Smith System Defensive Driving 1

Smith System
Defensive Driving

Downloaded
from
evoluir.abar.org.br
by Lambert &
Dulce

Smith
System
Defensive
Driving
INTRODUCTION TO
THE SMITH
SYSTEM
DEFENSIVE

DRIVING

Every day, millions of
drivers get behind the
wheel, navigating
roads that are
increasingly congested
and unpredictable.
While many drivers
rely on reflexes and
luck, professional
drivers know that
survival on the road
depends on a
systematic approach to
space management
and hazard

anticipation. This s
where the Smith
System Defensive
Driving methodology
comes into play.
Developed in 1952 by
Harold L. Smith, this
pioneering system has
trained over 30 million

drivers worldwide,
dramatically reducing
collision rates for
commercial fleets and
individual motorists
alike. Unlike basic
defensive driving

courses that focus on
rules and regulations,
the Smith System
provides a practical,
repeatable framework
for seeing, thinking,
and acting behind the
wheel. In this


https://evoluir.abar.org.br/

comprehensive guide,
we will explore every
facet of this proven
system, from its
fundamental principles
to its real-world
application, helping
you become a safer,
more confident driver.

WHAT IS THE
SMITH SYSTEM
DEFENSIVE
DRIVING?

The Smith System
Defensive Driving is
a advanced driver
training program that
teaches motorists how
to avoid collisions by
managing space,
visibility, and time. At
its core, the system is
built around five
distinct keys that
create a disciplined
approach to driving.
Rather than simply
reacting to dangers,
drivers learn to
proactively prevent
dangerous situations

from developing. The
system is widely
adopted by
transportation
companies,
government agencies,
and driving schools
because it transforms
driving from a reactive
task into a strategic
skill. It emphasizes that
most collisions are
preventable if the
driver maintains a
cushion of space and
anticipates the actions
of others.

The
Philosoph
y Behind
the
System

Harold Smith believed
that the human eye is
the most important
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safety device in any
vehicle. His philosophy
centered on the idea
that if drivers use their
eyes correctly, they
can avoid almost any
collision. The system
trains drivers to look

ahead, scan
continuously, and
make informed

decisions based on
what they see. This
proactive mindset is
what separates the
Smith System
Defensive Driving
from traditional driver
education, which often
teaches drivers to
react after a hazard
has already
materialized.

THE FIVE KEYS OF
THE SMITH
SYSTEM
DEFENSIVE
DRIVING

The Smith System is
structured around five
interconnected keys,

often remembered by
the acronym ALL-EEE
(Aim High, Look
Around, Leave Yourself
an Out, Eyes Moving,
Ensure They See You).
Each key builds upon
the others to create a
comprehensive safety
framework.

Key 1:
Aim High
In
Steering

The first key teaches
drivers to look far
ahead down the road,
not just at the vehicle
in front of them. By
aiming high, you can
see developing
problems well before
you reach them. This
involves looking at
least 15 seconds ahead
of your vehicle, which



translates to about one
city block in urban
settings or a quarter-
mile on highways.
When you aim high,
you create a mental
map of the road ahead,
allowing you to adjust
speed and position
gradually. This key is
especially valuable
when driving in heavy
traffic  or  adverse
weather, as it gives
you the critical extra
seconds needed to
avoid sudden braking
or lane changes.

* Benefits:
Reduces the
need for
emergency
maneuvers,
improves fuel
efficiency
through
smoother
driving, and
lowers driver
fatigue.

e Application:
Focus your vision

on the space
where you plan
to bein 12 to 15
seconds,
scanning for
brake lights,
turning vehicles,
pedestrians, and
road hazards.

Key 2:
Get the
Big
Picture

The second key
expands your
awareness beyond the
vehicle ahead. It
involves using your
peripheral vision to
monitor all lanes,
intersections,

sidewalks, and the
behavior of drivers
around you. Getting
the big picture means
understanding the
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entire traffic
environment, not just
what is directly in front
of your bumper. This
key trains you to check
mirrors every 3 to 5
seconds and to be
aware of vehicles
entering from side
streets, merging onto
highways, or stopped
suddenly. Practicing
this key helps you
detect what Harold
Smith called stale
green lights (lights
that have been green
for a while and could
change) and blocked
vision scenarios where
vans, trucks, or
buildings hide potential
hazards.

Key 3:
Keep

Your Eyes
Moving

This key addresses a
common driver
weakness: visual
fixation. Many drivers
stare at the vehicle
ahead or fixate on a
single hazard, missing
everything else
happening around
them. Smith System
Defensive Driving
teaches you to keep
your eyes in constant
motion, shifting
between near, middle,
and far distances. You
should scan mirrors,
check blind spots,
glance at your
speedometer, and look
at the road ahead in a
systematic cycle. This
prevents visual fatigue
and ensures you never
miss an important
event. Professional
drivers trained in this



system Jlearn to
complete a full visual
scan every two
seconds, maintaining
complete situational
awareness without
becoming
overwhelmed.

1. Check the
rearview mirror.

2. Scan the left side
mirror.

3. Scan the right
side mirror.

4. Look far ahead
down the road.

5. Check the
instrument panel
briefly.

6. Repeat the cycle.

Key 4.
Leave
Yourself

an Out

The fourth key is
perhaps the most
practical. It instructs
drivers to always
maintain an escape
route. When you
position your vehicle
correctly, you ensure
that if the driver ahead
slams on brakes, a tire
blows out, or a
pedestrian steps into
the road, you have a
place to go. This
means avoiding driving
in pack of vehicles,
leaving extra space in
front, and positioning
yourself so that you
have a clear path to
the shoulder, an
adjacent lane, or open
space. In practice,
leaving an out often
means maintaining a
following distance of at
least 4 to 8 seconds,
not driving alongside
other vehicles, and
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avoiding being boxed
in at intersections. The
Smith System
Defensive Driving
emphasizes that your
margin of safety is only
as good as your
nearest escape route.

Key 5:
Make
Sure
They See
You

The final key addresses
communication. A
collision can often be
avoided if drivers make
eye contact or use
visual signals to
confirm that others see
them. This key teaches
you to use your horn,
lights, turn signals, and
even hand gestures to
establish

communication with
other road users. At
intersections, you
should wait until you
see that the driver in
the crossing lane has
acknowledged your
presence. When
merging, you should
position your vehicle so
that other drivers can
see you in their
mirrors. This key is
especially important
for large trucks,
cyclists, and
motorcyclists who can
easily disappear into
blind spots. By
mastering this key, you
remove uncertainty
from interactions with
other drivers.

WHY THE SMITH
SYSTEM
DEFENSIVE
DRIVING MATTERS
TODAY

In an era of distracted
driving, increased
traffic congestion, and



complex urban
environments, the
principles of the Smith
System are more
relevant than ever.
Distracted driving
alone accounts for
nearly 9% of all fatal
crashes in the United
States. The Smith
System Defensive
Driving directly
counters distraction by
training drivers to
maintain constant
visual engagement and
mental focus.
Additionally, the
system has proven
highly  effective for
commercial fleets
where safety records
directly impact
insurance premiums
and operational costs.
Companies that
implement Smith
System training often
see a 50% to 70%
reduction in
preventable collisions
within the first year.

Adapting
the
System
for
Modern
Driving
Challenge
S

While the Smith
System was developed
in the 1950s, it has
been continuously
updated to address
modern road
conditions. Today's
training includes
modules on navigating
roundabouts, handling
adaptive cruise control,
dealing with distracted
pedestrians, and
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managing interactions
with rideshare
vehicles. The system
also integrates well
with telematics and
dashcam technology,
allowing fleet
managers to reinforce
the five keys with real-
world driving data.
Despite these
technological changes,
the core message
remains unchanged:
space management
and visual discipline
prevent collisions.

HOW TO APPLY
THE SMITH
SYSTEM
DEFENSIVE
DRIVING IN DAILY
LIFE

Implementing the
Smith System does not
require a formal
course, although
professional training is
recommended. You can
begin practicing the

five keys on your very
next drive. Start by
adjusting your mirrors
properly to eliminate
blind spots. Then,
commit to looking 15
seconds ahead. In city
driving, this might
mean focusing on the
traffic light two blocks
ahead and the car that
could turn in front of
you. On the highway, it
means scanning for
brake lights in the
distance and
monitoring traffic flow
patterns. Practice the
mirror scan cycle until
it becomes automatic.
When you stop at
intersections, leave
enough space to see
the rear tires of the
vehicle ahead touching
the pavement; this
gives you room to pull
around if necessary.



Common
Mista
to Avoid

Even experienced
drivers fall into bad
habits that the Smith
System helps correct.
One common error is
driving in the blind
spot of another
vehicle. The system
teaches you to either
speed up or slow down
to stay in a visible

position. Another
mistake is over-
driving your
headlights at night.
Smith System
principles advise

reducing speed so that
you can stop within the
illuminated area of
your headlights.
Tailgating, of course,
violates every key, as
it reduces your space
cushion and limits your
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ability to see the big
picture. By consciously
avoiding these errors,

keglign your driving

habits with the Smith
System philosophy.

COMPARING THE

SMITH SYSTEM TO
OTHER DEFENSIVE
DRIVING METHODS

Several other
defensive driving
frameworks exist,
including the IPDE
(Identify, Predict,
Decide, Execute)

method and the Zone
Control system
popularized by
accident reconstruction
expert Robert Smith
(no relation to Harold
Smith). While IPDE is
cognitive and
analytical, the Smith
System is visual and
procedural. Many
driving instructors find
that the Smith System
is easier to teach to
novices because it

10

Smith System Defensive Driving 2023-08-30



Smith System Defensive Driving

11

provides concrete
physical actions rather
than abstract mental
steps. The Smith
System Defensive
Driving also has an
advantage in fleet
settings because its
five keys are easily
observable and
measurable. A
supervisor can quickly
assess whether a
driver is aiming high,
scanning mirrors, and
leaving an out, making
it a practical tool for
performance
evaluation.

Integratin
g with
Advanced
Driver

11

Assistanc
e
Systems
(ADAS)

Modern vehicles come
equipped with lane-
keeping assist,
adaptive cruise control,
automatic emergency
braking, and blind-spot
monitoring. While
these technologies
enhance safety, they
can also lead to driver
complacency. The
Smith System
Defensive Driving
complements ADAS by
keeping the driver
actively engaged. For

example, adaptive
cruise control
maintains following

distance, but the driver
must still aim high and
look around to



anticipate stopped
traffic or sudden lane
changes. The system
teaches drivers to treat
ADAS as a backup, not
a replacement, for
their own visual and
cognitive skills. This
synergy between
human and machine is
essential as we move
toward a future of
semi-autonomous
vehicles.

TRAINING AND
CERTIFICATION
FOR THE SMITH
SYSTEM
DEFENSIVE
DRIVING

Formal training in the
Smith System s
available through
certified instructors
and online courses.
Many large trucking
companies and public
transportation

agencies require their
drivers to complete the
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program annually. The
training typically
includes classroom
instruction, behind-the-
wheel coaching, and
video analysis.
Participants learn the
five keys through role-
playing, simulation,
and real-world driving
exercises. Upon
completion, drivers
receive certification
that is recognized by
many insurance
companies, often
leading to reduced
premiums.

Tips for
Teaching
the Smith
System
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to New
Drivers

If you are a driving
instructor or a parent
teaching a teenager,
the Smith System
provides an excellent
foundation. Start by
explaining the concept
of space management.
Use the analogy of a
bubble around the
vehicle that must be
protected. Reinforce
the five keys one at a
time. First, focus only
on aiming high. Once
that becomes a habit,
introduce looking
around to get the big
picture. Continue until
all  five keys are
integrated. Remember
to praise progress and
correct errors calmly.
The system is designed
to be learned through
repetition, not
perfection. Over time,
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the keys become
automatic, and the
driver develops what
Harold Smith called a
seeing habit that
lasts a lifetime.

CONCLUSION

The Smith System
Defensive Driving is
not just a set of rules
but a comprehensive
philosophy that
empowers drivers to
take control of their
safety. By following the
five keys of Aim High,
Get the Big Picture,
Keep Your Eyes
Moving, Leave Yourself
an Out, and Make Sure
They See You, drivers
can dramatically
reduce their risk of
collision and drive with
greater confidence and
efficiency. Whether you
are a professional
driver logging
thousands of miles
each week or a daily
commuter navigating




city streets, the
principles of the Smith
System will serve you
well. In a world of
increasing distractions
and traffic complexity,
the simple act of
seeing clearly and
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managing space has
never been more
critical. Start practicing
the five keys today,
and you will join the
millions of drivers who
have made the road
safer for everyone.
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