[image: ]

Safety Service Patrol Pooled Fund Study
     DRAFT November 2025

Learning Objectives for Safety Service Patrol Operators:
4. Operating SSP Vehicles

I. Background
Safety Service Patrol Programs
Safety service patrol (SSP) programs are important components of many States’ Traffic Incident Management (TIM) programs, as they improve safety and support reliable operations in their designated service areas, primarily by removing stranded motorists and their vehicles from the roadway. At least forty states have SSPs and in some cases, their roles go significantly beyond assisting stranded motorists. 
Today’s SSPs are often first on the scene of an incident and may provide critical services, such as: emergency traffic management around an incident site; emergency medical assistance; debris removal and spill clean-up, sometimes including hazardous materials; communication coordination between other responders and the traffic management center (TMC); and more. Incidents on the roadway are known to cause delays and interruptions in traffic flow that can lead to secondary crashes; the early and effective traffic management and incident clearance provided by SSP programs can mitigate or prevent congestion, limiting or eliminating these secondary consequences. SSP programs are a proven solution for improving reliability along a corridor because they minimize each incident’s impact on the roadway, helping maintain safe and effective traffic operations.
The SSP Pooled Fund Study
This document was produced as part of the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) Transportation Pooled Fund Study: Safety Service Patrol Standardization and Management Practices (TPFS5(489)). It is part of a series of white papers produced under Phase 2 of the pooled fund study (PFS) that focused on two areas: (1) training, certification, and licensure; and (2) stakeholders, partnerships, and critical relationships.
The contents draw upon a series of informational interviews completed during the period of September 2024 to January 2025 with representatives from the nineteen PFS members representing organizations that run SSP programs; notes and feedback from SSP PFS members during quarterly meetings and email exchanges; and continuing documentation collection efforts from the beginning of this PFS. 
The objective of this SSP PFS is to identify best practices related to the operation of SSPs and develop documentation and tools in alignment with those best practices to assist agencies that manage and operate SSPs in addressing common issues. The SSP PFS also provides member organizations an opportunity to engage in regular peer-to-peer information exchange.
[bookmark: _Hlk215744550]Whitepapers on SSP Learning Objectives
[bookmark: _Hlk215744665]SSP operators require specialized knowledge and abilities to perform their duties, and as such, they require specialized training.  Although the specific duties and procedures for each program varies, there are common core learning objectives in the trainings required by many SSP programs.  
In support of the goals of the SSP PFS, five (5) whitepapers were drafted summarizing SSP learning objectives. The purpose of these Learning Objective for Safety Service Patrol Operators whitepapers is to provide SSP program managers a structure to discuss, document, and debate their learning objectives and requirements – giving managers a framework to document commonalities and variations in training requirements, approaches, and goals, that could eventually help inform the development of common trainings across the field. 
These whitepapers organize learning objectives into five major categories and provide a structured numbering system; this numbering system is to help SSP program managers organize and refer to content.

II. Learning Objectives for SSP Operators
[bookmark: _Hlk213236326]This whitepaper details the learning objectives for training SSP personnel in Operating an SSP Vehicle.
SSP staff require specialized knowledge and training to adequately perform their duties.  There are common core functions and duties for most SSP staff positions, and as such, there is an opportunity to define core learning objectives for common SSP positions.
Vehicle operators are a core component of every SSP team.  They also require a significant amount of training – not only about how to do their job effectively, but how to interact with the public, and how to use specialized equipment.  
Learning objectives for operators largely fall into five main categories: 
1. Basics
2. Traffic Management 
3. Incident Response 
4. Operating SSP Vehicles 
5. Program-Specific Objectives
Most of the learning objectives included in this series of whitepapers are common across programs.  Learning objectives that are unique or uncommon are marked by “[UNCOMMON]”.
Some of these learning objectives align with learning objectives from FHWA’s Traffic Incident Management (TIM) Responder Training.  For those learning objectives, the corresponding TIM training learning objective is indicated by “[TIM Obj. #.#]”.

4.	Operating SSP Vehicles 
SSP vehicles are often heavy, have powerful engines, and can be difficult to operate at high speeds or in poor weather conditions. Compounding the challenge, drivers are expected to arrive quickly and safely at freeway incidents, and the number of freeway incidents increases during inclement weather.  SSP drivers and operators need to know how to operate their vehicles quickly and safely, even in inclement weather.  Drivers may also be required to master more advanced maneuvers, including defensive driving and trailering heavy equipment.  
SSP operators need training to operate their vehicles.  Many SSP programs use ride-alongs, track time, and other training means to build driving competence in their operators.  
The Operating SSP Vehicle learning objectives fall into two main subcategories: Basic Maneuvering, and Advanced Maneuvering.  

4.A.	Basic Maneuvering
SSP Operators need to be trained, not only in how to safely operate their vehicles, but also in the policies that govern their use.
DOT fleets are likely comprised of a variety of vehicle types and every DOT has policies regarding the use of their fleet vehicles.  Almost every DOT has set protocol for signing out/in fleet vehicles. The Basic Maneuvering objectives cover these policies, as well as the driving basics, such as reversing, that almost every SSP operator would likely perform in the field, regardless of the incident scenario.  The goal of this category is to ensure all operators can use their vehicle safely, appropriately, and according to DOT policies.
The Basic Maneuvering learning objectives are:
4.A.1. Operators know the guidelines, protocols, and policies regarding use and operation of SSP vehicles, including: vehicle sign out/in procedures, policies regarding the personal use of SSP vehicles (e.g., to run errands), use of flashing yellows when breaking from normal traffic patterns, etc.
4.A.2. Operators know how to perform vehicle and/or safety checks at the start and end of their shifts, including: equipment inventory, securing equipment in place, checking fuel tanks, testing vehicle-mounted equipment (such as arrow boards), etc.
4.A.3. Operators know the patrol routes and how to patrol those routes.
4.A.4. Operators know how to safely operate any fleet vehicles they may be assigned.  This could include: 2-wheel vs. 4-wheel drive vehicles, vehicles with dual rear tires, and electric vehicles.
4.A.5. Operators know how to reverse (i.e., back up) their vehicles.
4.A.6. Operators know how to operate the vehicle at high speeds (e.g., NC DOT test maneuvering through cones at high speeds). 
4.A.7. Operators know how to operate their vehicle off the roadway, and know how what to do if their vehicle gets stuck. 

4.B. 	Advanced Maneuvering
Operators may be trained to perform more advanced maneuvers or to use their vehicles to move heavy equipment.
For certain jobs, SSP operators may need to move or bring heavy equipment, such as changeable message signs, that require them to use a trailer.  Trailering equipment adds a layer of complexity to vehicle operation, as well as adds risk (especially if the trailered equipment is expensive).  For these operators, advanced training may be required.
SSP operators often operate in inclement weather, which not only endangers the SSP operators, but can increase the number of incidents that require SSP response. Some operators receive specialized training to more safely operate their vehicles in inclement weather - learning how to prevent loss of control, how to recover from hydroplaning or other loss-of-control events, etc.  This is especially important in regions that experience frequent weather events – such as the Great Lakes region – or regions where local geography further compounds the risks and dangers – such as mountainous regions.
Some operators are taught defensive driving as well.  Especially in regions that experience higher crime or crash rates, defensive driving can help operators anticipate potential hazards and take evasive action to prevent accidents involving SSP vehicles.
The learning objectives for these trainings fall into the Advanced Maneuvering category.
The Advanced Maneuvering related learning objectives are:
4.B.1. Operators know how to hitch, unhitch, and drive with trailered equipment. This includes demonstrating the ability to:
4.B.1.a. Hitch and connect trailered equipment to the SSP truck; 
4.B.1.b. Test trailered equipment once connected (e.g., test blinkers);
4.B.1.c. Calibrate the electronic brake controls for the trailer;
4.B.1.d. Drive SSP trucks when a trailer is attached; 
4.B.1.e. Unhitch and deploy trailered equipment; 
4.B.1.f. Reverse and turn around with a trailer attached; and 
4.B.1.g. How to properly load trailers to prevent “wobble” at higher speeds.
4.B.2. Operators know how to operate the vehicle in inclement weather. This includes:
4.B.2.a. Understanding how road weather (such as standing water or ice on the roadway) will impact the vehicle’s performance; and
4.B.2.b. Demonstrating the ability to recover from a hydroplane.  
4.B.3. [UNCOMMON] (LA DOTD) Operators know the basics of defensive driving.

III.   Summary and Additional Considerations
[bookmark: _Hlk215746137]The learning objectives in this whitepaper were derived from known SSP training programs at the time of writing.  
These learning objectives:
· Should be continuously revisited and revised as SSP programs, technologies, procedures, and practices change over time. As new technologies emerge, as better practices emerge, as the frequency or type of roadside incidents continue to shift, and as new operational and safety priorities arise, SSP operators will find themselves continually learning new techniques, tools, and skills.  This list of learning objectives is a snapshot in time and is expected to change.
· Are inclusive of the materials submitted by SSP programs.  This includes training materials (such as student handbooks, course descriptions, instructor guidance, and learning objectives), SSP guidance documents (including standard operating procedure documents and manuals), meeting notes from PFS quarterly meetings, and interviews conducted with each of the SSP program managers involved in this PFS.  
· The level of detail and completeness of these learning objectives is dependent on the materials and input provided by the SSP program managers.
· There may be additional learning objectives from SSP programs that are not participating in this PFS.
· Are inclusive of materials provided by FHWA.  This includes the FHWA Traffic Incident Management (TIM) Responder Training.
To ensure SSP training programs continue to develop the knowledge and skills required of SSP operators, it is important that SSP program managers continue the discussion on learning objectives – discussing, challenging, refining, and editing this initial set over time. 
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