Spring 2008 OPERATION TEEN SAFE DRIVING

From March 2005 to July 2006, my rural Tazewell County saw the premature deaths of fifteen teenagers. Each crash had different causes, but they all had one thing in common–each was preventable. Out of this tragedy came a united community, a community that would stop at nothing to ensure safe driving became a reality for teens. Numerous programs were implemented in order to create an environment of change including opportunities to assist teen drivers. One such opportunity was provided by the Ford Motor Company Fund for Operation Teen Safe Driving.

The program started with a county-wide high school contest to see which school could implement the best safe driving program. Deer Creek-Mackinaw High School was given money and materials from the Ford Motor Company Fund and their website, www.drivingskillsforlife.com. Deer Creek-Mackinaw

High School quickly began the program by having safety belt checks, contests for gas cards, free safe driving magnets and signs posted all around both Mackinaw and Deer Creek. The competition was never at bay, as we were reminded almost daily while watching the six o’clock news. Judging took place during the school day and I, along with three other students, presented our program to a panel of judges.

The stress of presenting quickly passed and I finally could step back and look at what my school had done. I was ecstatic when I saw our magnets on cars in Pekin, Morton and even Bloomington! Knowing we helped to create such a widespread message was awesome! My school, unfortunately, did not win, but we learned so much and we were still able to reap many benefits.

Our school was able to bring 50, yes 50 students to Ford Motor Company Fund’s Ride and Drive day at a local airport. Honestly, I was not sure what to expect, but my worries ran away when we pulled up and saw the 2007 Ford Mustangs in the parking lot. After being divided into groups, we were given three separate tutorials on driving strategies. What I loved was that we learned strategies in a controlled area, rather than on a highway alone. My driver’s education teacher always says he wishes there were a Driver’s Education II. How else could someone know how to avoid overcorrecting or know how to dodge obstacles that appear on the road? Needless to say, the Ford Ride and Drive event was such a program.

We were instructed while driving with professionals. The stories and advice they shared were priceless. We worked on overcorrecting, swerving and turns. Everyone enjoyed themselves and when enjoyment and learning go hand-in-hand, there is no better substitution. As a member of the Tazewell County Youth Board and the Tazewell County Teen Initiative, I have worked with safe driving programs for awhile now and I know when students are actually taking something away from a program.

I would fully recommend such a program to anyone and everyone. Now, with 105 schools in Illinois participating, the results of this training will no doubt be widespread. I have so many thanks to the Ford Motor Company Fund as they are continuing to aid a state ready to rid itself of teen motor vehicle fatalities.
By Kayla Howe, Deer Creek-Mackinaw High School Senior

