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W E L C O M E

You're thinking about driving truck.
ou're thinking about driving truck. Or you've already decided you're going to, and now you're trying to

figure out how.

Either way, you've probably noticed that the internet is full of people trying to sell you something — schools,

recruiters, job boards, YouTube guys with affiliate links — and almost nobody's actually straight with you.

That's what this guide is for.

We built it because we kept watching the same thing happen. Somebody walks into a CDL career excited

and ready, and three months later they're locked into a contract they can't get out of, driving a beat-up truck

for half the pay they were promised, wondering how they ended up there. That doesn't have to be you.

This isn't a brochure or a pitch. It's a walk-around of every decision you're going to make before you commit

— what the life actually looks like, what the money actually is, where the traps are, and how to tell a good

school from a bad one.

If you read this and decide trucking's not for you, that's fine — better to know now. And if you read this and

you're more sure than ever, we'll tell you exactly what to do next.

H O W  T O  U S E  T H I S  G U I D E

A playbook, not a textbook.
This is a playbook, not a textbook.

You can read it front to back, or flip to whatever section answers the question on your mind right now. Each

section is a checkpoint — a specific decision you need to think through before you commit.

Here's how we'd suggest using it.

Start with the Self-Assessment on the next page. It's twelve yes-or-no questions and it'll take you about five

minutes. By the time you finish, you'll have a clearer picture of whether this career is likely to fit you, and

where you'll probably struggle.

Then work through the checkpoints. There are nine of them, covering lifestyle, money, career paths, training,

credentials, the first year, day-to-day living, the common myths, and your decision framework. Go in order if

you're starting from scratch, or skip around if you already know what you're looking for.

End with the framework. It includes questions to ask yourself, questions to ask a driver, and questions to ask

any school — plus a clear next step.

Take notes, push back where we got something wrong, and ask harder questions than the ones we did.

This is your decision. We just want to make sure you have the information to make it well.
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A  N O T E  F R O M  M T D S

A quick word before we get to it.
A quick word about who put this together, and then we'll get to it.

Midwest Truck Driving School trains people for careers in trucking and the skilled trades. We're based in

Escanaba, Michigan, and we've been doing this long enough to have seen what works and what doesn't.

Here's what's relevant to you. We're not the only school out there. We're not the cheapest, the fastest, or

the closest to wherever you live. There are good reasons to choose us, and there are good reasons people

choose other schools.

What we are is the school willing to put this guide together. Most schools won't, because an honest guide to

this career — one that names the traps, calls out the bad actors, and tells you what the work is actually like —

would cost them students.

We don't see it that way.

If you read this and figure out trucking isn't your path, we'd rather know that now than have you find out

three months into training. And if you read this and you're more sure than ever, we want you to walk into

that decision with your eyes open — whether you train with us or somewhere else.

Pull up a chair. Let's get into it.

Pull up a chair. Let's get into it.

S E L F - A S S E S S M E N T

The 5-Minute Self-Assessment
Before you read another page, do this. It's twelve yes-or-no questions, with one rule — don't answer the way

you wish you'd answer. Answer the way you actually would.

There's no wrong score and there's no passing grade. The point is to give you an honest snapshot of where

you are right now, so you know which parts of this guide to pay the most attention to.

Mark YES or NO on each, then count your Yes answers at the end. Grab a pen.

01 Are you comfortable being alone?

We're talking about long stretches — sometimes ten or more hours a day with just you, the road, and your own

thoughts. Some people find it peaceful, and some find it punishing. There's no right answer here, but you need

to know which one you are.

YES NO
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02 Can you handle moderate physical work?

You'll be climbing in and out of a truck and walking around it for inspections multiple times a day. Depending

on the job, you might also be handling loads, tarping, chaining, or hooking up trailers. It's not construction

work, but it's not a desk either.

YES NO

03 Can you wake up early, on time, every day — without someone making you?

Trucking runs on schedules — pickup times, delivery windows, and DOT regulations. Nobody is going to call

you in the morning to make sure you're up, so if you can't run your own clock, this career will be painful.

YES NO

04 Do you have a clean driving record?

Most carriers want to see no more than one or two minor violations in the last three years, and no DUI in the

last five to ten depending on the carrier. Reckless driving, multiple accidents, or a suspended license in recent

years will make it hard to get hired — even after you have your CDL.

YES NO

05 Are you willing to pass a DOT physical and a federal drug test?

The DOT physical checks vision, hearing, blood pressure, and a few other things. The drug test is federal, which

means THC is still disqualifying, even in states where it's legal — and that can include CBD products that

trigger a positive. If marijuana is part of your current life and you're not willing to walk away from it, this career

isn't going to work.

YES NO

06 Have you had a real conversation with your family?

If you've got a partner, kids, or anyone at home depending on you, have you actually talked to them about what

trucking would mean for your home time? Not "I'm thinking about it" — a real, honest conversation where you

laid out what the life might look like for everyone involved.

YES NO
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07 Can you go 30–60 days with limited or no income?

Training takes time, and your first paycheck takes time after that. Even with financial aid covering tuition, you'll

likely have weeks where money is tight. Do you have a plan for that — savings, a partner's income, a side gig, or

a temporary fallback?

YES NO

08 Are you comfortable following detailed rules?

Hours of Service, electronic logs, pre-trip inspections, weight limits, speed limits — federal regulations cover

almost every part of this job. Some drivers love the structure, and others chafe under it. Which one are you?

YES NO

09 Are you starting from "I want this," not "I have no options"?

This one matters more than people realize. People who choose trucking because they want it tend to make it,

and people who choose it because they feel like they've run out of options tend to wash out within a year. If

you're in the second group, that's not a dealbreaker — but you need to look hard at why this and not something

else.

YES NO

10 Can you handle being told what to do by a dispatcher you've never met?

For your first year or two, you're going to take loads, routes, and schedules from somebody on the other end of

a phone or a tablet. Sometimes the load will make sense, and sometimes it won't. Can you roll with that

without letting it ruin your day?

YES NO

11 Are you willing to start at the bottom for 6–12 months?

Entry-level pay, less desirable routes, older trucks, the shifts nobody else wants — this is how almost every

trucking career starts, even for people who are great at it. After six to twelve months, you'll have real options.

Before that, you don't.

YES NO
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12 Are you actually curious about how things move?

Fuel, food, lumber, steel, cars, medical supplies — everything you buy got somewhere on a truck. Some people

find that fascinating, and some people don't think about it twice. The drivers who find it interesting tend to

last, and the ones who don't tend to burn out.

YES NO

Find the band below that matches your number of Yes answers.

10–12 Yes — Strong fit signal.

You're answering the way drivers who succeed tend to answer. Move forward with

confidence. The rest of this guide will sharpen your decisions, not change the direction

you're already pointed.

7–9 Yes — Possible fit.

You're close. The questions you answered No on are the ones worth examining. Some

Nos are dealbreakers (the DOT physical, the drug test, the driving record), but others are

things you can change with time or planning (savings, family conversation, comfort with

solitude). Read this guide closely, and pay extra attention to the checkpoint that

addresses your weakest area.

4–6 Yes — Maybe.

There's serious friction between this career and your current situation. That doesn't

mean "no" forever — it means "not yet, and only if you address what's blocking you." Be

honest with yourself about which No answers are temporary problems and which ones

are pointing to a deeper mismatch.

0–3 Yes — Probably not the right fit, at least for now.

This is the honest answer. Most schools won't tell you this — they'll take your money

and let you find out later. We'd rather you find out in five minutes.

Count Your Yes Answers
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Your score isn't a verdict — it's a starting point.

What the assessment really does is tell you what to pay attention to. The questions you answered No on are

the friction points, and they're the parts of this guide you can't skim.

If your No answers were mostly about lifestyle — solitude, physical work, structure — read Checkpoint 1

carefully.

If they were mostly about money — income, savings, costs — Checkpoint 2 is for you.

If they were about your record, your health, or your background — Checkpoint 5.

If they were about your family situation or your reasons for considering this — Checkpoint 9, the decision

framework, is where you'll get the most out of this guide.

Either way, keep going — the next checkpoint is the most important one in the whole guide.

What does this life actually look like?

Now: what does this life actually look like?

What Your Score Tells You
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C H E C K P O I N T  0 1

The Honest Look at the
Life
Most of what people picture when they think about trucking comes

from movies, recruiting ads, or somebody's uncle who drove twenty

years ago. None of those are wrong exactly, but none of them are the

whole picture either, and most of them are at least a little out of date.

C H E C K P O I N T  0 1



What we're going to do in this checkpoint is walk you through what the work actually looks like — not the

brochure version, not the doom-and-gloom version, just the real version. By the end, you should be able to

picture yourself in this life clearly enough to know whether you want it.

One thing to get straight up front: trucking isn't one job. It's four or five different jobs that happen to share

the same equipment and the same license. The lifestyle of an over-the-road driver running coast-to-coast is

almost nothing like the lifestyle of a local driver who's home every night, and knowing the difference is half

the decision.

Let's walk through the main versions.

Over-the-Road (OTR)
OTR drivers run long routes — sometimes coast-to-coast — and they live in the truck for stretches of two,

three, or even four weeks at a time before they get a few days at home. Most OTR trucks have a sleeper cab,

which is basically a small bedroom behind the driver's seat with a bed, some storage, and a power outlet for a

fridge or a microwave.

A typical day starts with a pre-trip inspection on the truck. Then you drive — federal regulations let you be

behind the wheel for up to eleven hours in a fourteen-hour window, with a required thirty-minute break

somewhere in there. When your hours run out, you find a place to park, usually a truck stop or a rest area,

and you sleep in the truck. The next day starts the same way.

The pay tends to be the highest among the main job types, because the carriers are paying for your

willingness to be away from home. But you're trading home time for that money, and the trade is the thing

OTR drivers either love or eventually burn out on.

Regional
Regional driving is the middle ground. You're running within a defined area — the Midwest, the Northeast, a

multi-state territory — and you're usually home most weekends, sometimes during the week. You'll still sleep

in the truck some nights, but a lot fewer than an OTR driver.

The pay is typically a little lower than OTR, but the lifestyle is more sustainable for people with families,

hobbies, or anything else they want to come home to regularly. A lot of drivers start OTR for the experience

and the money, then move to regional once they've got their feet under them.

If OTR is "live in the truck, visit home," regional is "work the road, live at home."

Local
Local drivers are home every night. The routes are familiar — often the same customers, the same

warehouses, the same roads, week after week. The trucks are usually day cabs, meaning no sleeper, because

nobody's sleeping in them.

A Day in the Life: Four Versions
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The tradeoff is that local jobs often involve more physical work. More stops in a day means more loading and

unloading, more lift gate work, and more time on your feet. The pay is often hourly or by-the-stop instead of

by-the-mile, which has its own pros and cons that we'll get into in the money checkpoint.

Local driving is what most non-drivers picture when they hear "truck driver" — but ironically, it's often the

hardest type of job for a brand-new CDL holder to land. Most local jobs want a year or two of experience

first.

Specialized
This is the catch-all for jobs that require something extra — flatbed (open trailers with secured loads), tanker

(liquids or chemicals), hazmat, heavy haul, auto transport, and a few others. The pay tends to be higher, the

work tends to be more physical or technical, and the pride drivers take in the job tends to be stronger.

Most specialized jobs prefer or require some general trucking experience first, so they're rarely a first-job

destination. But they're a real career path worth knowing about, and a good reason to be patient about your

first year or two if your goal is to land somewhere specific.

After enough years of this, you start to see patterns in who makes it and who doesn't.

The drivers who thrive tend to be self-directed, comfortable with their own company, and able to find

satisfaction in the work itself rather than in external validation. They like solving problems — a tight loading

dock, a weather change, a route adjustment — without needing somebody to walk them through it. They're

patient with the parts of the job that are slow, and steady through the parts that are stressful.

The drivers who struggle tend to need more external structure — a boss looking over their shoulder, a team

to talk to, a clear nine-to-five rhythm. They get restless or anxious in long stretches of solitude, and they

tend to want things to be different than they are instead of working with what's in front of them.

None of this is a moral judgment. Some of the best people we know would be miserable in a truck, and that's

not a flaw — it just means they belong somewhere else. The point is to be honest with yourself about which

group you're closer to, because the job won't bend to fit you. You'll have to bend to fit it.

The downsides of trucking get talked about a lot, especially online. The upsides get less airtime, so here are a

few worth naming.

The job won't bend to fit you. You'll have to bend to
fit it.“

Who Thrives, Who Struggles

The Hidden Upsides
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Quiet. Most jobs in 2026 involve constant pings, meetings, group chats, and interruptions. Trucking, for a lot

of drivers, is one of the last jobs left where you can spend most of your day inside your own head.

Independence. Once you've earned some trust at your carrier, you're operating on your own most of the day.

Nobody's micromanaging the half hour between stops, and nobody's tracking when you stop for coffee.

Adult money, fast. A lot of careers want you to spend four to ten years climbing before the pay gets serious.

A new CDL holder with a clean record can be making real money within months, not years — we'll get into

specific numbers in Checkpoint 2.

A real skill. Operating a forty-ton vehicle through weather, traffic, and tight spaces is a skill that takes time to

develop and that nobody can take from you. The pride drivers have in that skill is real, and it's underrated by

people who've never done the work.

A view. This sounds small, but ask any driver and they'll tell you about a sunrise over the mountains, a moose

crossing in the U.P., or a lightning storm rolling across Nebraska. You'll see more of this country than most of

the people you grew up with.

We owe you the other side of this too.

It's hard on your body. Long stretches of sitting are bad for your back, your hips, and your circulation. Truck

stop food is mostly fried, and sleep on the road is rarely as good as sleep at home. Drivers who don't actively

manage their health pay for it later, and we'll talk about how to manage it in Checkpoint 7.

You'll miss things. Birthdays, games, anniversaries, the first day of school — OTR drivers miss more, local

drivers miss less, but every type of trucking job involves some version of this trade. You need to be honest

with yourself and your family about it before you commit, not after.

The eating and sleeping rhythms are weird. You may not eat dinner at dinnertime, and you may sleep in the

daytime. Your body adjusts, but it takes work, and it never quite matches the rhythm of people on a normal

schedule.

The mental piece is real. Some drivers love the solitude, and others find that after enough weeks alone in the

truck, their head starts to feel like it's working against them. There's no shame in either reaction, but you

should know going in which kind of person you are — and have a plan if it turns out you struggle.

The first year is the hardest. Almost every driver who quits, quits in year one. The combination of new

lifestyle, new schedule, new pay structure, and a learning curve on the actual driving is a lot at once. The

drivers who make it past month twelve tend to make it long-term, which is worth holding onto when month

three feels rough.

The Hardest Parts (Told Straight)
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The point of this checkpoint isn't to talk you into anything or out of anything. It's to make sure that when you

make your decision, you're making it about the life you'd actually live and not the life you imagined from a

recruiting ad.

If you've read this and you can see yourself in it — even the hard parts — that's a strong signal worth listening

to. And if you've read this and the hard parts sound worse than you expected, that's worth listening to too.

The work doesn't get easier than this when you're actually doing it, so if the description on paper feels like

too much, the reality won't change your mind.

Now let's talk about the part most people are trying to figure out anyway.

The money.

Now: the question most people are really asking.

What This Means For Your Decision

T A K E  F R O M  T H I S  C H E C K P O I N T

The Honest Look — Recap

Trucking is four or five different jobs sharing one license. Lifestyle differs more by lane than by

carrier.

OTR runs furthest, pays the highest entry-level wages, and asks the most of your home time.

Regional, dedicated, and local trade money for time at home.

The drivers who thrive are self-directed and comfortable in their own company. The ones who

struggle need external structure to function.

The hardest year is the first one. Almost everyone who quits, quits early — make it past month

twelve and most drivers stay.

The decision isn't whether trucking is a good career. It's whether this version of work matches your

version of a good life.
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C H E C K P O I N T  0 2

The Money
The money is what most people are actually trying to figure out, and it's

also the thing that gets lied about more than anything else in this

industry. Recruiting ads quote top numbers that almost nobody hits in

year one, and doom-and-gloom posts online quote bottom numbers

that don't reflect what serious drivers earn either. The truth is in

between, but it isn't a single number — it depends on the job type, your

experience, the carrier, the freight, and how many miles you're willing

to run.
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What we're going to do in this checkpoint is walk you through the real ranges, explain how drivers actually

get paid, lay out what it costs to get started, and then help you understand the financial aid options. We'll

also explain the "free" training trap, which is the thing the big carriers don't want you thinking too hard

about.

Year One: $45,000 to $65,000 Realistic
A new CDL holder with a clean record can reasonably expect to land somewhere in the $45,000 to $65,000

range in their first year. The lower end is closer to where you'll be if you sign with a mega-carrier and run

their basic OTR program — entry-level cents-per-mile, less desirable routes, and the slow buildup of trust

that comes with being new. The upper end is more typical of carriers with stronger pay structures, decent

sign-on bonuses, or freight that pays better than basic dry van.

Lane Year One Year Three Year Five+

Over-the-Road (OTR) $55–65K $70–82K $80–95K

Regional $48–58K $62–75K $72–88K

Dedicated $50–62K $65–78K $75–90K

Local / LTL $45–55K $60–72K $70–85K

Specialized $58–70K $78–95K $95–120K+

You'll see numbers higher than this online. National salary averages for "CDL drivers" can show $70,000 or

more, but those averages include experienced drivers with five, ten, or twenty years on the road. They aren't

what year one looks like for somebody just starting out, and treating them as a year-one expectation is the

most common way new drivers end up disappointed.

Year Three: $65,000 to $85,000
By year three, if you've stayed clean and built some experience, you're picking up better routes, working with

dispatchers who know your name, and qualifying for jobs that wouldn't have hired you out of school. The pay

reflects that. Most three-year drivers land between $65,000 and $85,000, with the higher end going to

drivers who've moved into regional or local jobs with strong pay, or who've added endorsements like Hazmat

or Tanker.

Year Five and Beyond: $80,000 to $100,000+
At this point you have real career options. Veteran company drivers in dry van regularly clear $80,000 to

$90,000, and drivers in specialized freight — hazmat, tanker, flatbed, oversize, auto transport — often clear

What You'll Actually Make
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$100,000 and run well above it. Owner-operators who run their business well can do even better, though

there's a real conversation to be had about gross income versus net income that we'll save for another time.

What Actually Drives Your Number
Three things explain most of the pay difference between drivers at the same experience level, and it's worth

understanding them before you start.

The first is your record. Carriers pay more — sometimes meaningfully more — to drivers who can

demonstrate a clean record over time. Two minor violations in your first year will close more doors than

you'd expect, and a single preventable accident can set you back years.

The second is your willingness to run miles. Cents-per-mile pay rewards drivers who keep moving, so a driver

running 2,800 miles a week makes more than a driver running 2,200, even at the same rate. The drivers who

treat the job like a job — clock in, run hard, plan their hours — out-earn the ones who treat it like a road trip.

The third is your endorsements. Hazmat and tanker each add real money on top of your base rate, and the X

endorsement (hazmat and tanker combined) opens doors to some of the highest-paying entry-level work in

the industry. We'll go deeper on endorsements in Checkpoint 5.

The biggest single thing that confuses new drivers is the pay structure. There are four main models in

trucking, and which one you're on can change your real income by thousands of dollars even when the

headline numbers look the same.

Cents Per Mile (CPM) is the most common structure for OTR and regional work. You get paid a set rate for

every mile driven, often $0.40 to $0.55 for new drivers and climbing to $0.60 to $0.75 with experience and

endorsements. The good news is that the harder you run, the more you make. The bad news is that you don't

get paid for time spent waiting at shippers, sitting in traffic, or stopped for repairs.

Hourly pay is most common in local jobs. You're paid for the hours you work — whether you're driving,

loading, or waiting — and the hourly rate often looks low compared to CPM math. Factor in overtime,

though, and you can come out ahead, especially if the route involves long stops or unpredictable schedules.

Salary is offered by some carriers, particularly on dedicated routes and certain regional jobs. You make the

same number every week regardless of miles, which appeals to drivers who want predictable income but

tends to underpay drivers willing to run hard.

The good news is that the harder you run, the
more you make.“

How Drivers Actually Get Paid
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Percentage pay mostly applies to owner-operators and some specialized work. You get a cut of the load —

typically 25% to 35% — and the rest goes to the carrier or your business expenses. This is the highest-ceiling

and highest-risk model in trucking.

Per diem is a non-taxable daily allowance that covers meals and incidentals on the road, usually $50 to $70

per day for OTR drivers. It reduces your taxable income, which means more money in your pocket but a

lower W-2 number on paper. That can matter when you go to buy a house or finance a car, so it's worth

understanding the tradeoff before you opt in.

A note on sign-on bonuses. Carriers advertise bonuses of $5,000, $10,000, sometimes $15,000 to attract

new drivers, and you should read the fine print every single time. Most bonuses are paid out over 12 to 24

months instead of in a lump sum, and most include clawback clauses that mean you owe the unpaid portion

back if you leave the carrier before the bonus is fully paid. A $10,000 bonus paid at $500 a month over 20

months is $500 a month of additional income, not a windfall — and if you quit at month ten, you may owe

several thousand dollars back.

Tuition is the biggest piece, but it isn't the whole picture. The honest total for getting from "no CDL" to

"ready to start your first job" looks something like this in 2026.

Expense Typical Range

Tuition (private school) $4,000–$8,000

DOT physical $80–$150

CDL permit fees $30–$100

CDL skills/road test $50–$250

Endorsement testing (each) $10–$50

Living expenses during training $0–$2,000+

CDL tuition. A reputable private CDL school in 2026 runs between $4,000 and $7,000 for a basic Class A

program, with the cheapest legitimate programs around $3,000 and the most expensive specialized

programs over $10,000. Community colleges can run cheaper but often have long waitlists, automatic-only

training (which restricts what you can drive), and less individual instructor time. Anything advertised under

$2,000 deserves serious scrutiny — at that price, something is being cut.

DOT physical and drug screen. $75 to $200 depending on the provider, and required before you can get

your permit.

What It Actually Costs to Get Started
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Commercial Learner's Permit and CDL state fees. $90 to $250 total depending on your state, covering the

written tests, the permit, and the license itself once you pass.

Endorsement tests. $10 to $25 per endorsement, plus background check fees for Hazmat — the TSA

background check alone runs around $86.

Living expenses during training. Most full-time CDL programs run three to four weeks, and if you aren't

working during that time, you need to cover three or four weeks of rent, food, and bills with no paycheck

coming in. A realistic budget here is $1,000 to $3,000 depending on your situation.

The honest total. For somebody paying out of pocket without any aid, plan for $5,500 to $10,000 from "I'm

starting" to "I'm earning my first paycheck." That's the number that matters — not the tuition number alone.

Most people don't pay for CDL training out of pocket, and most don't need to. There's a real ecosystem of

programs designed to help people get into the trades, and the list of options is wider than most prospective

students realize. Here are the ones that actually apply at MTDS.

WIOA (Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act). This is a federal workforce development program that

funds training in high-demand careers, and trucking has been on that list nationally for years. If you're

unemployed, recently laid off, or low-income, WIOA can often cover 100% of CDL training tuition at

approved providers. You apply through your local American Job Center — the official locator is at

CareerOneStop.org.

Michigan Works. This is Michigan's workforce development network and it operates in parallel with WIOA.

Michigan Works can fund training, job search support, and certain wraparound services for residents who

qualify. If you're in Michigan or the Upper Peninsula, this is your most direct route to state-funded support.

TAA (Trade Adjustment Assistance). This is a federal program specifically for workers who lost their jobs due

to foreign trade — typically manufacturing layoffs. TAA can cover full training costs plus extended

unemployment benefits while you train. If you've been laid off and your former employer was affected by

trade, ask about TAA when you apply for unemployment.

MRS (Michigan Rehabilitation Services). If you have a disability that affects your employment, MRS provides

vocational rehabilitation services, and that can include funding CDL training if it's a viable career path for

your situation.

Michigan and Wisconsin DNR programs. Department of Natural Resources programs can sometimes fund

training for residents transitioning into licensed trades, depending on the state's current workforce priorities.

Worth asking about if you're in either state.

VA Educational Benefits. Veterans using the Post-9/11 GI Bill or related benefits can cover full tuition at VA-

approved CDL schools, plus a monthly housing allowance during training. This is one of the most valuable

benefits for veterans considering trucking, and it should be the first thing you check if you served.

How People Actually Pay For It
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TARFF Educational Loan. This is a private student loan program that specializes in trade school financing. It

isn't need-based — it's a loan you pay back — but it's structured for trade programs that don't qualify for

federal student aid.

Klarna Financing. Klarna is a third-party financing option for students who don't qualify for the programs

above. Approval-based and credit-check required.

Bank loans, cash, money order, and payment plans. Standard personal loans, secured loans, cash, money

order, and in-house payment plans round out the options for students who don't fit into the categories

above.

A note on Pell Grants. You may have heard that Pell Grants — federal need-based grants you don't pay back

— can fund CDL training. They sometimes can, but only at community colleges and a small number of

accredited programs that are part of a degree pathway. Most private CDL schools, including ours at MTDS,

are short-term certificate programs that aren't eligible for federal student aid. If Pell eligibility matters to you

specifically, ask any school directly whether they accept it before you enroll.

The biggest carriers in trucking — the ones with the biggest recruiting budgets and the most aggressive

YouTube ads — all offer "free" CDL training. Pay attention to that word, because it's doing a lot of work.

Here's how the math actually works. A carrier sponsors your CDL training, which costs them somewhere

around $5,000 to $7,000. In exchange, you sign a contract committing to drive for them for a set period —

typically 8 to 14 months, sometimes longer. If you quit before the contract is up, you owe the pro-rated

balance of the tuition. Quit at month six of a 12-month contract on $6,000 of tuition, and you owe $3,000

immediately. Many of these contracts also include clauses that restrict what you can do during that period

and after.

What you're actually trading is your freedom in the year that matters most.

In year one, you're learning what you like and what you don't, which carriers treat drivers well and which

ones don't, what kind of freight suits you and what kind doesn't. The drivers who land somewhere good in

year one tend to stay in the industry for a long time. The drivers who land somewhere bad and can't easily

leave tend to quit trucking entirely.

When you're locked into a contract, you don't get to make that choice. If the carrier assigns you to a trainer

who's harassing you, you can't easily leave. If the freight is bad, the equipment is broken, or the pay turns out

to be lower than what you were promised, your options narrow to "tough it out" or "owe several thousand

dollars you don't have." Plenty of drivers make it work and come out fine. Plenty of others spend their first

year miserable and trapped, then never come back to trucking — and the industry loses good people that

way every year.

The "Free" Training Trap
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We're not telling you never to take company-sponsored training. For some people — particularly those with

no savings, no other path, and a strong genuine fit with a specific carrier — it can be the right move. What

we're telling you is: read the contract carefully, talk to current drivers at that carrier (not the recruiter), and

understand exactly what you're trading before you sign.

The phrase "no money down" doesn't mean "no cost." The cost is your flexibility in the year when flexibility

matters most.

The money question doesn't have a single answer, because trucking doesn't have a single job. What it does

have is a clear pattern — drivers who choose carefully in year one tend to do well long-term, and drivers who

choose under pressure (financial pressure, time pressure, contract pressure) tend to struggle.

Get the cost of training handled before you start — use the programs designed for this. Then choose your

first job based on what's actually best for you, not on which carrier got you here.

Next, we'll talk about what those first-job choices actually look like.

Next: where this career can actually go.

Sources & References
The salary and training cost figures in this checkpoint reflect 2026 data from the following sources. Numbers

vary by region, carrier, and year, so any student making a final decision should verify current figures with

their specific carriers and schools of interest.

What This Means For Your Decision

T A K E  F R O M  T H I S  C H E C K P O I N T

The Money — Recap

Year-one pay across lanes runs $45K to $70K. The "up to" numbers recruiters quote are typically

20–30% above what actually lands in your bank.

Specialized freight pays best across the board. It also requires more experience, more training, and

more responsibility — so it's a destination, not a starting point.

How drivers get paid (CPM, hourly, salary, percentage) shapes your paycheck more than the

headline rate. Per-mile pay rewards miles. Hourly rewards everything else.

"Free training" is almost never actually free. The contract you sign is the real cost. Read every line

before you commit.

Most schools cost between $4,000 and $8,000. Financial aid options vary by state and situation —

WIOA, Michigan Works, the VA, TAA, and direct loans all open doors.
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Entry-Level CDL Driver salary data — ZipRecruiter, May 2026. CDL Truck Driver salary data — ZipRecruiter,

May 2026. Truck Driver Salary Guide 2026 — TruckersHire. 2026 Salary Breakdown by Experience and Route

— CDL Consultants. Truck Driver Salary 2026 — Lugg. Truck Driver Salary 2026 in the USA — EasyWayPro.

CDL School Cost Guide 2026 — LMDR. CDL Training Cost Breakdown 2026 — Truck Driving Schools of

America. Cost of Class A CDL Training 2026 — PatriotCDL. Paid CDL Training 2026 Guide — CDL Pass

Master. WIOA Community College CDL Training Guide — CDL Pass Master. Bureau of Labor Statistics,

Occupational Employment Statistics — referenced via industry guides above.
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C H E C K P O I N T  0 3

The Career Paths
Most people who think about trucking picture one job — somebody

driving a big rig down the highway. The reality is that trucking is more

like a family of careers that happen to share the same license. There are

dozens of distinct paths inside it, each with its own pay structure,

schedule, skill demands, and lifestyle, and the difference between any

two of them can be bigger than the difference between trucking and a

completely different industry.

C H E C K P O I N T  0 3



What we're going to do in this checkpoint is map out the main paths so you can see the full menu. Most new

drivers pick a starting point based on what they happen to see in a recruiting ad, and most of them end up in

something different a year or two later. Knowing the full map now means you can choose your first job with

the long game in mind.

Your first job isn't your last — it's just where you start.

Almost every trucking job trades one thing for another, and the two biggest variables are pay potential and

home time. They usually move in opposite directions.

Jobs that pay the most tend to require you to be away the most — OTR, hazmat, heavy haul, some

specialized freight. Jobs that get you home every night tend to pay less, or require more years of experience

to land. The middle of the map — regional, dedicated, some specialized — is where most drivers eventually

settle once they've earned options.

Path Home Time Pay Potential Experience

OTR (Over-the-Road) Days home, weeks out Solid to strong None

Regional Most weekends Good Some preferred

Dedicated routes Usually predictable Steady, often strong Some preferred

Local (day cab) Home every night Moderate to good Usually 1+ year

LTL Often home daily/weekly Strong Usually 1+ year

Flatbed OTR or regional Strong None to some

Tanker Varies Strong to very strong Some + endorsement

Hazmat Varies Strong Endorsement + background

Heavy haul / oversize Often weeks out High Multiple years

Owner-operator Whatever you make it Highest ceiling, highest risk 2–5+ years

The point of this map isn't to tell you which one to pick. It's to show you that the choices are real, and that

your first job doesn't lock you into anything if you play it right.

The Map: Pay vs. Home Time
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OTR (Over-the-Road)
This is where most new drivers start, and there's a reason for that. OTR carriers hire from CDL schools at the

highest volume, run the biggest training programs, and have the most jobs available for somebody with a

fresh license and no experience. The pay is usually cents-per-mile, the time out is usually two to three weeks

at a time, and the equipment is usually whatever the carrier issues you.

The advantage of starting OTR is that it's available to you. The disadvantage is that it's the hardest version of

the work, and a lot of new drivers wash out in the first six months because they weren't ready for the

lifestyle.

If you start OTR, treat year one as a paid apprenticeship. The goal isn't to get rich — it's to put miles under

your belt, build a record, and earn the options that come with experience.

Regional
Regional is the middle ground, and for a lot of drivers it ends up being the long-term home. You're running

within a defined territory — a few states, a region, sometimes a single state — and you're home most

weekends, sometimes during the week. The pay is usually a little lower than OTR, but the lifestyle is a lot

more sustainable.

Some carriers will hire new drivers directly into regional positions, especially in markets where freight is

plentiful and competition for drivers is high. Most carriers prefer six months to a year of OTR experience

first.

Dedicated Routes
A dedicated route is a contract where one carrier hauls freight exclusively for one shipper — Walmart, Target,

a specific manufacturer, a beverage distributor. Drivers on dedicated accounts run the same general lanes,

often with predictable schedules and consistent customers.

The upside is predictability. You usually know where you'll be Tuesday, what time you'll get home, and who

you'll be talking to at the dock. The downside is that the work can be repetitive, and if you don't like the

customer or the route, you're locked into it until you transfer to a different account.

Local
Local drivers are home every night. The trucks are usually day cabs, the routes are familiar, and the work

often includes more physical labor — loading, unloading, lift gates, and multiple stops a day.

Your first job isn't your last — it's just where you
start.“

The Main Lanes
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The catch is that local jobs are usually the hardest type for a brand-new CDL holder to land. Most local

employers want at least a year of experience first, sometimes two. Local is often where drivers move once

they've built some experience and want their evenings back.

LTL (Less-than-Truckload)
LTL is a specific corner of the industry where carriers haul partial loads — multiple shippers' freight combined

onto one trailer. The big LTL carriers tend to pay well, often offer strong benefits, and frequently get drivers

home more than long-haul work does.

The catch is that LTL almost always requires at least a year of experience to get hired, and the work involves

more loading, unloading, and customer interaction than OTR. For drivers with experience who want strong

pay and better home time, LTL is often the smartest move out of OTR.

These are the jobs that require something extra — an endorsement, specialized training, or specific

equipment experience. The pay tends to be higher across the board, and the work tends to demand more

skill.

Flatbed means hauling on open trailers with secured loads — lumber, steel, machinery, building materials.

The work is more physical (tarping, chaining, strapping) and weather-exposed, but it pays well and the drivers

tend to be a tighter community. Some carriers will hire new flatbed drivers directly out of school with the

right training, but most prefer some experience first.

Tanker means hauling liquids — fuel, food-grade products, chemicals, milk. It requires the Tanker (N)

endorsement, and the skill demand is real because liquid loads shift in transit and handle differently than dry

freight. The pay reflects that skill.

Hazmat means hauling hazardous materials, which requires the Hazmat (H) endorsement, a TSA background

check, and a clean record. Hazmat freight pays more across the board, and the X endorsement (Hazmat plus

Tanker combined) opens doors to some of the highest-paying entry-level work in the industry.

Reefer (Refrigerated) means hauling temperature-controlled freight — produce, frozen goods,

pharmaceuticals. The work itself is similar to OTR dry van, but you're also managing the refrigeration unit

and dealing with the additional time pressure of perishable freight. Pay is usually a bit higher than dry van.

Heavy Haul and Oversize means hauling loads that exceed standard size or weight limits — wind turbine

blades, transformers, construction equipment, modular buildings. The pay is high, the equipment is

specialized, and the planning required for each load is real. This almost always requires multiple years of

experience and dedicated training before you can run it.

Auto Transport means hauling cars on multi-vehicle trailers. The work involves loading and unloading cars,

navigating tight spaces, and dealing with high-value cargo. Pay is strong, the entry barrier is real (specialized

training and equipment skill), and the work suits drivers who care about precision.

The Specialized Paths
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Other specialized work. There are corners of trucking that pay extremely well but require specific training

and experience — livestock haulers, doubles and triples (multiple trailers), fuel haulers, ammunition haulers,

and others. They're worth knowing about as career destinations, even if they're not first-job options.

At some point, most drivers consider buying or leasing their own truck and going independent. This is the

highest-ceiling path in trucking, and it's also the one with the most ways to go wrong. We won't go deep on

it here — that's a whole separate guide — but here are the things you need to know before this becomes a

decision you're seriously considering.

Gross is not net. An owner-operator might gross $250,000 in a year, which sounds great until you subtract

fuel ($60,000 to $90,000), truck payment or maintenance ($20,000 to $40,000), insurance ($10,000 to

$15,000), permits, licenses, tires, repairs, taxes, and accounting. The net for a well-run small business is often

$80,000 to $120,000 — strong money, but not the "$250,000 truck driver" the recruiting ads suggest.

Year three is the earliest most drivers should consider it. Going independent without experience, savings,

and a strong understanding of the business side is the fastest way to lose a truck. Most drivers who succeed

as owner-operators built up two to five years of company driving experience first, often with a deliberate

plan to learn the business side along the way.

Watch out for lease-purchase programs. This is the version of owner-operator the big carriers push on new

drivers, and it deserves its own warning. A lease-purchase deal lets you "buy" a truck from your carrier with

weekly payments deducted from your settlement. On paper, you're working toward ownership. In practice,

the trucks are often overpriced, the maintenance costs are often passed to you while the carrier still controls

the truck, and the contracts are often structured so that quitting means walking away with nothing. Drivers

who try lease-purchase as their entry into owner-operator status often end up worse off than if they'd

stayed company drivers.

If becoming an owner-operator is your goal, there's a real path to get there — and that path almost never

starts with a lease-purchase program in your first year. We'll dig into the business side in a future resource.

For now, just know it exists, and know what to avoid.

Almost no career driver stays in their first job forever. Here's the rough pattern.

Year one is usually OTR with a mega-carrier or mid-size carrier. The goal is miles, experience, and a clean

record.

Year two is when most drivers move — often to regional, to a better OTR carrier, or into a specialized lane

they trained for. Pay typically jumps in this transition because you're no longer "new."

The Owner-Operator Path

How Drivers Actually Move Through These
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Years three through five are when career drivers settle into the path that suits their life — local work for the

home-every-night crowd, LTL for steady pay and decent home time, specialized freight for higher money,

dedicated for predictability.

Year five and beyond is when some drivers go owner-operator with a real plan, while others stay in their

preferred company-driver lane indefinitely. Both are legitimate long-term paths, and neither is a step

backward.

The point is that your first job doesn't decide your career — it just decides your starting line. Pick a starting

line that gives you options when year two rolls around, and you'll have control of where this goes.

Knowing the full map matters because the school you choose can either open these doors for you or quietly

close some of them.

A program that trains you only on automatic transmissions, for example, restricts your license and locks you

out of a lot of the highest-paying jobs — manual transmission is still required for plenty of OTR, regional,

flatbed, and specialized work. A program that doesn't include hands-on coupling, backing, or pre-trip practice

is going to leave you weaker on test day and weaker in the cab when you start.

The next checkpoint is where this gets concrete. We'll walk through how to actually choose a school, what to

ask, what to watch for, and what the real difference is between schools that get you a license and schools

that get you ready for the work.

Next: how to pick a school that won't waste your time.

What This Means For Your Decision

T A K E  F R O M  T H I S  C H E C K P O I N T

The Career Paths — Recap

Pay and home time are usually inversely related — more of one means less of the other. Specialized

lanes are the exception.

OTR is where most new drivers start. Regional and dedicated are where most settle within their

first two years.

Specialized work (tanker, hazmat, heavy haul, auto transport) pays best but requires experience

and additional credentials. It rewards patience.

Owner-operator looks attractive on paper. The drivers who succeed treat it as a business, not a

status symbol — and most don't make the jump until year three or beyond.

Most drivers will work two or three different lanes over a 10-year career. The lane you start in

shapes your options more than it defines your destination.
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C H E C K P O I N T  0 4

The Training Decision
We saved the most important checkpoint for the middle of the guide

for a reason. The school you choose is the single biggest variable in

how your trucking career starts, and a bad choice here can cost you in

ways that take years to undo.
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Most people pick a CDL school the same way they pick a restaurant — they Google a few options, look at the

reviews, and pick whichever one feels right. That's a fine way to pick a restaurant, but a terrible way to pick a

training program that's going to determine your career trajectory for the next several years.

What we're going to do in this checkpoint is give you a real framework for evaluating any school — the

questions to ask, the warning signs to spot, and the federal standard every school has to meet before it can

even legally train you.

Since February 2022, every CDL applicant in the United States has been required to complete Entry-Level

Driver Training (ELDT) from a registered training provider before they can take the CDL skills test. This is

federal law, and there are no exceptions or workarounds.

ELDT covers both theory training (the classroom portion) and behind-the-wheel training (the practical

portion). Every school that legally trains CDL applicants for a new license must be listed on the FMCSA

Training Provider Registry — usually shortened to "the TPR." If a school can't show you their listing, they can't

legally train you. That's a hard line.

The first question you should ask any school you're considering is whether they're on the Training Provider

Registry. If the answer is yes, ask for their provider number so you can verify it yourself at tpr.fmcsa.dot.gov.

If the answer is anything other than yes, walk away.

But here's the thing — being on the TPR is the floor, not the ceiling. ELDT compliance means a school meets

the minimum federal standard, which is real but limited. It doesn't tell you anything about the quality of their

equipment, the experience of their instructors, the student-to-instructor ratio, or whether they'll actually

prepare you for the job. A lot of bad schools are TPR-listed. The TPR just means they're legal, not that they're

good.

The rest of this checkpoint is about the difference between a legal school and a good one.

We covered the contract side of company-sponsored training back in Checkpoint 2 — the pro-rated payback,

the lock-in to a single carrier, the loss of flexibility in year one. Now let's look at it from the training quality

angle.

A private CDL school is in the business of training drivers. Their reputation, their job placement numbers, and

their ability to recruit new students all depend on producing drivers who can pass the test and succeed in

ELDT: The Floor, Not the Ceiling

Being on the TPR is the floor, not the ceiling.“
Private School vs. Company-Sponsored: Two Different Bargains
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the cab. That alignment matters, because the school's interests and your interests point in roughly the same

direction.

A company-sponsored school is in the business of putting drivers in their own trucks as fast as possible.

Their training programs tend to be shorter, narrower, and focused specifically on what their own carrier

needs. The equipment you train on is the equipment they want you to drive — which often means automatic

transmissions, specific trailer types, and procedures that only apply at that carrier. You finish the program

prepared to work for them, and not necessarily prepared for the broader industry.

This isn't an accusation of bad faith. Company-sponsored schools do real training, and many drivers get their

start that way. But the structural incentives are different, and you should understand what those incentives

mean for the kind of driver you become.

The simple version: a private school trains you to be a driver, and a company-sponsored school trains you to

be their driver. Those are two different things, and which one is right for you depends on whether you've

already decided you want to work for that specific carrier for at least the length of their contract.

Here's what to walk away from.

Tuition under $2,000 for a full Class A program. A legitimate ELDT-compliant Class A program in 2026 has

real costs — instructors, fuel, truck maintenance, insurance, facility overhead. Anything advertised under

$2,000 is almost certainly cutting something critical, whether it's instructor time, behind-the-wheel hours, or

actual legal compliance.

Automatic-only training. If a school only trains on automatic transmissions, your CDL will come with a

restriction that locks you out of any manual-transmission job. That includes a lot of OTR, regional, flatbed,

and specialized work — exactly the kind of jobs that pay well and matter for your career.

Single-carrier partnerships that lock you in. If the school requires you to commit to working for a specific

carrier in exchange for the training, you're not at a school — you're at a recruiting funnel.

Student-to-instructor ratios above 10:1. High ratios mean less behind-the-wheel time per student, which

means weaker training and a harder test. A ratio of 4:1 to 6:1 is much closer to what good training actually

looks like.

Refusal to disclose pass rates or job placement numbers. Good schools track these and share them. Schools

that won't are usually hiding something.

Refusal to let you talk to current students. This is one of the cleanest tests of a school's confidence in what

they do. If they won't let you talk to people actually in the program, ask yourself why.

Aggressive sales tactics, signing pressure, or "today only" offers. Real schools don't need to pressure you

into enrolling. If you're being rushed, slow down.

Red Flags in a CDL School
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Equipment that looks worse than what's parked at a junkyard. You'll be learning on this equipment, and if it

looks unsafe to drive, it probably is.

Here's what to actively look for.

Listed on the FMCSA Training Provider Registry, with a provider number they'll give you on request.

Manual transmission training included or available. Even if you plan to drive automatic, getting the

unrestricted CDL keeps every door open. A school that defaults to manual is a school that takes the long

game seriously.

Low student-to-instructor ratio. Ask the number directly — a 4:1 or 5:1 ratio means real one-on-one time,

while anything higher than 8:1 starts to dilute the training meaningfully.

Modern, maintained equipment. You're looking for trucks that look like working trucks — not display pieces

and not junkers. You don't need brand-new equipment, but you need equipment you'd be comfortable being

inspected in.

Transparent pricing. Every cost should be disclosed up front, with no surprise fees added after enrollment. A

school willing to put the all-in number on paper is a school you can trust to behave the same way once

you've signed.

Multiple financial aid options accepted. Schools that accept WIOA, VA benefits, Michigan Works, MRS, TAA,

and other funding sources are signaling that they want students from a wide range of backgrounds and that

they've done the work to qualify with those programs.

Job placement assistance that doesn't require a contract. Help getting hired is good — being forced to work

for a specific carrier in exchange for training is not.

Diverse carrier relationships. Schools that bring in multiple recruiters and carriers — different sizes, different

freight types, different territories — give you more options when it's time to choose your first job. Schools

that only work with one or two carriers limit your future.

Reasonable program length. A full Class A program is typically three to four weeks of full-time training.

Significantly shorter than that usually means corners are being cut, and significantly longer without a clear

reason usually means inefficiency.

At MTDS, we built our program around most of what's on this list. That's not because we're trying to

convince you to come here — it's because we've been around long enough to know what separates schools

that produce real drivers from schools that produce drivers with licenses. The criteria above describe the

kind of school we wish every student had access to, regardless of where they end up.

Green Flags in a CDL School
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When you're talking to a school, these are the questions that will tell you the most about whether they're

worth your time. Ask all of them, and take notes on the answers.

1. Are you on the FMCSA Training Provider Registry? What's your provider number? This is the legal floor —

if they can't answer or won't share the number, the conversation is over.

2. What's your student-to-instructor ratio in behind-the-wheel training? Lower is better, and anything

above 10:1 is a problem.

3. How many hours of actual behind-the-wheel time will I get? ELDT requires a minimum, but good

programs exceed it. Ask for the specific number, not a vague range.

4. Do you train on manual transmission, or only automatic? Manual training keeps your CDL unrestricted

and your options open.

5. What's the all-in cost — tuition, fees, books, testing, everything? Get the full number in writing — hidden

fees added after enrollment are a classic bad-school tactic.

6. What's your first-attempt pass rate? Good schools track this and share it. If they won't share it, they're

either not tracking it or not proud of it.

7. What financial aid do you accept? The more options they accept, the better. Ask specifically about WIOA,

VA, state workforce programs, and any others you might qualify for.

8. Can I talk to current students or recent graduates? The answer should be yes, and if it isn't, ask why.

9. Do you require me to work for any specific carrier or pay back tuition if I don't? This separates schools

from recruiting funnels.

10. What happens if I don't pass the test the first time? Good schools include at least one retake in tuition.

Schools that charge full price for every attempt are signaling that they expect you to fail.

A few patterns show up over and over in the recruiting side of this industry, and they're worth recognizing

before you sit down with anyone.

"Free training" that isn't free. We covered this in Checkpoint 2 — the cost is the contract.

"Guaranteed pass" marketing. Nobody can guarantee you'll pass a state-administered exam. Schools that

promise this are either lying or operating in a way that suggests they're cooking results.

Sign-on bonuses bundled into enrollment offers. Some schools partner with carriers who offer sign-on

bonuses to graduates, and the school sometimes treats those bonuses as part of "the value" of the program.

The 10 Questions to Ask Any School

Common Tactics to Watch For
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Sign-on bonuses come with their own strings (covered in Checkpoint 2) and shouldn't factor into your school

choice.

Pressure to enroll today. "If you sign today, we can hold your spot for the next class." Real schools don't run

their enrollment like a used car lot. If you need a day to think about it, take it.

Vague answers to specific questions. If you ask about pass rates and get a story about graduates instead of a

number, you're being managed — push back.

The training decision is the single most leveraged choice you'll make in this whole process. A good school

makes everything that comes after it easier — better job options, better starting pay, better preparation for

the actual work. A bad school makes everything harder, and you'll spend your first year on the road

compensating for what you didn't learn.

Don't pick the cheapest one, the closest one, or the one with the slickest website. Pick the one that answers

all ten of the questions above without hesitation and treats you like an adult who's making a real decision.

If you find one, you've found the right place to start.

Next, we'll talk about the license itself — what classes and endorsements actually mean, what disqualifies

you, and what the DOT physical is really checking for.

Next: the paperwork side of the credential.

What This Means For Your Decision

T A K E  F R O M  T H I S  C H E C K P O I N T

The Training Decision — Recap

ELDT is the legal floor for CDL training. A school being on the FMCSA Training Provider Registry is

the baseline — not a sign of quality.

Private school costs money upfront but leaves you free. Company-sponsored is free upfront but

locks you into a contract that's hard to escape.

Red flags: high-pressure sales tactics, unclear costs, no equipment to see, no current students to

talk to, and recruiters who can't answer specific questions.

Green flags: transparent pricing, real equipment in use, low instructor-to-student ratios, modern

simulators, and current students who'll talk candidly.

We built our program around all of this. You should hold every school — including us — to the same

standard.
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C H E C K P O I N T  0 5

The Credentials
The credential side of CDL careers is one of the few places where the

information is mostly black and white. Either you can pass a DOT

physical or you can't, either your record qualifies you to drive or it

doesn't, and either you have the endorsement that pays more or you

have to test for it.
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This checkpoint walks through what those credentials actually are, what each one requires, and what —

honestly — could disqualify you from any of them. We're not going to soft-pedal this part. If something in

your medical history, your record, or your background is going to be a problem, it's better to know now than

to find out after you've paid tuition.

There are three classes of commercial driver's license, and which one you need depends on the vehicle

you're going to drive.

Class A. This is the big one — combination vehicles with a gross weight rating over 26,001 pounds and a

trailer rated above 10,000 pounds. In plain English, this is the license for tractor-trailer rigs, the eighteen-

wheelers you see on the highway. A Class A also lets you operate anything below it, which is why most CDL

programs train for Class A by default — it's the most versatile license you can get.

Class B. Single vehicles rated over 26,001 pounds, or those towing a trailer under 10,000 pounds. Dump

trucks, straight trucks, larger buses, garbage trucks, and certain box trucks all fall under Class B. Class B

doesn't let you drive a tractor-trailer rig, but it does cover a wide range of local and regional jobs.

Class C. Smaller commercial vehicles that don't meet Class A or B weight thresholds but still require a CDL —

typically passenger vehicles designed to carry sixteen or more people (including the driver), or vehicles

transporting hazardous materials in quantities requiring placards.

Most people in trucking pursue Class A because it opens the widest range of jobs. If your goal is local bus

driving or a specific Class B job, you can train directly for that — but unless you have a very specific reason to

limit yourself, Class A is the right starting point.

Endorsements are add-ons to your CDL that let you operate specific types of vehicles or haul specific types

of freight. Some you'll never need, and a few are worth real money.

The ones that exist:

H — Hazmat. Hauling hazardous materials. Requires a separate written exam and a TSA background check

(around $86 plus state fees). Adds meaningful money to your paycheck and opens doors to dedicated

hazmat freight.

N — Tanker. Hauling liquids. Requires a separate written exam, but no background check. Tanker freight pays

well because the work is harder — liquid loads shift in transit and demand real skill.

CDL Classes

We're not going to soft-pedal this part.“
Endorsements
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T — Doubles and Triples. Pulling multiple trailers. Required for certain LTL and specialized work. Written

exam only.

P — Passenger. Required for any bus or vehicle carrying sixteen or more passengers. Most common for bus

drivers and shuttle drivers.

S — School Bus. Required for any school bus, plus a state-administered background check and additional

requirements. Usually paired with the P endorsement.

X — The Combination. This isn't a separate endorsement test — it's what you have when you hold both

Hazmat (H) and Tanker (N). The combination opens doors to fuel hauling, chemical transport, and some of

the highest-paying entry-level work in the industry.

If you're planning to drive truck long-term, the X combination is one of the best returns on a few hundred

dollars of test fees and study time. The pay difference adds up to thousands per year over a career.

You also need to know what restrictions can show up on your CDL. These don't add capabilities — they take

them away.

E — No manual transmission. You tested on an automatic, so your license only lets you drive automatics. This

is the most common restriction, and it locks you out of a meaningful chunk of higher-paying work.

L — No air brakes. You tested on a vehicle without air brakes, so you can't operate one. This locks you out of

most over-the-road work.

O — No tractor-trailer. Limits you to straight trucks.

Z — No full air brake. Limits which air brake systems you can operate.

The way you avoid restrictions is by testing on the right equipment. Make sure your school trains on manual

transmission with full air brakes if you want a clean, unrestricted Class A.

Every CDL holder needs a current DOT medical card, and you can't get one without passing a physical exam

from a certified medical examiner. The exam is the same nationwide — it's the federal government's way of

making sure the person behind the wheel is medically fit to drive a 40-ton vehicle.

Here's what the physical actually checks:

Vision. You need 20/40 vision in each eye, with or without correction, and at least 70 degrees of peripheral

vision. You also need to be able to distinguish the standard colors used in traffic signals.

Hearing. Either a "forced whisper test" at 5 feet, or an audiometric test confirming you can hear within

standard ranges.

Restrictions

The DOT Physical
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Blood pressure. For an unrestricted two-year medical card, you generally need to be below 140/90. Higher

numbers can still qualify you, but with a shorter card and follow-up requirements.

Urinalysis. A urine test looking for sugar, protein, or blood — indicators of underlying conditions that might

affect your fitness to drive.

General physical. Heart, lungs, neurological function, range of motion, and an overall fitness check.

Medical history. A detailed conversation about any conditions, medications, or recent surgeries.

Your medical card is valid for up to 24 months, sometimes less if you have a condition that requires more

frequent monitoring.

What Disqualifies You
Some conditions and medications can make passing the DOT physical harder or impossible. The big ones to

know about: uncontrolled diabetes (especially insulin-dependent without a stable management plan),

untreated sleep apnea, heart conditions with a high event risk, certain seizure disorders, vision or hearing

below the standards above, loss of a limb without an approved Skill Performance Evaluation waiver, and

certain medications — opioids, benzodiazepines, methadone, some anti-anxiety drugs, and others depending

on dosage and use.

The biggest surprise for a lot of drivers is sleep apnea. The DOT physical includes screening for risk factors

like neck size, BMI, and snoring history, and drivers who fit the risk profile may be required to complete a

sleep study before getting certified. Sleep apnea itself isn't disqualifying — non-compliance with treatment is.

If you have a condition you're concerned about, ask a certified DOT medical examiner before you start

training. A 20-minute conversation now can save you a lot of money and time later.

Federal CDL drug testing is one of the most consistently misunderstood parts of starting in trucking, and

there are a few things to know up front.

You will be tested at pre-employment, randomly throughout your career, after any accident, after any return-

to-duty event, and on a follow-up schedule if a violation occurs. The DOT runs a national database called the

Drug and Alcohol Clearinghouse that tracks every violation across every carrier. If you've been flagged at one

carrier, every other carrier sees it.

On marijuana. This is the part that surprises the most people. Marijuana is federally illegal as a Schedule I

drug, and the DOT explicitly prohibits its use by CDL holders regardless of state law. It doesn't matter if your

state has legalized recreational use, it doesn't matter if you have a medical card, and it doesn't matter if you

used it on your day off three weeks ago. THC stays detectable for weeks, and a positive test on a federal

panel is a violation.

Drug Testing
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CBD products are also a risk, because they can contain trace amounts of THC that trigger positive tests.

There's no regulated quality control on CBD products the way there is for pharmaceuticals, so even "THC-

free" products can fail you.

If marijuana is part of your current life and you're not willing to stop, this career is not going to work. There's

no path around this, and there's no carrier willing to look the other way. The federal program is the federal

program.

Your motor vehicle record (MVR) tells carriers what you've done behind the wheel. They pull it before they

hire you, and they pull it on a recurring schedule throughout your employment.

Most carriers are looking for: no DUI in the last 5 to 10 years (some carriers won't hire drivers with a DUI

ever, others will after a defined waiting period); no more than one or two minor moving violations in the last

three years; no reckless driving convictions; no accidents involving fatality or serious injury; and no license

suspensions or revocations in recent years.

If your record has issues, you still have options — they just narrow significantly. Some carriers specialize in

hiring drivers with imperfect records, typically for less desirable lanes and lower pay. The path back is to

build clean driving time, year over year, until carriers with stricter standards start opening up.

The biggest myth in CDL careers is the belief that any felony automatically disqualifies you from driving truck

— in reality, the picture is much more nuanced. Most carriers will run a criminal background check, and how

they handle what they find varies widely. Some won't hire anyone with a felony in the last 7 years, while

others have specific exclusions (violent crimes, drug trafficking, fraud) but accept many felony histories. A lot

of carriers care more about how recent the offense was and whether you've stayed clean since.

The Hazmat endorsement is a different story. To get the H endorsement, you have to pass a TSA background

check that specifically screens for certain disqualifying offenses — drug trafficking, certain violent crimes,

terrorism-related offenses, and a defined list of others. If you have one of those in your history, Hazmat isn't

going to be a path that's open to you.

If you have a criminal history you're concerned about, the honest answer is that it depends on what it is, how

long ago it was, and which carriers you approach. Talk to your school's job placement team about it before

you start training — they'll know which carriers will work with you and which won't.

Your Driving Record

Criminal Background
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The credential side of trucking can feel like a maze, but it's actually one of the more predictable parts of this

career. Either you meet the standards or you don't, and either way, you can find out before you spend money

on training.

If you have any concerns about a condition, a medication, or your record, get them checked before you enroll

anywhere. A 20-minute conversation with a DOT medical examiner or an honest school admissions team can

save you from a much harder conversation later.

Next, we'll walk through what to expect in your first year on the road — the carriers, the contracts, the

watch-outs, and how to set yourself up for year two.

Next: what happens after you have the license.

What This Means For Your Decision

T A K E  F R O M  T H I S  C H E C K P O I N T

The Credentials — Recap

Class A is the most flexible CDL — it covers everything Class B and Class C do, plus combination

vehicles. Start here unless you have a specific reason not to.

Endorsements expand your options. Hazmat (H), Tanker (N), and Doubles/Triples (T) each unlock

specific lanes and usually a small pay premium.

The DOT physical is the medical gate. Vision, hearing, blood pressure, sleep apnea, and a few other

things get checked. Most disqualifications are manageable with the right preparation.

Drug testing is federal. THC is still disqualifying everywhere, even in legal states. CBD products

can trigger positives — don't risk it.

Your driving record and criminal history matter. Most schools and carriers will tell you up front

whether your situation works. Ask before you enroll.
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The First Year
If the school decision is the single most leveraged choice you'll make

before you start, the first year is where that decision pays off — or

doesn't. Year one is when you build the record, learn the rhythms, figure

out which kind of trucking actually suits you, and earn the experience

that opens better doors in year two.
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It's also when most drivers who leave the industry decide to leave. The first year is hard, and a lot of new

drivers wash out not because they're bad at the work but because they signed up for something different

than what they got — or because they didn't know what was coming.

This checkpoint walks you through what to expect month by month, what to watch for in carrier offers, and

how to set yourself up so that year two starts from a position of strength.

Most new drivers don't realize that graduating CDL school doesn't mean you go straight to driving your own

truck. There's another step in between, and it varies a lot by carrier.

The Finishing Program
When you get hired at most carriers, the first thing that happens is a multi-week "finishing program" —

sometimes called orientation, driver training, or just "going out with a trainer." During this period, you ride in

a sleeper truck with a more experienced driver, usually running team. One of you drives while the other

sleeps, and you switch.

The finishing program typically runs four to eight weeks depending on the carrier. You're paid during this

time, but usually less than you'll make once you're upgraded to your own truck — often a flat weekly stipend

or a reduced cents-per-mile rate. The point of the program is to put miles under your belt with somebody

watching, build your confidence in real-world conditions, and let the carrier confirm you can actually do the

work before they hand you a truck.

The quality of this experience depends almost entirely on the trainer you get. A good trainer treats it like

teaching and genuinely tries to set you up for success. A bad trainer treats you like a free pair of hands, lets

you run all the night shifts, and barely says a word for six weeks. You won't know which one you got until

you're in the truck, but you can ask in your interview whether you get to meet the trainer beforehand and

whether trainers are screened for teaching ability.

Upgrade and Going Solo
Once the trainer signs off, you "upgrade" — meaning the carrier assigns you a truck and you start running

solo. Your pay rate goes up, your responsibility goes up, and the lifestyle shifts hard. You're now alone in the

truck, making your own decisions about where to park and when to break, and the support network you had

during training shrinks to a phone call to your dispatcher.

The first solo month is when a lot of new drivers hit a wall. The lifestyle gets real, the loneliness gets real, and

the realization that this is your job now — not a training program — hits all at once. This is the part of the first

year where it pays to have done the lifestyle thinking back in Checkpoint 1. Drivers who walked in with

realistic expectations tend to get through this phase, while drivers who imagined something different tend to

struggle.

The First 90 Days: What Actually Happens
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Not every carrier will hire a brand-new CDL holder. The ones that do generally fall into three categories, and

they each come with different tradeoffs.

Mega-carriers are the big national fleets — the names you see on every other truck on the highway. They

hire new drivers at the highest volume, run the biggest training programs, and have the most consistent

freight. The upside is that getting hired is straightforward and the structure is predictable. The downsides are

that pay tends to start lower, turnover is high, equipment can be inconsistent, and you'll often feel like a

number rather than a name.

Mid-size carriers run regional or specialized operations, usually a few hundred trucks to a few thousand.

They hire new drivers more selectively but often pay better, treat drivers more like individuals, and have

more stable operations. The catch is that you often need to be where they operate, and the application

process can be slower.

Small fleets — operations with under 100 trucks — sometimes hire new drivers, particularly in markets where

they need bodies and the big carriers aren't a fit for local freight. Small fleets can be exceptional places to

start if you find the right one. They can also be a mess if you don't, because the protections that come with

being part of a larger operation don't exist at small fleets. Due diligence matters more here than anywhere

else.

Where you start shapes year two more than most new drivers realize. Drivers who start with a strong mid-

size or small fleet often build relationships and reputation that compound. Drivers who start at a mega often

spend year one running freight and earning a paycheck, then move to a better situation in year two. Both

paths work — the key is to pick the one that fits your situation and your patience.

There are a few specific traps that catch new drivers more than anything else in year one, and knowing what

they look like is how you avoid them.

1099 Misclassification
Some carriers classify new drivers as independent contractors instead of employees, paying them on a 1099

instead of a W-2. On paper, this can look attractive because the gross pay number is sometimes higher. In

practice, it shifts every cost and tax burden onto you, eliminates federal protections that come with being an

The quality of this experience depends almost
entirely on the trainer you get.“

Carrier Types: Who Actually Hires New Drivers

Watch-Outs in the First Year
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employee, and often results in lower take-home pay once you account for self-employment tax (currently

15.3%), the lack of unemployment coverage, and the lack of employer-provided benefits.

For most drivers, especially new ones, 1099 status is also legally questionable. If the carrier controls your

schedule, your routes, and your equipment, you're functionally an employee — and the IRS and Department

of Labor have rules about that. If a carrier offers you a 1099 deal as a new driver, get more information

before signing anything, and consider whether the cost is really lower than the W-2 alternative.

Lease-Purchase Programs
We covered this in Checkpoint 3, but it's worth repeating in this context. Lease-purchase is the version of

owner-operator that the big carriers push on new drivers, and it's almost never the right move in year one.

The math rarely works out the way the recruiter explains it, the contracts are usually structured in favor of

the carrier, and you'll be carrying real business risk before you have the experience to manage it. If becoming

an owner-operator is your goal, the path almost never starts here.

Forced Dispatch
Some carriers operate on "forced dispatch," which means you accept whatever load they assign you whether

it works for you or not. Others allow drivers to refuse a load per week, or to indicate preferences within

reason. Forced dispatch isn't automatically bad — predictability has value — but it's something you should

know about before you sign on. Ask directly in interviews how dispatch decisions are made.

Equipment Issues
Some carriers maintain their trucks meticulously, and some don't. A driver running a poorly maintained truck

spends more time broken down, less time earning, and more time stressed. Ask about the average age of the

fleet, the maintenance schedule, and what happens when your truck goes down — the answer tells you a lot.

The Dispatcher Relationship
Your dispatcher is the person who decides what loads you run, when you run them, and how your week

goes. A good dispatcher makes the job manageable, while a bad one can make it miserable. You usually can't

pick your dispatcher, but you can ask carriers how dispatchers are assigned, how often they rotate, and

whether there's a process to request a change if there's a personality conflict.

When you're interviewing with a carrier, treat it as a two-way conversation. The carrier is evaluating you, but

you're also evaluating them. These are the questions worth asking every time.

1. What's the actual starting pay, in cents per mile or in weekly average? Get a number, not a range — and if

they give you a range, ask what the bottom looks like.

2. What's your training program structure, and how long is it? You want to know the length, the pay during

training, and whether you'll meet your trainer before you go out with them.

The 10 Questions to Ask Every Recruiter
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3. Am I classified as a W-2 employee or a 1099 contractor? If 1099, slow down and ask why.

4. How are loads assigned? Is this forced dispatch? You want to understand what control you'll have over

your schedule.

5. What's the average age of your fleet, and what happens if my truck goes down? A carrier confident in

their equipment will give you a clear answer.

6. What's the home time policy, and how often does it actually work out as promised? "How often" is the

important part — ask if they have data.

7. How are dispatchers assigned, and what's the process if there's a conflict? A carrier that's never thought

about this is a carrier where drivers don't have a voice.

8. What's your year-one retention rate? Most carriers won't share this, but the question itself sends a signal

— carriers proud of their retention will answer, and carriers that aren't will dodge.

9. Can I talk to a current driver before I sign? Same logic as the school question — if the answer is no, ask

yourself why.

10. What's the path to year two? When can I expect a raise, better routes, or different freight options? You

want to know there's a future, not just a job.

The first month on the road is where you build the habits that will define your year. A few things worth doing

intentionally.

Document everything. Keep records of your loads, your hours, your pay statements, and any communication

with dispatch. If something goes wrong later — pay disputes, accident documentation, anything — the driver

with records has options, and the driver without them doesn't.

Build a relationship with your dispatcher. A short, professional phone call when things go well matters more

than people realize. Dispatchers prioritize drivers they know, trust, and like, and being easy to work with —

calm under pressure, communicative about problems, on time with loads — pays back in better routes and

better treatment over the long run.

Take care of your body. Truck stop food and a sedentary lifestyle will catch up with you faster than you

expect. You don't need to become a gym rat — you just need to walk during breaks, drink water, and get

something on your plate that didn't come out of a fryer at least once a day. Small habits, compounded over

months, are the difference between a long career and a short one.

Save aggressively in year one if you can. Even if you're not making top-tier money, year one is the year to

build an emergency fund. A truck breakdown, a family emergency, or a sudden change at the carrier can blow

up an unprepared driver, and a small cushion gives you options.

The First 30 Days: How to Set Yourself Up
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Watch your record. Every ticket, every accident, every safety event in year one weighs more than it will in

year five. The drivers who keep year one clean have the most options at year two.

Most drivers think of their first job as the destination, but the drivers who do well in this industry think of it

as the launchpad.

Year one is for building three things: miles, a clean record, and relationships. Get to twelve months with all

three intact, and the doors that were closed when you walked out of CDL school start opening. Regional

positions become realistic, local positions become possible, and specialized freight starts to consider you.

Better carriers — the ones that don't hire new CDL holders — will look at your record and your experience

and offer you a job.

The single most important thing to remember in year one is that it's temporary. Whatever pay, lifestyle, or

carrier you have at month three is not what year five looks like. The drivers who quit during the hard middle

of year one rarely come back, while the drivers who push through to month twelve almost always find that

the second year is meaningfully different.

The first year is hard, and we're not going to pretend otherwise. But it's also the only year you have to do

once, and the way you handle it sets up everything that comes after.

If you've read this checkpoint and the work still sounds like something you want to do, that's a strong signal.

You're not walking in blind — you know what to expect, what to watch for, and how to set yourself up.

Next, we'll talk about the day-to-day side: health on the road, family, mental wellbeing, and the practical stuff

that makes the lifestyle sustainable.

Building Toward Year Two

What This Means For Your Decision
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Next: how to stay healthy and stay married while doing this work.

T A K E  F R O M  T H I S  C H E C K P O I N T

The First Year — Recap

The first 90 days are a finishing program with a trainer — you're not solo yet. This is normal at

every carrier.

Mega-carriers hire new drivers because they have the scale. Smaller carriers are pickier but often

better long-term homes.

Watch for: 1099 misclassification, lease-purchase traps, forced dispatch, and bad equipment.

These are the four most common ways new drivers get burned.

Ask every recruiter the ten questions in this checkpoint before you sign anything. The ones who

answer cleanly are the ones worth working for.

Year one is about survival and learning. Year two is where the career actually starts.
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C H E C K P O I N T  0 7

The Lifestyle Toolkit
The lifestyle challenges of trucking are real, but most of them have

practical solutions. The difference between a driver who thrives in this

work and a driver who burns out has less to do with toughness than

with planning. The drivers who last figure out — usually through trial

and error — how to eat, sleep, stay connected, and stay sane on the

road. We're going to skip the trial and error and give you the playbook

directly.
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This checkpoint covers health on the road, mental wellbeing, family and relationships, and the practical

question of what to actually bring with you. None of this is about whether you can handle the work — it's

about how to handle it well enough that the work doesn't break you.

The single biggest health risk in trucking is what's easy. It's easy to eat at the truck stop every meal, easy to

skip exercise because you're tired, and easy to drink soda all day because it's there. None of these things will

kill you in a week, but compound them over months and years and you end up with the health profile that

gives long-haul drivers their reputation.

Eating
The cheapest and most effective move is to bring real food with you. A small cooler or 12-volt refrigerator

(under $200) lets you store a week of pre-prepped meals — cut vegetables, hummus, hard-boiled eggs, fruit,

jerky, deli meat, cheese, yogurt. You're not trying to eat like a nutritionist — you're trying to eat like a person

who isn't relying on the gas station hot bar three meals a day.

When you do eat at truck stops, the better options are usually right in front of you. Most major chains now

carry salads, Subway sandwiches, fruit cups, and rotisserie chicken. Loves and Pilot have made real progress

on this in recent years.

Hydration matters more than people think. Water is free, and drinking it instead of soda or coffee for half

your day changes how you feel and how you sleep. An insulated water bottle is one of the best investments

you can make.

Sleep
Most factory sleeper mattresses are uncomfortable, and you'll be using one for thousands of hours over the

next few years. A real mattress topper — memory foam or hybrid, $100 to $300 — is the single most

underrated piece of trucking equipment. Drivers who buy one always wish they had bought one sooner.

Beyond the mattress, the basics matter — blackout curtains or a sleep mask for daytime rest, earplugs or a

white noise app for the truck stop chaos, and a consistent sleep schedule even when your loads vary,

because your body recovers based on rhythm more than total hours.

Avoid sleeping in random rest areas when possible. Truck stops aren't perfect, but they're safer, better-lit,

and have facilities. Plan your day around them when you can.

Exercise
You don't need a gym membership and you don't need to become a serious lifter. What you need is to move

regularly enough that you don't lose the ability to do so.

Health on the Road
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The gateway exercise in trucking is walking. Walk around the truck during every break, walk laps around the

truck stop while you wait at a shipper, and aim for thirty minutes on most days. Your body will hold up if you

do that consistently.

Resistance bands cost twenty dollars, fit in a backpack, and give you a full-body workout in eight square feet.

Body-weight exercises like push-ups, squats, and planks work anywhere. Some Pilot and Loves locations

have basic exercise areas, and Planet Fitness memberships (around $25 a month for the travel-friendly tier)

get you into gyms across the country.

The mental health side of trucking is the most underdiscussed part of this career, and it's worth being direct

about. Long-haul drivers experience higher rates of depression and anxiety than the general population, and

the lifestyle creates real risk for self-medication, isolation, and burnout. None of this means trucking is

mentally bad for people — it means the people who do it need to actively look after their mental wellbeing,

the same way they look after their bodies and their equipment.

The signs to watch for in yourself include persistent low mood, difficulty sleeping even when you have time,

loss of interest in things you used to enjoy, increased reliance on alcohol or food to cope, and the feeling that

nothing is going to get better. These are warning signs, not character flaws, and they show up more often in

year one than in any other year.

What helps: daily voice contact with someone who knows you (texting is fine, but voices matter); audio

engagement like audiobooks, podcasts, music, or language lessons to give your mind something to work on;

another driver in your phone who actually understands what you're dealing with; and real help when you

need it — telehealth therapy works fine from a truck cab, trucker chaplains exist at most major truck stops,

and the 988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline is available 24/7 by call or text.

Some mental health treatments and medications can affect DOT certification, which is one reason drivers

avoid getting help. Talk to a certified DOT medical examiner about your specific situation before you assume

the worst. Many conditions and treatments are compatible with CDL operation if handled correctly, and

getting help on the front end is almost always better than the alternative.

The single biggest health risk in trucking is what's
easy.“

Mental Health
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The hardest part of OTR trucking for most drivers isn't the work — it's the impact on the people at home.

Long absences strain even strong relationships, and the strain is rarely about the absence itself — it's about

how each person handles it.

Make communication intentional, not accidental. Schedule daily calls instead of "we'll talk when we can."

Voice is qualitatively different from text, and video is qualitatively different from voice.

Don't carry the road home, and don't carry home onto the road. When you're on the phone with your

partner, they don't need to hear about every dispatch frustration, and when you're driving, you can't fix

what's happening at home. Both of you have your own version of the lifestyle, and both versions are hard —

listening matters more than venting on either side.

Respect what the partner at home is dealing with. They're doing the equivalent of single parenting

whenever you're out, even if the kids are grown. Acknowledge that out loud. The drivers who do this thrive

at home, while the drivers who don't tend to come back to less than they left.

Make home time intentional. Don't waste your first day home recovering on the couch unless that's been

agreed to. Plan something with your people before you arrive. It doesn't have to be elaborate, but it gives the

family time a shape.

Look into rider programs. Many carriers allow drivers to bring a partner along on certain routes for a defined

period. It can give your partner a real sense of what your life looks like, and it can be an unexpected reset for

the relationship.

Most new drivers either over-pack or under-pack, and both create problems. Here's the honest list of what

actually matters.

Sleeping. A real pillow from home, a good blanket or sleeping bag, a mattress topper, an eye mask, and

earplugs. Don't rely on whatever's in the truck.

Hygiene. A shower bag (the kind that hangs on a hook), flip-flops for the shower floor, a microfiber towel, a

laundry bag, and basic toiletries.

Food and water. A cooler or 12-volt fridge, an insulated water bottle, reusable containers for prepped meals,

a small electric kettle or hot pot (truck permitting), and a few non-perishable backups for delayed deliveries.

Clothing. Enough for two weeks of work, plus a couple of off-duty outfits, good rain gear, layers for variable

weather, work gloves, and steel-toe boots if your freight requires them.

Electronics. A phone charger and a backup, a 12-volt power adapter, a dashcam (optional but worth it), a

truck-specific GPS like a Rand McNally or Garmin, and a paper atlas as backup when you lose signal.

Family and Relationships

What to Pack
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Documents. Your medical card, your CDL, your endorsement paperwork, and copies of important contracts,

all in a folder you can find quickly — keep one set in the truck and one set with somebody at home.

Comfort. A small fan or 12-volt heater if your truck doesn't have great climate control, a favorite mug, books

or an e-reader, and at least one thing that makes the cab feel like yours.

Safety. A small first aid kit, a flashlight, a multi-tool, jumper cables, and basic emergency supplies for being

stranded.

Most over-packing falls into a few categories: too many clothes (two weeks of work clothes is plenty, and

laundry exists everywhere); bulky entertainment like a TV setup, a gaming console, or a guitar that drivers

buy in year one and rarely use; a second or third pair of dress shoes; heavy tools (the truck has tools and the

carrier has roadside service); and decorative items that just make the cab harder to organize and clean.

The general rule is: if you wouldn't bring it on a two-week business trip, you probably don't need it on the

truck.

The lifestyle of trucking isn't going to change to fit you — it's the same lifestyle whether you handle it well or

poorly. What changes is your preparation, your habits, and the systems you build around the work.

The drivers who plan for this — who pack right, eat right, sleep right, stay connected, and watch their mental

wellbeing — find that the lifestyle becomes sustainable. The drivers who don't usually burn out within a year

or two and blame the job for what was really a lack of preparation.

We've covered most of what would make somebody fail at this work. Next, we'll talk about the things people

say about trucking that aren't quite true — the myths, the misconceptions, and the corrections worth

knowing.

What You Don't Need

What This Means For Your Decision
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Next: clearing up the eight things people get wrong about this work.

T A K E  F R O M  T H I S  C H E C K P O I N T

The Lifestyle Toolkit — Recap

Truck stop food is mostly fried. Drivers who manage their eating tend to manage their long-term

health better than those who don't.

Sleep in the truck is rarely as good as sleep at home. Sleep hygiene matters more in this job than in

most.

Daily movement is non-negotiable. The drivers who exercise even minimally tend to last longer in

the career than those who don't.

Mental health is real. Long stretches alone can amplify whatever you bring with you. Have a plan,

talk to people, use the 988 line if you need it.

Family conversations need to happen before you take the job, not after. The drivers who do this

well treat their home time as sacred.
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C H E C K P O I N T  0 8

The Myth Audit
A lot of what people "know" about trucking comes from somewhere

other than people who actually drive trucks. It comes from movies,

from old TV shows, from a brother-in-law who knew a guy in the

eighties, from social media doom-scrolling, from headlines designed to

grab attention rather than convey information. Some of what's out

there is true, and a lot of it isn't.
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This checkpoint walks through eight of the most common misconceptions about trucking. For each one, we'll

name the myth, name why people believe it, and then tell you what's actually true.

Myth 1: "Self-driving trucks will take my job in five years."
This one comes from a decade of headlines promising autonomous trucks were just around the corner.

What's true is that autonomous technology is here in limited applications, but what's not true is that it's

coming for the broader trucking job market in anything like a five-year window. The current technology

handles highway middle-mile freight in good weather under controlled conditions. It doesn't handle first-mile

and last-mile complexity — backing into a tight dock, navigating snow-covered roads in northern Michigan,

or making time-sensitive judgment calls when a load doesn't fit the original plan. Industry projections

consistently push the timeline for broad autonomous replacement out to the 2040s and beyond.

Myth 2: "Trucking is for people who couldn't do anything else."
This is one of the more insulting myths, and one of the most outdated. The reality is that trucking attracts

people from every background — military veterans, former white-collar professionals, college graduates who

decided the office life wasn't for them, skilled tradespeople who wanted to see the country. The drivers who

do best tend to share certain traits: self-direction, mechanical curiosity, comfort with solitude, and a

willingness to work hard. None of those suggest "couldn't do anything else." A skilled trade career with

strong pay, real autonomy, and meaningful work is not a consolation prize.

Myth 3: "OTR drivers never see their family."
OTR drivers are away more than other workers, but "never" is a stretch. Most OTR carriers run schedules

that get drivers home for two to three days every two to three weeks, and many run more frequent home

time depending on the lane. The bigger issue isn't the absence — it's how the home time gets used. And if

home time every night is what matters most, regional and local work are realistic year-two options for drivers

who handle year one well.

Myth 4: "You'll make $100K your first year."
The realistic first-year range for a new CDL holder with a clean record is $45,000 to $65,000, depending on

the carrier, the freight, and how hard you're willing to run. The $100K number is real for experienced drivers

in specialized lanes, but it isn't a year-one expectation. Anyone telling you otherwise is selling you something

— usually training tied to a contract, a job at a high-turnover carrier, or a lease-purchase deal that won't end

well.

Some of what's out there is true, and a lot of it isn't.“
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Myth 5: "You can't have a family and drive truck."
Hundreds of thousands of drivers have families and make it work, some OTR, some regional, some local. The

drivers who maintain families do three things consistently: they communicate intentionally instead of when it

happens, they respect what their partner is dealing with at home, and they make home time count instead of

treating it as downtime. The industry isn't built to make family life easy, but it doesn't make it impossible.

Myth 6: "You have to own your truck to make real money."
Veteran company drivers in specialized freight — hazmat, tanker, flatbed, heavy haul — regularly clear

$90,000 to $110,000 a year without owning anything. The owner-operator math sounds better than it

actually plays out for most drivers: gross income is high, but the costs of fuel, maintenance, insurance,

equipment, taxes, and downtime eat a meaningful chunk. The net for a well-run small business is often

comparable to what a strong company driver makes — without the business risk.

Myth 7: "The trucking industry is dying."
Freight tonnage in the U.S. has grown steadily over decades, with cyclical dips during recessions. The

industry handles roughly 70% of all freight moved domestically by weight, and that share isn't dropping. The

driver shortage that gets talked about is real, with projections suggesting a gap of tens of thousands of

drivers for the foreseeable future. The industry is changing — electric trucks, telematics, evolving operational

models — but changing isn't dying.

Myth 8: "You'll be alone all the time."
The work involves significant time alone, but "all the time" misses what's actually there. Truck stops are social

environments, CB radio still works for casual contact, and many drivers maintain phone friendships with

other drivers. For drivers who want it, the trucking community is real, and for drivers who don't, the solitude

is genuinely there. Either preference is fine — the lifestyle isn't enforced isolation, it's a structure that lets

you choose how much community you want around it.

If you've been carrying any of these myths around, this is the place to set them down. None of them are

accurate, and most of them stop people from making decisions that would actually serve them well.

The career you're considering is more durable, more flexible, more financially viable, and more compatible

with a real life than the most common myths suggest. It's also harder than most recruiting ads admit — both

of those things can be true at the same time.

The last checkpoint puts everything together — your decision framework, the questions to ask yourself, and

the next step.

What This Means For Your Decision
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Next: the framework for making your decision.

T A K E  F R O M  T H I S  C H E C K P O I N T

The Myth Audit — Recap

Self-driving trucks aren't replacing drivers in any meaningful timeframe. The most credible

projections still put fully autonomous freight a decade or more out.

Trucking isn't a fallback career. The drivers who succeed chose it on purpose, and most of them

could be doing other things.

OTR drivers can absolutely have families. It takes deliberate effort, but plenty do it well.

$100K in year one is rare and usually misleading. Realistic year-one numbers are $45K to $70K

depending on lane.

Owner-operator isn't a shortcut to wealth. It's running a small business, with all the risks and

rewards that come with one.
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C H E C K P O I N T  0 9

Your Decision
Framework
You've made it through the guide. By now, you have a clearer picture of

what a trucking career actually looks like, what it pays, what it costs,

what it asks of you, and what kind of training and first job will set you

up for success. The last step is bringing all of that information together

into an actual decision.

C H E C K P O I N T  0 9



This checkpoint isn't going to tell you what to do — it's going to give you the framework that helps you figure

it out, with three sets of questions to work through, the red and green flags to look for in your own situation,

and a clear timeline for the next 90 days regardless of which direction you end up going.

These aren't quiz questions, and there are no right answers. Sit with them, be honest, and remember that the

decisions that hold up over time are the ones you make with clear eyes.

1. After reading this guide, do I want this more, less, or about the same as I did when I started? The

direction of that movement is information.

2. Can I name three specific things about this career that fit me, and three that worry me? If you can't, you

don't have a clear enough picture yet.

3. Do I have a real plan for the financial gap — training cost plus lost wages until my first paycheck? A vague

plan isn't a plan.

4. If I have people at home, have we had the real conversation about what this would mean for them? Not

"I'm thinking about it" — the actual conversation.

5. Am I willing to start at the bottom for 6 to 12 months, even if my expectations of myself are higher? The

first year is the toll — pay it once, and pay it well.

6. Do I have a clean enough driving record and a manageable enough background to actually get hired? If

you're not sure, find out before you spend money.

7. Have I talked to at least one actual driver — not a recruiter, not a school admissions rep — who's currently

doing this work? The internet is full of voices — find one real one before you commit.

8. Am I prepared to give this work two years before judging whether it suits me? Year one is hard for almost

everyone, and year two is where the real career starts.

9. What's my "this isn't working" plan? What does it look like if I need to leave the industry, and can I

survive that? A career decision is also a risk-management decision.

10. Why this, and why now? If you can answer that clearly, you're ready, and if you can't, sit with it longer.

10 Questions to Ask Yourself

A vague plan isn't a plan.“
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If you only do one thing before enrolling anywhere, do this. Find an actual driver — through family, through

your school, through LinkedIn, through a friend of a friend — and ask them these questions. A 30-minute

conversation with somebody who's done the work is worth more than any guide, including this one.

1. What did the first year actually look like for you? 2. What surprised you most when you started? 3. What's

the hardest part you didn't expect? 4. What would you have done differently if you could start over? 5. How

does your pay compare to where you thought you'd be? 6. How did your family situation play out, and how

did you handle the home-time question? 7. What did you do when things got hard? Because they did get

hard. 8. If you could only give a new driver one piece of advice, what would it be? 9. Are you still glad you got

into this work? 10. Would you recommend it to your own kids?

If the driver says yes to nine and ten, you're talking to somebody who's thriving, and if they say no to both,

you're talking to somebody who can give you the honest view of what didn't work. Either conversation is

valuable.

We covered these in detail in Checkpoint 4, so they're listed here in compressed form as a reference you can

take into any school visit, phone call, or website review.

1. Are you on the FMCSA Training Provider Registry, and what's your provider number? 2. What's your

student-to-instructor ratio in behind-the-wheel training? 3. How many hours of actual behind-the-wheel

time will I get? 4. Do you train on manual transmission, or only automatic? 5. What's the all-in cost — tuition,

fees, books, testing, everything — in writing? 6. What's your first-attempt pass rate? 7. What financial aid do

you accept? 8. Can I talk to current students or recent graduates? 9. Do you require me to work for any

specific carrier or pay back tuition if I don't? 10. What happens if I don't pass the test the first time?

If a school can't answer all ten of these clearly and quickly, look elsewhere.

This is the honest mirror, and some of these will apply to you while others won't. The point is to look at

where you actually stand before you make a decision.

Green flags
You've answered most of the self-assessment questions as Yes. You can clearly articulate why you want this

career, separate from anyone else's expectations. You have a financial plan that doesn't require borrowing

from a contract you can't get out of. The people at home are informed, supportive, and realistic. Your driving

record and background will pass a normal carrier review. You've already had at least one honest conversation

10 Questions to Ask a Driver

10 Questions to Ask Any School

Red Flags and Green Flags in Your Own Situation
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with a current driver. You can name what you'd do if the work didn't suit you, and the answer doesn't ruin

you.

Yellow flags — worth examining before you commit
You answered "maybe" on more questions than you answered "yes" or "no." You feel pressure to make a

decision quickly because of money, time, or someone else's timeline. You haven't talked to any actual drivers,

only recruiters or admissions reps. You're picking a school based on price, location, or marketing rather than

the criteria in Checkpoint 4. Your family situation includes people who would be significantly disrupted by

your absence and you haven't worked through the details.

Red flags — stop and reassess
You're considering this because you have no other options and you're hoping for the best. Your record or

health makes it likely you wouldn't pass the qualification standards in Checkpoint 5. You're being pushed into

a company-sponsored contract you don't fully understand. You're considering a lease-purchase deal as your

starting point. You haven't been honest with yourself or your family about what the work actually involves.

If you have green flags across the board, you're ready to move. Yellow flags mean working on them before

you enroll. Red flags mean this isn't "no forever" — just "not yet."

If you've decided you want to pursue this career, here's the structured path.

Next 7 Days
Talk to one driver. Use the questions in this checkpoint. Get a DOT physical scheduled. A 20-minute

conversation with a certified medical examiner now will tell you whether you'll qualify, before you spend

money on tuition. Pull your motor vehicle record. Know exactly what carriers will see. List your financial aid

possibilities. Look at WIOA, Michigan Works, VA benefits, TAA, MRS, and other programs you might qualify

for.

Next 30 Days
Visit at least two schools. Use the 10 questions in Checkpoint 4. Apply for the financial aid programs you

qualify for. The earlier you start, the better. Have the real conversation at home. Start building the financial

cushion.

Next 90 Days
Enroll in the school that fits the green-flag criteria. Not the cheapest, not the closest, not the slickest. Get

your CLP and start training. Stay clean. No moving violations, nothing that complicates your record. Start

thinking about your first job. Use the questions in Checkpoint 6 to build a list of carriers worth talking to.

What To Do in the Next 90 Days
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By day 90, you'll be in training, you'll have a clear financial picture, and you'll have a real plan for the first job

that comes after.

We started this guide with a promise — to walk you through the real version of a CDL career, name the traps,

give you the questions to ask, and help you make an honest decision. We've held up our end.

You know what the work looks like, what it pays, what it costs, what it asks of you, and how to choose where

to train and where to start. You know what to watch for and what to walk away from. You know what kind of

person tends to thrive in this work and what kind tends to struggle, and you have an honest read on which

one you're closer to.

The rest is yours. Take the time, ask the questions, talk to the drivers, visit the schools, and have the

conversations at home. When you're ready to decide, decide.

A  N O T E  A B O U T  M T D S

The close that comes with this
You've read the entire guide, and we owe you the close that comes with that.

We made this resource because we wanted future students to be able to make this decision the way we wish

more people did — with full information, with realistic expectations, and without being pressured into a

contract or a carrier they weren't ready for.

If you've read this and decided trucking isn't for you, we mean it when we say that's a good outcome. Better

to know now than to find out the hard way.

And if you've read this and you're ready to start, here's what we can tell you about Midwest Truck Driving

School.

We're based in Escanaba, Michigan, and we train Class A CDL drivers across a range of programs designed to

fit different starting points and different financial situations. We accept Klarna financing, WIOA, Michigan

Works, MI/WI DNR programs, MRS, VA Educational Benefits, TAA, TARFF Educational Loans, bank loans,

and standard payment plans. We're on the FMCSA Training Provider Registry, our equipment is modern and

maintained, our student-to-instructor ratios stay low, and our placement team works with multiple carriers

rather than a single recruiting pipeline.

If any of that sounds like what you've been looking for, we'd be glad to talk. There's no enrollment pressure

attached to the conversation — we'll answer your questions, walk you through your options, and help you

figure out the right next step, whether that ends at MTDS or somewhere else.

You can reach us at:

Phone: 906-789-6311 (In-Person) · 906-212-5311 (Online)

What This All Comes Down To
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Email: info@midwesttruckdrivingschool.com

Web: midwesttruckdrivingschool.com

And if you know somebody else who might benefit from this guide — a son or daughter weighing their

options, a friend considering a career change, a veteran transitioning to civilian work — please share it.

Honest information helps everybody, which is why we built it.

Whatever you decide, good luck with the next mile.

Whatever you decide — good luck with the next mile.

R E S O U R C E S

What You'll Actually Need
A short list of the things you'll actually need during this process, in one place.

FMCSA Training Provider Registry
The federal database of CDL training providers. Verify any school here before enrolling.

tpr.fmcsa.dot.gov

National Registry of Certified Medical Examiners
Find a DOT-certified medical examiner near you for your DOT physical.

nationalregistry.fmcsa.dot.gov

CareerOneStop (WIOA Locator)
The federal locator for American Job Centers, where you apply for WIOA training funds.

careeronestop.org

VA Education and Career Counseling
For veterans using the Post-9/11 GI Bill or related benefits for CDL training.

va.gov/education

Trade Adjustment Assistance (TAA)
For workers displaced by foreign trade, accessed through your state unemployment office.

dol.gov/agencies/eta/tradeact

DOT Drug and Alcohol Clearinghouse
The federal database that tracks drug and alcohol program violations for CDL holders.

clearinghouse.fmcsa.dot.gov

BEFORE THE WHEEL A FUTURE TRUCKER'S  PLAYBOOK 61



988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline
Call or text 988. Available 24/7 if you or somebody you know is struggling.

G L O S S A R Y

The Terms That Come Up Most
A quick reference for the trucking terms that show up most often in this guide and in the

industry.

BTW Behind-the-wheel. The hands-on portion of CDL training in an actual truck.

CDL Commercial Driver's License. The credential required to operate vehicles above defined weight or

passenger thresholds.

CLP Commercial Learner's Permit. The learner's version of a CDL, required before testing for the full

license.

CPM Cents Per Mile. The most common pay structure for OTR and regional drivers.

Dedicated A carrier contract that hauls freight exclusively for one shipper, with predictable lanes and schedules.

DOT U.S. Department of Transportation. The federal department overseeing trucking regulations.

ELD Electronic Logging Device. The federally required electronic system for tracking hours of service.

ELDT Entry-Level Driver Training. The federal rule requiring registered training before initial CDL testing.

FMCSA Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration. The DOT agency that regulates commercial trucking.

GVWR Gross Vehicle Weight Rating. The maximum total weight of a vehicle as designed by the

manufacturer.

Hazmat Hazardous materials freight. Requires the H endorsement and a TSA background check.

HOS Hours of Service. Federal regulations governing driving and rest periods.

LTL Less-than-Truckload. Carriers that haul partial loads from multiple shippers on one trailer.

Mega-carrier A large national trucking company, typically with thousands of trucks.

MVR Motor Vehicle Record. Your driving history report.

OTR Over-the-Road. Long-haul trucking with drivers away for weeks at a time.
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Owner-operator A driver who owns or leases their own truck and operates as an independent business.

Per diem A non-taxable daily allowance for meals and incidentals on the road.

Pre-trip Pre-trip inspection. The required safety check of the truck before driving each day.

Reefer A refrigerated trailer, or freight that requires temperature control.

Sleeper cab A truck cab with a sleeping compartment behind the driver's seat.

Team driving Two drivers alternating in the same truck, keeping it moving longer.

TPR Training Provider Registry. The FMCSA list of approved CDL training schools.

Upgrade The transition from trainee status to driving solo at a carrier.
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A  F I N A L  W O R D  ·  T H E  L A S T  P A G E

Y O U ' V E  G O T  T H E  P L A Y B O O K

Now go make
a real decision.
If trucking turns out not to be your path, that's the right outcome. If you're

more sure than ever, we'd love to talk — whether you train with us or

somewhere else. No enrollment pressure attached to the conversation.

I N - P E R S O N  C O U R S E S

906-789-6311
O N L I N E  C O U R S E S

906-212-5311

M I D W E S T  T R U C K  D R I V I N G  S C H O O L  ·  E S C A N A B A ,  M I C H I G A N  ·  E S T .  1 9 9 8  ·
M I D W E S T T R U C K D R I V I N G S C H O O L . C O M
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