2

Parent–Teen Driving Agreement Offered Through a School-Based Program

Richard Lichenstein, M.D. (corresponding author)

Director, Pediatric Emergency Medicine Research

University of Maryland Medical Center

22 South Greene Street

Baltimore MD 21201

410-328-9440

rlichenstein@peds.umaryland.edu

Maura Rossman, M.D.
Howard County Health Department

7178 Columbia Gateway Drive

Columbia MD 21046

mrossman@howardcountymd.gov.

Daniel C. Smith, B.S.

University of Maryland School of Medicine

Baltimore, MD 21201

mr.dan.c.smith@gmail.com
Abstract

Objective: To determine the acceptance of a county-wide public high school-based driving program highlighting a parent–teen driving agreement (PTDA).

Methods: This prospective cohort study involved a convenience sample of teenage drivers and their parents in Howard County, Maryland. Through a collaboration of the police department, the public school system, and a community organization, a program on traffic safety was presented in 12 of 13 of the county’s high schools. Attendance was a requirement for students wishing to park on school grounds. Participants were asked to complete pilot online surveys within 6 weeks after the presentation and again 6 months later. This survey examined attitudes toward the PTDA, driving behaviors, and three risky driving habits (speeding, cell phone use, and driving unsupervised with other teens).

Results: The presentations were attended by 2,876 students. The initial survey was completed by 121 teens (63 males, 58 females, ages 15–17) and 100 parents; 63 teens and 58 parents took the follow-up survey. In the follow-up survey, the majority of teens and parents (72% and 76%, respectively) reported having used the PTDA. Teens were less likely than their parents to describe the PTDA as a positive experience (p<0.0001) and to report that it helped them become better drivers (p<0.001). The number of teens’ reported risky driving behaviors and crashes increased between the initial and follow-up surveys (p<0.05). There was no difference in risky driving behaviors, traffic citations, or crash rates between PTDA signers and non-signers.

Conclusion: This school-based approach to offering PTDAs shows promise through the high rates of use and parents’ opinions of the experience. The self reported increase in risky driving behavior is troubling. This trend was also found in Connecticut’s Checkpoints® program, which offers the PTDA through a mail-based system. Future school presentations will be amended to highlight the driving risks examined in this study: cell phone use, driving with other teens, and speeding. Further research is needed to improve survey response rates in order to best assess the impact of the program.
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INTRODUCTION

Motor vehicle crashes (MVCs) are the leading cause of death among American teenagers. New drivers are particularly at risk. MVCs account for nearly 40% of deaths in 16 year olds (CDC, VitalStats, 2011; CDC, WISQARS, 2011). Driving behaviors play a major role in causing MVCs among all age groups (Evans & Wasielewski, 1982). Risk factors specific to teen drivers include lack of experience, speeding, substance abuse, primary access to a vehicle, lack of seatbelt use, and having teenage passengers in the vehicle (Committee on Injury, Violence, and Poison Prevention, AAP, 2006; Garcia-España et al., 2009). 

In the past few decades, states have addressed this issue through graduated driver licensing (GDL) programs, which have shown remarkable success in reducing teen MVC fatalities, MVC injuries, and traffic violations (Chen et al., 2006). There is also some evidence that parental involvement may decrease teen driving risk. Teens with authoritative parents have less risky driving practices, including driving while intoxicated, talking on a cell phone while driving, driving without a seatbelt, and speeding (Ginsburg et al., 2009). 

Unfortunately, many parents are unaware of the risks inherent in a teen’s first years of driving on the road (Simons-Morton & Hartos, 2003). Several attempts have been made to make parents a more integral part of GDL programs, for example, by encouraging the use of a parent–teen driving agreement (PTDA). PTDAs are written contracts between parents and teens, which set limits on the teen’s driving, particularly in risky environments. Consistent with a contractual model, consequences for breaking the limits are stated in the agreement. Parents and teens usually agree on reduced restrictions as the teen becomes older and gains more driving experience.

Current evidence for PTDA use relies on the recently implemented Checkpoints® Program, which mails contracts to the families of teenage drivers in Connecticut along with an instructional video (Simons-Morton et al., 2006). This program has been associated with a reduction in risky teen driving behavior and traffic citations compared with a GDL program alone. 

We chose to evaluate attitudes and perceptions toward the PTDA in Maryland by dovetailing on a preexisting school-based safe driving program. Our specific objectives were to (1) gauge students’ and parents’ acceptance of and attitudes toward the PTDAs and (2) assess changes in teens’ self-reported driving behaviors during the study period.

METHODS

Population

The population for this project comprised teens of driving age enrolled in 12 public high schools and their parents/guardians in Howard County, Maryland. More than half of the 16,657 high school students in the county were licensed drivers (Howard County Public School System, 2010). On average, 722 crashes (causing 5 fatalities) involved young drivers each year in the county. This represented approximately 4% of all statewide crashes and 5% of all traffic-related fatalities. During 2005, of a total 48,922 citations, 2,101 (4.3%) were issued to drivers between the ages of 14 and 17 (personal communication, Mary Levy, Howard County Police Department, July 26, 2010).  The study was approved by the institutional review board at the University of Maryland. 
Intervention Program

The “We Are Responsible” Program was modified from a pre-existing collaboration between the Howard County Police Department, Howard County public high schools, and a local grassroots organization, “Courtesy on the Road.” The original program was 5 years old at the beginning of this project and consisted of a PowerPoint presentation of teen driving laws and local crash and fatality statistics, with voiceover narration by the school resource officer supervisor. To be granted the privilege to park on any Howard County school campus, teens had to attend one of the 90-minute sessions offered at the county’s public high schools with one of their parents or guardians.

School Presentations and the PTDA

During the year of the study, the “We Are Responsible” presentation was edited and shortened into a video that included an introduction by a high school principal, narration by the school resource officer, and footage of teens introducing educational segments on the dangers of speed, the risk associated with distracted driving, and the importance of using seat belts. The school principal and safety officer attended each presentation.

An American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) PTDA (Appendix A) was introduced during these courses and distributed during the presentations. This PTDA outlined the teen’s key driving responsibilities, the consequences when responsibilities were not met, and the roles of teens and their parents in helping the teen succeed (Committee on Injury, Violence, and Poison Prevention, AAP, 2006). A pediatrician or study member from the Maryland chapter of the American Academy of Pediatrics (MDAAP) (the sponsor of the project) attended each presentation to answer questions related to the presentation or the PTDA.

Students were encouraged to take the PTDA home, discuss the form with their parent or guardian who also attended the presentation, and fill it out if the family wished. Regardless of whether or not they decided to sign the PTDA, students and their parent/guardian were asked to visit the MDAAP website 2 weeks after the presentation and complete a survey regarding their experience with driving and/or the PTDA. This survey asked a number of questions regarding teen driving and the PTDA. The group that completed the first survey was encouraged to fill out a follow-up surveys 6 months later. The content of these surveys was adapted from studies of teen driving risk factors by Ginsburg et al (2008, 2009). Gift cards were offered to encourage participation.

Response Analysis
Duplicate survey responses were deleted using the name and birth date on the surveys. Likewise, only the first parent/guardian response for each student was kept for analysis. Responses were compared between groups and between survey time points to determine significant changes in responses. Statistical comparison was done using two-tailed Fisher’s exact test. In the subgroup of teens who completed both the initial and follow-up surveys, respondents were divided into groups according to whether or not they signed the PTDA. This response was compared with responses about crashing and risky driving behavior.

RESULTS
Presentations and Survey Collection

Attendance at the presentations at all 12 high schools between August and September 2009 totaled 2,876 teens. Unfortunately, one school’s students were not offered the PTDAs due to a scheduling conflict. Weekly email reminders were sent to attendees. One hundred twenty-one student responses (4%) were received for the initial survey. Survey respondents included 63 males and 58 females, with ages ranging from 15 to 17 (mean, 16.6). The numbers of teens and parents who completed the initial and follow-up surveys are shown in Table 1. Their responses are summarized in Table 2.

Teens and parents reported a high rate of use of the PTDA on both the initial (81%/86%) and follow-up (72%/79%) surveys. Among the group of parents and teens who reported using the PTDA, the majority believed it was a positive experience (64% and 93%, respectively).

Initial vs. Follow-up
On the follow-up survey, teens were less likely than on the initial survey to report that the PTDA made them a better driver (70% vs. 40%, p<0.0005) and that they would feel safer if teens signed PTDAs before driving (57% vs. 42%, p<0.05). Over the same period, teens were more likely to report having driven unsupervised with other minors (60% vs. 85%, p<0.001), having two or more of the risky driving behaviors studied (24% vs. 43%, p<0.05), and having been in a crash as the driver (7% vs. 17%, p<0.05).

Comparing the parents’ response on the initial and follow-up surveys, respondents became less likely to think lack of traffic knowledge was the biggest risk in teen driving (22% vs. 3%, p<0.005) but more likely to think that use of a cell phone was the biggest risk (16% vs. 33%, p<0.05). 

Teens vs. Parents

In the group that reported using the PTDA in the initial survey, teens were less likely than parents to believe the PTDA would make them better drivers (70% vs. 92%, p<0.0005). In the follow-up survey, teens were again less likely than parents to believe the PTDA would make them better drivers (40% vs. 87%, p<0.0001) and were also less likely to report the PTDA was a positive experience (64% vs. 93%, p<0.001).

Matched Teen Analysis: PTDA and Risky Teen Driving

Analysis of the 58 matched teen responses, divided by reported use of the PTDA in the second survey, revealed no significant difference in responses related to risky driving behaviors, tickets, or crashing (Table 3).

DISCUSSION
This study presents attitudes and behaviors toward a school-based offering of PTDAs. It also examines reported risky driving behaviors in teens’ and parents’ beliefs about risks in teen driving. 

Risky Driving and the PTDA

Using a cell phone, speeding, and driving with teen passengers have been shown to increase crash risk (Chen et al., 2000; Kloeden et al., 1997; Strayer & Drews, 2004). Our study showed increases in all three of these behaviors, particularly driving with other teens unsupervised. There was no difference in the increase of these behaviors if the PTDA was used, but the number of teens in each group (42 PTDA, 16 non-PTDA) was very low. Reported crashes in both the teen and parent groups rose, with only the teen response change reaching statistical significance. Teen crash statistics for Howard County, Maryland, during the study period are not yet available but will be analyzed in the future to determine the overall impact of this program.

PTDA Attitudes and Behaviors

Reported use of the PTDA dropped between the initial and follow-up surveys, although this drop was not statistically significant. Attitudes toward the PTDA were less positive for teens than for parents. Teen attitudes dropped from the initial to the follow-up survey, whereas parents’ PTDA beliefs remained the same. These findings may indicate that the initiation and enforcement of the PTDA is driven by more by parents than their teens.

Comparison with Checkpoints
Connecticut’s Checkpoints® study, which uses a mail-based offering of the PTDA, was a statewide randomized control trial that showed PTDA use modestly decreased risky driving behavior and traffic citations. However, the PTDA users still showed an increase in risky driving behaviors and did not have different rates of crashing from the rate among non-users. Our study showed the same increase in teen risky driving over time but failed to show the PTDA’s effect on risky driving or traffic citations. However, since our study was based on lower numbers of participants and convenience sampling, comparison of outcomes is severely limited.

Another interesting finding in the Checkpoints® study is that teen and parent knowledge of the exact restrictions set on the teen drivers was widely disparate. Parents were much more likely than teens to report restrictions, regardless of intervention. This difference is interesting when combined with our findings showing differences in teen and parent attitudes toward the PTDA. Survey responses revealed that teens did not believe in the PTDA’s effectiveness, particularly in the follow-up study. This disconnect between parent and teen attitudes and behaviors toward the PTDA undermines the principle that the contract increases communication. A possible intervention to circumvent this effect would include periodic review of expectations/perceptions between both parties (including at signing), a stipulation that could be included in the contract itself. Future studies could better evaluate where and why the breakdowns in perceptions occur.

Limitations

This study has some important limitations. It was a prospective convenience survey based on self-report by teen drivers and parents. Only 4% of school program participants responded in the initial phase and 3% in the follow-up survey. Therefore, as is the case in many convenience sample studies, results may be less reflective of actual knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors toward the PTDA. Moreover, since the presentations were required only for students wishing to park on school grounds, teens who do not own a car or do not need to drive to school were not exposed to the PTDA. 

In addition to the low response rate, our survey questions were not validated or checked for reliability prior to the study. However, the themes for teen driving risks presented in the survey are well accepted.  
Another possible limitation is that survey respondents may have been motivated to provide responses perceived as correct or not self-implicating regarding their abilities as parents or teen drivers. However, a reasonable proportion of responses indicated risky driving behaviors and self-reported crashes. This limitation is similar to that in the Checkpoints® study.

CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS
In Howard County, Maryland, a partnership of schools, the police department, and the community led to an innovative safe-driving program that mandates the presence of teens and their parents at a school presentation as a prerequisite for the teens to be able to park on campus. At the beginning of the second year of this program, it was modified to highlight a parent–teen driving agreement similar to that implemented in the Checkpoints® program based in Connecticut.

Our study revealed evidence of positive attitudes toward the PTDA but increases in risky driving behaviors in teens regardless of whether or not they signed the PTDA. Future studies can use comparative county teen crash statistics to analyze the effectiveness of this intervention during the study period. A validated survey tool and improved survey compliance are required for future studies to better understand knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors toward teen driving risks. The PTDA and video will be revised for the next year’s version to better address speeding, cell phone use, and driving with other teens in the car―behaviors that increased during this study and are known to increase crash risk. The disparity between parent and teen attitudes toward the PTDA mirrors the differing perception of driver restrictions found in the Checkpoints® study. This phenomenon may point toward barriers in parent–teen communication that cannot be addressed with the PTDA in its current form.
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Table 1. Number of parent–teen driving agreement survey respondents

	
	Parents
	Teens

	Initial
	100
	121

	Follow-up
	58
	63

	Both
	54
	58


Table 2. Response summary by teens and parents between initial and follow-up surveys 
	Category
	Teens
	Parents

	
	Initial

(n=121)
	Follow-up

(n=65)
	Initial

(n=100)
	Follow-up

(n=58)

	Signed/plan to sign PTDA
	98 (81)
	47 (72)
	86 (86)
	46 (79)

	Believe PTDA will make/has made them a better driver1
	69 (70)
	19 (40)2
	79 (92)3
	40 (87)3

	PTDA was a positive experience1
	-
	30 (64)
	-
	43 (93)3

	Would feel safer if all teens on road signed PTDA
	69 (57)
	27 (42)2
	64 (64)
	42 (72)3

	Teen has been in crash(es)4
	8 (7)
	11 (17)2
	12 (12)
	10 (17)

	Teen has received traffic ticket(s)
	3 (2)
	5 (8)
	3 (3)
	4 (7)

	Risky driving behavior

  Use cell phone in car5

  Regular speeding

  Driving unsupervised with minors6
  >1 risky behavior
	23 (19)

23 (19)

72 (60)

29 (24)
	20 (31)

20 (31)

55 (85)2

28 (43)2
	
	

	Biggest risk in teen driving

  Speeding

  Other teens in car

  Use of cell phone

  Lack of reflexes

  Substance abuse

  Lack of traffic knowledge

  Other
	
	
	10 (10)

33 (33)

16 (16)

15 (15)

2 (2)

22 (22)

2 (2)
	7 (12)

13 (22)

19 (33)2

11 (19)

5 (9)

2 (3)2

1 (2)


1Percentage of those reporting to sign PTDA. Only those answering that they signed the PTDA were prompted with these questions.

2Significant change (p<0.05) from initial to follow-up survey

3Significant difference (p<0.05) between parents and teen responses

4As driver

5”Uses cell phone in car” refers to teens responding that they would use cell phone when stopped at a light or at any time. 

6Admitted to driving with other minors with no parental supervision. 

Table 3. PTDA and reported teen risky driving

	
	Category
	PTDA

(n=42)
	No PTDA (n=16)

	Initial survey
	>2 risky driving behaviors
	10 (24)
	4 (25)

	
	Received a ticket
	1 (2)
	1 (6)

	
	Have crashed as driver
	2 (5)
	1 (6)

	Follow-up survey
	>2 risky driving behaviors
	17 (40)
	6 (38)

	
	Received a ticket
	3 (7)
	2 (13)

	
	Have crashed as driver
	8 (19)
	2 (13)


Appendix A: Parent–Teen Driving Agreement (PTDA)

	Parent–Teen Driving Agreement
I, _______________________________, will drive carefully and cautiously and will be courteous to other drivers, bicyclists, and pedestrians at all times. 

I promise that I will obey all the rules of the road.

· Always wear a seat belt and make all my passengers buckle up.

· Obey all traffic lights, stop signs, other street signs, and road markings.

· Stay within the speed limit and drive safely.

· Never use the car to race or to try to impress others.

· Never give rides to hitchhikers.

I promise that I will make sure I can stay focused on driving.

· Drive with both hands on the wheel.

· Never eat, drink, or use a cell phone while I drive.

· Drive only when I am alert and in emotional control.

· Call my parents for a ride home if I am impaired in any way that interferes with my ability to drive safely.

I promise that I will respect laws about drugs and alcohol.

· Drive only when I am alcohol and drug free.

· Never allow any alcohol or illegal drugs in the car. 

· Be a passenger only with drivers who are alcohol and drug free.

I promise that I will be a responsible driver.

· Drive only when I have permission to use the car and I will not let anyone else drive the car unless I have permission. 

· Drive someone else's car only if I have parental permission. 

· Pay for all traffic citations or parking tickets.

· Complete my family responsibilities and maintain good grades at school as listed here: ____________________________________________________

· Contribute to the costs of gasoline, maintenance, and insurance as listed here: ____________________________________________________

I agree to the following restrictions, but understand that these restrictions will be modified by my parents as I get more driving experience and demonstrate that I am a responsible driver.
For the next _____ months, I will not drive after ________ pm.

For the next _____ months, I will not transport more than _______ teen passengers (unless I am supervised by a responsible adult).

For the next _____ months, I won't adjust the stereo or air conditioning/heater while the car is moving.

For the next _____ months, I will not drive in bad weather.

I understand that I am not permitted to drive to off-limit locations or on roads and highways as listed here: _______________________________________________________________________________

I agree to follow all the rules and restrictions in this contract. I understand that my parents will impose penalties (see below), including removal of my driving privileges, if I violate the contract. I also understand that my parents will allow me greater driving privileges as I become more experienced and as I demonstrate that I am always a safe and responsible driver.
Penalties for contract violations
Drove after drinking alcohol or using drugs 
No driving for ______ months.

Got ticket for speeding or moving violation 
No driving for ______ months.

Drove after night driving curfew 
No driving for ______ weeks/months.

Drove too many passengers 
No driving for ______ weeks/months.

Broke promise about seat belts (self and others) 
No driving for ______ weeks/months.

Drove on a road or to an area that is off-limits 
No driving for ______ weeks/months.

Signatures
Driver __________________________ Date ________________

Parent promise: I also agree to drive safely and to be an excellent role model.

Parent (or guardian) __________________________ Date ________________

Parent (or guardian) __________________________ Date ________________




