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INTRODUCTION: MASTERING THE
UNIQUE DEMANDS OF GRADALL
FORKLIFT TRAINING

In  the  world  of  material  handling  and
heavy  equipment  operation,  few
machines  combine  versatility  with
specialized  capability  quite  like  the
Gradall  forkl i ft .  Unlike  standard
counterbalance forklifts, Gradall forklifts
are  distinguished  by  their  telescopic
boom,  hydraulic  tilting  carriage,  and

exceptional  rough-terrain  performance.
Operating  this  powerful  equipment
requires  more  than  a  general  forklift
l i cense ;  i t  demands  ta rgeted ,
comprehensive  Gradall  forklift
training  that addresses the machine's
unique  engineering  and  operational
characteristics.  This  article  explores
everything  you  need  to  know  about
mastering  this  specialized  equipment,
from core safety principles to regulatory
compliance, ensuring you or your team
can  operate  efficiently  while  minimizing
risk.
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WHAT EXACTLY IS A GRADALL
FORKLIFT?

Before diving into training specifics, it  is
important  to  understand  what  sets  a
Gradall forklift apart. Originally designed
by the Gradall company, these machines
are  often  categorized  as  telescopic
handlers or rough-terrain forklifts. Their
defining  feature  is  a  hydraulically
powered  telescopic  boom  that  can
extend forward and upward,  combined
with  a  unique  tilting  capability  that
allows  the  forks  to  remain  level  even
when the machine is on uneven ground.
T h i s  m a k e s  G r a d a l l  f o r k l i f t s
indispensable  in  industries  such  as
construction,  agriculture,  mining,  and
shipbuilding,  where  loads  must  be
placed precisely on slopes or in confined

spaces. The ability to handle materials at
height,  reach  over  obstacles,  and
maintain  stability  on  soft  or  irregular
surfaces  makes  them  exceptionally
productive,  but  it  also  introduces
complexities  that  standard  forklift
training  simply  does  not  cover.

Key Differences
from Standard
Forklifts

Boom Operation: Instead of a
vertical mast, Gradall uses a
telescoping boom that extends
horizontally and vertically.
Operators must understand load
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charts that change dynamically
with boom angle and extension.
Hydraulic Tilting: The carriage
and forks can tilt independently,
allowing for precise load
placement. This requires a
nuanced touch and an
understanding of hydraulic forces.
Rough Terrain Capability:
Large, high-traction tires and
oscillating axles enable operation
on dirt, gravel, mud, and slopes.
Training must cover terrain
assessment and stability
dynamics.
Elevated Load Handling:
Because loads can be placed at
significant heights, the risk of tip-
over and load shift increases.
Operators need to master safe

boom operation at various
elevations.

WHY STANDARD FORKLIFT
CERTIFICATION IS INSUFFICIENT

Many  organizations  make  the  critical
mistake  of  assuming  that  a  standard
forklift  operator certification is adequate
for operating a Gradall. This assumption
is  not  only  incorrect  but  potentially
dangerous.  OSHA  regulations  in  the
United States require that operators be
trained  on  the  specific  type  of
powered  industrial  truck  they  will
operate.  A  Gradall  forklift  falls  into  a
distinct  category  due to  its  boom and
terrain  capabilities.  Gradall  forklift
training  must  address  the  machine's
unique  design,  controls,  and  operating
environments.  An  operator  who  is
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proficient  on  a  counterbalance  forklift
may  have  no  experience  with  the
stabil ity  challenges  posed  by  an
extended  boom  on  a  slope.  Skipping
specialized training can lead to serious
accidents,  equipment  damage,  and
regulatory  fines.

THE CORE COMPONENTS OF
EFFECTIVE GRADALL FORKLIFT
TRAINING

A well-structured Gradall forklift training
program  should  blend  theoretical
knowledge  with  extensive  hands-on
practice.  Below  are  the  essential
components  that  every  comprehensive
program should include.

Classroom
Instruction and
Theoretical
Foundations
The  classroom  segment  provides  the
foundational knowledge required for safe
operation.  Topics  typically  covered
include:

Machine Familiarization:
Understanding the operator's
compartment, controls, gauges,
safety devices, and maintenance
points. This includes locating the
operators manual and
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understanding its contents.
Load Physics and Stability: In-
depth instruction on the center of
gravity, the stability triangle, and
how the telescopic boom affects
these dynamics. Operators learn
about the impact of boom
extension, angle, and load weight
on tip-over risk.
Load Charts and Capacity
Rating: Interpreting the machine's
specific load chart is critical.
Operators must be able to
determine the maximum safe load
for any given boom position. This
is one of the most challenging
skills to master.
Site and Terrain Assessment:
Identifying hazards such as soft
ground, ditches, slopes, overhead

obstructions, and pedestrian
traffic. Gradall operators must be
trained to evaluate whether a
surface can support the machine's
weight and the forces exerted by
lifting.
Regulatory Requirements:
Overview of OSHA regulations,
employer safety policies, and
inspection procedures. Gradall
forklift training must emphasize
that certification is not a one-time
event but part of an ongoing
safety culture.

Hands-On
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Practical
Operation
Practical  training  is  where  operators
truly  develop  competence.  Under  the
supervision  of  a  qualified  instructor,
trainees  should  practice  the  following:

Pre-Operational Inspection: A1.
thorough walk-around inspection
covering tires, hydraulic fluid
levels, fuel, engine oil, and
electrical systems. The instructor
should teach operators to identify
signs of wear, leaks, or damage.
Basic Maneuvering: Driving2.
forward, reverse, turning, and
stopping on various surfaces

including pavement, gravel, and
packed earth. Emphasis is placed
on smooth, controlled movements.
Boom Operation: Extending and3.
retracting the boom at different
angles while carrying loads.
Operators practice raising,
lowering, and tilting the forks while
maintaining stability.
Load Pickup and Placement:4.
Picking up loads from ground level,
elevated surfaces, and truck beds.
Operators practice placing loads
accurately at height and on
uneven terrain.
Slope Operation: Driving on5.
inclines and cross-slopes with and
without loads. Training covers
when to use the tilting feature to
keep loads level and how to avoid
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overturning.
Emergency Procedures:6.
Simulating engine failure,
hydraulic failure, or other
malfunctions. Operators learn how
to safely lower loads and exit the
machine.

Evaluation and
Certification
After  completing  both  classroom  and
hands-on training, operators must pass a
comprehensive evaluation. This typically
includes a written test covering theory
and load chart interpretation, as well as
a practical skills test where an instructor
assesses  the  operator's  ability  to

perform key tasks  safely  and efficiently.
Successful  completion  results  in
certification stating that the operator has
received Gradall forklift training and
is  authorized  to  operate  that  specific
equipment.  Certification  is  valid  for  a
period determined by employer  policy,
but  refresher  training is  recommended
at least every three years, or sooner if
an  incident  occurs  or  a  new  machine
type is introduced.

SAFETY PROTOCOLS AND BEST
PRACTICES IN GRADALL
OPERATION

Safety must be the central focus of any
Gradall forklift training program. Beyond
the  basics,  there  are  specific  safety
considerations  that  apply  uniquely  to
these machines.
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Stability and Tip-
Over Prevention
The  telescopic  boom  makes  Gradall
forklifts  more  prone  to  tip-over  when
misused. Operators must be trained to:

Always keep the load close to the
machine during travel, with the
boom retracted as much as
possible.
Avoid sudden starts, stops, or
sharp turns, especially when the
boom is elevated.
Never exceed the load capacity
indicated on the load chart for the
current boom position.
Use outriggers or stabilizers if the

machine is equipped with them
and the task requires them.
Be aware of dynamic stability loss
when operating on soft or uneven
ground. The machine may feel
stable at low boom heights but
become unstable at higher
extensions.

Load Handling
and Attachment
Safety
Gradall  forklifts  can  be  equipped  with
various  attachments  including  forks,
buckets,  grapples,  and  hooks.  Each
attachment  changes  the  machine's
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lifting  characteristics.  Gradall  forklift
training  must  include  instruction  on
how  different  attachments  affect  load
capacity and stability. Operators should
be  trained  to  inspect  all  attachments
before use and to never use a damaged
or unapproved attachment. Secure load
positioning is also critical.  Because the
boom  can  extend  forward,  loads  can
shift  or  fall  if  not  properly  balanced.
Operators should always center the load
on the forks and secure it with straps or
chains if necessary.

Pedestrian and

Site Safety
Gradall  forklifts are often used in busy
work  sites  with  pedestrians,  other
vehicles,  and  moving  equipment.
Operators  must  be  trained  to:

Use the horn and backup alarms
consistently when moving.
Maintain clear visibility and use a
spotter if the operator's view is
obstructed.
Establish and maintain a safe
perimeter around the machine
during lifting operations.
Never carry passengers, and
ensure all personnel are clear of
the area before moving.
Park the machine on level ground
when not in use, lower the forks to
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the ground, and engage all safety
locks.

REGULATORY COMPLIANCE AND
CERTIFICATION STANDARDS

In the United States, OSHA standard 29
CFR  1910.178  governs  powered
industrial  truck  training.  While  it  does
not specifically list Gradall by name, the
requirement  for  training  on  the  specific
type of truck applies directly. This means
that  employers  who  operate  Gradall
forklifts  must  ensure  their  operators
receive  dedicated  training  on  these
machines. The training must cover the
operating  instructions,  warnings,  and
precautions  specific  to  that  class  of
equipment. Additionally, employers must
certify  that  each  operator  has  been
trained  and  evaluated,  and  that  they

have the skills to operate the machine
safely. Failure to provide proper Gradall
forklift training can result in citations,
fines,  and  legal  liability  in  the  event  of
an accident. It is also important to note
that refresher training is required when
the  operator  is  observed  operating
unsafely, is involved in an accident, or
when  workplace  conditions  change
significantly.

THE BROADER BENEFITS OF
PROFESSIONAL GRADALL
FORKLIFT TRAINING

Investing in high-quality Gradall  forklift
training  goes  well  beyond  compliance.
Well-trained operators make a direct and
measurable contribution to a company's
bot tom  l ine  th rough  improved
productivity  and  reduced  costs.
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Increased Efficiency: Skilled
operators can move materials
faster and with greater precision,
reducing cycle times and
improving workflow. They are also
less likely to damage materials or
equipment, saving repair and
replacement costs.
Reduced Downtime: Properly
trained operators understand the
importance of pre-operational
inspections and routine
maintenance, leading to fewer
breakdowns and longer machine
life.
Lower Insurance Premiums:
Comprehensive training programs
often qualify for discounts on
liability and equipment insurance
because they demonstrate a

serious commitment to risk
reduction.
Positive Safety Culture: When
operators feel confident in their
skills and understand the risks,
they are more likely to report
concerns and adhere to safety
protocols, creating a safer
workplace for everyone.

CHOOSING A QUALITY GRADALL
FORKLIFT TRAINING PROVIDER

Not  all  training  programs  are  created
equal.  When  selecting  a  provider  for
your  organization  or  for  yourself,
consider  the  following  criteria:

Instructor Qualifications: Look
for instructors with extensive real-
world experience operating Gradall



12

12 Gradall Forklift Training 2023-02-15

equipment. They should also have
a strong grasp of adult learning
principles and assessment
methods.
Comprehensive Curriculum:
Ensure the program covers all the
components mentioned earlier:
classroom theory, hands-on
practice, and evaluation. Avoid
shortcuts or programs that are too
brief.
Up-to-Date Content: Equipment
and regulations evolve. A good
provider will regularly update their
curriculum to reflect changes in
machine design, safety standards,
and OSHA requirements.
Hands-On Emphasis: Theory is

important, but nothing beats real
seat time. The program should
include ample supervised practice
on an actual Gradall forklift, not
just a generic telehandler.
Customization Options: If your
organization uses Gradall forklifts
in unique environments such as
shipyards or mines, look for a
provider who can tailor the
training to those conditions.

CONCLUSION: ELEVATING SAFETY
AND PERFORMANCE THROUGH
TRAINING

Gradall forklift training is not merely
an optional add-on; it is a fundamental
requirement


