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ACTUALLY LEARNING IN TRAFFIC SCHOOL 
Mike Cassidy column 
 
I LAUGHED and I knew I was a sick man. 
 

After eight hours of traffic school, they applauded and I knew it was a sick class. I had come to be bored, to nod off, to ridicule. Traffic school. What a joke. 
 

I wanted a teacher with a buzz cut, a monotone, a pocket protector and an unwavering belief that faithfully following the California Vehicle Code would end 
war, famine and homelessness. I wanted so badly to rip into traffic school that I enrolled even though I hadn't received a ticket. It would be delicious. 
Savage. A great column. 
 
Instead, I got the Rev. Tom Sims. And I got saved. 
 
Traffic school isn't supposed to be funny. Not in Santa Clara County, anyway. No "Drive You Silly Funny Comedians" school for our lawbreakers here. In 
this county if you get busted for a traffic violation, you'll likely be sent to the strait-laced National Traffic Safety Institute class. In this county, traffic criminals 
are going to learn that seat belts save lives -- if it takes all day, and it does. Wipe that smile off your face. And sit up straight. 
 
But here's a surprise. It's not that bad. Or at least, it doesn't have to be. Just follow these steps. 
 
STEP ONE: Find out when and where Sims is teaching. 
 
Sims -- who saves souls at the New Hope Community Church when he's not saving the necks of errant drivers -- relies on all the great thinkers. Pogo. 
Dave Barry. The chief of a one- man police force in some Virginia hick town. He delivers his rules-of-the-road sermon with a dry wit and a soothing accent 
reminiscent of Garrison Keillor. 
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Philosophy and speeding 
 
''It's the challenge of teaching dull material that keeps it interesting," says the Rev. Sims, who would rather quote philosophers than the California Vehicle 
Code. "It's walking into a room of hostile people and trying to defuse the hostility." 
 
Hostile is the word. 
 
You could see it in the class goals, shouted out in the dreary, frigid room at the old Cubberley High School in Palo Alto at the start of class: 
 
''To keep my insurance rates down." ''To get out of here by 4:30." 

''To not be bored." 
 
Now there's a challenge. 
 
But within an hour, Sims had most of the tough crowd paying attention and even chiming in every now and then. 
 
He told us about a recent 17-year-old graduate who was ticketed for doing 145 in a 25-mph zone. 
 
Impressive. 
 
He let Vic, the real estate salesman, offer his theory on speeding and tailgating. 
 
''You get used to traveling bumper to bumper. When there are fewer cars on the road, you just go bumper to bumper a little faster." 
 
Interesting. 
 
He listened while Peggy, a retired school teacher, explained why she likes to drive. "I feel a 

sense of power," she explained. "I got a new little Chevy Corsica and it really goes." Incorrigible. 

Valuable tips 
 
STEP TWO: Remember what's important. Forget the rest. 
 
We learned you can avoid rear-ending the idiot in front of you on the freeway by leaving a space approximately the size of Rhode Island between your 
cars. Right. You lag back that far and the guy behind you will either end up in your trunk or shoot you. 
 
But we also learned to avoid Highway 237 in Milpitas because the speed limit changes there in kind of sneaky ways. 
 
''There was a sign on the right side and it was hidden by a green sign that said 'Welcome to Milpitas,' " explained Sue, a homemaker, who was greeted by a 
welcoming committee with a radar gun. 
 
Now that's important. This is too: Watch out at Saratoga Avenue and Saratoga-Los Gatos Road. Avoid Middlefield Road in Palo Alto, Alma Street in Palo 
Alto, University Avenue in Palo Alto. In fact, avoid Palo Alto. The only place worse is Los Altos. Peggy's zippy Corsica was spotted doing 32 in a 25-mph 
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zone on Cuesta Drive there. Busted. 
 
STEP THREE: Keep your eyes open for the good parts in the films. In the seat belt movie, right after the fourth or fifth Indy race car crashes and explodes 
in flames, watch for the scene in which live West German volunteers drive into various immovable objects at a healthy clip. Good stuff. 
 
Then there's "A Night to Remember," in which Wayne Wilson's wife drives to the hoosegow in the middle of the night to pick him up after he's been 
arrested, breath-tested and thrown into a cell. Here's a bit of dialogue. 
 
Wayne: "Boy, am I glad to see you." 
 
Wife of Wayne: "Just get in the car, Wayne. Your problems are just beginning." Ouch. 

Pay your money 
 
STEP FOUR: If this sounds exciting, get your ticket quick. Right now, if you go to traffic school instead of paying your fine, it costs $53. But as soon as the 
county can reprogram its computer (a matter of weeks), you'll pay the fine, a mysterious "penalty assessment" and the 

traffic school tuition. If you run a stop sign and choose traffic school instead of points against your driving record, for instance, your tab will be $161. 
 
STEP FIVE: Oh, yes. One more thing. Listen to the instructor's closing comment. Sims said: "It's been good being a part of your life today and having you 
be a part of mine." This is, after all, California. 
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