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Change was the dominant theme for 
the 86th annual short Course, which took 
place at Texas a&M university Oct. 16–17. 
The Texas Department of Transportation 
(TxDOT) event, which is hosted by the Texas 
a&M Transportation institute (TTi) each year, 
provides a unique opportunity for the two 
agencies to collaborate on a common goal: 
improving the transportation system in Texas.

about 2,000 people attended short Course, 
which began with an opening session 
Tuesday morning. TxDOT executive Director 
phil Wilson presided over the event. he spoke 
about the numerous changes that have oc-
curred over the last year, including his new 
leadership approach, a restructuring of the 
organization, a modernization and streamlin-
ing effort, and a renewed emphasis on mak-
ing the Texas transportation system safer for 
Texans.

“We now have a simple mission statement 
that sums up who we are and what we do — 
safety is a part of that mission,” said TxDOT 
executive Director phil Wilson. “We can en-
gineer safe roads. We can educate drivers 
about putting on their seat belts and putting 
down their cell phones. We can even work 
with law enforcement to drive those messages 
home, but if Texans don’t see the real cost of 
not being safe on the roads, they won’t heed 
the warnings.

 “That’s why we’re showing Texans the true 
cost of unsafe driving,” Wilson continued. 
“That’s why we display — on more than 700 
of our dynamic message signs across the 
state — the number of Texans who have lost 
their lives in traffic collisions. it is a bold move, 
but if one Texan drives safer because of it, it 
will be worth it.”

TTi agency Director Dennis Christiansen, who 
spoke at the opening session, was quick to 
point out that TxDOT has a history of continu-
ous improvement via change.

“in 1927 [when the first short Course was 
held], Texas had all of 1.4 million registered 
vehicles, compared to over 22 million today. 
The population of our state was 5.2 million,” 
Christiansen said, noting that the population is 
five times that today. “needless to say, we’ve 
been through a lot of change and innovation 
to make this all work. you have always been a 
leader in how you provide the best transporta-
tion system in the world,” he told the TxDOT 
personnel in attendance.

in addition to the various sessions that focus 
on different aspects of transportation, short 
Course serves as a way for the agency to 
honor its employees. The popular extra Mile 
awards recognize employees who helped 
save the lives of motorists involved in acci-
dents over the last year.
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at all-time high, but nighttime 
and helmet numbers lag

Texas motorists are once again buckling up in large 
numbers, especially compared to years past. Despite the 

improving numbers, the Center for Transportation Safety 
(CTS) — part of the Texas A&M Transportation Institute (TTI) 

— has documented some areas that need still more improvement.

Safety Belt and Motorcycle 
Helmet Use 
safety belts were used by 94 percent of 
more than 42,000 drivers and front-seat 
passengers, the largest compliance per-
centage since researchers began tracking 
it in 1992. The observational surveys were 
conducted in 22 counties across the state 
during daylight hours. By comparison, last 
year’s use rate was 93.7 percent, up from 
80 percent in 2002 and 68 percent in 
1992.

“it’s a fact that safety belt use saves lives,” 
senior research scientist Katie Womack 
says. Womack manages CTs’s Behavioral 
research Group. “for every increment of 
improvement in belt use, the rate of fatali-
ties goes down. That’s why it’s very useful 
to know what the level of use is in Texas.”

in conjunction with the statewide survey, 
CTs collected data on helmet use by mo-
torcyclists. in 2012, 910 riders were ob-
served, with 61.1 percent of the riders 
wearing helmets.

Nighttime Safety Belt Use
for the first time, Womack and her team sur-
veyed safety belt use during all hours of the 
night, not just during the early hours of the 
evening. The results were dramatically dif-
ferent than the previous nighttime surveys, 
which were conducted between 9 p.m. and 
midnight.

The average nighttime safety belt use in 
an 18-city study showed that, of 40,000 
front-seat occupants, 81.3 percent were re-
strained. That figure compares to an 89 per-
cent use in the same cities during daylight 
hours.

“in our previous nighttime surveys, which oc-
curred during the early hours of darkness, 
there was not much of a difference com-
pared to daytime safety belt use,” Womack 
points out. “What we found is what we 
expected: there’s a steady decrease in the 
rate of use as the night progresses after mid-
night. i think we now have a clearer picture 
of what’s taking place. in some cities, seat 
belt use drops into the 60 percent range dur-
ing some hours.”

Cities with Highest Nighttime Seat 
Belt Use

Cities with Lowest Nighttime Seat 
Belt Use

Child Restraint Use 
according to data from more 
than 13,000 observations, 
89 percent of the children rid-
ing in passenger cars were 
restrained in a child safety 
seat or by a safety belt. The 
percentage of restrained chil-
dren in pickup trucks is low-
er: 85.1 percent. Combining 
use across all types of vehi-
cles and all 14 Texas cities, 
the average use was 88.6 
percent. Comparing indi-
vidual cities, child restraint 
use varied from 97.4 percent 
in austin to 76.9 percent in 
Corpus Christi.

Child restraint surveys have 
been conducted by TTi since 
1984, the year before the 
child restraint law was fully 
implemented. The surveys il-
lustrate a steady increase in 
child restraint use.

Safety Belt Use among 
School-Aged Children 
Researchers observed school 
children aged 5 through 16 in 18 
Texas cites to determine if they were 
restrained by a safety seat or safety belt. 
TTI determined that of the more than 
11,000 school-aged children observed, 64.5 
percent were restrained in some manner.
The survey revealed a dramatic difference in 
restraint use between children riding in the ve-
hicle’s front seat versus back seat. Those children 
riding in the front seat were much more likely to 
be restrained (77.5 percent) than if they were rid-
ing in the back seat (47.2 percent). The survey also 
determined that younger children (ages 5–9) were 
less likely to be restrained than the older age groups.

“as with our other surveys, there was a wide range of 
use between cities,” Womack says. “Wichita falls had 
the highest use rate with 83 percent. Waco had the lowest 
use rate with 53.7 percent.”

a series of final reports on numerous unique surveys relating 
to occupant safety restraints have been submitted to the Texas 
Department of Transportation.

TTi has been conducting these surveys since 1984. among the surveys conducted this year are daytime and 
nighttime safety belt use, child restraint use, school-aged safety belt use and motorcycle helmet use.
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When the 2012 results were compared to the 
2011 results, researchers found:

•	 In	2012,	more	people	had	read,	seen	
or	heard	something	about	seat belt 
enforcement	in	the	last	60	days.

•	 A	higher	number	reported drinking and 
driving	more	than	10	times	within	two	
hours	of	drinking.

•	 There	was	a	significant increase	in	the	
percentage	of	people	who	have	read,	
seen	or	heard	something	about	speed 
enforcement	by	police.

•	 Drivers	who	admitted	to	exceeding	the	
speed limit by	more	than	5	mph	on		
70	mph	roadways	increased.

•	 A larger percentage	(about	7	percent	
more)	of	Texans	are	aware	of	the	ban on 
cell phone use in school zones.

•	 More	people	are	aware	that	seat belt 
requirements pertain	to	every	occupant.

•	 There	was	an	increase	in	the	number	of	
people	who	knew	that	the	blood alcohol 
content limit in Texas is .08.

Other findings include:

•	 Most	Texas	drivers	
believe	it	is	very	likely	
that	impaired	drivers	
will	be	arrested.

•	 Fifty-five	percent	of	
Texans	are	in	favor	of	
sobriety	checkpoints.

•	 Impaired	drivers	rely	
on	those	who	have	
not	been	drinking	for	
transportation	home	
—	more	so	than	public	
transportation	and	
other	means.

•	 Almost	7	percent	
of	drivers	reported	
regularly	texting	and	
driving	in	the	past	30	
days.

•	 Impaired	driving	is	the	
behavior	viewed	as	
the	most	serious	threat	
to	personal	safety.	

“This survey is a way to track 
performance measures for the state, 
to see what progress is being made, 
and to measure how well messages 

are being seen and heard,” said 
TTI Senior Research Scientist Katie 

Womack. “Also, it helps us see  
how driving behaviors are  

changing over time.” 

majority of Texans getting seat belt 
messages, even more buckling up
A healthy majority of Texans have read, heard or seen  
messages about seat belt enforcement, and the messages 
appear to be getting through, as an even greater percentage 
report that they always or nearly always wear a seat belt.

Survey SayS

These findings and others come from a recent survey, conducted by the Texas 
a&M Transportation institute (TTi), that measured traffic safety awareness in Texas. 

To read the full study, go to  
http://tti.tamu.edu/group/cts/
groups/behavioral-research/.

alcohol ignition 
interlock training program

closer 

The Texas Legislature has enact-
ed a number of laws requiring alcohol ignition 
interlock devices for drivers convicted of alcohol-
related offenses. adult probation officers are 
charged with implementing and monitoring use 
of these devices by drivers, but often have not 
had formal training related to ignition interlock 
devices. adult probation officers also deal with 
other aspects of illegal alcohol use, primarily 
driving while intoxicated (DWi) offenses.

The goal of the alcohol ignition interlock proj-
ect is to train probation officers in 10 to 12 
Texas counties on monitoring the use of ignition 
interlock devices and the problems of alcohol-
related violations. planning has also begun to 
prepare additional trainers so that the program 
may be offered on an ongoing basis through-
out the state. in addition, contacts will be made 
with other region 6 national highway Traffic 
safety administration (nhTsa) states about pro-
viding the program in Louisiana, new Mexico, 
Oklahoma, Mississippi and the indian nations.

The training consists of a three-hour alcohol sec-
tion and a two-hour ignition interlock section. The 
alcohol section includes the following areas: alco-
hol laws related to traffic safety, effects of alcohol 
on humans, effects of alcohol on driving and risk, 
alcohol abuse and alcoholism, and screening for 
abuse. The ignition interlock section includes the 
following areas: background and technical infor-
mation, Texas laws and regulations, facts and 
myths about devices, and removal and repairs.

pre- and post-tests are given to evaluate material 
learned. each person who successfully completes 
the course and passes the post-test receives a cer-
tificate, which can be used for in-service credit.

 look: 
a 

The goal of the program is to train 
probation officers in 10 to 12 Texas 
counties on monitoring the use of 
ignition interlock devices and the 

problems of alcohol-related violations.
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get behind new peer-based  
safety program

Eva Mullen, a 
senior at Texas a&M 
university–san antonio 
(TaMu-sa), understands 
the power of peer in-
fluence. “if i could tell 
TaMu-sa students one 
thing that might convince 
them to drive safer,” 
she says, “i would say, 
‘Think about the one per-
son you love most, and 
imagine him or her gone 
forever. you will never be 

able to undo that.’” Mullen and samantha 
Buentello, a student at the university of 
the incarnate Word (uiW), represent the 
first two universities to launch the u in the 
Driver seat (uDs) program. 

uDs is modeled after the Teens in the 
Driver seat® program, which helps inform 
high school students about the risks of 
teenage driving. Teens shape the program 
so it best fits their school, while the Texas 
a&M Transportation institute (TTi) provides 
the statistics and resources to help make 
the message as powerful as possible. 
similarly, uDs focuses on college students 
and unsafe driving hazards, like driving 
while intoxicated or riding with a drunk 
driver. 

More than 1,800 students between the 
ages of 18 and 24 die each year from 
alcohol-related unintentional injuries, 

including those resulting from car crashes, 
and another 600,000 students are injured. 
across Texas in 2011, drivers under the 
age of 25 were responsible for 21 percent 
of all alcohol-related fatal crashes — the 
highest percentage of any age group.

On sept. 27, members of the uDs program 
from TaMu-sa and uiW held a press con-
ference in san antonio to announce the 
launch of the new organization at their re-
spective universities. along with Dr. Maria 
ferrier, president of TaMu-sa, Mullen and 
Buentello led the news conference. Both 
students discussed the risks of teen driv-
ing and the crash statistics for college-age 
adults, and why programs like uDs need 
to be implemented in universities. 

The key to the uDs program’s success will 
be that it is student run. parents can try 
their best to warn their children about the 
very real consequences of drinking and 
driving, but as Buentello said, “any mes-
sage is always going to mean a lot more if 
it comes from someone our age.” 

Dr. ferrier also summed up the core goal 
of uDs, which is “to channel the power of 
peer influence for the purpose of prevent-
ing injuries and saving lives.” The best 
way to understand the program’s success 
is to ask those who actually run the pro-
gram on campus — college students.

even though the program is relatively 
new, members have already started get-
ting the word out around campus. at var-
ious campus-wide events at TaMu-sa, 
members of uDs have been setting up 
tables with information sheets and pro-
motional items.

Mullen said, “This works out great be-
cause it gives us a chance to converse 
with them about what we (as a group) 
represent and why we are here.” people 
have even shared stories with Mullen 
about how a drunken driving situation 
touched their own lives.

Members of uDs at uiW have also start-
ed to spread the word. in October, they 
held an alcohol awareness rally, sober 
roads, to help make students aware of 
the risks of drinking and driving, one of 
the program’s main focuses. 

The students involved in uDs are all vol-
unteers. The program can be implement-
ed in any school since there is no fee or 
requirements that a school must meet. 
students have free rein with the program 
and are able to choose what sections of 
the program they would like to focus on 
the most. By putting students in charge, 
uDs minimizes the adult fingerprint, giv-
ing college students the opportunity to 
influence their peers in a positive way 
in a language young adults can actually 
understand. 

Mullen’s desire to help spread the word 
about drunk driving has been a part of 
her for some time now. “i got my license 
about eight years ago. While standing 
in line at the Dps office that day, i read 
the story about Jacqueline saburido, the 

student from Venezuela that survived the 
DWi accident with 60 percent of her 
body burned. i have never forgotten that 
picture, or her story. i’m involved in uDs 
because i felt it would be an awesome 
opportunity to promote an important and 
greatly needed program.” 

at the press conference in september, 
Mullen said she found it exciting to intro-
duce the program to the media. “The me-
dia is a powerful tool.” With the program 
only in its first year of operation, spread-
ing the word is a primary objective. 

as the program gains momentum, orga-
nizers hope to spread it to other cam-
puses in the state. student leaders like 
Mullen and Buentello are the heart of 
the program, speaking out for a positive 
change in their schools for the safety of 
their peers. “i will always support any 
program that promotes safe driving,” 
Mullen says. “if i can make a difference, 
i’m willing to help.”

DRIVER
SEAT

in the

College students 
are inJureD in Car Crashes

600,000
EACH	yEAr

OVEr

students

“The media is a powerful 

tool.” With the program only 

in its first year of operation, 

spreading the word is a 

primary objective.”

Across Texas in 2011, drivers 
under the age of 25 were  

responsible for 21 percent of 

all alcohol-related fatal crashes 

— the highest percentage of  

any age group.

“I will always support 

any program that pro-

motes safe driving,” 

Eva Mullen says. “If I can 

make a difference, I’m 
willing to help.”

Both UDS and TDS are sponsored primarily by the Texas Department of Transportation.
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Study reinforces assumptions on  

TDS showcased in 
Best Practice Guide by GHSA

Study reinforces assumptions on  

The reasons vary based on a variety of 
situational, demographic and personal-
ity factors. researchers found that men 
are more likely to speed during a trip 
than women, while younger drivers are 
more likely to speed than older drivers. 
also, speeding is associated with person-
ality factors that are linked with reckless 
driving and road rage. 

“These were somewhat expected out-
comes,” said TTi associate research 
scientist Laura Higgins. “This information 
confirmed previous suspicions.”

The study involved participants in both ur-
ban (seattle, Wash.) and rural (College 
station, Texas) areas. participants had 
global positioning system (Gps) units and 
on-road speed recorders installed in their 
vehicles to track locations and speeds for 
up to four weeks.

new information suggests that there is no 
pattern in the amount of speeding during 
a given trip — meaning that the amount 
a person drives over the speed limit and 
the time spent speeding during a trip are 
completely situational. for example, a 
person driving dangerously, such as run-
ning a red light, may temporarily be in 
a hurry but may not have a personality 
associated with reckless driving. 

The publication, a follow-up to 
Ghsa’s 2010 Protecting Teen 
Drivers: A Guidebook for State 
Highway Safety Offices, takes a 
detailed look at what states are  
doing to address teen driver  
safety in six key areas:

•	 strengthening	GDL	laws	to	ensure	
states	have	essential	elements	
that	address	crash	risk	and	skill	
building;

•	 ensuring	understanding	and		
enforcement	of	GDL	laws	by	
police	officials;

•	 engaging	parents	in	
understanding,	supporting	and	
enforcing	GDL	laws;

•	 strengthening	driver	education		
and	training;

•	 engaging	teens	in	understanding	
and	addressing	driving	risks;	and

•	 garnering	consistent	media	
coverage	of	teen	driving.

encourages states and teen driving safe-
ty advocates across the nation to review 
the initiatives and key elements for suc-
cess identified in the report and leverage 
them to ensure the needle continues to 
move in the right direction.”

“The results from this latest report show 
that keeping teen drivers safe on the 
road is an ongoing and collaborative is-
sue,” said Kellie Clapper, assistant Vice 
president of public affairs for state farm. 
“as a leader in auto safety, state farm 
is committed to working with Ghsa and 
other safety organizations to keep our 
teens safe on the road.”

Launched in 2002, TDs is the first peer-
to-peer program for teens that focuses 
solely on traffic safety and addresses 
all major risks for this age group — driv-
ing at night, speeding and street racing, 
distractions (such as cell phones or too 
many passengers), low seat belt use, and 
driving under the influence of alcohol or 
drugs. Teens help shape the program 
and are responsible for implementing 
it at program schools. More than 500 
Texas schools have implemented TDs 
programs, reaching more than 500,000 
teens to date. The program has also been 
deployed in states outside Texas, includ-
ing California, Connecticut, Georgia, 
Montana and north Carolina.

®

The researchers also created focus 
groups to evaluate opinions about the 
challenges and benefits of speeding 
countermeasures.

The study found that speed deterrents such 
as police enforcement, public awareness 
campaigns and driver education classes 
are limited in their effectiveness because 
they only provide occasional feedback 
to drivers. also, the effectiveness of coun-
termeasures depends on how the mes-
sages are received. for example, police 
officers are not always nearby when 
someone speeds. researchers believe 
that adding unpredictability to counter-
measures such as random police patrol-
ling will help improve these limitations.

participants were also asked about in-
vehicle devices such as those that would 
display fuel efficiencies at each speed. 
These were more acceptable to partici-
pants than devices that would limit en-
gine speeds.

motivation for speeding
Speed deterrents such as  

police enforcement, public 
awareness campaigns and driver 

education classes are limited 
in their effectiveness because 
they only provide occasional 

feedback to drivers.

Researchers at the Texas a&M 
Transportation institute (TTi) and Battelle 
have found that while reasons for speed-
ing are based on a wide variety of 
factors, previous ideas about speeder 
demographics and personality types 
were confirmed. This information can 
be used to identify improved speeding 
countermeasures.

Read the full study at  
http://www.nhtsa.gov/staticfiles/
nti/pdf/811658.pdf.

“The results show keeping teen 
drivers safe on the road is an 

ongoing and collaborative issue.”

“There is no doubt that states have been 
working diligently to help teens survive 
their most dangerous driving years, as 
evidenced by the gains they’ve made 
in reducing teen driver crashes, injuries 
and fatalities,” said Ghsa executive 
Director Barbara harsha, who oversaw 
the development of this newest teen driv-
ing publication. “But there is concern that 
these gains may be leveling off. Ghsa 

The Teens in the Driver seat® (TDs) 
program is one of a few initiatives select-
ed to be a part of a national best prac-
tice guide by the Governors highway 
safety association (Ghsa). Developed 
with a grant from state farm®, Curbing 
Teen Driver Crashes: an in-Depth Look 
at state novice Driver initiatives comes 
on the heels of the Moving ahead for 
progress in the 21st Century act (Map-
21), the newly enacted federal trans-
portation funding law, which includes 
incentive programs that reward states for 
high performance in a number of areas, 
including — for the first time — teen driv-
ing. TDs is sponsored primarily by the 
Texas Department of Transportation.

“from its inception, TDs has been de-
signed to be a grassroots effort to 
complement a good graduated driver li-
censing [GDL] policy,” said TDs Director 
Russell Henk. “a growing amount of data 
suggests that TDs is serving as a very ef-
fective solution when combined with GDL 
to bring about meaningful decreases in 
teen fatalities.”

henk was one of nine panel members 
who were asked to share their insights 
regarding new, cutting-edge and/or ex-
emplary activities that are showing or 
are expected to show promising results.

Men are more likely to speed 
during a trip than women, while 
younger drivers are more likely 

to speed than older drivers. 
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Two license plates 
 better than one

in the united states, 31 states require two 
plates (front and rear), while the remain-
ing 19 states only require one rear plate. 
researchers examined two states that require 
one license plate (pennsylvania and arizona) 
and two states that require two license plates 
(Maryland and Texas), through interviews 
with enforcement and tolling agencies as well 
as vehicle observation. additionally, aLpr 
data were examined in both types of states.

“The interesting thing about this project is that 
it has allowed us to see how something as 
seemingly small as a license plate can have 
a tremendous impact on enforcement and op-
erations,” said Walden. 

With the integration of more aLpr technology 
into enforcement, two plates increase the op-
portunities to identify vehicles (speed detec-
tion, stolen vehicles, red‐light running, etc.).

The study found:

•	 Front	plates	were easier to read in	the	daytime	environment	
because	of	the	effects	of	sun	glare.

•	 The lack of front plates has a significant impact on 
photographic evidence	related	to	fining	toll	violators.	In	
Virginia,	23	percent	of	toll	violations	could	not	be	pursued	
because	the	rear	plates	were	unreadable.		

•	 Without	front	license	plates,	the	E‐470	corridor	in	Colorado	
would	lose	at	least 34.5 percent	($23.1	million)	of	their	toll	
revenue	annually.

•	 U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP)	reports	that	the	
number	of	plates	not	read	on	vehicles,	because	of	the	lack	
of	two	plates,	made	a	significant impact in	their	border	
processing;	6	percent	of	plates	at	the	northern	border	
and	3.4	percent	of	plates	at	the	southern	border	were	
unreadable.	With	the	volume	of	vehicles	processed	every	
day,	along	with	homeland	security	concerns,	the front plate 
allows CBP to operate more effectively. 

•	 Law	enforcement	in	Pennsylvania,	a	one-plate	state,	would	
like	to	see	two	plates	to	improve their ability to read plates 
(especially	large	commercial	trucks)	using	ALPr	technology.	
Sixteen	percent	of	the	plates	that	pass	through	the	tolling	

A recent study by the Texas a&M 
Transportation institute suggests that states 
that require vehicles to have two license 
plates save valuable time and resources in 
the areas of enforcement, tolling, parking and 
homeland security. The study also found that 
the use of two license plates for vehicle identi-
fication purposes increases the efficiency and 
accuracy when evaluated by an individual or 
using automatic license plate reader (aLpr) 
technology.

“as a cost-cutting measure, a lot of our en-
forcement — be it tolling, parking, homeland 
security or law enforcement — has become 
an automated process,” said Melissa Walden, 
Center for Transportation safety senior 
research scientist and project Manager. 
“The license plate is a key factor in vehicle 
identification for that automation, and without 
proper identification, states are losing a large 
amount of revenue.”

facilities	are	unreadable,	which	impacts	the	state’s	ability	to	
pursue	toll	violators.

•	 Phoenix’s Sky Harbor Airport	reports	that	10,000	parking	
transactions	per	year	(an	average	of	$30	per	transaction)	
rely	on	ALPr	plate	reads	to	determine	accurate	charging.	
Fifteen	percent	of	those	transactions	had	to	be	processed	
manually	because	of	sun	glare	on	the	rear	plates.	

•	 Field	studies	showed	a	97 percent read rate for parked 
vehicles in two-plate states and	76	percent	in	one-plate	
states.	For	moving	vehicles,	the	read	rate	in	Maryland	and	
Texas	was	89	percent,	in	Pennsylvania	and	Arizona	it	was	
22	percent	and	58	percent,	respectively,	on	the	roadways	
connecting	Maryland	and	Pennsylvania.	These	read	rates	
are	based	on	the	opportunity	to	read	a	front	plate.

•	 For	states	with	more	than	100	miles	of	toll	roads,	one-plate 
states account for 55 percent of the total tollway miles.	As	
fiscal	pressures	mount,	efficiency	in	the	collection	of	tolls	and	
the	pursuit	of	violators	become	critical.	Front	plates	increase	
the	likelihood	of	collecting	that	revenue.

“The interesting thing about this 
project is that it has allowed us to 
see how something as seemingly 
small as a license plate can have a 

tremendous impact on enforcement 
and operations,” said Melissa 

Walden, Senior Research Scientist 
and Project Manager. 

31
19
states require two plates

states require front plates
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yager participates in one of more than a dozen news interviews at the TTi  
headquarters via skype.

Distracted driving 
research interest on the rise

It’s been more than a year since 
Christine Yager finished her groundbreak-
ing research on texting while driving, yet 
the study’s findings are still generating 
buzz in the scientific community. 

yager, associate Transportation researcher 
at the Texas a&M Transportation institute 
(TTi), presented “The effects of reading 
and Writing Text-Based Messages While 
Driving” at the 56th annual Meeting of the 
human factors and ergonomics society. 
The meeting was held in Boston, Ma, and 
was attended by more than 1,450 partici-
pants from the united states and around 
the world.

The meeting provides an opportunity 
for colleagues to share information and 
research on various human factors top-
ics such as distracted driving, which is a 
major issue among drivers of all ages. in 
addition to yager, TTi senior research 
scientist Melissa Walden also attended 
the meeting.

yager presented the results of a project 
that assessed the distraction potential of 
reading and writing text-based messages 
while driving under varying roadway and 
texting response demands.

yager says the response times were even 
slower than expected compared to previ-
ous driving simulator research.

“With the driving simulator, response 
times were 1–2 seconds, whereas our 
test track test bed showed an increased 
response time of 3–4 seconds,” says 
yager.

“The audience,” yager said, “responded 
very favorably. They seemed to grasp 
the results i presented, not acting sur-
prised that reaction times approximately 
doubled when reading or writing text-
based messages.”

Yager presented the results 
of a project that assessed the 

distraction potential of reading 
and writing text-based messages 

while driving under varying 
roadway and texting response 

demands.

Yager says the response 
times were even slower 

than expected compared to 
previous driving simulator 

research. “The audience 
responded very favorably. 
They seemed to grasp the 

results I presented, not acting 
surprised that reaction times 
approximately doubled when 
reading or writing text-based 

messages.”

Other notable sessions, according to 
yager, were a session about and how 
safe-driving information is disseminated 
among social networks, and a driving 
simulator research session, which ex-
plored the possibility of linking two simu-
lators together to create a virtual driving 
environment with multiple drivers.

“My presentation about distracted driv-
ing and traffic safety,” says yager, “was 
part of a bigger concern about how ad-
vancements in technology can help the 
driver, but must not adversely affect the 
driver’s responsibility related to primary 
driving tasks.”

yager has started a new study on the 
effectiveness of voice-to-text technolo-
gies at reducing incidences of distracted 

“My presentation about 
distracted driving and traffic 
safety,” says Yager, “was part 

of a bigger concern about how 
advancements in technology 
can help the driver, but must 

not adversely affect the driver’s 
responsibility related to primary 

driving tasks.”

driving. in her research, yager says she 
hopes to learn more about the differenc-
es in texting methods and whether voice-
to-text programs are less, the same, or 
more distracting than other forms. 

participants in the study will drive along 
a test track four times, each time driving 
under different conditions. The control 
time involves no texting, while the other 
tests will involve some form of text tech-
nology, either actual typing or voice to 
text.

yager says she feels very fortunate to be 
on the frontier of texting-while-driving re-
search and hopes to continue playing a 
part in this field of study — one that she 
expects to grow as technology evolves. 
“as newer technologies are integrated 
into vehicles — equipment that incorpo-
rates smart systems with voice-to-text in-
teraction — the opportunities to conduct 
more texting-while-driving research will 
increase.”

Tests show response times approximatley 
double to 3–4 seconds while texting
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