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I: False Economy

I: False Economy

In trucking, training is too often treated as a cost center -- something to be shortened, outsourced, or
reduced to the bare minimum necessary to get a driver licensed and seated in a truck. That mindset is
understandable in a margin-sensitive industry- it is also shortsighted. Commercial trucking is one of the
few occupations in which a novice worker is handed a machine weighing up to 80,000 pounds, expected
to navigate congested roads, comply with a dense web of regulations, protect expensive freight, and make
sound decisions under fatigue, weather, and time pressure. In such a field, it must be understood that
undertraining is deferred cost rather than thrift.

The basic safety case is not complicated. In commercial motor vehicle operations, experience matters. A
Virginia Tech-led study using data from more than 9,000 CMV (Commercial Motor Vehicle) drivers found
that CMV driving experience was more important than age when considering risk, and that the first year
operating a CMV was riskier in terms of crash rates, crash involvement, and moving violations regardless
of age. In other words, the industry’s real problem is not merely youth; it is inexperience. That finding
alone should push the conversation away from quick credentialing and toward structured formation.!

What follows is a case for three related propositions: first, that serious driver training remains
indispensable; second, that meaningful behind-the-wheel hours matter because skill is built through
guided exposure rather than classroom abstraction alone; and third, that apprenticeship is the most
sensible way to connect training to retention, safety, and professionalism. The strongest direct evidence
comes from trucking where available, and from general novice-driver research where trucking-specific
evidence is still thin. Taken together, the picture is clear enough: a profession this consequential should
not be built on the cheapest possible on-ramp.

Il: From CDL to ELDT

The modern federal story begins with the Commercial Motor Vehicle Safety Act of 1986. Congress
standardized the minimum requirements for obtaining and retaining a CDL (Commercial Driver’s License)
and prohibited drivers from holding more than one CDL, a basic but necessary step toward treating
commercial driving as a regulated professional activity rather than a patchwork of state practices. That
reform improved the licensing architecture, but licensing is not the same thing as training. A card in the
wallet proves legal eligibility- it does not, by itself, prove depth of preparation.?

That gap became increasingly obvious. FMCSA’s 2004 entry-level training rule required instruction on four
narrow topics and explicitly responded to an earlier federal study, mandated by ISTEA (Intermodal Surface
Transportation Efficiency Act) that found private-sector training for entry-level drivers in heavy truck,
motor coach, and school bus industries was inadequate. By 2007, FMCSA was proposing stronger
standards that would require both classroom and behind-the-wheel instruction from qualifying programs.

1 Dunn, N.J., Soccolich, S.A., & Hickman, J.S. (2020). Commercial motor vehicle driver risk based on age and driving
experience. National Surface Transportation Safety Center for Excellence. Retrieved from
https://vtechworks.lib.vt.edu/items/a73eaf6a-03fa-4f7f-b34c-deb67a33a4aa

2 Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration. (n.d.). Motor carriers. U.S. Department of Transportation. Retrieved
from https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/registration/commercial-drivers-license/motor-carriers
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The Churn

The eventual 2016 ELDT final rule was a major step forward: it created national minimum training
standards, required training providers to meet qualification requirements, and tied training completion
to a federal Training Provider Registry. After an implementation delay, the ELDT rule became applicable
in practice on February 7, 2022.3

At the same time, the ELDT framework leaves several practical gaps unresolved. Training providers and
instructors largely self-certify compliance, and federal oversight is limited in scope and frequency. More
importantly, there is no systematic mechanism to link post-licensure safety outcomes -- such as crashes
or violations -- back to specific training providers. As a result, the system establishes a national baseline,
but does not yet function as a feedback loop capable of identifying and correcting underperforming
training pipelines.

That history matters because it shows both progress and incompleteness. ELDT improved the federal
floor, but it did not settle the central question of training depth. FMCSA’s own materials make this plain:
there is no required federal minimum number of hours for the knowledge or behind-the-wheel portions
of the individual ELDT curricula; training providers must instead determine that a trainee has
demonstrated proficiency in the required elements. FMCSA also notes that states may impose additional
hour requirements of their own. This is better than the old regime, but it leaves a major structural question
unanswered: how much real-world, supervised driving is enough before a driver is turned loose?*

That unresolved question is precisely where the argument for behind-the-wheel hours and apprenticeship
becomes strongest. Proficiency matters, but proficiency does not emerge in a vacuum. It is usually built
through repetition, varied conditions, corrective feedback, and exposure to increasingly difficult driving
environments. A system that recognizes only the endpoint, while minimizing the path needed to get there,
is inviting inconsistency.

[11: Why Time Behind the Wheel Still Matters

The case for meaningful supervised driving time is stronger than some critics admit, even if the literature
does not deliver a magic number that applies identically to every driver and every vehicle. In novice-driver
research, the broad pattern is consistent: supervised practice lowers risk, and the highest danger comes
immediately after drivers move from supervised to independent operation. NHTSA states that novice teen
drivers rarely crash while supervised by adults, but have the highest crash rates of all age groups during
the first six months of unsupervised driving. CDC likewise reports that Graduated Driver Licensing (GDL)
systems -- which combine longer practice periods with staged exposure to risk -- consistently reduce teen

3 Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration. (2004). Minimum training requirements for entry-level commercial
motor vehicle operators. U.S. Department of Transportation. Retrieved from
https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/regulations/federal-register-documents/04-11475

4 Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration. (2016). FMCSA establishes national training standards for new truck
and bus drivers. U.S. Department of Transportation. Retrieved from https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/newsroom/fmcsa-
establishes-national-training-standards-new-truck-and-bus-drivers
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IV: Apprenticeship as a Safety System

crashes and deaths, with a meta-analysis finding reductions of about 19% for injury crashes and 21% for
fatal crashes among 16-year-olds.’

A separate NIH-backed study is especially useful because it points beyond mere seat time and toward
training quality. It found that youth who engaged in more frequent practice sessions during the learner
period had a 39% lower crash risk in the first year after full licensure than those who practiced less
frequently. That is not trucking, of course, and one should not pretend otherwise. But it is directly relevant
to the underlying principle: safe vehicle operation is not primarily absorbed through lecture. It is
developed through repeated, supervised performance across conditions and through the correction of
mistakes before those mistakes occur without supervision in live traffic.®

International experience reinforces the same logic. Sweden’s reform allowing learners to begin supervised
practice earlier, while maintaining the full licensing age, produced an approximately 15% reduction in
novice-driver accident risk per distance traveled. That example comes from passenger vehicles, not
tractor-trailers, but the lesson transfers cleanly enough: extending the supervised learning window can
build an “experience bank” before the novice is fully independent. In trucking, where the consequences
of error are far greater, the argument for a serious supervised period is stronger, not weaker.’

This is why the “hours versus proficiency” debate is often framed badly. The correct point is not that hours
alone guarantee competence, but that competent performance usually requires significant supervised
driving time under the guidance of an engaged instructor to encounter different traffic patterns, weather
conditions, backing situations, roadway types, delivery realities, and fatigue-management decisions. A
purely classroom-heavy model can explain a skid. It cannot replicate one. A simulator can supplement
instruction. It cannot fully stand in for judgment built over time under the eye of a skilled mentor on actual
roads.

IV: Apprenticeship as a Safety System

If training teaches the job and hours deepen the skill, apprenticeship is what joins those two things to a
labor system that can actually retain people. The registered apprenticeship model is not mysterious. The
U.S. Department of Labor describes it as an industry-driven pathway in which workers receive paid on-
the-job learning, related technical instruction, progressive wage increases, mentorship, and a portable
credential. That matters because a good apprenticeship does something trucking too often fails to do: it
tells the new driver, from day one, that skill development is not an afterthought and that increasing
competence will be met with increasing pay and responsibility.?

5 National Highway Traffic Safety Administration. (n.d.). Teen safe driving: How teens can be safer drivers. U.S.
Department of Transportation. Retrieved from https://www.nhtsa.gov/road-safety/teen-driving

6 Eunice Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child Health and Human Development. (2020). Science update:
Frequent driving practice linked to lower crash risk among teen drivers, NIH study finds. National Institutes of
Health. Retrieved from https://www.nichd.nih.gov/newsroom/news/041020-teen-driving

7 Gregersen, N.P., Berg, H.Y., Engstréom, ., Nolén, S., Nyberg, A., & Rimm®, P.A. (2000). Sixteen years age limit for
learner drivers in Sweden—an evaluation of safety effects. Accident Analysis & Prevention, 32(1), 25-35. Retrieved
from https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0001457599000457

8 U.S. Department of Labor. (n.d.). Registered Apprenticeship Program. Apprenticeship.gov. Retrieved from
https://www.apprenticeship.gov/employers/registered-apprenticeship-program
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B The churn

The broader apprenticeship evidence is strong even outside trucking. Federal and state apprenticeship
materials routinely report high retention and strong post-program employment outcomes. DOL guidance
states that apprenticeship completers have high retention rates, citing 91% employment retention for
graduates, while state apprenticeship agencies commonly cite retention around 94%. The point is not that
every apprenticeship program everywhere succeeds equally. It is that the model has a track record of
aligning the interests of employer and trainee better than the churn model does.® When workers are paid
to learn, mentored while they learn, and given wage progression as they advance, they are less likely to
treat the first year as something to escape as soon as possible.°

This is where apprenticeship becomes a safety system rather than just a workforce slogan. In trucking, the
most dangerous period is early experience. Apprenticeship responds to that fact by slowing the transition
from novice to independent operator, rather than pretending that licensure and readiness are the same
thing. It also professionalizes the occupation. A job presented as “get your CDL fast and start earning”
invites high turnover. A job presented as “enter a skilled trade, train under a veteran, hit benchmarks, and
move up” invites longer-term commitment.

There is already federal infrastructure to support this logic. Apprenticeship.gov provides a truck driver
competency-based framework in the transportation sector, and states already run heavy-truck
apprenticeship models. Massachusetts, for example, recognizes a heavy truck driver apprenticeship built
around 2,000 hours of on-the-job learning and 150 hours of related technical instruction per year. That is
not a rhetorical gesture. It is a concrete example of trucking being treated as a serious occupation that
requires time, supervision, and structured advancement.!

However, not all programs labeled as “apprenticeship” meet this standard. In practice, some
arrangements resemble team driving more than structured mentorship, with limited direct supervision or
skills development. In such cases, critical competencies -- such as backing, docking, and independent
maneuvering -- may remain underdeveloped even after extended time on the road. A credible
apprenticeship model must therefore require active mentorship, demonstrated skill progression, and
meaningful instructor engagement, over mere passive accumulation of miles.

V: What the Trucking-Specific Evidence Says

The clearest recent trucking-specific model is FMCSA’s Safe Driver Apprenticeship Pilot Program. The pilot,
required by the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law, allowed certain 18- to 20-year-old intrastate CDL holders
to operate in interstate commerce under tightly defined apprenticeship conditions. The statutory
structure is telling. Before driving independently in interstate commerce, an apprentice had to complete
two probationary periods: first, 120 hours of on-duty time with at least 80 hours of driving; then 280 hours
of on-duty time with at least 160 hours of driving. Each phase required demonstrated competence in

% OOIDA Foundation, Inc. (2025). The Churn: A brief look at the roots of high driver turnover in U.S. trucking.
Retrieved from https://www.ooida.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/The-Churn-A-Brief-Look-at-the-Roots-of-
High-Driver-Turnover-in-U.S.-Trucking.pdf

10°y.S. Department of Labor. (n.d.). Attachment Ill: Making Registered Apprenticeship work for the public
workforce system performance outcomes. Retrieved from https://www.dol.gov/node/162573

11 U.S. Department of Labor. (n.d.). Transportation. Apprenticeship.gov. Retrieved from
https://www.apprenticeship.gov/apprenticeship-industries/transportation
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VI: Lessons From Abroad

defined performance areas, and the vehicles had to be equipped with specified safety technologies.
Congress and FMCSA did not design the program around a weekend orientation and a handshake. They
designed it around staged supervised exposure and observable benchmarks.*?

At the same time, honesty is necessary here. The SDAP does not yet provide a sweeping proof of success.
Participation was modest, not massive. CRS reported that in 2023 the program enrolled 36 apprentices --
only 1.2% of the 3,000-apprentice cap authorized by law -- and FMCSA’s public materials show the pilot
officially concluded on November 7, 2025. FMCSA’s FY 2026 budget materials state that a final report is
expected in summer 2026. So the pilot gives the industry a useful framework, but not yet a definitive
outcome study large enough to settle the policy debate by itself.*

Still, even that limited federal experience fits the broader safety evidence. The pilot’s very design reflects
the same underlying truth found in the Virginia Tech risk analysis: the early stage of CMV driving is where
risk concentrates, and that risk is best addressed by guided experience rather than wishful thinking. The
useful lesson is not that the federal pilot solved the problem. It is that when policymakers tried to build a
younger-driver pathway, they instinctively built it around mentoring, probationary periods, safety
technology, and substantial supervised driving hours. That is the blueprint the industry should study.

It is also worth noting what not to do. Trucking already has ample evidence that new drivers burn out
quickly when expectations outrun reality. The Churn makes that case at length, and the 2024 National
Academies report on pay and working conditions likewise underscores how much nondriving time, weak
compensation structures, and poor job design weigh on retention. A training system that adds long
supervised hours but leaves those hours unpaid will not solve the problem. It will merely make the
learning curve more expensive for the trainee. This risk is compounded when training models rely heavily
on team driving structures without clear instructional requirements. Without defined mentorship
standards, such arrangements can prioritize freight movement over skill development, leaving new drivers
with uneven experience despite substantial time on the road. If apprenticeship is going to work in
trucking, it must be paid, structured, visibly tied to advancement, and must distinguish clearly between
supervised instruction and operational team driving. Otherwise, it becomes one more attrition engine
dressed up as workforce development.14®

V1: Lessons From Abroad

Useful models abroad point in the same direction. Australia’s National Heavy Vehicle Driver Competency
Framework is being reworked to create a more nationally consistent system, and the reform package

12 | egal Information Institute. (n.d.). 49 U.S. Code § 31315 - Waivers, exemptions, and pilot programs. Cornell Law
School. Retrieved from https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/49/31315

13 Marshall, J.J. (2024). Safe Driver Apprenticeship Pilot Program: In brief. Congressional Research Service.
Retrieved from https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R48244

14 O0IDA Foundation, Inc. (2025). The Churn: A brief look at the roots of high driver turnover in U.S. trucking.
Retrieved from https://www.ooida.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/The-Churn-A-Brief-Look-at-the-Roots-of-
High-Driver-Turnover-in-U.S.-Trucking.pdf

15 National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. (2024). Pay and working conditions in the long-
distance truck and bus industries: Assessing for effects on driver safety and retention. Washington, DC: The
National Academies Press. Retrieved from https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/27892/pay-and-working-
conditions-in-the-long-distance-truck-and-bus-industries
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BN The churn

explicitly includes redesigned learning and assessment requirements, compulsory minimum course
lengths, compulsory minimum behind-the-wheel time, and experience-based progression pathways to
higher license classes. That is an important signal. One of the most road-freight-dependent countries in
the developed world is moving toward more structure, not less.®

The United Kingdom offers a complementary lesson. Heavy Goods Vehicle (HGV) apprenticeships there
are paid, job-based programs, and official guidance for Large Goods Vehicle (LGV) driver apprenticeships
requires substantial off-the-job training time -- 278 hours for a full-time 12-month apprenticeship, and
301 hours for a 13-month LGV program. Whatever one thinks of the precise British model, the principle is
sound: professional heavy-vehicle driving is treated as an occupation worthy of lengthy, structured
preparation rather than quick transactional licensing.’

The international examples do not prove that one foreign system can be imported wholesale into the
United States. They do show, however, that other serious freight economies are converging on the same
answer: better heavy-vehicle performance requires a more deliberate progression from novice to
independent operator, combining curriculum, supervised road time, experience-based advancement, and
formal assessment.

VI1I: The Path Forward

For the U.S. trucking industry, the practical implication is straightforward. ELDT should be treated as the
floor, not the ceiling. Carriers, state workforce systems, community colleges, and association-led training
programs should build apprenticeship pathways on top of ELDT rather than assuming ELDT alone is
enough. Those pathways should include a defined minimum of paid supervised driving time, mentor
signoff on specific benchmarks, and progressive wages tied to demonstrated competence rather than
mere calendar time. The federal government has already supplied one model in SDAP’s 120-hour and 280-
hour probationary stages; states and carriers do not need to wait for Washington to rediscover the
obvious.'®

Just as importantly, implementation should be measured like an operational system, not a public-relations
campaign. The right outcomes are not simply how many people start. They are completion rates, 90-day
retention, one-year retention, preventable crash rates, claims experience, roadside inspection
performance, and progression into better-paying specialized work. If public money supports training,
funding should reward completion and retention rather than mere throughput. Otherwise, the industry
will continue mistaking volume for quality.

16 Austroads. (n.d.). National Heavy Vehicle Driver Competency Framework. Retrieved from
https://austroads.gov.au/drivers-and-vehicles/registration-and-licensing/heavy-vehicle-driver-competency-
framework

17 GOV.UK. (n.d.). Find training to become a heavy goods vehicle (HGV) driver: Apprenticeships. Retrieved from
https://www.gov.uk/training-hgv/apprenticeships

18 Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration. (2016). FMCSA establishes national training standards for new
truck and bus drivers. U.S. Department of Transportation. Retrieved from
https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/newsroom/fmcsa-establishes-national-training-standards-new-truck-and-bus-drivers
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VII: The Path Forward _

The deeper point is cultural. A trucking industry that wants experienced, safety-conscious, professional
drivers must organize itself like it believes those drivers are craftsmen rather than interchangeable labor
inputs. Training, supervised hours, and apprenticeship are not luxuries for prosperous times. They are
how a profession reproduces itself without steadily degrading its own standards.

The industry has spent years talking about shortage, turnover, and recruitment. Those are downstream
symptoms. A stronger training-and-apprenticeship model addresses the upstream problem: how drivers
are formed in the first place. If the first year behind the wheel is the period of greatest risk, then the
rational response is not to shorten preparation but to structure it. If retention depends partly on whether
a new driver feels developed rather than merely used, then the rational response is not to squeeze
training costs but to convert training into a paid pathway. If trucking wants to be treated as a skilled
profession, it must build its new entrants the way skilled professions have always built theirs -- through
instruction, repetition, supervision, and earned advancement.

That is the argument in its simplest form: Trucking does not need less formation, it needs more of the
right kind.
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