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The Problem of Teenage Drivers


During spring break, my fifteen-year-old daughter asked me if she could learn to drive when she turns sixteen. Earning a driver’s license has become a rite of passage for American teens, and they learn many important life skills from driving. However, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) report that traffic accident rates for 16-  to 19-year-olds are higher than for any other age group; these teens are four times more likely than older drivers to crash per miles driven (“Teen Drivers: Fact Sheet”). As a result, automobile crashes are the primary cause of death for American teenagers (CDC); every year thousands of teenagers are killed in car accidents. Is there anything scarier to a parent than handing car keys to a teenager? What causes teenagers to be such risky drivers? 
The teenage years are a transitional stage of human development between childhood and adulthood; this is the period when a child matures into an adult. Drastic physical growth and dramatic mood swings are the main characteristics of teenagers. The relationship between age and driving behavior has caught many researchers attention; “A Population-Based Study of Crashes Involving 16- and 17-Year-Old Drivers” states that teenaged driver crashes result from factors that are not only related to driving inexperience but also to age-dependence (Cvijanovich et al. 632). The age-dependent factor causes negative effects upon teenaged driver crashes. 

First, teenaged drivers are not completely mature because they do not “have fully developed decision-making abilities and judgment” (Cvijanovich et al. 632). The ability to detect hazards in the driving environment depends upon information-gathering skills and identifying potential threats; teenager’s lack of experience behind the wheel makes it difficult for them to recognize and respond to dangerous situations. A mother of two teenaged sons described why her seventeen-year-old son was not ready for driving: he was not grown-up enough to make decisions on his own. She explained that he could manipulate driving technical skills, but he could not make decisions in real-road driving, such as changing direction and changing lanes. He was overwhelmed when he was using the rearview mirror for assistance; he wanted to learn driving just because his older brother and friends drove (Lee).

Second, teenaged drivers have low risk perception (Cvijanovich et al. 632). Teens are more likely than older drivers to underestimate dangerous situations. Wearing safety belts is important for drivers, but teenagers do not realize this and “have the lowest rate of seat belt use” compared with adult drivers (CDC). For example, in May 2007, I took my teenage daughter to see the doctor for her regular physical checkup. The doctor asked her if she used the seat belt all the time. To my surprise, she answered that she wore the seat belt for long distance riding, but she didn’t wear it for the less than one mile drive from home to school. She is a very responsible girl, but she didn’t realize how dangerous not using the seat belt was even for short distances. 

Third, teenaged drivers tend to take more risks than adult drivers (Cvijanovich et al. 632).  In the search for an independent identity, teenage behavior may include risk taking and rebelling against certain social or family values; teenagers test rules and question authority. Teenaged drivers are more likely than adults to engage in risky behaviors, like speeding, drunk driving, and driving without using seat belts (CDC). Mrs. Lee commented that her nineteen-year-old son was overconfident in his driving ability, and she explained that in some situations she would slow down and stop the car when the traffic lights switched from green to yellow, but her son would speed up to beat the red traffic light. She believes that teenagers do not really realize the risks involved in driving (Lee). 
Finally, teenaged drivers often crash when they are carrying passengers (Cvijanovich et al. 632), especially, when the drivers’ passengers are also teenagers. Teenage passengers can distract teen drivers and encourage them to take risks. Teen drivers who have immature judgment may not resist taking risks and yield to peer pressure. For example, in December 2007, when I picked up my daughter from high school, I saw two cars collide. A dozen teens stood around the cars on the street, right in front of the school; they were waiting for the police to respond to the accident. My daughter was shocked, and she commented that the high school student passengers must have talked too much in the cars, which distracted the drivers’ attention.
Many people consider that the end of adolescence and the beginning of adulthood is a time when teens are mature enough to be entrusted with particular tasks, like serving in the armed forces, voting, or marrying. In many states, the minimum age for these activities is eighteen. Young people may not buy cigarettes or alcohol before they turn twenty-one. However, drivers’ age has an important impact on their behavior; teenaged driving kills more teens than alcoholism, war, or cancer. Possibly, America should consider raising the driver’s age limit before more tragedies occur from traffic fatalities.  
Many people believe driving is a right and a rite of passage for teens in America. At fifteen or sixteen, most Americans expect to get a learner’s permit or a driver’s license because driving is so deeply embedded in the American psyche. Proponents argue that teenaged driving does bring benefits.

First, teenaged driving offers convenience and freedom for both parents and teens. Teens need to drive themselves to school, work, and after school sports practice and music lessons. Most of teen’s parents, who are usually working, are not available to drive their children to the activities. However, this shouldn’t be an excuse to put our precious teenager’s lives in danger. As parents, families, the media, the governments, and society, it is our responsibility to find better ways to protect our cherished teenagers. Teens could walk, bike or ride the school bus instead of driving themselves. This would help teens get more exercise, which is especially good for this generation growing up in the sedentary Internet era. This would help them make both their mental and physical states ready for driving. Teens can work on weekends when they can ride the bus or parents are available to drive them. Teens who work after school will have no time for doing homework or getting enough sleep; it will hurt teen’s grades at school. If the teens are really interested in practicing sports or music, parents can rotate driving or car pool for extracurricular activities.
It seems that not being able to drive would limit teen’s opportunities. This does not have to be the case. If teens weren’t able to drive, thousands of teens wouldn’t be killed; the young and vibrant kids would have the opportunity to live to do what they really want when they grow up. If teens aren’t able to drive, they don’t have to work many part time jobs to pay for expensive auto insurance and gas. Teens can give more attention to studying and getting good grades. That means teens have more opportunities to earn scholarships or save money from car expenses to go to college. Educated teens definitely have more opportunities. If teens don’t drive, it will lessen the amount of cars on the roads which in turn will reduce the amount of carbon dioxide released into the air; it would decrease air pollution and slow the global warming crisis. That means when the teens grow up, they will have better environment which will absolutely give better opportunities to live on the earth. 
The seriousness of the teenage driver crash problem has been recognized for decades, but most public policies have had little impact on the dangers of driving. Many states have instituted limiting teenager’s driving exposure, general curfews, and graduated driver licensing (GDL). However, the overrepresentations of teenaged drivers in motor vehicle crashes continue. In every motorized country, teenaged drivers present a major hazard. The situation is worse in America than elsewhere because the United States has the youngest age group driving in the world. In Germany and Japan, obtaining a driver’s license is possible only after turning eighteen years old. What else can be done to reduce teenager’s high crash rates? The best solution is to patiently wait until our teens are mature enough to become safe and experienced drivers.
 Now we invite parents, families, communities, the media, and society to unite and call for change in our minds and laws. We should consider raising the driver’s age limit before more tragedies occur from traffic fatalities. We should let our teens acquire a driver’s license after turning eighteen years old. If we raise the age limit for driving, the traffic accidents will decrease, and it will reduce the number of deaths among American teenagers.
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