Session 4:  The Choice Is Yours

Objectives

In this session, you will learn how to:

· List the six most common types of driving errors that contribute to collisions.

· Identify reasons drivers choose to speed.

· List alternatives to speeding.

· Explain how to safely approach and proceed through all intersections.

· Explain how to make safe and legal turns.

· Identify the hazards involved in passing.

· Explain how to evaluate a potential passing situation.

· Explain the three steps needed to complete a safe pass.

· Explain how to avoid a head-on collision.

· Determine safe following distance.

· It will take approximately 50 minutes to complete this session.

In this session, we will take a closer look at preventing common causes of collisions and violations.  

According to the National Safety Council’s annual publication, Injury Facts, these are the most common improper driving behaviors reported in collisions:

1. Improper speed.

2. Violating right-of-way.

· Failure to yield.

· Disregarding signals.

· Passing Stop signs.

3. Driving left of center.

4. Turning improperly.

5. Passing or overtaking improperly.

6. Following too closely.

All of these improper driving behaviors are a result of drivers making bad choices or using poor judgment.  Of all collisions reported, a large percent are a result of someone’s choosing one of these unsafe behaviors.

Once we know how to prevent these errors, it is reasonable to assume that violations—and, therefore, collisions—can be reduced by at least the same percent.

Speeding

Speeding is a contributing factor in fatal collisions that kill about 12,000 people every year.  In fact, the #1 unsafe driving behavior that contributes to collisions and violations is unsafe speed.  Exceeding the posted speed limit or driving at an unsafe speed is the most common driving error.

Improper Speed

Improper speed includes:

· Exceeding the limit

· Driving too fast for existing conditions

· Driving too slowly
Some hazards of excessive speed or driving too fast for conditions include:

· Loss of control of the vehicle

· Collisions

Have you ever received a speeding ticket?

Whether you have received a speeding ticket or not—the bottom line is that speeding doesn’t pay.  Everyone speeds at one time or another.  Everyone is in a hurry.  The benefit is just not worth it.  You’re not even going to save a minute of your time by going from 35 mph up to 45 mph.

People use many excuses for speeding, including:

· I was late for work.

· It’s safer to keep up with the flow of traffic.

· I didn’t know the speed limit.

· Everyone else was speeding.

· It’s a habit.

· I do it all the time and nothing happens.

· I’m a good driver.

· It’s fun to drive fast.

Myth or Fact?

There are some misconceptions about speeding that have been around for many years. 

Myth Number One:  “Speed limits are guidelines, not the law.” This is a myth and totally untrue.

Myth Number Two:  Speeding is not as dangerous as impaired driving or not wearing a safety belt. This is also a myth and also untrue. Speeding can be just as fatal.
Fact: Speeding is a conscious choice made by drivers for which they are responsible.  Drivers who choose excessive speed think they are taking control, but just the opposite happens.  Higher speed reduces some physical control of the vehicle’s steering and increases its stopping distance.  This means it reduces the time a driver has to avoid a collision and increases the chance and severity of the collision.
Fact: The faster you drive, the greater the risk to you in a collision.  The laws of physics cannot be changed:  The physical forces of a high-speed collision cause serious or fatal injuries to both drivers and passengers.  Statistics show that when vehicle speeds increase, death rates increase.  

Speed Kills

Speeding is a choice.  Somewhere between our brain and our foot, we are making a conscious choice.  And, we are ultimately responsible for that choice.

Drivers who use excessive speed may think they are taking control, but just the opposite is happening.  They are losing control of their vehicle.
Statistics show for every 10 miles per hour (16 kph) over 50 mph (80 kph), the risk of death in a traffic collision is doubled.

Safe Speed

The best way to judge the safest speed is to:

· Know the speed limit.

· Assess the driving conditions.
Speed limit signs are usually posted along the road.  When a sign is not posted, do not exceed the maximum speed recommended for the various types of roads in your state.  These speeds are listed in your state driver’s guide.

In certain conditions, the legal and posted speed limit may still be too fast.  Adjust vehicle speed to those conditions that require a slower and safer speed, including:

· Adverse weather conditions such as:

· Rain

· Snow

· Ice

· Fog

· Dust

· Smoke

· Heavy Traffic

· Slow-moving vehicles ahead

· Animals, people, or cyclists on the roadway or alongside the road

Remember that all choices have consequences.  If we choose to drive over the speed limit or too fast for traffic, light, weather, road, vehicle, or driver conditions, we have to deal with the consequences.   And, the consequences are:  getting a ticket, attending traffic school, or suffering a personal injury.

Here are some defensive driving tips to help avoid speeding on the roads:

· Allow enough time to reach your destination.  Don’t rush; if you are running late, pull over to a safe area and call ahead.

· Know the speed limit.

· Keep checking the speedometer.

· Reduce speed in work zones and school zones.  Be cautious and alert.

Realistic Choices for Driving Within the Speed Limit

· Drive in the far-right lane or in the lane where other vehicles are traveling at the same speed or within the speed limit.

· If a vehicle is tailgating you, slow down to encourage the vehicle to pass.  Do NOT speed up!
Driving the speed limit is critical to your safety.  However, there is a flip-side to every rule or good idea in life.  In this case, it is driving too slowly, because that is also a hazard.

The following reasons may be why a driver is driving too slowly.

· Drug-impaired.

· Overly cautious.

· Unfamiliar with the vehicle.

· Unsure where he or she is going.

· Not paying attention.

· A vehicle problem—for example, a flat tire or a breakdown.

· Vision problems.

· Distracted by something in the vehicle, such as using a cell phone.

The DDC Collision Prevention Formula

In the case of someone driving too slowly, the DDC Collision Prevention Formula comes into play:  We have to recognize the hazard, understand our defense, and act correctly, in time.

In all of these situations, the driver may do something unpredictable—for example, swerve left or right, or drive into another lane without signaling.  So you, as a responsible driver, must take reasonable actions to avoid a collision.

Some reasonable actions you can take as a responsible driver to avoid a collision when someone is driving too slowly include:

· Do not tailgate; give the driver ahead plenty of room.

· If possible, stay behind and wait for the driver to turn off the road or exit the highway.

· Signal left and get around the vehicle, but only if it is safe and legal to do so.

· If you suspect that a driver is drug-impaired, keep away from the vehicle and, if possible, report the driver to the nearest authority.
Right-of-Way

The second most common driver error contributing to collisions is right-of-way violations.  More than half of all urban collisions occur at intersections. In rural areas, intersection collisions are often more serious because speed limits are higher.  In fact, right-of-way violations are responsible for more injuries than any other driving behavior.
Many intersection collisions are usually a result of right-of-way violations.  That means a driver thought he or she had the right-of-way.  Right-of-way violations include:

· Failure to yield.

· Disregarding a traffic signal such as running a red light.

· Running or rolling through a Stop sign.

No One Has The Right-Of-Way!

In addition, speeding and driving too fast for conditions often contribute to right-of-way violations.

When it comes to the right-of-way, the reality is the law gives no driver the right-of-way.  Traffic regulations only state who must yield the right-of-way.  So, the old notion of “having” the right-of-way is wrong—so wrong that it can kill you!

Think about how many intersections you cross every day.  It’s probably more than a hundred.  So, statistically speaking, your chances for a collision are highest at an intersection.  In fact, in city or urban areas, more than half of all collisions occur at intersections.

What reasons do drivers typically give when they are involved in an intersection collision or violation?   Here are a few:

· “I had the right-of-way.”

· “I didn’t see the Stop sign.”

· “The traffic light was yellow, not red.”

· “The sign didn’t say ‘No Turn On Red’.”

· “No one was coming.”

· “I didn’t think the police were around.”

· “I was driving in the country; no one is usually out there.”

Let’s face it—these aren’t reasons; they are excuses!  

The most obvious intersection safety technique is to know the laws regarding the intersection.  Most of us know what all of the traffic signs mean.  But there are some intersection safety skills that seem to need reviewing, because too many of us have different ideas of what should be done at intersections.\

Suppose you are the first car stopped at a traffic light.  You are in the right lane and a truck is next to you in the left lane.  The light turns green. The truck doesn’t move.  What should you do?

Should you:

1. Honk

2. Go through the intersection

3. Wait a few seconds

Honking your horn or going through the intersection are NOT the best solution.  Waiting a few seconds before proceeding is the best choice.
The Delayed Acceleration Technique

To prevent collisions and violations at intersections that have traffic signals, use the delayed acceleration technique to ensure the intersection is clear before you enter it.  Use this technique whether you are the first vehicle at the intersection or behind other vehicles.

When you are stopped at a traffic signal, you will be in one of two situations:  

You will be the first car or there will be other cars in front of you.

If you are the first vehicle stopped at a traffic signal when the light turns green, before you accelerate, you should: 

· Scan the intersection.

· Look left.

· Look right.

· Look straight ahead.

· Scan back left again.

Keep your foot on the brake as you scan. If you don’t, the driver behind you may think you are going to move and hit you.  Proceed through the intersection only when it is safe and clear to do so.  

This technique will delay your acceleration by two seconds and will help ensure that the intersection is clear before you enter it.

If there are other vehicles ahead of you at an intersection, you should:

· Stop where you can see the back tires of the vehicle ahead touching the pavement.

When the traffic light turns green:

· Look at the tires of the vehicle ahead of you; watch for the tires to begin to move forward.

· As the vehicle begins to move, count “one thousand and one, one thousand and two” before accelerating.
Avoid Traffic Gridlock Situations

There are some “nevers” in defensive driving.  Never enter an intersection you cannot exit.  That causes traffic gridlock, no one can go anywhere!  Wait either for the intersection to clear or for the next light.  In spite of other drivers behind you who may be in a hurry, choose the safest and most courteous action for you and others.

Accelerate or Stop?

What do you do when approaching a traffic signal that has been green for a long time?  You have only a split second to decide, “Do I slow down or do I go?”  Next, we will show you a defensive driving technique that can help you with this decision.

Rule of Thirds

As you are approaching an intersection, divide the block into three equal sections:

· In the first third of the block, accelerate to a safe and legal speed.

· In the second third of the block, maintain speed, signal, and get into the appropriate lane if you are turning.

· In the last third of the block, cover the brake with your right foot and scan left, right, ahead, and left again.  If the light is still green, proceed through the intersection only if it is safe and clear to do so.
Covering the Brake

When approaching any intersection, the best way to avoid a collision is to cover the brake.  Why?  The normal reaction time to move your foot from the gas pedal to the brake is three-fourths of a second.  Depending on your vehicle’s speed, it covers a great deal of pavement in that time.  Covering the brake means you will be prepared to react and stop faster in case of a hazard.

Crossing the Line

The next most common driver error is driving left-of-center.  Driving left-of-center means crossing the center line of the roadway.  Vehicles cross the center line for many reasons, but this driver error has a potentially fatal outcome, a head-on collision.

What do you think are the common causes of driving left-of-center or crossing the center line?  Here are some very common reasons.

· An obstruction in the road or highway

· Impaired driving (physical and mental conditions)

· Driving too fast for conditions

· Fatigue or drowsiness

· Tire blowouts

· Pedestrians, cyclists, or animals

· Worn or ice snow-covered center line

· Improper turning

· Distracted driving

To reduce your chance of facing this hazardous situation, your best defenses are to:

· Scan ahead for debris, obstructions, or animals on the road or highway and use the “What If?” strategy.

· Adjust driving speed to the condition of the road and use a safe following distance.

· Drive slightly to the right of the center of your lane.

· Avoid driver distractions such as talking on a cell phone.

· Make safe and legal turns.

· Stay behind pedestrians and cyclists until there’s room enough to pass safely.

Another common driver error contributing to collisions and violations is improper turning.  Improper turns involve turning from the wrong lane, turning into the wrong lane, and making U-turns.

Improper turns are something you, as a driver, can control and correct by learning how to make turns safely and legally.  Know where you are going and use good judgment to get there.  
Before making the turn, stop far enough behind the vehicle ahead so that you can see the rear tires touching the pavement.  

To make safe and proper turns, you should:

1. Know where you are going.
2. Get into position to turn by getting into the correct turn lane in advance.
3. Signal your intention to turn.

4. Yield and turn from the correct lane to the correct lane.  A word of caution:  If you cannot see approaching traffic or are unsure of its closing speed, be patient!
Right Turns

To properly make a right turn, you should:

1. Get into position to turn.

· Keep the vehicle close to the curb or road shoulder to prevent smaller vehicles, pedestrians, or cyclists from moving into the area between the vehicle and the curb.

· Before turning, check to make sure the right blind spot is clear of vehicles or pedestrians.

2. Signal the turn.

· Let other drivers know what you are doing:  Use your turn signals.

· Traffic laws differ on how many feet before the turn you need to signal.  It is usually within 100 feet.

· Before actually turning right … yield to pedestrians or vehicles in the intersection.

3. Turn.

· Turn into the appropriate lane without crossing into other lanes.

· After turning, check blind spots and signal before changing lanes.
Left Turns

To properly make a left turn, you should:

1. Get into position to turn.
· Keep your wheels pointed straight.  If you are hit from behind, you will not be pushed into oncoming traffic.

2. Signal the turn.

· Let other drivers know what you are doing:  Use your turn signals.

· Traffic laws differ on how many feet before the turn you need to signal.  It is usually within 100 feet.

· Before actually turning left … yield to pedestrians or vehicles in the intersection.

3. Turn.

· Turn into the appropriate lane without crossing into other lanes.

· After turning, check blind spots and signal before changing lanes.
Here are some tips for making turns:

· If you miss a turn, you should not make a U-turn.  You should go around the block or use another route!

· Directional signals are not optional equipment on our vehicles.  Being a defensive driver also means being a courteous driver.  Show other drivers your intentions by using your directional signals.

If you practice these simple techniques and make them habits in your driving, you will improve your chances of avoiding a collision or violation when driving through intersections.
Passing 

Next, we will identify the hazards involved in passing.

· Explain how to evaluate a potential passing situation.

· Explain the three steps needed to complete a safe pass.

· Explain how to avoid a head-on collision.

The fifth unsafe driving behavior is passing or overtaking improperly.  Although passing other vehicles is a common driving task, some drivers choose risky behaviors when doing so.  Examples include:  passing at high speeds, cutting off other drivers, and weaving in and out of traffic.

Three types of collisions can result from making unsafe passes:

1. Getting sideswiped

2. Getting run off the road

3. Getting hit head on

Why do drivers choose to overtake or make risky or illegal passes? 

Here are some of the reasons drivers can control or change.  

· They are late for work or appointments.

· There is an emergency.

· They habitually take risks.

· They think that another driver is moving too slowly.

· They want to be first in line.

· They are unaware of no-passing zones.

Before starting a pass or overtaking another vehicle, the first major step is to decide:  “Do I really need to pass?”

To answer this question, you must:

Check your following distance.

· Are you at least 3 seconds behind the vehicle in front of you?

· Is that vehicle traveling at a reasonable speed?

Check your speed.

· Will you need to increase to an unsafe speed, or over the legal limit to pass, or overtake another vehicle?

Answering “yes” to these questions means you probably do not need to pass.

If the pass is necessary, safe and legal, taking a few additional steps will make the pass a success.

Step 1.  Maintain proper following-distance.

· Use the three-second following distance rule.

· Look ahead to check whether there is enough time and distance to pass.

· Look behind to be sure no one is attempting to pass.

· Signal left to show your intentions.

· Check the blind spots.  Remember, traffic blind spots are areas that are behind and on either side of us that cannot be seen with the use of mirrors.
Step 2.  Move left into the passing lane.

· Move left completely into the passing lane.

· Increase speed, but not over the legal limit.

· Pass the vehicle.

· Signal your intention to return to the right lane.

· Check your blind spot on the right before moving.
Step 3.  Complete the pass.

· Move right.

· It is safe to move right when the pavement in front of the vehicle being passed can be seen in the inside rear-view mirror.  If passing larger vehicles, leave even more distance when returning to the right lane.

· Cancel your signal.

· Maintain proper speed.

The bottom line is that the best defense to use before making a pass or overtaking another vehicle is to:

· Learn where it is legal and illegal to pass.

· Wait until it is safe and legal to pass.

· Develop safe-passing judgment.
Avoiding a Head-On Collision

A head-on collision is the most fatal type of collision.  When another vehicle is headed straight at you, you only have a few seconds to decide what to do to get out of the way.

The National Safety Council has developed a lifesaving method for drivers to use to avoid a head-on collision.  It is called the Four Rs: Read, Right, Reduce, and Ride.

Many drivers do not react appropriately when facing an oncoming vehicle in their lane.  Their immediate reactions often include:

· Driving to the left lane to avoid the oncoming driver.

· Stopping completely.

· Swerving off the road.

Let’s take a look at each of these and what you can do as an alternative.

Many drivers drive into the left lane to avoid the oncoming driver.

As an alternative, you should:

Drive right, onto the shoulder.

· Never swerve into the left lane.  If the other driver recovers, you will have a collision in that lane.

Many drivers stop their vehicles completely or swerve off the road.

As an alternative, you should:

Drive, don’t swerve, off the road.

· Never stop your vehicle.  If you stop completely, you may get hit by the driver behind you.  Then you have the potential of being pushed forward into the oncoming driver resulting in a rear-end AND a head-on collision.

· To keep control of your vehicle when driving onto the shoulder, reduce your speed gradually.  Do NOT slam on the brakes and try to steer your vehicle onto the shoulder.
Hit something soft, not hard.

· If you have to hit an object that is in your path, choose a soft object such as shrubs or bushes.  Avoid hard objects like trees or concrete barriers.

Hit with a glancing blow.

· If you cannot avoid hitting an object, avoid striking it head-on.  Instead, hit it at an angle or with a glancing blow.  Remember, the force of impact is greater in a head-on collision.

Following Distance

Following too closely, or tailgating, is the final unsafe driving behavior that results in many collisions and violations.  Whether it is a bad habit or not realizing the danger, the biggest hazard is a rear-end collision.

Listed below are some reasons that drivers follow too closely.

· They want the drivers ahead to get out of the way.

· They think they can stop faster than they actually can.

· They think their response time is good.

· They have developed a habit of driving that way.

· They don’t know any better.
The reality of the situation is that physics plays an important part in how fast a vehicle stops, and driver conditions influence how fast the driver can respond.
Stopping Distance Facts

There are three factors that influence how long it takes your vehicle to stop.

· Perception time and distance

· Reaction time and distance

· Braking distance

Perception distance is the distance the vehicle travels from the moment the event occurs—such as the brake lights ahead come on—until the driver sees it and becomes aware of the danger. This distance is measured in feet.

Highway engineers have designed our roadways using 1.75 seconds as an average perception time.  This time is based on a focused driver who is not distracted—using a cell phone, looking in the mirror, or talking with a passenger.  All of these distractions would make the perception time longer.
Reaction distance is the distance the vehicle travels while the driver is moving his or her foot from the accelerator to the brake pedal.  Reaction distance is measured in feet and it depends on the driver’s reaction time.

A driver in good mental and physical condition has an average reaction time of .75 (three-fourths) of a second.

This is how reaction distance is calculated:  Add the first digit of your speedometer reading to your total speed per hour.  For example:

At 55 mph (88 kph), you will travel 60 feet (19 meters) between the time you recognize a hazard and get your foot to the brake—not stopping—just getting your foot to the brake.

Braking distance is the distance the vehicle travels from the time the brake is applied until the vehicle stops.  Braking distance is affected by speed.  The faster our speed, the greater our braking distance.

It is important to mention here that anti-lock brakes do NOT reduce braking distance.  In fact, a vehicle equipped with anti-lock brakes may require a longer distance to stop.  Anti-lock brakes are designed to prevent the wheels from locking in a hard-braking or emergency driving situation.  They also help maintain control and keep the vehicle moving in a straight line rather than skidding or spinning with non-anti-lock brakes.

Anti-Lock Brakes

Many collisions have occurred as a result of drivers’ improper use of anti-lock brakes.  In an emergency-braking situation, the anti-lock brakes must be pressed very firmly.  The driver will feel the pumping action of the brakes.

The pulsating of the brake, together with a slight ticking or popping noise, is normal.  Do not pump anti-lock brakes.  They are designed to do the pumping for us to prevent wheel lock-up.

Anti-lock brakes cannot make up for road conditions or bad judgment.  It is still our responsibility to drive at speeds reasonable for the conditions and to use a safe following distance.

Stopping distances for vehicles depend on many factors: 

· Vehicle weight

· Road surface

· Driver condition

· Weather conditions

The higher the speed of the vehicle, the longer it takes to stop.  It takes even longer to stop when the driver, vehicle, and driving conditions are not ideal.  When you recognize how long it actually takes to stop your vehicle, you should know enough not to tailgate.

Stopping Distance

By applying the stopping distance formula, the minimum stopping distance at 40 mph is:

Perception distance      103 feet

Reaction distance      +   44 feet

Braking distance        +   76 feet
 For a total of                 223 feet
By applying the stopping distance formula, the minimum stopping distance at 65 mph is:

Perception distance      167 feet

Reaction distance      +   72 feet

Braking distance        +  201 feet
 For a total of                 440 feet or more than 100 feet longer than the length of a football field.
Knowing the stopping distance is important because: 

· It illustrates the point that the higher the speed, the longer it takes to stop.

· It illustrates the need to use a safe and proper following distance to avoid rear-end collisions.  And, remember, that’s three seconds in good conditions!
The Three-Second Plus Rule

As we have already learned, to avoid collisions resulting from following too closely, keep at least three seconds of following distance in good conditions.  But, what should you do when your emotional and physical condition is not at peak performance level?  

Use the three-second-plus following distance rule.  That means for every poor condition, add one or more seconds of following distance to the baseline of three seconds.
For example:

If you are feeling ill, tired, or stressed,

Then add at least 1 more second 

To equal 4 seconds total following distance.

If you are feeling stressed and tired,

Then add at least 2 more seconds

To equal 5 seconds total following distance.

Previously, we discussed following distances in other types of poor conditions such as:  weather, light, road, vehicle, and traffic conditions.  For each poor condition, we need at least three seconds of following distance and we need to add one more second for each poor condition.  That is why the Three-Second Plus Rule is important to know!
Summary

In this session, you have learned how to:

· List the six most common types of driving errors that contribute to collisions.

· Identify reasons drivers choose to speed.

· List alternatives to speeding.

· Explain how to safely approach and proceed through all intersections.

· Explain how to make safe and legal turns.

· Identify the hazards involved in passing.

· Explain how to evaluate a potential passing situation.

· Explain the three steps needed to complete a safe pass.

· Explain how to avoid a head-on collision.

· Determine safe following distance.

