
Bertha Kelner (’46) received her first 
driver’s license more than 70 years 
ago. Today, Kelner, who is in her 

90s, enjoys the independence driving gives 
her. Yet Kelner’s desire to stay on the road 
does not negate the safety issues she faces 
as an older woman who wants to continue 
driving. “Being able to drive is very impor-
tant to me,” Kelner says, “but I have to con-
sider safety for myself and the community.”
 Kelner offers sage advice. According to 
the National Institute on Aging, nearly ten 
percent of all drivers are age 65 or older. 
With the baby boomers advancing in age 
and people living longer, the number of 
older drivers on the road will only increase 
in coming years. Yet, with increased age 
comes an increased risk of driving-related 
injury and death, both for the seniors 
themselves and for others on the road, says 
Kristen Keilty, MS, OTR/L (’01), an oc-
cupational therapist at Emerson Hospital in 
Concord, Massachusetts. Older individuals 
like Kelner face new challenges as they age: 
How can they stay safe while staying in the 
driver’s seat? 
 To help answer this question, Keilty 
and her colleagues hosted a CARFit event 
in October, 2011, at Emerson Hospital. 
Sponsored by the American Automobile 
Association (AAA), American Association 
of Retired Persons (AARP), and American 
Occupation Therapy Association (AOTA), 
CARFit helps keep older drivers safe by 
ensuring that their vehicles “fit” them 
properly. 
 At Emerson, Kelner, along with 21 other 
drivers over age 70, learned the best ways to 
adjust their seatbelts, position their head-
rests, and tilt their steering wheels to ensure 

their safety in the event of an accident. 
Participants also heard about car technol-
ogy and traffic laws that may have changed 
since they started driving. “I enjoyed the 
CARFit program. Not only did I learn use-
ful information about outfitting my car, but 
also, as an occupational therapist, I have a 
good understanding of why programs like 
this are so important,” Kelner says. “Being 
an OT is about planning ahead, adjusting 
things, and adapting situations, and that’s 
what CARFit is all about: It adjusts the car 
to fit the person.”
 Tufts occupational therapists-in-train-
ing were also part of the CARFit program. 
At the request of Keilty, Senior Lecturer 
Scott Trudeau, PhD, OTR/L, brought nine 
of his current graduate students from 
his course on occupational therapy with 
older adults to assist Keilty and her staff on 
CARFit day. Trudeau says the event gave 
his students “real exposure to dealing with CARFit, continued on page 3
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cars and older adults at the same time,” and 
an opportunity to apply the techniques they 
were learning in the classroom. 
 For Laura Memole, the experience 
related well to her classroom studies, spe-
cifically about “aging in place and maintain-
ing independence in older populations. A 
number of the drivers we encountered were 
so glad they were still able to drive, and they 
wanted to participate in the event so they 
could continue to do so,” she says.
 Shawna Hollebone also found the 
exper ience rewarding and informa-
tive. “Service opportunities are key to 
our hands-on learning as occupational 
therapists. They offer the chance to bring 
lectures and printed material ‘to life’ and 
allow us supervised practice in a ‘safe’ 
environment. They also provide mentoring 
by current practitioners.”
 In fact, students received a great deal of 

OT students Laura Memole (C) and Abby Hamilton (R) help a driver measure to ensure 
she has at least a three-inch line of sight over the steering wheel.
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mentoring. Keilty came to Trudeau’s class 
for a three-hour training. By the end of 
the CARFit event on October 1st, all eight 
students, as well as Trudeau, were certified 
CARFit technicians.
 Abby Hamilton says helping older 
adults stay in the driver’s seat was mean-
ingful both to her and to the drivers. “The 
seniors appreciated the small adjustments 
we made to their cars because these changes 
increased both their comfort and safety 
levels. Learning new ways to manipulate the 
equipment made them feel empowered.” 
According to both Trudeau and Keilty, it’s 
important to help older individuals stay ac-
tive in their communities because individu-
als who stop driving can become depressed 
and isolated. 
 However, staying safe on the road re-
lates more to a person’s driving fitness than 
it does to age, Trudeau explains. “You could 
have a 90-year-old who is fit to drive and a 
60-year-old who isn’t. Driving is an activity 
that looks at the whole picture, not just 
endurance, cognition, or mobility,” he says.
That’s why occupational therapists can be 
vital members of the driving fitness assess-
ment team. Their holistic approach allows 
them to evaluate a person’s overall driving 
fitness in a way that a doctor, for example, 
may not. “A doctor may say that, neurologi-
cally speaking, a person is okay to drive, 
but that’s not looking at the whole picture,” 
Trudeau says. “That’s where the occupation-

al therapist comes in. We can evaluate the 
full picture—a person’s mobility, reaction 
time, and cognitive abilities.”  
 Occupational therapists can also ensure 
that a person remains involved in the 
community once his or her driving fitness 
declines. “There have to be alternative trans-
portation options that are readily available if 
a person needs to give up driving,” Trudeau 
says. For example, Keilty suggests that an 
older person might be able to hire a driver 
as needed for nearly the same cost as keep-
ing a car on the road. 
 To help drivers and their families assess 
driving fitness, Emerson Hospital recently 

launched 
another driv-
ing program, 
Keys to 
Independence, 
in January, 
2012.  While 
CarFit teaches 
drivers how 
to adjust their 
cars for safety, 
Keys to Inde-
pendence uses 
evidence-based 
driving fitness 
“tests” to gauge 

drivers’ skills. This clinical assessment is 
then followed by a road test with a driving 
instructor. The rehabilitation staff at Em-
erson then shares results with participants 
and their physicians, allowing doctors to 
get involved in helping older individuals 
assess their own driving safety—and make 
the difficult decision to stop driving, if 
necessary.
 By hosting events like CARFit and Keys 
to Independence, the rehabilitation staff 
at Emerson Hospital are helping to keep 
local older adults safely on the roads and 
involved in their communities for as long 
as possible. For the student volunteers, 
opportunities such as the CARFit program 
provide invaluable, first-hand experience on 
how their Tufts training can be applied in 
the real world. 
 Student Abby Hamilton reflects, “We 
devote so much time to reading texts, 
attending lectures, and practicing skills 
through role playing, all in an effort to be-
come effective occupational therapists. Op-
portunities like CARFit give us a chance to 
take this learning a step further and interact 
with members of the community.” 
 Trudeau and Keilty are looking forward 
to maintaining this CARFit collaboration, 
with efforts underway to provide a similar 
program at Emerson Hospital in the future. 

CARFit, continued from page 1 
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On the Snow, continued on page 8

Shawna Hollebone, OTS aligns herself with the vehicle as she prepares to test for blind 
spots and use of side view mirrors.

Scott A. Trudeau, PhD, OTR/L (R) assists Jacqueline Bresnahan, OTS 
(C) with enrollment of an elder driver at the CarFit event.




