Session 3:  What Conditions Drive You?

Objectives

In this session, you will learn how to:

· Conduct an exterior and interior vehicle check before driving.

· Identify five uncontrollable driving conditions that contribute to collisions.

· Identify the driving hazards associated with these driving conditions in time to avoid them.

· List defensive driving maneuvers that help drivers maintain control for each uncontrollable driving condition.
Introduction

Three factors make up your driving environment: you (the driver), your vehicle, and everyday driving conditions.  In the previous sessions, you have learned the importance of taking and maintaining control, along with the situations that you, as a driver, are responsible for controlling.  Besides yourself, the only factor you can control is your vehicle.

Some driving situations and conditions are beyond your control: weather, light, road, traffic, and other drivers.  In this session, we are going to identify defensive driving techniques that will give you an advantage in recognizing and dealing with each of them.

Vehicle Condition

The first condition we are going to discuss is the condition of our vehicles.  The owner’s manual for your vehicle contains suggested maintenance schedules and other information intended to keep your vehicle in good condition.  

The condition of your own vehicle is one that you can control.  You decide when, where, and how to drive it:  Keeping your vehicle in top form will help you to maintain control in all types of driving conditions.

Some common vehicle problems that can contribute to a collision are:

· Worn tires

· Improper tire inflation

· Directional signals not working

· Headlights or taillights out

· Poor condition or failure of brakes

· Worn wiper blades

Does the equipment on your car function properly?  Check often to make sure the brakes, lights, and other equipment work properly.  Keeping your car in good condition helps keep you safe.  Keeping your vehicle in top form will help you maintain control in all types of driving conditions.

Windows

· The side windows may not be composed of, covered by, or treated with highly reflective or mirrored material that reflects more than 35% of light.

· If the rear windows are composed of, covered by, or treated with any non-transparent material, the car must have side mirrors on both sides.

Horn

Make sure your car’s horn works and can be heard from a distance of 200 feet.

Mirrors

Properly adjusted mirrors are key for scanning.  Most vehicles have three rearview mirrors.  One is a center interior mirror; the other two are exterior mirrors on each side of the vehicle.  Adjust the interior mirror to see immediately behind your vehicle and as far down the road behind as possible.

To adjust the left outside mirror:

· Sit behind the steering wheel and lean to the left until your head touches the side window.

· Adjust the mirror until the side of the vehicle disappears.

To adjust the right outside mirror:

· Sit behind the steering wheel and lean as far to the right as you did to the left.

· Adjust the right-side mirror until the side of the vehicle disappears.

Once you have made these mirror adjustments, use the lean and look method as you drive.  Leaning forward and looking into the side mirrors allows you to see far more of the areas beside and behind your vehicle than just glancing into the mirror.

As vehicles approach from behind, you will see them in the interior rearview mirror.  As vehicles move alongside and drift out of the interior mirror, they will be visible in the exterior side mirror.  As vehicles leave the side mirror, they will be in your peripheral vision.

The reverse applies in passing other vehicles on an expressway.  As you pass them, they drift out of your side vision and will be visible in the side mirror.  As you gain more distance, they will become visible in the interior mirror.

Be mindful of the warning on the right-side exterior mirror.  This warning means that when you spot a vehicle or object in the mirror, turn your head and take a quick glance to see exactly where it is.

Tires

Worn or smooth tires contribute to many serious crashes.  Make sure your car’s tires have a visible tread of at least 2/32 of an inch across the base with no worn spots showing ply.

Lights

To be seen in the day and at night, make sure all of your car’s lights work properly.  Keep your lights in working condition by:

· Replacing any burned-out bulbs.

· Cleaning headlight and taillight lenses often—dirty lenses cut night vision by one-half.

Keeping headlights properly adjusted to prevent blinding other drivers.

Pollution Control Devices

Remember, it’s illegal to remove, disconnect, or tamper with any pollution control device on your vehicle.  If you do, you are guilty of a first- or second-degree misdemeanor crime depending on the offense.

Windshield Wipers

Make sure the wipers are in working order for clearing rain, snow, or moisture from the windshield.

Your car’s windshield:

· Must be safety glass.

· Should not be covered or treated with reflective or light-blocking material.

· Must be free of any stickers not required by law.

· Should be kept clean on the inside and outside to improve visibility and reduce glare.

Once you are in the vehicle:

· Close and lock all doors.

· Adjust the seat.

· Adjust the head restraint as directed in your vehicle owner’s manual.

· Use appropriate occupant-protection devices.

· Adjust the mirrors.

· Make sure you can see all the way around the vehicle.

· Start the engine.

· Scan the gauges for warning lights.

· Adjust the window, vents and heater or air conditioner controls for comfort.

· Make sure you are physically and emotionally ready to drive.

Make It a Habit!

Just like every other defensive driving habit, maintaining a schedule for regular vehicle check-ups is a habit that will pay off.

Once a week, you should check:

· Oil Level

· Washer fluid level

· Tire pressure

Once a month you should check:

· Automatic transmission fluid

· Brake fluid

Once every six months, you should:

· Check windshield wiper blades

· Rotate tires

Now we are going to review a scenario and identify five uncontrollable driving conditions that contribute to collisions.

Driver A is driving westbound at 40 miles per hour (65 kph) on a busy two-lane road. It’s late in the afternoon. A light, misty rain is starting to fall. Driver A presses the washer switch and turns on the windshield wipers to clean off the windshield. Only a small squirt sprays out causing the windshield to smear. The windshield is also starting to fog up.

Up ahead at a mini-mart gas station, Driver B is waiting to make a left turn out of the driveway. As Driver A approaches, Driver B looks straight at the other driver. Seeing a break in traffic in the eastbound lanes, Driver B inches forward. As Driver A looks down to turn on the defroster, Driver B pulls out directly in front of the other driver.

What are the possible hazards in this scenario?  They are:

· Busy two-lane road.

· Late afternoon traffic.

· Misty rain makes the road slick.

· Driver A has poor visibility and is distracted.

· Driver B pulls out of gas station.

What Conditions In This Situation Might Cause Problems For Drivers A and B? They are:

· Weather conditions:  rain

· Traffic conditions:  heavy afternoon traffic

· Light conditions:  overcast

· Road conditions:  slick from light rain

What did Drivers A and B do that was unsafe?

Driver A unsafe actions were:

· Did not maintain vehicle properly; had no washer fluid to clean the windshield.

· Distracted; did not set defroster control earlier.

· Assumed Driver B would not pull out.

Driver B unsafe actions were:

· Trying to make left turn across a busy two-lane road during peak traffic.

· Assumed Driver A would let him/her make the turn.
What defensive driving advice would you give to both drivers?
Driver A:

· Inspect vehicle before driving.

· Fill windshield washer solution before driving.

· Set controls before driving.

· Slow down in poor weather conditions.

· Be prepared to slow down and stop if Driver B pulls out.

· Keep a safe following distance.

· Watch for tailgating drivers.

Driver B:

· Making a left turn may not be safe, especially in poor weather.

· Find a safer way to get out of the gas station, such as making a right turn or turning at a traffic light.

· Be aware that other drivers may not see you and may not be able to stop.
Hazards

Some of  the biggest hazards that result when driving conditions are less than ideal include:

· Limits or reduces your ability to see and be seen

· Limits or reduces your vehicle’s traction

· Limits or reduces driving space

Driving Conditions

Every day you meet different driving conditions when you drive.  Even while you are driving, conditions can change quickly.  Recognizing these conditions and knowing how to adjust your driving to them are in your best interest.

At least five driving conditions are beyond your control:

1. Weather

2. Light

3. Road

4. Traffic

5. Other drivers

You cannot control these conditions, but you can control how you deal with them.
The DDC Collision Prevention Formula

Remember—your best defense is to apply the three-step DDC Collision Prevention Formula to help you drive safely in poor conditions.

· Recognize the hazards that the conditions could present.

· Understand the defense.  Slow down to a safe speed.  For example, when we encounter a challenging roadway situation, our best defense is to drive at the safest speed dictated by road conditions.

· Act correctly, in time, to avoid a hazard, collision, or violation.  Increase following distance.
Weather Conditions

Now, let’s take a look at weather conditions and how they can affect your driving.

Weather conditions often change fast.  You may have been in a situation where it is sunny and then suddenly it starts to rain or snow.  The best defense is to slow down immediately.  Weather hazards include:

· Reduced visibility

· Reduced vehicle traction

· Reduced steering control
Hazards that result from weather conditions include:

· Rain

· Fog

· Dust

· Snow

· Sleet

Defensive Driving Solutions to Adverse Weather Conditions

The first step is to decide if it is absolutely necessary to drive or to continue driving.  If it is safe to drive, then you should turn on your windshield wipers, use the windshield wiper fluid, and turn on your headlights.

Always clear all windows and your windshield of snow, ice, and condensation or moisture.  Be sure to use the defogging and defrosting settings on the heating/cooling system.

Determine the safe speed to drive. In some conditions, even the legal speed limit is too fast.

You should use the low-beam headlights to see and to be seen.  Even in foggy conditions, use the low-beam lights.  High beams reflect the light directly back into our eyes.  This can impair our vision.

Poor weather conditions can increase the chances of skidding or sliding.  We need to recognize where and when to expect slippery conditions and know how to defend ourselves against them.

To avoid sliding or skidding:

· Slow down.

· Do not slam on the brakes.

· Steer smoothly.

· Don’t turn or steer with quick motions.

Steering Out of a Skid

If your vehicle should begin to skid, what should you do?

With regular brakes, you should:

· Ease your foot off the accelerator.

· Keep your foot off the brake.

· Turn the steering wheel in the direction you want the front of the vehicle to go.
For vehicles equipped with an anti-lock brake system (ABS), you should still turn the steering wheel in the direction you want the front of the vehicle to go.  But you should also keep your foot firmly on the brake.

Four-Wheel Drive and All-Wheel Drive

Many people drive vehicles with four-wheel drive or all-wheel drive.  These vehicle features tend to lead drivers to be overconfident in their driving and their vehicle’s capabilities.

Some of the “Pros” and“Cons” for driving four-wheel drive and all-wheel drive vehicles include:  

Pros:

Provides better traction in starting and keeping the vehicle moving in slippery situations.

If the vehicle slides, it sends power to all four wheels, increasing the chance of gripping the road.

Cons:

Does not stop the vehicle any faster than two-wheel drive; will slide like any two-wheel drive vehicle.

Light Conditions

The next uncontrollable driving condition is light.

Too much or too little light reduces or limits your ability to see as you drive.  In poor light conditions, it is important to see and be seen.
Natural and Artificial Light

Hazards that result from natural and artificial lights include:

· Too much light

· Too little light

· Sun glare at sunrise or dusk

· Snow glare

· Work zone lights

· Reflected light

· High beams from oncoming vehicles

· High beams from vehicles behind

Defensive Driving Solutions

When there is too much light, you should:

· Use the sun visor.

· Wear sunglasses.

· Keep the inside and the outside of the windshield clean.

· Increase following distance.

When there is too little light, you should:

· Turn on low-beam lights.

· Increase following distance.

When you approach a car using their high-beam lights, you should:

· Look to the side of the road at the white line.

· Do not flash your high beams back if you are less than 500 feet from an oncoming vehicle.

If the vehicle behind you is using high-beams:

· Move your head and/or adjust your rearview mirror.

Road Conditions

Just like weather and light conditions, road conditions can change fast.  The road surface, shape, and shoulder can affect conditions.

Road condition hazards include:

· Narrow roads (shape)

· Potholes (surface)

· No road shoulder, or gravel shoulder

· Winding, curving roads (shape)

· Hilly, steep roads

· Road construction (work zones)
Here are some defensive driving tips for dealing with poor road conditions:

· Slow down.

· Increase following distance.

· Drive at the recommended speed or slower.

· Maintain control.

· Obey work-zone workers’ instructions.

· Keep your eyes moving and stay alert.

Drive Defensively in Work Zones
Work zones are dangerous places because so much is happening.  To safely navigate through one, always slow down, stay alert and be patient.  Always expect the unexpected.
Work zone hazards include:

· Other vehicles in the traffic lanes

· Work zone workers, equipment, and materials that may intrude into the traffic lanes

· Altered road conditions, such as edge drop-offs, sharp turns, or sloped surfaces that affect your vehicle’s stability

Traffic Conditions

Most drivers today drive in a variety of traffic conditions, both urban and rural.  That is why it is important for all drivers to adjust their emotional state and driving habits to all types of traffic conditions.

Following is a list of traffic conditions that you may experience in urban and rural areas.  Select Urban Area or Rural Area to identify where you are more likely to experience these traffic conditions. Click on the Submit button when you are done.

Urban Areas:

· Rush hour

· Parked cars

Rural Areas:

· Higher speed limits
Traffic Conditions

Traffic conditions also include the different types of traffic, or traffic mix, you encounter in your everyday driving.  Part of what makes traffic conditions difficult is the variety of vehicles on the road.  While you can control your vehicle’s conditions, you cannot control some of the more common vehicles you meet.
Here are some defensive driving tips for dealing with the various traffic conditions you may encounter on the roads.

· Maintain proper following distance.

· Keep alert; use the “What If?” strategy.

· Choose the speed that is most appropriate for the traffic conditions.

· Maintain emotional control.
Let’s take a few minutes to discuss the different types of traffic we encounter in our driving every day:  the traffic mix.

The traffic mix includes:

· Emergency Vehicles

· Larger Vehicles (Trucks)

· School Buses

· Trains

· Slow-Moving Vehicles

· Pedestrians

· Animals
Emergency Vehicles

One common type of vehicle that affects the traffic mix is the emergency vehicle.  Because we generally hear the sirens before we see the vehicle, many of us get confused.  Should we stop immediately?  Should we continue at the same speed?  Should we pull over?
Our best defense in this situation is to cover the brake.  After we have determined the location of the emergency vehicle, we can take the correct action.

If the emergency vehicle is approaching from behind, immediately:

· Move to the lane to your right.

· Move to the right of your lane or to the shoulder of the road.

· If moving right is not possible, stop and stay where you are until the emergency vehicle has passed.

Larger Vehicles

Probably the most common type of large vehicle that we encounter in traffic is an 18-wheeler or any vehicle with more than four wheels.

Most people do not like to drive behind large vehicles because:

· Visibility is limited or reduced.

· Drivers think large vehicles are moving too slowly.
Sharing the road safely with larger vehicles means recognizing the differences between your vehicle and their’s.  Larger vehicles have bigger blind spots and need more time and space to:

· Accelerate

· Stop

· Turn

Show courtesy around larger vehicles; help other drivers see you.

There is one very simple defense we can use to eliminate the problems in seeing around, and being seen by operators of large vehicles.  That simple defense is to increase following distance.

When we are following a large vehicle, if we cannot see both of its outside mirrors, we may be in its blind spot.  We need to add more following distance.  Even if we can see both outside mirrors, that does not mean that the driver sees us.

Did you know that one-third of all collisions between large trucks and other vehicles happen in a truck’s blind spots?  Blind spots are areas all around a truck where collisions with other vehicles are more likely to occur.  This is because the truck driver cannot see your vehicle.

Get “semi-smart” when driving around large trucks.  Keep in mind:  the larger the truck, the bigger the blind spot.  If you are driving behind a large truck and cannot see at least one (if not both) of the outside mirrors on the truck, the truck driver cannot see you either.  Many professional truck drivers remind you of this danger with signs on their trucks reading:  “Stay out of the No-Zone.”
Large vehicles also need more room to make turns.  The average length of a tractor-trailer is four to five times the length of a passenger car!

There is one way to accommodate the needs of these large, turning vehicles:  use more following distance.  When we approach an intersection and see a truck ahead signaling a right turn, we should stay behind the truck, away from the curbside, until the turn is completed.

The larger the vehicle and the higher the speed, the longer it takes for it to stop.  That is why, when passing a truck, you should allow twice the space you would allow for a car before pulling back in front of it.

For example, at 30 miles per hour, it takes a car 153 feet to stop in good conditions.  However, it takes for a truck driving 30 miles per hour 177 feet to stop!

Now, consider our example at 55 miles per hour.  A car takes about 346 feet to come to a complete stop.  A large vehicle comes to a complete stop at 477 feet—131 feet more than a car!  And these numbers represent good driving conditions.

When we are passing a large truck, we need to make sure we can see a lot of pavement in front of the truck before we pull back in front of it.

Here are some tips for driving around large vehicles on expressways and highways:

· Let large vehicles merge.  

· Do not cut them off.  

· Slow down or change lanes if it is safe and clear to do so.

School Buses

When you see a school bus, it usually means that children are present.  Children do not always use their best judgment when getting on or off a bus.  However, as a driver, you should always use good judgment.  
Here are some defensive driving tips for driving around school buses:

· Always slow down.

· If the amber lights on the bus are flashing, be prepared: the bus is about to stop.

· If the red lights are flashing and the stop arm is extended, the bus is stopped—therefore, you must stop.

· Do not pass a school bus with flashing red lights or an extended stop arm.
Trains

Trains are a part of the traffic mix because they intersect with roads and highways and because they affect traffic conditions.  

A collision at a railroad crossing is more likely to be fatal than a collision anywhere else.  Use caution when approaching any type of railroad crossing.

When approaching a railroad intersection:

· Scan left, right, and back left again.

· Expect a train at any time.

· Never STOP on railroad tracks.  Get out of your vehicle if it stalls on the tracks.

· Never drive around lowered gates.

· Watch for a second train at double or triple tracks.

· Never try to race a train; it is traveling much faster than it appears to be, and takes much longer to stop.

· Do not rely on warning signals to alert you to an approaching train.

Good judgment is the most important defense a driver can use when approaching a train crossing.  We need to treat a railroad crossing the same way we treat other intersections.  After all, a train crossing is an intersection!

Slow-Moving Vehicles

Vehicles displaying the “slow-moving vehicle” sign cannot travel faster than 25 miles per hour (40 kph).

Slow-moving vehicles include:

· Farm equipment (tractors, combines, etc.)

· Horse and buggy

· ATVs

· Road construction equipment

If you are going to be driving around slow-moving vehicles, you should:

· Slow down.

· Use the three-second minimum following distance (which will allow you to see around the vehicle).

· Pass only when it is necessary, safe, and legal to do so.

· Remember that these vehicles generally take up more than their fair share of the lane.

· Give the vehicle plenty of room when going around it.

· Be sure the slow-moving vehicle does not turn into your path as you are passing it.

Pedestrians

Pedestrians also affect traffic.  Why are we talking about pedestrians as a traffic condition?  Pedestrian traffic is part of all traffic.  And traffic is a danger to pedestrians.
Did you know about 5,600 pedestrians are killed and 80,000 injured by vehicles each year.  In addition:

· Almost 50 percent of these pedestrian deaths and injuries occurred when pedestrians crossed or entered at or between intersections.  

· Over one-half of these victims were children under the age of 15.

· Walking in the roadway with and against traffic, standing or playing in the roadway, and working in the roadway are other leading causes of pedestrian deaths and injuries.

Here are some tips for driving when pedestrians are in the traffic mix:

· Be a better, safer driver by giving pedestrians a human dimension.  After all, at some point, we are all pedestrians.  Slow down; use the “What If?” strategy since you cannot predict what a pedestrian might do.

· Yield the right-of-way to pedestrians in crosswalks.  Be patient with elderly or disabled pedestrians; they may take longer to cross and may not be able to see or hear well.

· Never wave pedestrians across the street.  In heavy traffic areas, other drivers might not see the pedestrian crossing.  Those vehicles could hit the pedestrian.

· In residential areas and school zones, watch for children—especially on school days, holidays, or in the summer.  Remember, children are unpredictable!
Animals

The last part of the traffic mix is animals—a very dangerous mix with our vehicles.  Drivers cannot always predict when or where an animal might suddenly appear in the roadway.  

Collisions involving direct hits or swerving to avoid an animal result in about 200 deaths and 26,000 injuries per year, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

Large animals such as deer, bear, moose, horses, elk, and cattle are involved in many collisions.

Smaller animals such as dogs, cats, raccoons, possums, and squirrels also pose a danger as drivers may swerve to miss them.

Experts advise hitting an animal rather than trying to swerve.  Swerving may be a more dangerous option as you risk running off the road.  Hitting the animal is not without its risks, but may be the safer of the two options.

Here are some additional tips for driving safely around animals:

· Take an alternate route, if possible.

· Create as much time as possible to avoid a collision.

· Avoid driving distractions/stay alert.

· Drive defensively in areas where animals may be a danger.

Now we will learn defensive driving maneuvers that help drivers maintain control for each uncontrollable driving condition.
What is the best defense for dealing with all types of driving conditions?  The National Safety Council recommends that you always keep a three-second following distance behind the vehicle in front of you.  Why three seconds?  Three seconds give you enough time to see hazards, react to them, and stop safely to avoid a collision.
The Three-Second Rule means that when the car in front of you passes an object, you pass the same object three seconds later.

1. Watch for the vehicle ahead to pass a fixed object such as a signpost, billboard, or underpass.

2.  As the vehicle’s rear bumper passes the object, start counting: “One thousand and one, one thousand and two, one thousand and three.”
3. Your vehicle should not pass the fixed object until after you have finished counting.  If it does, you are following too closely.

Whenever driving conditions are poor—heavy traffic, bad weather, or poor visibility—or as vehicle speed increases, add one or more extra seconds following distance for each hazard.

For example, if you are driving on a congested three-lane expressway during morning rush hour, going east as the sun is rising. What is the minimum number of seconds needed for following distance?
The correct answer is a minimum of five seconds. The standard three seconds, plus at least one second for the traffic conditions (heavy rush hour traffic).  Plus add at least one second for the light conditions (driving east into the sun).
To sum up we need to remember something:  on a map, roads never change, but in the real world they are changing every hour of every day.  Remember, you can control your vehicle, but you cannot control weather, light, road, traffic, and other drivers. The main point to remember when you drive in poor conditions is to increase your following distance.

