers education 

courses, parents should be very involved in the learning process (Aksomitis 21). Parents should 

also know the laws and restrictions that teens have when they first start driving (Aksomitis 21). 

When teens can drive later at night, parents should also set a curfew and restrict passenger limits 

as well (Aksomitis 21). Parents should always remember that they are the most important 

influence on a teen also that they are a role model to them (Aksomitis 21). Parents should be 

very involved with the teens, but the responsibility or liability does not fall back on them it does 

to the teen (Sparks).  

There are many things that teens need to do to become safe drivers. When teens are 

driving with their friends as passengers one thing that they should always remember is to pay full 

attention to the roadway, not the backseat (National Traffic Safety Council). Most people forget 

that mirrors have blind spots; consequently there have been many crashes because people are not 

turning their heads to see (National Traffic Safety Council). North Carolina law requires every 

driver to move over a lane or slow down when not possible when there is a car with emergency 

lights on (National Traffic Safety Council). Teens also do not always have the best sleeping 

habits; it is not recommended for anyone to drive while they are sleepy (National Traffic Safety 

Council). While on the road, do not forget to use turn signals and to leave a three second 

“cushion” between the driven car and the car in front (National Traffic Safety Council). The 

most important thing someone can do, though, is to have a safe driving record before having 

anyone else in the car that can become a distraction. So many distractions are there such as peers, 

the radio, and of course texting and driving. Cell phone usage while driving increases the risk of 

getting into an accident four times (Kiesbye 10). 
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Texting: a dangerous activity while driving. 

There are many things that can increase and decrease the crash rate in North Carolina. . 

There are prevention methods in place already that the public has been willing to follow. Little 

by little there have been changes seen; now more is needed. There are many steps that have been 

taken as well for teens to understand the consequences. Parents are getting to know the laws 

more and officers have been on the lookout for reckless driving more than ever. In America there 

have been many problems solved over the years and many have come up. Never have we seen 

such a growth in a problem as simple as restricting teen driving. Little by little there has been 

change in America’s laws for the better; now all that is needed is to follow them.  
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