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 Welcome to Mom Enough. [Music] 

With your co-hosts developmental psychologist, Dr. Marti Erickson, and Erin Erickson, maternal-
child health specialist. Brought to you through a partnership with the Minnesota Department of 
Education and Working Family Resource Center. Content copyrighted by Marti and Erin 
Erickson, all rights reserved. 

Here's my Grandma Marti, and here's Erin, my Mom Enough. 

Marti: Welcome to Mom Enough, I am Marti Erickson, here with my daughter, Erin, and we are 
talking today about a very important topic, any time of the year, but especially at this time of 
year when we're approaching the time of graduations and proms and lots of young people going 
out celebrating and having a good time, and very often driving is part of that. We have with us 
today Gordy Pearson, who is the Youth Traffic Safety Coordinator with the Minnesota 
Department of Public Safety, Office of Traffic Safety. And they are a supporting partner of Mom 
Enough; we are happy to say, we have had a long relationship with this department. You have 
probably heard Heather Darby, who has been a guest here before, talking about traffic issues. 
But Gordy is here to talk particularly about teen driving, although I think it is important to 
emphasize that how kids drive as teenagers is shaped by things that happened many, many 
years before in their life, so this is definitely relevant to those of you who have very young 
children. Even if you don't see your kids driving for a long time, listen carefully. Gordy was a 
state driver license examination supervisor and a driver education instructor earlier in his career. 
Gordy and his wife, Debbie, have two adult children. And Gordy, you do not look old enough to 
have adult children, I do not think, but he has a son, Charlie, who is 25 and a daughter, Emily, 
who is 22. So thanks for being with us Gordy. I think this is such an important topic and I am 
really glad you can bring your knowledge and experience to bear on this subject. 

Gordy: Well, thanks for having me. 

Erin: So, to what extent is teen driving a problem in Minnesota, and if it is a problem, why? 
Could you give us some statistics and risk factors? 

Gordy: Sure, well, teen driving continues to be the leading cause of death among young people 
in the United States, as well as in Minnesota, and the data, I think, is pretty pronounced in that 
regard. For example, from 2001 to 2010, 15- and 17-year-olds -- there were 346 teens age 15 to 
17 during that time period that died in crashes. When you compare it to the other unfortunate 
reasons why teens might perish, it's significantly higher. Again, 346 compared to 180 from 
suicide, 99 from other unintentional injury, 80 from cancer and 67 from homicide, so the number 
of 346 is pretty significant. Every death is a tragedy. There is no doubt about it. But again, traffic 
crashes are the leading cause. And why they happen among teens particularly is that they are 
inexperienced drivers; even though they may get a drivers license, it doesn't mean they are an 
experienced, good, capable, safe driver. But we know a lot more now about teen driving and 
brain development issues, for example, than what we used to. We know that the adolescent 



brain isn't fully developed until about age 25, but yet we give them adult driving privileges at 
about age 16. And sometimes they do not have the capability of making or understanding the 
risks and making sound decisions about their driving. 

Marti: And when they are with peers, I'm sure that is just multiplied. 

Gordy: Absolutely. For every passenger that they would take in the vehicle with them -- that 
would be a peer, another teen -- the crash rate, actually the risk of death goes up significantly 
for every added passenger that they have that's a teen. On the other side of the coin, when you 
add a passenger in the vehicle that is age 35 or older, the risk of being involved in a fatal crash 
decreases by about 40 to 60% actually. So there is quite a difference. 

Marti: Wow. 

Erin: So maybe parents should be sitting, letting their teens have a lot of driving experience 
when they are in the car. 

Gordy: Absolutely. The supervised driving period, typically at age 15 during the instruction 
permit phase, is very, very, very critical. The state requires at least 30 hours of time with a 
supervised driver of which 10 have to be at night. But we would recommend many, many more 
hours. I mean, well over 100 hours, and in a variety of driving conditions. I typically use the 
example that many parents will have their teen obtain an instruction permit, let's say, in the late 
winter or early spring, give them some driving experience on good roads, and then hurry to get 
their license before the roads get bad again and they've never experienced driving on ice or 
snow out there at all, so what we do is we wait until they get a driver's license and experience it 
for themselves out on their own, when they are mixing with other traffic. Not a good idea. 

Marti: Oh boy, that is a recipe for disaster, I would think. I remember when Erin and her older 
brother were teens -- and I don't know if Erin was even mindful of this or remembers it -- but I 
intentionally would have the kids drive a lot when I was with them or when my husband and I 
were going someplace, just let them drive instead of us, long after they got their licenses, just to 
increase that experience and experience with somebody who was really keeping an eye out to 
make sure that they were doing it well. And I think they were both good drivers, but it helps to 
have somebody there looking over your shoulder to just give you practice with those good 
driving habits. 

Gordy: Absolutely. And I think you hit one very important topic and that is that once your teen is 
licensed, that's the period of greatest risk because they are driving more independently, but it 
doesn't mean that the parents' role in teaching their teen to be a safer, better driver ends when 
they get a driver's license. It should continue and you cite a good example of continuing with 
that and realizing that. That's when the real work really begins. 

Marti: Well, and want to hear you talking a lot about what parents can do, but let's put that in the 
context first of what the teen driving laws are in Minnesota. And I know over the years laws have 
changed and there have been new things, new focuses, new areas of emphasis. Can you talk a 
little bit about what the laws are now, and maybe a little bit about why they are the way they 
are? 

 



Gordy: Sure. Well, the new laws took effect back in 2008. It is an enhancement of what we call 
the Graduated Driver Licensing Law. And no, it doesn't mean that the teen has to stay in school 
in order to maintain a driver's license, but it does mean that they should be given allowances 
with driving when they can drive, where they can drive in a gradual type of setting, rather than 
just throwing them the keys and saying, "Here you go." So back in 2008, the Minnesota 
Legislature passed two main components of the Graduated Licensing Law; for the first six 
months of licensure for example, a teen can't drive between midnight and 5 AM, unless they're 
accompanied by an adult licensed driver age 25 or older. 

Marti: I love that. 

Gordy: Yeah. Unfortunately, it's not quite best practices. If we were to really look at the crash 
data. That midnight period would start a little bit earlier, let's say about 9pm rather than at 
midnight. But we do with what we can as far as the state laws go as far as that nighttime 
limitation. 

Marti: Can I interrupt you for just a second, because we have a lot of listeners outside 
Minnesota. They should check and find out what the laws are in their state. But how typical is 
Minnesota law compared to other states? Are we more serious about this than many other 
states or more lax about it? Do you have any information about that? 

Gordy: Well, sure. It does vary significantly from state to state. It is very common to have the 
midnight to 5 AM curfew, if you want to call it that, for newly-licensed teen drivers for the first six 
months, but there some states that might start that a little bit earlier and some states that don't 
have it at all. I think one of the prime examples of a state that is less stringent on something is in 
the state of South Dakota. You can actually obtain a driver's license at age 14 in South Dakota, 
versus in Minnesota, 16 is the minimum for a driver's license. At age 15 you can get a farm work 
license or a medical needs license which is fairly common in greater Minnesota, but typically we 
just say that it is at age 16. But there are variations from state to state as far as, again, the 
nighttime limitation and the passenger limitations. The state of New Jersey, you can't get a 
driver's license until you are age 17, for example. 

Marti: Interesting. Boy, that 14 in South Dakota scares me! I am going to be alert when I drive 
through South Dakota next time. 

Gordy: Yeah. Well I like to think that it's not as much the age, even though I think that that is 
definitely somewhat of a factor, but I think it's more how long they have an instruction permit, 
how much supervised driving practice they have, what the limitations are for them once they are 
newly licensed. That's, again, where the high-risk factors come into play, and that's also why 
Minnesota in addition to the nighttime limitations, put passenger limitations for the newly-
licensed teen drivers. For example, for the first six months of getting a license, they can only 
have one other teen passenger with them unless they have a parent or guardian with them. And 
for the second six months of licensure, they can only have up to three non-family members, 
teen passengers, in the vehicle, unless there is parent with them. I used to get a lot of calls in 
that regard. There are no exceptions to the passenger limitation for jobs or anything else. Again, 
the reason why the laws were passed was because those are the high-risk indicators. When 
you have other teen passengers in the vehicle, the fatal crash risk raises significantly, like we 
mentioned a minute ago. So the laws are intended to address those types of issues. 



 

Marti: So it's a great example of evidence-based policy. 

Gordy: I would say yes. That it is. There is no doubt about it. 

Marti: Anything else we need to know about the laws? Have you covered them all? 

Gordy: Well, teens can't use a cell phone when they are driving. That's against the law for them 
to do because of the obvious distractions that cell phones can cause. It's also illegal for any 
driver, of any age, to text or access the internet while operating a motor vehicle, and that 
includes when you are sitting at a traffic light folks, too. So I see many people out there every 
day that are sitting there and doing that, but it's... 

Marti: Sending out their Twitter message about what color the stop light is. 

Gordy: Right. Exactly, it can wait. It should be able to wait. So everybody has to buckle up and 
that includes teens, as well, but everybody in every position has to. That's pretty much it. 

Erin: So what can parents do to help their teens become a safe driver? And I'm thinking not just 
like what they can do right when their teen is ready to get their permit or their license, but from 
the very beginning? What can parents do to ensure that when their children are ready and of 
age that they are safe drivers? 

Gordy: Well, we would love to be able to get to parents before they even become parents. To let 
them know that even though your son or daughter is maybe three years old and riding in the 
child seat in the back seat of the vehicle, they are like sponges. They're observing, they're 
watching, they're listening. So if Mom flips somebody off or tailgates somebody or whatever 
because they -- 

Marti: is Or texting while she's driving. Yeah. 

Gordy: Or not wearing a seatbelt, whatever it might be, that these little sponges, these little kids 
in the back seat, they're noticing that. And they're going to take that in. So setting an example, a 
good example for your children when they are little all the way up because they don't start 
thinking about driving necessarily until they're maybe 13 or 14 years old. But your behavior can 
very well reflect what their behavior will be once they get to that driving age. Parents need to 
understand what the role that driver educators play in developing a safer teen driver, I like to 
say, as a former driver educator myself, that driver education should supplement or complement 
what the parents are actually doing with their teens. Many, many hours of supervised driving 
experience in a variety of driving situations is critical. Don't expect the driver educator in six 
hours of behind-the-wheel training, to make your son or daughter into a safer, better teen driver. 
Also driver educators, I say with respect, aren't necessarily going to teach your teen how to 
avoid crashes in many different types of driving situations; for example, running off the road, you 
have your right tires go off the paved portion of the roadway, which is a fairly common situation 
to happen. The driver educator isn't necessarily -- even though they may, but they are not 
necessarily going to, show them -- how to gradually turn back onto the road and not just quick 
jerk of the wheel so that they lose control of the vehicle. They might spend some time parallel 
parking, because it's on the driving test, but I have never heard of anybody that was ever killed 



or injured while parallel parking. So we really encourage parents to spend a lot of time telling 
their kids how to drive and showing them how to drive and just spending a lot of time. You can't 
replace windshield time with your teens when learning how to drive. 

Erin: And what about parents who maybe think they aren't such great drivers. Are there 
resources for parents who want to freshen up on their driving skills before they teach their 
teens? 

Marti: Oh I would love to meet somebody would admit that. I think that... 

Erin: When you say something about, even something like here in Minnesota where it's icy. I 
think maybe an adult has never lived in an area, and they didn't ever really learn how to drive 
safely on ice. And so they're trying to teach their kids. And things have changed too. I mean, 
they used to say pump the brakes, and now they say squeeze the brakes. So there are things... 

Marti: Because the brakes have changed. 

Erin: And brakes have changed. And so I mean, I would want to freshen up on what is the best 
method as a parent, before I am teaching my child. 

Gordy: Right. And I wouldn't say that there's necessarily one very good resource out there for 
parents in that regard. They could of course on websites and Google different kind of 
conversations that might be out there or different topics, depending on what they are specifically 
looking for. But like in the example of braking, with the anti-lock brakes, many vehicles 
nowadays have anti-lock brakes. Read your manual of your vehicle to know if you have anti-lock 
brakes or not, and there will be a little bit of a brief description in there on how to brake properly 
with it. But we encourage parents with their teens to take their vehicle out into a nice, empty, 
large parking lot that is very safe, and have their teen drive at let's say 10 or 15 miles an hour 
and have them slam on the brakes and see what happens to the vehicle. I have talked to many 
law enforcement officers when parents have expressed concern about doing that, that they 
might be cited by an officer, and the officers say, "We're are going to commend the parents for 
doing that sort of thing." Now, it's a little different if you are out there doing 360s out there at 40 
miles an hour with cars driving through the parking lot. We are not suggesting that, but if it is in 
a very safe environment and it's controlled, we would encourage anybody who hasn't driven 
under adverse driving conditions to experience those things in a safe environment, rather than 
getting out on the roadways and experiencing it for themselves. 

Erin: What about consequences? I feel like a big piece of all of this is parenting. That setting 
limits for your kids and really holding them to that -- I mean, I think driving is a privilege, and if 
parents are just kind of, "Okay, you're 16 here are the keys, here's the car." What role does that 
play in this and how does that affect safety? 

Marti: And Gordy you said the law is not best practice yet. It's still more liberal and so I think that 
fits in really well with that question. Parents don't have to only follow the law; they can take a 
step further and really act on best practices in setting their own limits for their kids. 

Gordy: Absolutely. Parenting is so important when it comes to teen driver safety, and setting 
limitationswith safety as the priority over convenience is very, very important. If any message 
that I could across to parents, that would be it. Make driving decisions about your teen driver 



with safety as the priority over convenience. It's not just getting your kid a license so that you 
don't have to take them to hockey practice anymore or something along those lines. So 
following through with the consequences is very important. What we recommend is that number 
one, parents have dialogue with their teens. Talk to them before they get a driver's license and 
say, "You're getting some adult privileges here, and therefore, you have some adult 
responsibilities." We encourage parents to have their teen be financially responsible at one level 
or another, with the vehicle that they will be driving, or paying part of the insurance or 
something, so that they have a vested interest in making smarter, better, safe driving decisions. 

Erin: That's great. Great. 

Marti: And when you control the purse strings, you do still have some control. I mean, once your 
kids are financially independent, it is a whole different ball game and that doesn't happen very 
early these days, I guess, but really keeping that in mind I think is important. You don't have to 
pay for your kids to go out and exhibit irresponsible behavior. 

Gordy: That's right, and hold them accountable, so if you set up some family rules. Let's say, for 
example, rather than using the first six months of licensure that they can't drive between 
midnight and 5 AM, as a parent, if you agree with your teen and it's the parent that is calling the 
shot there, that "No, we are going to have you for the first month or two, let's say, your curfew is 
going to be at 9PM." They may argue that point. They may not want that, but again making 
decisions that put safety as a priority over convenience let your teen prove themselves that they 
can handle that responsibility and abide by the rules and then maybe revisit those. If they 
demonstrate that they can't handle it at one point or another, then you don't allow fewer 
limitations. You don't let them just get out there and just do what they want to do. But the 
consequences have to be reasonable. They have to be appropriate for, if you want to call it the 
family rule that is violated, and you have to stick with it. If you make a promise or enter into a 
contract with your teen about what their responsibilities are and they don't fulfill those 
responsibilities, and they know what the consequences are and you don't fulfill those 
consequences, you're wasting a lot of time and your credibility with your son or daughter is 
going to be lost pretty big time there. 

Marti: Boy, that is an important message, and again that starts early. You have to pave the way 
to that when they're very young and show them that you mean business when you set a 
consequence, when you set a limit. Good advice. Well, I wonder, Gordy, if you could just wrap 
us up by mentioning a few of the resources that parents will find. We're linking to your website 
and so there is a wealth of information there for parents, but can you just mention a couple of 
things that you want people to really pay a special attention to? 

Gordy: Sure. Well we have different bits of information. We have brochures on the teen driving 
road rules and teens behind the wheel, it's a parents' guide for driving and for teen driving. And 
there is some good, I think, information in there, but one of the things that we do know is that 
parents don't necessarily know what the teen driving laws are and why those laws exist. So I 
would suggest that parents educate themselves on those laws, why those laws exist and then 
adhere to them, or even tighten them up a little bit for their own teens. We also have a resource. 
We have created a program which is an hour-and-a-half-long program where teens and their 
parents -- of pre-driving teens, typically -- would come together in a community setting where 
there's a driver educator, law enforcement and other people that would be working to educate 



parents on what the real risks of teen driving are. The teen driving risks used to be, back in my 
day, that alcohol was a big problem. Well, we know now that teens have gotten that message 
about not drinking and driving much better than what they did several years ago, but yet about 
49% of parents think that drunk driving is the biggest problem among teen drivers. So they need 
to be educated on what those risks are: the risk-taking, peer pressures, inexperience, all those 
kind of things. We then work to educate them on what the laws are and why those laws exist, 
which ties back into the risks. Inform parents how important their role is in developing a safer 
teen driver and then providing them with some resources like a driving log or the driver license 
withdrawal form that many parents don't know about and teens don't know about. So it's an 
hour-and-half-long community-based program where the community members come together 
and use a curriculum that has been developed and a PowerPoint presentation that they can use 
and to work to the end of educating the parents basically because they are really the ones that 
literally hold the key to their teen's safety. 

Marti: Boy. Well that, is really, really important. And terrific resources for parents. I know that on 
your website you also have a contact that parents can use, a form for how they can really come 
up with an individualized contract for their own child's driving privileges and responsibilities. So I 
really appreciate that too. I like written contracts around some of those big behavioral issues 
that kids encounter as they get older. So. 

Gordy: I think that using a contact is a good idea because, again, if you're giving your teen adult 
privileges, they might need to understand a little bit about the real adult world, and that is that 
many times people just don't give their word to things, that they do have to sign a contact. And it 
works to both ends, because both the teen and the parent in this case, they both understand 
what their rules and responsibilities are and what the consequences are going to be. And I 
would suggest that any teen driving contract that's out there is very user-friendly, that you 
should be able to edit it and put in the pieces that you want. I think it is an important tool. 

Marti: I agree. Well, thank you so much, Gordy Pearson, from the Minnesota Department of 
Public Safety, Office of Traffic Safety, a fountain of information and experience on this important 
topic of teen driving. So thanks for being with us today on Mom Enough, we hope that all of you 
will tune in again to next week's show. Thank you. 

If you have concerns about your child's growth and development, please talk to your child's 
healthcare provider or call 1-866-693-GROW, that's 1-866-693-4769 to talk to a professional 
and find out ways in which you can get connected to various resources in Minnesota. 

Do you think I'll have a show called KidEnough someday? 

[ Music ] 
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