Module 2: Defensive Driving Practices

Defensive driving practices involve staying alert for anticipated hazards, adjusting to
others’ behavior, and making thoughtful, safe decisions.

Injuries and fatalities associated with traffic-related crashes are among our most
significant societal problems. Even in a perfectly safe driving environment, every other
person on the road poses an unpredictable risk. Many factors contribute to crashes.

The safety of our transportation system relies heavily on drivers following all applicable
laws and being aware of each other's presence and actions. It’s our responsibility to stay
focused, manage distractions, and drive with care.

Scanning and Visual Awareness

Your ability to see and to be seen is essential for safe driving. The best condition for
maximum visual awareness is a clear, unobstructed line of sight around your vehicle.
You must consistently monitor the road ahead, behind, and to the sides to detect
hazards and respond appropriately.

Techniques for visual awareness include:

1. Look Ahead:
To help judge how far ahead you need to look for the 30-second visual lead, pick
out a fixed object, like an overpass well down the road, and start counting. If you
reach the object before getting to one thousand and thirty, pick out another
object further down the road and try it again until you can identify the 30-second
distance.

The distance equivalent to 30 seconds ahead will vary depending on your vehicle’s
speed. For example, as you can see from this illustration of

the football field, it shows how far your vehicle travels at different speeds. When
traveling at 25 mph, you are covering 36 feet per second. In 30 seconds, you will
have traveled the equivalent of 3 and a half football fields. When traveling at 55
mph, you cover 80 feet per second. In 30 seconds, you will have traveled the
equivalent of 8 football fields. When traveling at 70 mph, you cover 100 feet per
second. In 30 seconds, you will have traveled the equivalent of 10 football fields.

The faster you drive, the farther ahead you need to look. At higher speeds, your
vehicle covers much more distance in a short amount of time. By scanning farther
ahead, you can spot hazards early, process information sooner, and make safer
driving decisions with more time to react.



2. Look to the Sides:
Check for crossing drivers, especially at intersections, driveways, and parking
lots. Approximately 31 percent of all crashes in Florida occur at intersections.
Before entering an intersection, look left, right, and ahead to ensure all paths are
clear. If other drivers are blocking your view, it’s best to wait until they move out
of your way before proceeding. Only enter an intersection once you’re certain it’s
safe, and exercise caution even when traffic signals indicate you have the right-of-
way. Always look both ways for pedestrians or bicyclists at intersections and
driveways, and remember to look right again before making a right turn.

3. Look Behind:
Although focusing on the road ahead is natural, hazards can come from any
direction. Be mindful of blind spots, as standard rearview and side mirrors may
not provide a complete view of your surroundings. Avoid lingering in others' blind
spots and use blind-spot monitors and warning systems when available, which
are more common in newer vehicles.

Safe Margins of Space

Keeping a safe buffer around your vehicle minimizes the need for sudden maneuvers
and helps prevent collisions. According to Signal Four Analytics, in 2024, rear-end
crashes contributed to 32% of all injuries. Maintaining enough space between your
vehicle and others gives you more time to react and reduces the risk of being involved in
these types of crashes.

Techniques for maintaining a safe margin of space include:

Space to the Sides

Maintain a safe cushion on either side of your vehicle for maneuverability.
« Avoid driving alongside other vehicles and lingering in blind spots.
e Adjust side mirrors properly for maximum visibility.

Space Behind
While you can’t control drivers behind you, you can reduce the risk of being rear-ended
by:

« Maintaining a steady speed and signaling early

o Tapping brakes to alert drivers behind when slowing or stopping; and

e Increasing the distance from the car ahead if you’re being tailgated



Types of Collisions

Collisions can occur at all points around your vehicle - from the front, sides, or rear, and
can involve stationary or moving objects. There can be more than one collision in a
single motor vehicle crash.

The first collision occurs when one driver strikes another, rolls over, or collides with a
pole, tree, or other object.

The second collision can occur when the occupants collide with an interior part of the
vehicle.

The third collision occurs within the body when internal organs strike other internal
organs or the ribs or skull.

The first collision can result in property damage, while the second and third can lead to
injury or death.

Being alert and aware can help minimize the consequences of crashes. Use your
vehicle’s maneuverability to avoid a collision.

Economic and Social Costs of Crashes
The effect of crash incidents on a site, facility, or corridor can be summarized by the
number of crashes, fatalities, and serious injuries.

We refer to these incidents as crashes rather than accidents because “accident” implies
a lack of control, whereas crashes CAN be prevented.

According to the most recent data finalized (years 2022 to 2024) published by the
Florida Department of Highway Safety and Motor Vehicles, there was an annual average
of over 3,300 traffic-related fatalities. More than 250,000 people were injured in vehicular
crashes. Overall, more than 390,000 vehicular crashes were reported in Florida.

Common Driver Behaviors and Vehicular Maneuvers That Contribute to Crashes
Careless/Aggressive Driving

Failed to Yield Right-of-Way

Improper Backing/Turn/Passing

Followed Too Closely

Failed to Keep in Proper Lane

Ran Red Light

Speeding

Ran Stop Sign

Driving Wrong Way
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These behaviors, whether individually or in combination, significantly increase the risk of
a crash.

Safe Following Distance

You have the most control over the space in front of your vehicle. You should always
ensure a safe following distance to provide time for braking or steering to avoid a crash.
Suppose the driver in front of you stops suddenly, and a collision occurs. In that case,
you will likely be considered “at fault” because you are responsible for maintaining a
safe distance behind the vehicle in front of you. When stopped on an incline, it is
important to leave extra space to allow space for the vehicle in front of you to roll back.

Following speed limits is a fundamental component of Florida’s traffic laws, but driving at
a safe speed involves more than following posted limits. Speeding reduces the amount
of time to react in a potential crash, increases stopping distance, and magnifies crash
severity.

Adjust your speed to fit road conditions, traffic flow, and vehicle spacing:
e In congested areas, slow down to create a safe space for maneuvering.
o On wet, curved, or uneven roads, reduce speed to maintain traction, especially to
prevent rollovers.
e Driving too slowly can also be dangerous, making it unlawful to drive at a speed
so slow that it obstructs the flow of traffic. If you're traveling slower than the speed
of traffic, stay in the right lane.

Use the 4-Second Rule:
e Select a fixed point ahead of you, like a sign or light post.
e Count, "One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three, one thousand
four" until your car passes the point.
e If your vehicle reaches the point before reaching one thousand four, you're
following too closely; slow down to create more space.

The 4-Second rule is effective at speeds up to 50 mph.

At higher speeds, increase the following distance more and plan alternate paths for
emergencies.
You should also increase the following distance when:

e Visibility or traction is poor

e Adriver is passing you, and

e When you are behind large vehicles, motorcycles, or heavy loads



Anticipating Risks

Risk in driving refers to the chance of an injury or damage occurring.

Factors That Increase Risk
Certain driving behaviors and conditions can increase crash risks, including:

Aggressive Driving: In 2024, more than 22 thousand crashes were attributed to
aggressive driving.

Speeding: Speed limits are set for ideal conditions. Exceeding them increases
both the risk and severity of crashes.

Impaired Driving: Alcohol impairs judgment and slows reaction times,
contributing to more than 600 fatalities on Florida roads in 2024.

Distractions: Distracted driving endangers you, your passengers, and others on
the road.

These topics will be covered in later modules.

Risk Management Strategies
It is important for drivers to stay alert for potential dangers, anticipate other drivers'
actions, and adjust accordingly.

Risk management strategies include:

Visual Scanning: Continuously scan the road for hazards while also using
mirrors to monitor your surroundings.

Have a Plan: Identify potential escape routes at least 15 seconds ahead of you.
Assess road conditions, traction, and spacing to maneuver in emergency
situations.

Maintain Space: Keep a safe following distance and ensure adequate space
around your vehicle.

Follow Traffic Rules: Obey traffic signals, speed limits, and right-of-way rules.

Expect the Unexpected: and be prepared to react safely to the actions of other
drivers.

Visibility: Avoid driving with obstructed views and reduce speed if necessary to
maintain a clear line of sight.



« Communication: Use turn signals, lights, and horns to communicate your
intentions to other people traveling on the road.

« Vehicle condition: Ensure your vehicle is properly maintained and in good
working order.

Driving always carries risk. Stay alert to changes in road conditions, weather, your
vehicle’s condition, your own state of mind, and your surroundings. Respond
appropriately to reduce your risk exposure.

TESTIMONIAL

“Losing a life, any life, is a sad tragedy. Not only a tragedy for the families, but also for
those who have to live knowing that they were the cause of the fatality. If we can help
eliminate the fatalities that occur on our streets every day, then we are working to leave
the world better than we found it.”

- Emilio Dominguez
District 7

Good Samaritan Crashes

Be cautious of “good Samaritan” situations, which can create unexpected and
dangerous conflicts. For example, on multilane roads, drivers in the inner lanes may stop
to let a driver of another vehicle turn across traffic midblock, especially when a red light
ahead slows traffic. While their intentions are good, drivers in the outer lanes may still be
moving at full speed and may not see the driver turning, leading to serious crashes or
rollovers. Always stay alert, anticipate unexpected movements, and avoid creating gaps
that could give other drivers a false sense of security.

Let’s see if you can remember some of the key points from this module.

Quiz



. Separate collisions can occur in a single crash. The first collision can result in

Property damage
Injury

Death

a ticket
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. Select all that apply to risk management strategies.
Visual Scanning

Maintaining Space

Eating while driving

Follow Traffic Rules
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. Which action helps you maintain a safe following distance while driving?

a. Driving closely behind the vehicle in front of you to keep traffic moving
b. Usingthe 4-second rule to give yourself enough time to react

c. Lookingonly at the vehicle directly in front of you

d. Speeding up when traffic slows down



