
 

 

Chapter #13 

Travel Planning, Loading, Towing and Driving Special Vehicles 
 

Chapter #13     Overview  

Unit 13 will explain to the driver how to effectively plan for travel by preparing a trip plan, developing a driving route, and preparing 

the vehicle for travel. 

 

Students will also be introduced to the skills required for safely towing a boat or trailer, the techniques for backing a trailer 

successfully, equipment needed to tow a trailer and how to load a trailer properly. 

 

Objectives 

The students will: 

1. Describe the preparation needed before taking trips and planning considerations of the vehicle, vehicle loading and 

equipment, and personal considerations when driving to a destination far away. 

2. Describe the skills required for safely towing a boat or trailer and the techniques required to back a trailer successfully. 

3. List the basic equipment needed to tow a trailer safely, describe how to connect a trailer to a vehicle, and explain the 

procedure for distributing weight when loading a trailer. 

4. Define key words associated with the unit objectives. 

 

Key Terms 

Coupler – connecting device mounted at the front of the trailer tongue that connects directly to the hitch ball on the car 

 

Down time – the period between one and five p.m., when drivers should plan to take a break when driving 

 

Highway hypnosis – when the driver becomes hypnotized by constant staring ahead on the roadway, which may result in driving in a 

dulled, drowsy or trancelike condition, usually occurs when driving on rural expressways with little traffic and high speeds for long 

periods of time 

 

Hitch ball – ball shaped part of the hitch, which connects to the coupler 

 

Increased following distance – when driving large vehicles or towing a trailer drivers should increase their following distance one 

second for each additional 10 feet beyond 15 feet of overall vehicle and trailer length 

 

Jackknife – forms a V-shape between the trailer and towing vehicle and may occur when backing a trailer 

 

Large vehicle considerations – the effects of the driver’s ability to accelerate, turn and slow down when driving large vehicles or 

towing a trailer 

  

Navigation system – electronic device to help with directions while driving, which can be useful if the driver takes precautions to 

prevent driver distractions 

 

Safety chains – one end attaches permanently to the trailer tongue, the other end attaches to the car’s hitch, which keeps a connection 

should the trailer detach 

 

Tongue – part of the trailer which extends forward from the trailer body and includes the coupler 

 

Towing – the process of pulling a trailer with a chain, line, bar or some other form of couplings 

 

Trailer hitch – a device, mounted on the rear of the vehicle, attaches a trailer to the tow vehicle, and is the point of connection 

between the tow vehicle and trailer 

 

 

 



 

Useful Knowledge 

 In 2012, MADD served more than 61,000 victims and survivors of drunk and drugged driving crashes.  

 Every day in America, another 28 people die as a result of drunk driving crashes.  

 Drunk driving costs the United States $132 billion a year.  

 If all 17 million people who admitted to driving drunk had their own state, it would be the fifth largest in the U.S.  

 High school students who use alcohol or other substances are five times more likely to drop out of school.  

 Kids who start drinking young are seven times more likely to be in an alcohol-related crash.  

 Car crashes are the leading cause of death for teens, and about a quarter involve an underage drinking driver.  

 Teen alcohol use kills about 4,700 people each year, more than all illegal drugs combined.  

 One in six teens binge drink. Only 1 in 100 parents believes his or her teen binge drinks.  

 Exceeding the posted speed limit or driving at an unsafe speed is the most common error in fatal accidents. 

 A dirty or scratched windshield can worsen the effects of glare. 

 About 30% of crashes killing teenagers involve alcohol. 

 67% of the teenagers who died in car accidents last year were not buckled up. 

 Talking on a cell phone can double the likelihood of an accident and can slow a young driver’s reaction time to that of a  

70-year-old 

 

Are drivers actually at risk? 

Risk – the possibility of personal injuries or damage to vehicles and property. 

 

Here are some important facts about risks involving vehicles: 

 Chances of being in a crash is about 1 in 9 

 Chances of suffering a disabling injury is about 1 in 83 

 Motor-vehicles crashes kill about 38% of all people who die between the ages of 15 to 20 

 85% of these traffic deaths occurs in the your first collision  

 57% of all fatal crashes involve only one vehicle  

 

Crash Costs 

In the U.S., the total costs of motor-vehicle crashes has been estimated at more than $230 billion. 

That would be about $800 per person in the U.S. 

The most important costs of motor-vehicle crashes are deaths and injuries. 

In the U.S., more than 42,000 people die as a result from crashes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



How to Plan Your First Road Trip 

The iconic road trip seems to be reserved for young people, heading out with a few buddies and nary a care in the world. But first road 

trips can occur at any age and can last from a couple of days to an entire summer. Planning any trip requires a little care and 

consideration, but in the case of a first road trip, it is especially important to be thorough and leave leeway for the unexpected. 

 

Step 1 

Purchase roadside service insurance. Getting stranded on the side of the road along an unfamiliar highway can ruin your trip and 

towing service can drain your budget. Talk with your insurance agent about upgrading your policy before you go. 

 

Step 2 

Bring your car in for a once-over. Make sure your car is in good running condition, including checking to see that the spare tire is 

functional. Tell your mechanic you are about to put a thousand miles or more on the car. 

 

Step 3 

Keep a small kit of safety supplies with you: an extra cell phone battery, a flashlight, a list of important phone numbers, water, 

nonperishable food and a basic first-aid kit. 

 

Step 4 

Buy a paper map. A car's computer software or GPS is good to have, but these systems are not foolproof. A first road trip can be 

intimidating and having a solid paper map can help ease those feelings. It’s also invaluable when you need to talk to a local about 

where you are. 

 

Step 5 

Make a list of places you want to see and prepare a realistic time line. A road trip is not like driving to the store and back: You don’t 

know how many hours you can drive comfortably, so err on the conservative side. It’s better to cut out one or two sightseeing 

opportunities for the benefits of thoroughly enjoying the ones you get to. 

 

Step 6 

Plan overnight stays. While it is nearly impossible to go too far without hitting a motel in this country, it happens. When mapping out 

your route, determine how many miles you want to drive in a day and look at the nearest towns to the ends of those distances. Just 

because a town has a name on a map, it doesn’t mean it has any more than a gas station and post office. Check the Internet for lodging 

or campgrounds before settling on a location. 

 

Step 7 

Record a hefty playlist for your MP3 player. You might think eight hours of your favorite songs will do it, but if you’re in the car 10 

hours a day for six days, that mix will get old quickly. Break things up a bit by adding a book on CD or podcasts. 

 

Step 8 

Keep a small cooler stocked with beverages and a couple of snacks. Keeping a large cooler with tons of food in it just becomes messy 

and a hassle — remember there is food pretty much anywhere you go. 

 

Step 9 

Allow time for the unexpected. Road trips are meant to be full of adventure and a little mystery, so plotting out every mile of your trip 

won’t allow stumbling upon or relishing the quirky finds along the way. A successful first road trip will likely lead to many others 

down the road. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 



 

Travel Planning 

 
Preparing for Any Trip 

 

When planning an extended drive, preparing in advance can help save time and 

money and make the trip a safe one.   

 Plan the route – identify the route before leaving.  This can be done using 

websites which give directions, such as Map Quest.  Make sure you know the 

route numbers and entrance and exit numbers. Also consider rest, fuel, and food 

stops, potential construction areas and the time of day to avoid rush hour. Some 

drivers choose to use a navigation system or GPS to help with directions.  These 

can be very useful if the driver takes the proper precautions to prevent driver 

distractions.  Make sure to set the route in the device before driving. 

 

 Prepare the vehicle – check the important mechanical components such as 

windshields and windows, lights, tires, all fluid levels, belts, hoses, and brakes. 

 Tires for inflation, balance, alignment, condition of tread and 

sidewalls 

 Brakes for wear and/or adjustment 

 Windshield wiper blades and all lights 

 Engine compartment (Tune-up if applicable, oil change, lubrication 

and filters, hoses, belts, brake, radiator and windshield wiper fluids) 

 

 Routine maintenance – it is important to keep the vehicle maintained so it safe 

and efficient to drive.  Drivers should: 

 Select a service center  

 Make routine checks such as cleaning the windshield and headlights 

and checking the oil and battery regularly 

 Take the vehicle in for repair if any problems are detected    

 Follow the vehicle manufacturer’s recommended maintenance 

schedule for proper upkeep of the vehicle 

 Have the tires rotated, engine oil changed, and coolant and brakes 

checked every spring and fall if driving an average of 12,000 miles a 

year 

 

 Load the vehicle – do not overload the vehicle, which results in more fuel 

consumed, distribute weight evenly throughout the vehicle.  Load the trunk area 

first and be sure tosecure loose items.

 Load capacity is basically 150 lbs. per belted seating position plus 125-

175 lbs. for luggage. Check owners’ manual.

 Soft items only within passenger compartment, i.e. pillows and/or 

blankets.

 Car-top carriers raise center of gravity and adversely affect braking and 

steering.













 Pack emergency equipment – be prepared for anything unexpected 

 Maps with routes marked

 Flashlight, first-aid kit, screwdriver, pliers, adjustable end wrench and 

socket set

 Jack, spare tire, lug wrench, wheel blocks and battery jumper cables

 Tow line, gloves, blanket, radiator coolant/anti-freeze and windshield 

wiper fluid

 Window scraper, chains and warm clothing 

 

 

 



 

  Prepare the driver – the driver is the most important factor in having a safe road 

trip



 Get plenty of sleep – get at least 7 or 8 hours of sleep 



Drive during waking hours – this will prevent drowsy driving; avoid 

driving after dark when visibility is limited and particularly after 11 p.m. 

when you are more aptto fall asleep while driving



Take breaks – stop every 2 or 3 hours or every 100 miles with 10 – 15 

minute breaks



Be aware of “highway hypnosis” – occurs particularly on a rural 

expressway with little traffic when traveling at high speeds for long periods of time, the driver may become hypnotized by 

constant staring ahead on the roadway, which may result in driving in a dulled, drowsy or trancelike condition, plan breaks 

and pull to a safe area if tired



Do not drive for extended periods of time – if one person will be doing all of the driving, 6 to 8 hours of driving in any 

one day should be considered the limit.  Ifsharing the driving between two people, driving should not exceed 10 – 12 hours.



 Be aware of “down time” – the period between one and five p.m. and plan to take a break during that period



Be prepared for anything – bring extra set of keys, insurance information, money, water to drink, high energy food and 

fruit, vehicle owner’s manual, and maps



 Make reservations in advance – if camping or staying in hotels/motels make the reservations ahead of time



 Let others know where you are staying – let a family member or trusted friend know where and how to reach you in an 

emergency



 Determine costs – determine approximate costs of fuel, meals, lodging and entertainment and be prepared to pay any large 

repair bill in case of a vehiclebreakdown

 

 

Towing and Driving Special Vehicles 

 
Handling Large Vehicles 

 

There are many types of large vehicles that passenger drivers are licensed to 

drive, including motor homes and recreational vehicles, moving trucks, wide-

axle pickup trucks and delivery trucks.  To operate these vehicles safely, the 

driver needs to understand their dimensions and limitations. 

 

 Weight factor – large vehicles weigh more than the average 

passenger vehicle and the extra weight can affect the driver’s ability to 

accelerate, turn and slow down 

 Accelerating – heavier vehicles accelerate more slowly so allow 

enough space to get up to speed 

 Turning – heavier vehicles have a higher center of gravity, which can 

make turning maneuvers more challenging; therefore, it is critical to slow down well in advance of turns and use smooth, 

gradual steering movements 

 Decelerating – heavier vehicles need more distance than other vehicles to slow down, meaning a driver should allow more 

space between his/her vehicle and the vehicle ahead 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Handling Special Vehicles 

 

Before towing a vehicle or driving an RV, drivers need to learn some special skills.  

 

 Trailers – come in all shapes and sizes, including utility trailers, tandem 

axles, horse and boat trailers, and travel trailers. 

 Load limits – all vehicles have gross vehicle weight or weight-to-trailer 

towing- capacity limits, so it is critical not to exceed a vehicle’s 

recommended load or trailer load limits. Refer to your owner’s manual or 

vehicle’s doorjamb for this information. 

 Practice where there is no traffic – before driving these vehicles, 

practice in a driveway or vacant parking lot 

 Starting – check traffic carefully and allow a larger gap in traffic before 

pulling out; check both side mirrors to be sure the trailer does not intrude 

into an adjoining lane  

 Turning – it is critical to use the right outside mirror to check the 

vehicle’s or trailer’s clearance from the curb 

 Right turns – the driver should move farther from the curb or 

edge of the pavement than s/he would with a car and delay 

turning until well beyond the curb line 

 Left turns – the driver should proceed farther into the 

intersection than normal to allow adequate space for the trailer or 

motor home and should check the left outside mirror to see that 

the vehicle clears any vehicles waiting at the intersection 

 

 Overtaking and passing – drivers need more time and space to overtake 

and pass another vehicle; therefore; they should check their blind areas to 

ensure they are farenough ahead to signal and move back into the travel 

lane.  

 Being passed and overtaken – turbulent air from large vehicles passing 

can make the vehicle and trailer sway.  Be prepared and DO NOT counter-

steer, hold the steeringstraight ahead until the sway subsides.

If trailer sway or whipping occurs – If the trailer begins to sway 

excessively or whip violently; do not steer, do not apply your brakes, let 

off the gas pedal and firmly holdthe steering wheel in a straight-ahead 

position. The trailer will stabilize as the vehicle slows down. Never speed 

up to try to control sway.

 Curves – for roads that curve right, allow more distance from the edge 

of the pavement and keep toward the center line.  For roads that curve to 

the left stay to the right so youdo not cross the center line.

 Increase following distance – increase following distance one second 

for each additional 10 feet beyond 15 feet of overall vehicle and trailer 

length 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Backing a Trailer 

 

Backing a trailer can be difficult for new trailer operators.  It is best to avoid backing if possible, but sometimes backing is necessary, 

so drivers should learn to do it.  There are two different ways to back a trailer. 

 

1. Backing by turning the steering wheel in the direction driver wants to turn: 

 

Try this easy method to help control direction while backing up a trailer. Typically 

used when you can see over your shoulder through the rear window.  

 Back slowly and look directly over your shoulder through the rear 

window (without using your mirrors), unless you cannot see out your rear 

window 

 Keep your left hand at the bottom of the steering wheel, with your right 

arm over back of passenger seat 

 To move the trailer left, move your hand to the left 

 To back to the right, move your hand to the right 

 If the trailer starts to jackknife, which forms a V-shape between the 

trailer and towing vehicle, stop, pull ahead to straighten out; then begin 

again.  Once you start to go correctly, follow the trailer around.  Turning 

the steering wheel too far or holding the steering wheel in a turned 

position too long can cause the trailer and vehicle to jackknife. 

 

2. Backing by turning the steering wheel in the opposite direction: 

 

Typically used when you cannot look directly over your shoulder.  When using this 

method you must use the mirrors.  When backing, the driver will turn the steering 

wheel in the opposite direction s/he wants the vehicle to go.   

 To back to the left, turn the steering wheel to the right 

 Straighten the wheel 

 Turn the wheel in the opposite direction 

 Straighten the wheel as the trailer responds to the towing vehicle’s 

action 

 Turn the steering wheel to the right 

 Straighten the wheel and back the towing vehicle and trailer 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Equipment, Connecting and Loading a Trailer Properly 

 

Basic Equipment for Towing 

 

Additional equipment 

An ordinary passenger vehicle is not ready to tow trailers.  Additional equipment is 

needed, such as a heavy-duty suspension, an increased-capacity cooling system and 

a high-ratio axle.  

Drivers will also need additional, oversize mirrors.  Air pressure in the rear tires of 

vehicles may be increased to handle the additional weight of the trailer. 

 

 

 



 

Emergency equipment 

Regular emergency equipment usually is adequate for towing light trailers, but if towing a heavier boat or travel trailer the driver will 

need special equipment, such as a hydraulic jack, red flags and flares, wheel chocks, flashlights and trouble lights, and tow 

chains/ropes.  The driver will also need some basic tools and an adequate jack and lug wrench to change tires. 

 

 

 

 

Trailer hitch 

Drivers towing trailers will need a well-engineered hitch, generally bolted to 

the vehicle frame.  When installed they should also include safety chains and 

an electrical connection for trailer brake lights and taillights.  

 

 

 

 

 

Hitch ball 

For different use classifications, engineers recommend a minimum-size hitch ball for passenger car-

trailer couplings.  This information can be found in the trailer manual.  Usually the hitch and ball-

mount attachment allows a short distance between the two vehicles. 

 

 

 

The System 

When a car tows a trailer, both the car and the trailer cease to exist as separate vehicles.  They merge to form a single unit: the car-

trailer combination.  The driver, automobile, hitch, trailer and load are interdependent elements of a total system.  A single-element 

approach is not adequate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Connecting and Disconnecting a Trailer 

 

The car-trailer combination must be securely connected via the hitch and 

coupler, with safety chains and breakaway chain (on trailers with brakes) 

properly attached.  A good general rule is: when you begin trailer hookup, 

always finish the process without pausing or stopping to do something else.  

Otherwise, you may forget to complete the connection properly. 

 

Ball and coupler combinations vary, but all should be tight, and checked 

periodically to maintain tightness. Hitch balls vary in size (1-7/8”, 2” or 2-5/16”) 

and should be mated to the same size coupler or to a coupler that fits multiple 

sizes.  

 

To connect the trailer: 

1. Lift the coupler onto the ball  

2. Tighten hand wheel  

3. Jiggle on coupler and push back on trailer, tighten hand wheel until very tight and have good connection 

4. Attach safety chains by crisscrossing chains and wrapping them through the holes on the hitch, adjust slack and secure 

safety hooks 

5. Connect the lights 

 

Safety chains – permanently attached to the trailer tongue should be crossed beneath the coupler and connected to the hitch or to a 

frame member of the tow vehicle.  Allow enough slack for turns but make sure the chains do not drag on the ground. 

 

The breakaway chain will activate trailer brakes if disengagement of the trailer from the hitch or car occurs. This chain also should be 

hooked to a frame member or the hitch. Use slightly less slack than the safety chains.   

 

Electrical connections should be made according to instructions so that trailer brake lights, turn indicators and other lights function 

properly. 

 

Regardless of the elements of your car-trailer combination, make a step-by-step checklist to follow in properly connecting the system. 

This checklist can be followed—in reverse order—to disconnect the system. 

 

Loading a Trailer Properly 

 

Stay under the limits 

Many SUVs and cars with rear seat room for three passengers allow a total rear 

seat and cargo area maximum load of 650 lbs.  As part of a car-trailer combination, 

trailer tongue weight is added to the rear of the car and adjustments may need to be 

made, because the allowed 650 lbs. is reduced by the value of the trailer tongue 

weight.  As more weight is added to the rear of an already front-heavy car, the 

handling characteristics start to change.  To minimize the amount of this handling 

change, drivers should minimize the amount of weight (cargo and passengers) 

carried in the rear area of the car.  Reducing this load is best accomplished by 

placing the heaviest passenger to the front seat and the lighter passengers and 

cargo or no passengers and cargo in the rear seat and trunk of the vehicle. 

 

Trailers should be loaded more heavily in front so that approximately 5 to 15 

percent (depending on type of trailer) of their total weight is carried on the tow car 

hitch.  Never load the vehicle beyond the owner’s manual limits when towing a 

trailer and be sure to include trailer tongue weight as part of the load.   

 

Load trailers heavier in front 

The total weight of the load should not exceed the weight capacity of the trailer.  

Trailers must be loaded heavier in front or the trailer will sway violently, called 

whipping.  Arrange 60 percent of the weight in the front half of the trailer and 40 

percent in the rear.  Distribute the weight equally from side to side.  Keep the center 

of gravity low, with heavy items (including books) on the floor of the trailer, not 

packed on top.  Keep the center of gravity forward (approximately 10 percent of the 

loaded trailer weight on the tow-car hitch).  If your specific trailer has different 

loading instructions, be sure to follow those instructions.  

 

 

 



Be sure trailer is level 

Walk around to see if the tow vehicle and trailer are level after loading.  The tow vehicle and trailer should be about parallel to the 

ground, or the tow vehicle may dip slightly in the rear due to tongue weight.  Too much weight in the rear of the trailer will lift the 

rear of the towing vehicle and cause whipping.  Too much weight in the front of the trailer will raise the towing vehicle’s front end 

excessively. 

 

Chapter Review 

In this unit, you learned: 

 

 The preparation needed before taking trips and planning considerations of the vehicle, vehicle loading and equipment, and 

personal considerations when driving to a destination far away. 

 The skills required for safely towing a boat or trailer and the techniques required to back a trailer successfully. 

 The basic equipment needed to tow a trailer safely and the procedures for distributing weight when loading a trailer. 

 Key words associated with the unit objectives 

 

Chapter #13     Worksheet Activities    What Would You Do? 

  

Diagram #1    Chapter #13 

 

 

Diagram #2   Chapter #13    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Diagram #3   Chapter #13 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Diagram #4   Chapter #13 

 

                                                                  


