With several recent high-profile accidents on Ontario highways, training standards are coming under increased scrutiny. One school working to improve safety on the highways and prevent these types of accidents is the Ontario Truck Training Academy. OTTA’s head office and main location is in Oshawa, Ontario and they also have a second campus in Peterborough, a satellite in Lindsay and are poised to open up a Brampton location. 

OTTA was founded in 1998 by current President Dennis Lagrois, who prior to opening OTTA, developed a passion for training while working for many years in the tanker business. Dennis began working with Fleming College in Lindsay, Ontario, complementing truck training for their

drillers and heavy equipment operators. Today the group encompasses a staff of fifteen and operates on an 8-acre lot just south of the 401. The large lot provides ample room for training exercises, truck manoeuvring and parking.

Yvette Lagrois is Dennis’s wife and OTTA’s Director of Operations. She joined Dennis in

the venture after working over 20 years in the transportation insurance business. “Our goal is to improve the quality of drivers on the road and to raise the bar for training standards,” explains Yvette. “We work to make the highways safer for everybody. We go far beyond the minimum training standards and requirements. Our program includes a full certificate Air Brake

course, one-on-one in-cab training, yard work and in-class program. We combine the

written and practical instruction to ensure that our graduates have the most complete

training possible.”

Choosing the right school is an important decision for a potential driver. Right now, there are over 80 unregistered schools in the province of Ontario who do not adhere to any government standard (Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities--MTCU) and are not obligated to be bonded or even to have adequate truck insurance. Furthermore, only 30% of the approved MTCU schools provide an Insurance Accredited Course. Curriculum’s for Insurance Accreditation must be approved by TTSAO (Truck Training Schools Association of Ontario), PTDI (Professional Truck Driving Institute), or CTHRC (Canadian Trucking Human Resources Council). 

What this means is that there are schools in Ontario who only provide students with enough training to pass their MTO Road test and obtain their AZ licence, but are not employable. Canadian Trucking Human Resource Council (CTHRC) recently completed a driver study showing 662,400 licensed holders that are inactive or insufficiently trained.

“Ontario Truck Training Academy (OTTA) is affiliated with the TTSAO and we go well

above the minimum training standards,” Yvette comments. “We require our trainers to have 25 years of driving experience. Our challenge and expertise is putting that seasoned knowledge into the heads of our new drivers.

We don’t just tell drivers what life will be like when they begin work in this business, we show them and give them real life examples of what they’re going to go through. For instance, we take the drivers to the border so that they experience it first hand. They are treated like they are in the real world from the time they join our program, beginning with the way training is scheduled. Classes or sessions are scheduled from anytime between 6:30 am to 10:30 pm to get them in the habit of working non-normal hours from the beginning, as this is how the industry works. 

We provide realistic expectations about what life is going to be like out on the road. The best way to do this is to invite carriers in and let the students hear this first-hand. We work with reputable companies who have demonstrated their stability, commitment to training and a willingness to work with entry-level drivers. We don’t push students into work with carriers; we introduce them and let the students make their own informed choices.”

OTTA has also implemented a driving simulator, an example of the innovation OTTA is using to better train students. This state-of-the art simulator helps teach students how to operate a nonsynchronized tractor trailer and provides a safe setting for the student to practice shifting gears and reacting to a multitude of situations that they will face out on the road without endangering the driver, the public, or the equipment that the student is operating. The trainer chooses which situations the driver is placed in and can monitor gear shift ratios, fuel consumption and timing and sessions can be replayed to show the student driver how events

transpired and where they should have reacted differently. The simulator has not replaced actual in-cab training hours, rather it compliments the in-truck component and is available as a resource or tool if a student needs help with a particular task or skill. The operator/trainer tests the student on a variety of conditions and issues that he or she will face out on the road such as snow, wind, ice, as well as obstacles such as accidents and road work.

Yvette concludes, “We look for students who have a desire to be a professional driver. We find out why they are making driving their career choice and then once we determine their needs and

wants, direct them to the work that best suits them. We don’t give up on our students; we assist in finding the best possible employment for them. There are many different opportunities in the

transportation business so it’s important that the students know about the many different types of work.”

