OPERATION TEEN SAFE DRIVING / DRIVING SKILLS FOR LIFE
SAVED OUR LIVES


Jackie Boratyn’s Story:
Friday, October 8, 2010 was a beautiful warm, sunny day.  My freshman year of college had just begun and my bright future was on the horizon.  I never thought I would say, “I watched my life flash before my eyes as my car spun out of control.”  Thankfully, the Illinois Department of Transportation’s Division of Traffic Safety’s Operation Teen Safe Driving/Ford Driving Skills for Life (OTSD/DSFL) experience earlier that year taught me some very important things.  The first thing being, when you lose control of your vehicle, “always remain calm.”  The OTSD/DSFL program brought in professional race car drivers to teach specific vehicle handling techniques for emergency situations.  

I’ve heard people say after crashes, “I thought I was going to die...I saw the white light!”  I used to think these were overreactions.  However, that perception changed on October 8th.  I was heading home to Chicago for my brother’s birthday when a 28 year old man turned a beautiful day into a terrifying experience.  

Driving eastbound in the far left lane on I-294 near Gurnee, a man swerved into my lane.  I swerved onto the shoulder and beeped my horn.  This seemed to catch his attention. He moved back into his lane and I returned to the road.  I thought I had avoided a terrible crash, but I was wrong.  Within seconds, he sped by me, cut in front of me and forced me off the road again.  I again swerved onto the shoulder.  However this time, I wasn’t so lucky.  I hit the retaining wall, then my SUV spun and ricocheted across four lanes of traffic.  As I headed toward another wall on the other side of the expressway, I couldn’t decide what was more horrifying, the two semi trucks and four lanes of traffic heading towards me or the giant wall in front of me getting closer and closer.  I thought of my parents, my brother and my friends wondering how badly this crash would affect them; all the while seeing my life flash before my eyes.  

However, I remained calm and in control, just as the OTSD/DSFL program taught me.  The air bags deployed and I smashed into the wall.  As the dust settled, I became numb with fear.  Two wonderful people stopped to help.  They told me that the person who caused this sped away!  Then my feelings turned from fear to disgust knowing that one person could be so heartless as to risk the life of another.  It reminded me of a teacher I had while growing up, Mrs. Carroll.  She always said, “Just remember, it doesn’t matter how late you are or how big of a commitment you have, nothing is worth speeding and rushing because that is how people get hurt.  Nothing is so important that you should risk your life or the lives of others.”  I couldn’t stop thinking about those words.  I could have died because that reckless driver was in a hurry.  I got some justice when I learned that the Illinois State Police (ISP) pulled him over farther down the road.  As the ISP trooper collected my information, he told me I should “consider myself lucky.”  He explained that my type of crash commonly causes SUV’s to overturn resulting in serious injury and/or death.  

I believe my SUV didn’t roll because the OTSD/DSFL program taught me how to maneuver a vehicle in a skid/emergency situation.  I spent four hours in the emergency room after my crash where I experienced a roller coaster of emotions.  I most of all felt very lucky that my former high school (Loyola Academy) participated in the OTSD/DSFL program.  I believe it saved my life.  I also have a new appreciation for the phrase, “no one is promised tomorrow” and I aim to live everyday as if it were my last. 
By Jackie Boratyn, Marquette University Student


Victoria Chiaro’s Story:
The summer of 2010 will live in my memory forever.  It was the summer between my sophomore and junior year at Southeast High School in Springfield, Illinois.  I received my driver’s license in February and didn’t drive much until summer.  I thought I was the coolest person ever when my mom let me borrow our 1999 Monte Carlo-which we nicknamed the Monte.  I loved that car.  It was emerald green with tan leather seats.  It had a CD player, radio controls on the steering wheel, a sun roof and everything else I could possibly want-plus it was easy to drive.  But every car has to go somehow and this one went out like a champ.

In April, I attended the Illinois Department of Transportation’s Division of Traffic Safety’s Operation Teen Safe Driving/ Ford Driving Skills for Life program (OTSD/DSFL) with my high school classmates.  I learned something from all of the professional drivers and courses, but my favorite OTSD/DSFL experience was the Mustang skidding course.  The back wheels of the cars were slightly lifted off the ground reducing traction, resulting in what felt like out of control skidding.  I learned how to control a vehicle during a skid with the guidance of a professional driver.  He taught me not to panic, not to brake and how to move my hands on the steering wheel to guide the vehicle in an intended direction.  This lesson served me well a few months down the road.

It was August 13, 2010.  It also happened to be a Friday that turned out to be truly bad luck.  It was pouring rain all day and all I wanted to do was go to the Illinois State Fair that night because all my friends were going to be there.  My mom said I could go with my best friend when the rain slowed.  So I waited and waited for the rain to stop and as soon as it did, I hopped in the Monte, picked up my friend and went to the fair.  As we were waiting in the line of cars to get into the fair, I realized I might need a sweatshirt because with the rain, I might get cold.  My friend wanted to go to her house to get sweatshirts for us.  We needed to stop by the skating rink first, where her Mom works, to get the key to her house.  So, I got out of the line of cars and headed to the skating rink. 

It started pouring again and it was getting dark, but I continued to get the keys.  After getting the house keys, I chose to take Interstate 72 to the 6th Street exit to avoid stoplights.  I merged onto the interstate and was comfortable.  There were no cars around me, except for a semi truck beside me.  The semi didn’t appear to see my dark car and suddenly merged into my lane.  I didn’t know what to do.  I couldn’t speed up and I couldn’t slow down because I was right in the middle of the truck and, by that time, the rain was heavy again.  I didn’t honk my horn because I didn’t think the driver would hear it through all the rain, so I moved right-onto the shoulder.  I heard the ridges of the shoulder telling me that I was leaving the road.  The water under my car forced me off the road, onto the grass and spun me sideways.  The passenger side of my car hit a big green interstate sign and knocked it flat on the ground.  It was actually the 6th Street sign, which is ironic because that’s where I wanted to go.  I was able to control the spin resulting in the least amount of damage.  I ended up facing in the direction of traffic, perfectly straight as though I had parked the car in the grass.  After it was all over, a rush of emotions ran through me-disappointment, embarrassment, fear, sadness and anger all in one.  I then looked to my passenger, my best friend.  That was my greatest fear.  Thankfully, she was fine.  Scared, but fine and I knew we were lucky.  Then, I was also happy!  I knew I did what I had to do to keep me and my passenger safe. 
OTSD/DFSL was a great experience and without it, I know my crash could have ended up much worse.  I totaled the Monte, but my passenger and I were unharmed, besides a little whiplash.  If I hadn’t guided my car as the OTSD/DSFL instructor taught me, I might have spun out of control even after hitting the sign.  I could have gone through the nearby fence and into the cornfield before my car stopped.  Or, I may have spun back out onto the interstate, who knows.  What I do know is that thanks to OTSD/DSFL, I learned lifesaving lessons.  I listened to the expert advice and will forever refer to these experiences when I need them.  

My crash taught me that a vehicle may have all the gadgets on the inside that make you comfortable, but a vehicle is still just a metal box that can kill you.  I also learned to never take my life or anyone else’s for granted because it only takes a second for everything to change.  I feel safer on the road knowing OTSD/DSFL teaches hundreds of teens per year driving skills that save lives.  OTSD/DSFL mostly taught me that when faced with difficult driving situations, knowledge and experience are the best ways to persevere. 
By Victoria Chiaro, Springfield Southeast High School Student


