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Teen drivers need better training to counter the inexperience
and inattention that lead to crashes

PHILADELPHIA — Better driver training and closer parental supervision of young drivers could
reduce some of the major risks that lead to teen driver crashes, according to a review of recent
studies published online this month in the Journal of Adolescent Health.

Motor vehicle accidents are the leading cause of death among adolescents in the United States
and most developed countries, and driver inattention is a major contributing factor. According to
the paper “Adolescence, Attention Allocation, and Driving Safety,” most 17- and 18-year-olds
have the cognitive and attentional capacity required to drive.

“A lot of crashes involving adolescent drivers are due to inexperience, as opposed to
recklessness or the inability to pay attention to the road,” said Daniel Romer, Ph.D., lead author
of the article and associate director of the Annenberg Public Policy Center (APPC) of the
University of Pennsylvania. “Instead, they don’t always know what to pay attention to or how to
recognize hazards, skills known as ‘situation awareness.” These are among the many things
young, novice drivers need to learn.”

The importance of supervised experience is supported by evidence that three-stage graduated
driver licensing, including learner permits and provisional licenses, has cut the number of
fatalities in crashes when young drivers are at the wheel. Policies to lengthen the period of
supervised driving would be effective in helping teens develop driving experience and important
skills such as scanning for hazards, while under the watchful eye of a parent or other adult, the
review suggested.

Computer-based training programs also were found to be a promising approach to train young
drivers to recognize hazards, act on the ones that they see, and limit their time on activities that
divert their attention, such as using phones or adjusting in-vehicle controls.

“It only takes three seconds of inattentive driving to turn ‘I saw it coming’ into ‘It happened so
fast, there was nothing I could do,”” said Flaura K. Winston, M.D., Ph.D., a review co-author and
scientific director of the Center for Injury Research and Prevention (CIRP) at the Children’s
Hospital of Philadelphia. “When driving while distracted, you rob yourself of this time cushion.
You miss relevant cues, and then, in what you think of as a blink of an eye, you are in a crash
that could have been avoided.”

Some teens and adults have problems maintaining attention, but all teens have to learn to attend
to the right cues while driving. Parents can help their teens develop situation awareness by
working with them to set, monitor, and enforce driving rules, and avoid distractions that can
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impair their driving ability such as texting while driving and driving with passengers for the first
year of unsupervised driving.

The review cited studies showing that:

e Cellphone use “is equally distracting to novice adolescent drivers ages 14-16 years as to
more experienced adult drivers ages 21-52.” But more than half of drivers between 16-
and 34-years-old were considered “distraction prone,” meaning that they admitted to
using a cellphone to talk or text while driving.

e A study of U.S. drivers found an increasing fatal crash risk among 16- and 17-year-old
drivers with each additional peer passenger, a result not seen among adult drivers. But
experimental studies indicate that the risk depends on the characteristics of both the
driver and the passengers.

e Drowsy driving is a factor in crashes involving teens behind the wheel, with nearly one-
third of 13- to 18-year-olds reporting driving drowsy during the past month. This risk
could be reduced by shifting to later school start times.

The other review authors are Yi-Ching Lee, Ph.D., and Catherine C. McDonald, Ph.D., R.N.,
also of the Center for Injury Research and Prevention.

The Annenberg Public Policy Center was established in 1994 to educate the public and policy
makers about the media’s role in advancing public understanding of political and health issues at
the local, state and federal levels.
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