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PRE.DRIVER'S EDUCATION

DRIVER TRAINING
IN FIRST GRADE?
All indicators tell us
we need to stcrrt young
BY J.P. VETTRAINO PHOTOS BY TAMI KELLY.POPE AND JARED C. TILTON

otrl lnon sense anc] re sealch c(rlre Lrr: The younger you start, the
bet ter  your  chol ' ls .  Racers l in , ,u '  rhrr t  the rnost  cornpet i t ive
up-and-comers star tcc i  in  the r r  : rnc le-d ig i t  ycars,  learn ing car '
control in karts 1or-rg bciole thrr u uLc oi lcgrrl t lr iving agc fol thu

road.  I f  ear ly  learn ing y ie lc is  r ln  r l ( lv iur ta{L I , r1 e( , t ' t r f rut i t i r - t ' th iv ing,  rv l - rv
wouldn't the sarne holcl trrre on thc loir,. l rrhcr.r rhe :t ir l<cr rrr.e nrLrch hicher
for  a l l?  Apparent ly ,  i t  c loe s.  Thc cr t1. , . r l  t , i  in . t r te  r .  r 'e  { r r l i t r , , r  -  . in .1 -c l i -
appointec l  sa ic ty  gurus f rnal l r ' tnev bc st : t r t in .q t { )  t (L{rs l t l :L  . t  l . r ' : t t i r ' t l  th l .
pub l i ca t i on  has  l ong  a t l v r r ca t cd :  S l< i l l :  t r r t i r t i ' 1 'Y  c l l , r r ' l ' l  l r .  t l . , " r , \ r l l )  I , ' l  l l L1 '

drivcrs. Yet a growing movement :rmong
:rcademrcs, researchers and other advocatcs
suggests that ski l ls-based trainir.rg is only
one educational prong in a rat ional ap-
proach to reducing carnage on our high-
ways. Another is starting them young, giv-

ing then-r expericnce in tl-rinkrng abor.rt
driving and behavior long before they take
thc wheel.

A s  t h i s  t h i n k i n g  g o e s ,  i n  a  s o c i e t y  a s
rnobile as olrrs, mobil i ty-safety training
shoulcl start :rlmost as soon :rs formal cdu-
cation does. Clerlson University's Cruisers
curric ul ur.r.r, r ntrocluc ecl in South C aroli na's
pr , rb l i c  schoo ls ,  i s  bccor -u i t rg . l  t ro ( lc l  l r r l
5 u L h  | I o g l ' : I l l l s  r t : t t i 0 l l t r t t ] . .  t . l L L : ' - l -  -

. .  r r ' - l r - l  . r - t . l  .  :  - :
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PHE.DRIVER'S
EDUCATION
tive and creative lesson plan for traffic safe-

ty in this country."
Think of it as quarter-midgets or racing

karts for those who will never race but will

be driving for most of their iives. With nu-

trition, health, sex and basic consumer ed-

ucation now standard in most elementary-

school curricula in the United States, one

wonders why a program lii<e Cruisers is not.

"Three million people have been killed

in crashes since the advent of the car in

this country," says Kim Alexander, direc-

tor of Clemson's Automotive Safety Re-

search Inst i tute (ASRI). Every year, there

are 11O-plus fatal i t ies a day-the equiva-

lent of 110 people ki l led in an airplane
crash every day, 365 days of the year-and

we cal l  them accidents. "Accident" im-
plies a lack of responsibility.

"So why are we waiting until kids get

behind the wheel to introduce them to

traf{ic safety? Youth traffic-safety inter-

ventions should be designed for both ele-

mentary and mlddle school, to promote

appropriate attitudes and behavior before

chi ldren become novice drivers. That 's

when children are evaluating their envi-

ronment, forming impressions and making

important choices. That 's where we can
insti l l  values that underl ie a' l i festyle of

satety."'
Alexander, to be sure, has a personal axe

to grind. The Cruisers program is a product

of ASRI, an institution she's helped forge

from her own drive and ambition. Even
lnore to the point, she sufiered spinal-cord

injuries in a car crash as a teenager (see

sidebar) and has used a wheelchair since.

Last but certainly not least, as ASRI's exec-
utive director, Alexander considers the

sobering toll that poor driver preparation

takes on our roads every day.
You've seen the statistics in detail here

and elsewhere, but it bears repeating: Traf-

fic crashes are the leading cause of death
for all age groups througb age 24. Not gun

violence or drug abuse or sexually trans-

mitted diseases-traffic crashes. That does
not accoLlnt for economic cost, serious in-
juries or the young people whose lives are
immeasurably altered, as was Alexander's.

The crash rate per mile driven among 16-

to-19-year-olds is four times higher than it

is for older drivers. We are failing our chil-

dren and fai l ing ourselves.
That realization moved Alexander, along

with a discovery that "there was no pro-

gram at the K-12 level doing iustice to traf-
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fic safety." By the time she earned her mas-

ter's degree in 1992, Alexander was think-

ing about a structured curri.culum for an

ongoing program in public schools. In

1994, while working for Clernson's larnily

and Youth Developnent cooperative ex-

tension, she applied for and received a

$450,000 grant from NHTSA to develop a

national model {or a teen driver safety
program.

Cruisers rolled out in {our South Caro-

l ina high schools h 1997, because the
grant so mandated and because i t  would

reach those most irnmediately affected
{irst. The goal was reducing teen highway

deaths and iniuries, which in South Caro-

lina typically exceeded the national aver-

age by 50 percent ot more/ but Cruisers

took a different tack. The curriculum was

geared toward developing teen opinion
shapers who might guide and influence

their peers and carry rational approaches to

safe
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gram spread through several coLlnties near
Clemson.

The number of Cruisers lessons varies
with grade level. Elementary topics inclr"rde
safety as passengers/ pedcstr ians and bi-
cycl ists, as well  as work-zone safety and
understanding traffic-control measLrres. In-
struction incorporates small-group discus-
sions, behavioral rehearsal, role-play and
simulations. Students might write the
script for a publ ic-service announcelnent
addressing a traflic or pedestrian problem
and then film a commercial.

Specifics of the curriculum matter less
than the process/ which is designed to
imbue students with a rational/ consistent
approach to recognizing and solving prob-
le rns  and a l low them ro  car ry  th l t  ap-
proach to the driver's seat

T t ' s  no t  ius t  about  d r iv ing , ,  e r ther
schools don't need yet another separate pro-
gram layered atop the rest. The l i festyle-
of-safety approach carries through to most
aspects of student l i fe. Data suggest that
Cruisers students improve their scores on
standardized tests. Fourth-grade students

24 AUTOWEEK NOVEI,IBER 12,2007

at Clemson Elementary, near the universi-
ty, posted the highest scores in the drstrict
on English and writ ing tests, and scores
have r isen for each of the four years the
school has part icipated. Older students

demonstrate an appreciat ion of their re-
sponsibility and care about their leadership
roles with younger ones.

The for-Lrth-grade teacher says the pro-
g r a r r r  i r r e r  r h c . r r r d e n r s ' i n t e r e s t  i n  a l l
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forms of leaming by connecting the school
curriculum to the mobile lives they lead

outside the classroom. They also come to
understand that their teachers are interest-

ed in them as individuals and care about
their lives beyond school.

Billy Crank, community relations man-

ager at nearby Michelin North America,

which supports Cruisers, says he's seen re-
markable improvements in participants'

self-esteem: "The empowerment compo-
nent seems to motivate these students. It

brings them out and develops their leader-
ship potential."

As Clemson launched its Intemational

Center for Automotive Research and Alex-
ander's efforts through the cooperative ex-
tension evolved into ASRI, she and Philip
Pidgeon, ASRI's assistant director for re-
search, considered prospects to expand the
safety curriculum's reach. The result was
e-Cruisers, which enhances the Cruisers
curriculum with up-to-date technology

such as podcasts, blogs, Comic Life and
iMovie.

Pidgeon says the objective is "a dynam-
ic Wikipedia for traffic safety," using tech-
nology "as a vehicle that adds relevance
and makes Cruisers boundless." The cen-
terpiece will be a Virtual Conference Cen-
ter connecting students with instructors

and instructors with their peers around the
country.

In October 2006, with support from

Michelin, Apple and other sponsors, ASRI

opened the first e-Cruisers Instructional
Design Laboratory at Clemson Elementary.
Similar centers are planned at schools in
three adjacent counties. Students at Clem-
son use state-of-the-art laptops and iPods

to study the Cruisers curriculum and share
their work, including podcasts, with stu-

dents at other schools. To date, 620 stu-
dents have participated

E-Cruisers is "approaching critical
mass," says Pidgeon, and ASRI is busy

seeking funding to take it national. But the

basic objective-improving teen drivers
out of the box and ultimately reducing
traffic deaths and injuries-hasn't changed.

"I have the opportunity to speak to
students and adults nationwide, offering
them a look at the consequences of poor

iudgment," Alexander says. "I tell students
my story and how a decision made in lust
a few moments can change your life and
the lives of everyone around you. Their
feedback and my research have convinced
me that we need better training in two
areas.

"First, we need to address lifestyle, mo-

MOTOR higher-ed ucation authority,
CU-ICAR was shaped to
harness energy created by
two waves: the rapid growth

of an auto industry in the
South and the rise of
NASCAR as a national
phenomenon.

CU-ICAR's "technopolis"
is in Greenvi l le, ln South
Carolina's northeast corner,
next door to both Michelin
North America and BMWs
manufacturing and research
facilities, midway along
lnterstate 85 between
Atlanta and Charlotte,

The mission ls providing
internationally recog nized
automotive engineering
programs, wodd-class
facilities for automotive
and motorsports research
and a university-industry
interface for the associated
academic discipl ines of
engineering, managemenl
marketing and communi-
catrons.

The CU-ICAR campus
will be home to the massive
computing infrastructure
of the new Computational
Center for Mobility Systems,
joining Clemson's Computa-
tional Fluid Dynamics Lab,
which is already recognized

as one of the world's best
The Carroll A. Campbell Jr.
Graduate Engineering
Center is offering the
world's only doctoral pro-
gram in automotive engi-
neering. BMW and Timken
already have research iacili-
ties on the CU-ICAR cam-
pus; Sun Microsystems will
be joining them.

Kim Alexande/s Auto-
motive Safety Research
Institute (ASRI) is CU-
ICAR's safety component.
ASRI is an interdisciplinary
program focused on
the human-vehicle-road
interaction, combining core
disciplines of civil, industrial
and mechanical engineer-
ing with sociology, psychol-

ogy and public health
services, all focused on
improving transportation
safety.

ASRI's current projects
include the Cruisers pro-
gram, a Child Passenger
Safety campaign, a college
alcohol-abuse-preventlon
model, a database for
human-factors analysis and
classification and a program
with Michelin to traln first
responders at vehicle
crashes. -JFry

Sa{e Driving Program this year at 25 to 30
events. Petty executives say they could

reach 100,000 teens a year through five

school locations if resources were avail-
able.

Still, Cruisers demonstrates that teach-

ing can start long before a new driver sits
behind the wheel. ln Alexander's view, lay-

ing the foundation for safe driving in ele-
mentary school is as important as reading

writing and arithmetic.

"A program like Cruisers should be re-
quired in every elementary school, just like

the three R's," she insists. "We're finding
that Cruisers is developing the three R's by
giving students topical material that has

relevance and meaning. A common thrcad

for al l  students is that rte l tve rn a mobtle
society, and the abilrtv to utilue the three

R's is diminished r i  krds don't  have skrl ls
to guide them sarely through a world that

can be dangerous." t

CITY
SOUTH
Automotive action
in the New South

s*  THEREAREACOU-
lF pte of dozen university-
based transportation
research facilities such
as Clemson University's
lnternational Center for
Automotive Research (CU-

ICAR), including those at
the University of Maryland,
the University of Michigan,
Ohio State University and
the University ol California.
Most are longer-established
than CU-ICAR, and some
are better known, None is

bolder or more confident in
its future.

CU-ICAR's goal is sim-
ple: To be the premier auto-
motive and motorsports
research and educational
facility in the wodd lfs
quickly bui lding the re-
sources and credentials to
achieve that goal, and it's
becoming a model for such
facilities around the world.

Established in 2004 and
endowed by South Carolina's

tivation and attitude factors, starting with
programs like Cruisers. Second, we need to
focus on driving errors-skill deficiencies
that contribute to teen crashes, such as an-
ticipating hazards, overreacting or reacting
too slowly."

Which brings us back to racers and that
two-pronged approach. In March, ASRI an-
nounced a ioint venture with the Richard
Petty Driving Experience intended to ex-
ploit each organization's strengths. The
National Safe Driving Program applies best
practices in both classroom instruction and
car control. ASRI has developed a curricu-
lum emphasizing appropriate attitude and
problem solving. Petty teaches skid man-
agement/ two-wheels-off recovery tech-

nique and crash avoidance.
Equally important, ASRI will track re-

sults in an effon to convince insurers and
regulators of the value of such programs.

About 2500 teens will pafticipate in the
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