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The following presentation is concerned with aviation English teaching materials and 
resources. 
 

What kind of aviation English training materials would teachers and trainees like to have when 
the objective is to reach and maintain operational level in aviation English? We would all like the 
magic English potion – take two spoonfuls daily for 10 days and Bingo, you’re bilingual. Some of the 
language training programmes proposed nowadays seem to me to be just as unrealistic. The length of 
English language training courses has been inexorably whittled down from 4 or more intensive weeks, 
to a flimsy 2-day module. The word “module” often covers a multitude of cost-cutting sins. Bite sized 
English courses. 
 

The question I want to consider now is what are appropriate aviation English training 
materials? 
 

That depends very much on the kind of training envisaged. There are many variables a few of 
which are: 

the trainees 
the hardware 
the organisation of the courses in time and space 
the teachers 
the money available to pay for training 

 
First let’s look at the trainees 
Who are they? 
Are they controllers or pilots? Unfortunately it is rare, indeed almost unheard of to have both 
professional categories together. The advantages in the language classroom of having representatives 
of both sides of the pilot-controller dialogue would be immense. One would no longer have to ask a 
participant to take the other’s role in a dialogue, or the other’s point of view in a discussion. However 
since civilian pilots and controllers usually work for different organisations, the idea seems 
impracticable. 
 
What is the present level of English of the trainees and how has it been assessed? Is it an assessment of 
operational level of English including speaking and listening? 
 
How many hours of training are required for them to reach and/or maintain operational level? There 
are no ready-made answers to this question. Some idea of the type of estimates given can be found for 
the Common European Framework of Reference, but it should be borne in mind that this scale is 
European and made for speakers of European languages learning another European language. This 
rule of thumb cannot be used for speakers of languages not closely related to English, such as speakers 
of Oriental languages.  
 
How much time and money is available for this training? Who will be paying for the training? 
What is their professional experience – are they already on the job, or in training? 
What is their previous experience of learning English? Hurdles may have to be crossed with those who 
have had negative language learning experiences leaving them with a diminished idea of their own 
capacities, or others who have developed poor learning habits, such as translating, or learning by rote. 
 
 
 

Now, a quick consideration of the hardware. Technology in this area is progressing fast.  
The choice of materials to purchase depends on the hardware that is available or can be acquired. 
There is no point in getting video films if there is no video player. Various types of equipment may be 
necessary: 



 
CD players 
Microphones 
Cassette players (and a supply of blank cassettes) This is now yesterday’s technology. But 
there needs to be some cheap and easy way to record, edit and copy. 
Video players (more commonly nowadays DVD players) and monitors 
PC computers with up-to-date software 
Intranet 
Internet 
Classrooms 
Library 
Self-access centre 

(These last two are not strictly speaking just the space, but also the contents – books, reviews, films, 
CD’s, tapes – and the staff to make the centre user-friendly and workable) 
 
Organisation of training 
 

Quite a lot of choices are available here. If the participants have classes with a teacher they 
may be in groups of various sizes, down to a single student – called one-to-one in the teaching trade. 
This is not necessarily the ideal training set-up. A constant teacher-student dialogue is not the most 
fertile training situation. The ideal size of group is between 6 and 12. More than 16 and classroom 
management gets difficult. But, and this is a big but, the groups should have more or less the same 
level of English language proficiency. We call them homogenous groups.  
 

There is also a choice in the rhythm of the courses: Intensive or Extensive courses. 
Intensive courses are 5 or 6 hours class per day, in blocks of 5 days usually, ranging from one week to 
6 weeks. The 5-day working week is a cultural question – an airline or control centre may have more 
flexibility and not have to free their trainees at weekends. I would say, though, that it’s a good idea to 
give a day or two off at regular intervals to allow the students to relax and assimilate what they’ve 
learned.  
 

Extensive courses – e.g. 2 hours class every 3 or 4 days. The frequency of the class depends on 
availability of the students, but it’s important to have the same students in one group – group dynamics 
are important in the learning process – a rolling population of students coming irregularly is distinctly 
unhelpful. 
 

Another training choice is whether to have conventional classes – face-to-face teaching it’s 
called nowadays, with a teacher and student(s) 
One can envisage dispensing with the teacher, having no face-to-face teaching at all. Learner 
autonomy was the buzzword in language training about 10 years ago and you can see how it caught on 
– no more expensive (or maybe not so expensive) teachers to pay. Also quite a lot of time was spent 
on “learning to learn” courses. This is a valuable idea. Many students come to their English courses 
with seriously engrained bad habits – trying to translate everything, or rote learn great chunks of 
vocabulary, or even text. However, for learner autonomy to work, a lot of support is required. You 
have to be very motivated to learn alone. The responsibility for learning is returned to, or one could 
say put upon, the student. For those who have had a very conventional education which often 
consisted of memorising what the teacher or the textbook said, being asked to take the learning 
initiative oneself can be very disorienting. University dropouts are symptoms of this problem – a 
failure to make the transition from highly structured and disciplined school classroom learning, to the 
free environment of university learning.  
 
 

Self-access centres are designed to be attractive for autonomous learning with state-of-the-art 
facilities – computers with broadband Internet access, satellite TV channels, videos and DVD’s, 
books, CD-ROMs etc. Such centres need a lot of care from dedicated language tutors. Technology is 
all very well, but a real human being can make a huge difference by giving advice and encouragement. 
There also needs to be on-going investment for updating materials and equipment. Study in self-access 
centres works best in my opinion when there is also a conventional language course. It’s a good place 
to maximise the classroom time. However, in professions with irregular hours and working patterns 



where it is very difficult to bring together groups of learners, the self-access centre may well be a 
viable or even the only option. It can also be sited near the actual work place of the learners, whereas 
the language classroom may be quite far away. 
 

Following on technical progress, Distance Learning, or eLearning, is the latest training 
tendency. This requires Internet or Intranet access. Theoretically it sounds wonderful – people around 
the world can learn using online materials dispensed from anywhere else in the globe. Distance 
Learning using other media has been around for a long time – correspondence courses they used to be 
called. However, on-line courses have to be used carefully. They are not necessarily a panacea. In fact, 
there is an interesting debate about whether eLearning in general, not only for learning languages, has 
not been over-sold by commercial training companies in a first rush of enthusiasm. There is an 
alarming article by Sam Atkins entitled We are the problem. We are selling snake oil1 which states 
“We now have ample data to show that: Training does not work, eLearning does not work, Blended 
learning does not work, Knowledge management does not work.” I do not think we have to take this 
very provocative article too much to heart (training does not work??), but it has to be said that there is 
also concern in educational institutions about high drop-out rates from on-line courses. Unfortunately 
nearly all the research into language teaching and learning effectiveness comes from traditional 
teacher-led programmes. We know little so far about how well self-access centres and on-line courses 
work. Technology in this case seems to be dictating pedagogy rather than theory and research 
informing the basis of our teaching. We use the Internet and computer-based courses because of the 
flexibility and usefulness for the independent learner, but organisations should be cautious about 
relying solely on such an approach. 
 

There is the phenomenon of the Loneliness of the Long Distance Learner that has to be 
combated. Logging on and working alone on-screen in an office or at home can be very isolating. And 
language is about communicating between people, not about one person communicating with a screen. 
To counter the feeling of loneliness, many on-line courses are organised for groups. A course runs 
over a fixed period of time, followed by a tutor who has a key role in encouraging the participants, and 
forming a group dynamic by giving collaborative tasks and encouraging exchange between the group 
members, on notice boards and in chat groups. This type of course can be effective for the skills of 
reading, listening and writing. 
 

Another form of the on-line course is where the student signs on and can access a language 
course consisting of a quantity of language learning exercises and activities. The course may follow a 
conventional progression and resemble an on-line course-book, or it may be more open-ended, giving 
the learner many choices on what to study when. The yardstick for measuring the sophistication of 
such a programme is how inter-active it is. Whether the student is required to react to what they see on 
the screen and can get on-line help when needed, to complete the exercises and tasks. This type of 
course usually uses sound and video files, which means having the correct software installed on the 
PC.  Chat rooms can be integrated too, with “synchronous” chat if there are enough people using the 
course to provide enough people to chat with or there may be a chat rendezvous at a specific time each 
day. “Asynchronous” chat is also possible, where the teacher leaves a voice message containing, say, 
some questions, and the student replies when they log on. The basic content of this kind of course, 
without the chat, can equally well be distributed on a CD-Rom, with on-line help, or not. 
 

One of the shortcomings of On-line Courses is the considerable investment in time and/or 
money involved in their creation, and the tendency of organisations to seriously underestimate this. 
Another point to note is the importance of good IT technicians to keep everything running smoothly. 
 

Clearly, when considering the various choices described above there is a multitude of possible 
combinations. 

Intensive and extensive courses may be mixed very successfully – one week intensive, 4 
weeks extensive, one week intensive. 
Face to face courses and autonomy – 4 classroom hours followed by 2 in the self-access 
centre, or 2 on the Intranet. 

 
And what about the teachers?  
                                                 
1 http://www.internettime.com/lcmt/archives/001014.html

http://www.internettime.com/lcmt/archives/001014.html


The main question here is how much experience they have with the world of aviation, and 
whether they can develop their own materials.  
 

A well-trained teacher can always learn from the aviation environment in which they work – 
we all started that way. Aviation is a sufficiently interesting subject per se. Teachers with little 
aviation experience may have a fear of not being credible in particular if they are with trainees new to 
the job. The teachers think that the trainees think they ought to be experts in aviation. The teacher’s 
field is the language. In some circumstances team teaching is possible with a language teacher and a 
subject teacher. This can be very rewarding with each teacher observing the other’s input. 
The English teacher should not confuse teaching the language (English) with teaching the subject 
(Aviation), and I would argue the proficient language teacher should be able to teach professionals in 
most fields. But you cannot expect a teacher new to aviation to immediately start producing teaching 
materials. 

 
Some of the most interesting aviation English classes I taught was way back when I really 

didn’t know very much about the subject and had a group of very experienced pilots whose English 
was I would say in retrospect, not operational. They were delighted to teach me about aviation and 
gained in confidence despite their ropey English. Their professional know-how was a strong starting 
point allowing them to have some status in the class, where their language ability could have made 
them feel seriously inferior. My questions were genuine, not falsely naïve. A certain kind of teaching 
has been defined as the teacher asking naïve questions to which they already know the answer. 
It is to be anticipated that, with the application of the new ICAO standards, the demand for aviation 
English courses and therefore aviation English teachers will increase. This could lead to specific 
teacher training courses and qualifications in aviation English teaching, perhaps in post-graduate 
TEFL (Teaching English as a Foreign language) certificates and Masters degrees. This means in effect 
training the qualified language teacher in the specialism of aviation. There is also a case for training 
the aviation expert (controller or pilot) in English language teaching.  
 
Syllabus 
 

For a scientific, research-based approach to course content and syllabus I refer you to other 
speakers on this programme, notably to the work of Dr Jeremy Mell. 
Linguistic analyses and inventories of the exact nature of the language used in communication for air 
traffic control are essential for the English language course developer, who must then grade the 
findings in terms of importance for efficient communication and linguistic difficulty. 
Below is my own rule-of-thumb starting point for a course for pilots. I emphasise this is based on 
personal experience and is in no way exhaustive: 
 
Vocabulary Domains 
Parts of the aircraft 
Cockpit instruments 
Cabin 
 
Airport – runways taxiways etc. 
Airport structures 
Airport vehicles 
Airport passenger terminal 
 
Aviation professions 
Airline departments and positions 
ATC personnel 
Passengers 
 
Weather 
Geographical features 
Phases of flight 
Navigation 
Power plant 
Documents on board 



 
Emergency equipment 
Disease, illness and symptoms 
 
Technical incidents 
 
Grammatical syllabus 
Solid traditional grammar syllabus:  
Verb tenses: past, present and expressions of futurity 
Forming of questions and reported questions 
Modal verbs 
Active/passive verbs 
Adjectives and adverbs 
Quantifiers: much, many, some, any 
Nouns: countable and uncountable 
Use of a/the 
Pronouns 
Strong emphasis on use of numbers 
 
Functional syllabus 
A selection of functions such as: requests and orders, offers, advice, greetings, thanks, apologising  
 
Pronunciation practice 
Particular emphasis on stress and rhythm as well as the sounds that transmit badly and are difficult for 
the language group being taught. 
 
Listening  
 

Whatever the type of course, there must be provision for listening and speaking practice.  
There are two types of useful live traffic recordings – the normal everyday routine, and the non-
routine. The latter is, of course, the most interesting and the most demanding. However just having a 
selection of different accents and conditions of reception for routine exchanges can be very instructive. 
(a plea here for better audio equipment used in control centres and on board, and are they ever going to 
get rid of HF?) 
Of course if you can’t get the real stuff warts and all, you can make simulations in a good recording 
studio, with good actors. Controllers, pilots and teachers are often surprisingly bad at reading a set 
script in a recording studio – it can sound very wooden and unconvincing. 
The recordings of traffic whether authentic or pretend, can be treated in many ways for English 
learning. 

Straight comprehension: a fairly short exchange or series of exchanges, followed by questions 
about some of the details. 

 
Role-playing one side of the dialogue: this can be developed into a more sophisticated 

simulation, with relevant documents and charts. 
 
Listening to the recording and completing the written text where significant vocabulary items 

(e.g. numbers) have been blanked. 
 
The holy grail of aviation English listening materials is “live traffic”. It is one of the most 

treasured items in a teacher’s box of tricks. This is increasingly problematic as in many (most? maybe 
all) countries it is illegal to record live traffic communications oneself, or to use the official recordings 
made on board or at ATC centres. In the past it was relatively easy to bend the rules and get recordings 
for the English language class, indeed at a seminar in Riga some time ago I gave a talk about how best 
to do this – but even then it was only possible to make recordings for supervised use within the 
company or organisation in which they were made. But nowadays with so much increased sensitivity 
to security, it is well nigh impossible. 

 



Is there no way to make provision for training purposes? Could a listening library not be 
created, and kept updated with examples of live traffic? If that isn’t done, I’m afraid teachers will find 
their own somewhat underhand ways of procuring such valuable documents. 
Would it be possible to envisage the creation of an international live traffic library to be used for 
training purposes? An easy way to start would be to make a bank of ATIS recordings from around the 
world. 
 

Listening practice should not be limited to live traffic. The well-balanced course should have 
other types of listening practice, the more the better. Listening to plain English in an aviation context: 
Interviews with aviation personnel 
Documentary film about aviation topics (e.g. airports, airlines, organisation of ATC, safety issues, 
history of flying). 
 

Language is about communication, and that means speaking. Every aviation English training 
course must provide for a large amount of speaking practice. We have already mentioned role-playing 
one end of a live traffic dialogue. Authentic speaking tasks are not difficult to conjure up in the form 
of short scenarios to be enacted by the learners. These can be very closely related to the ordinary work 
situation, or more elaborate role-playing situations using more plain English. A short article presenting 
a problem or task with various points of view to be played out can be used to introduce the basic 
problem to be resolved. For example, a proposed airport expansion to be discussed by the various 
stakeholders: the Government Air Transport body, the ATCO’s, the airlines, the local residents, the 
Greens… 
 

Many students complain about a lack of vocabulary. This may be a false problem. By trying to 
translate in their heads and find the exact turn of phrase they have in mind, they are inhibiting the use 
of the words they do know. It’s a way of thinking to accept that you cannot be the complete 
sophisticated adult person in the language you are learning and to learn to say complex things with the 
simple words you have at your disposal. 

 
Having said that, the aviation English course does have to teach a solid amount of 

terminology. This should be contextualised in pictures and/or texts with recordings of the correct 
pronunciation. It has to be practiced and reviewed more than once. It takes quite a lot of practice to 
internalise new words. 

 
Since most aviation English practice is oral, pronunciation practice should be part of every 

lesson. Not just the sounds, or phonemes, but also the rhythms. The correct accentuation of longer 
words is essential for comprehensibility, and an awareness of how the English language puts emphasis 
on the important words in a phrase and then “swallows” the rest is important for understanding spoken 
English. One French pilot was blown away by his first contact with real North American English at his 
hotel when ordering eggs for breakfast. The question “How ye wan yer eggs?” corresponded very little 
to his idea of the pronunciation of “How do you want your eggs?” What had his English teachers been 
teaching him all these years? Let me emphasise it is not necessary to speak Oxford, BBC or Boston 
English. Foreign accents are part of the personality of the speaker – I still speak French with an 
English, maybe a Scottish accent after more than 30 years. But it is necessary to be understood and to 
understand. Pronunciation and oral comprehension are very closely related. Someone who pronounces 
badly will have problems understanding. 
 

To summarise my points about course material content 
It should cover: 
 

The vocabulary and competencies identified in the research 
Listening practice 
Relevant speaking practice 
Pronunciation practice 

 
Having spoken about materials and course content, I want to turn now to resources 
 

There is a dearth of appropriate published materials for aviation English for controllers and 
pilots. There are several explanations for this. The publishing industry, like many others, has gone 



through recent concentration, mergers and globalisation. The market for published English language 
training materials for controllers and pilots is too small to interest these big publishing houses. For the 
few small independents left, the risk of marketing such a specialised product with expensive 
recordings is too great. Added to that, the lack of respect of copyright in many parts of the world – the 
problem of pirating and blatant plagiarism– and it just is not worth the effort. Even in areas of the 
world where there is no pirating, abuse of photocopying may prevent the publishers and authors 
getting their dues. 

 
A reaction to this state of affairs is to try to write and publish materials which are aimed at the 

widest sweep of aeronautic interests possible, to enlarge the public and be all things to all men. This 
attempt to please everyone can unfortunately lead to satisfying no one. 
However, despite this complaint about rather ill focussed materials, it has to be said that what is most 
lacking is a basic English textbook using an aviation context.  Teachers wishing to teach general 
English grammar often resort to a general English language textbook where the context is designed to 
be universally relevant, with chapters like “My last holiday” for the past tense, “Food and recipes” for 
quantity words, “Hobbies and free time” for the present simple tense. How much more appropriate 
would be “ My Last Flight” for the past, “The Fleet” for quantity words, and “Captain Blogg’s Typical 
Day” for the present simple tense.  
 

Even if you do find the answer to your aviation English prayers in off-the-peg publications and 
courses, teachers will probably want to supplement them with some materials of their own inspiration. 
There are a fair number of resources they can look to. (see annex) 
 

To conclude, I am only too aware that I may have raised more issues and posed more 
questions than I have answered here. But I hope I have also shown you some new perspectives, and 
given leads and insights that can be followed.   
 
Annex 
 
The professional press  
Flight International www.flightinternational.com    
Aviation Week and Space Technology http://www.aviationnow.com/aviationnow/   
Pilot www.pilotweb.co.uk  
Flying www.Flying.com/index.asp  
 
Sites of Official Aviation Organisations 
ICAO(International civil Aviation Organization) www.icao.int  
CAA  (Civil Aviation Authority) www.caa.co.uk  
FAA (Federal Aviation Authority) http://www.faa.gov/utilities/sitemap.cfm
ATSB (Australian Transport Safety Bureau) http://www.atsb.gov.au/
IFALPA (International Federation of Airline Pilots Association)www.ifalpa.org  
IFATCA(International Federation of Air Traffic Controllers Association) www.ifatca.org  
EUROCONTROL http://www.eurocontrol.be/home.html  
DGAC (Direction Générale de l’Aviation Civile)  http:www.aviation-civile.gouv.fr/index.htm  
NTSB (National Transportation Safety Board) www.ntsb.gov  
AAIB (Air Accident Investigation Bureau) 
http://www.dft.gov.uk/stellent/groups/dft_control/documents/contentservertemplate/dft_index.hcst?n=
5161&l=1  
CHIRP (Confidential Human Factors Incident Reporting Programme) 
http://www.chirp.co.uk/new/Aviation/IndexAir.html  
ICAEA (International Civil Aviation English Association) www.icaea.pata.pl listerve at 
http//groups.yahoo.com/group/icaea_world  
 
Airline companies and manufacturers 
Airbus http://www.airbus.com/  
Boeing http://www.boeing.com/  
Airline websites 
Airport websites  
 

http://www.flightinternational.com/
http://www.aviationnow.com/aviationnow/
http://www.pilotweb.co.uk/
http://www.flying.com/index.asp
http://www.icao.int/
http://www.caa.co.uk/
http://www.faa.gov/utilities/sitemap.cfm
http://www.atsb.gov.au/
http://www.ifalpa.org/
http://www.ifatca.org/
http://www.eurocontrol.be/home.html
http://www.ntsb.gov/
http://www.dft.gov.uk/stellent/groups/dft_control/documents/contentservertemplate/dft_index.hcst?n=5161&l=1
http://www.dft.gov.uk/stellent/groups/dft_control/documents/contentservertemplate/dft_index.hcst?n=5161&l=1
http://www.chirp.co.uk/new/Aviation/IndexAir.html
http://www.icaea.pata.pl/
http://www.airbus.com/
http://www.boeing.com/


Sites dealing with Air Accidents 
 http://www.airdisaster.com/ntsb/  
 http://www.airdisaster.com/store/ gives titles of books related to air accidents and safety issues. 
 Transcripts of cockpit voice recorders http://www.planecrashinfo.com/lastwords.htm   
 
Books 
Study the catalogues of aviation bookshops such as Transair (UK) www.transair.co.uk  
Airport bookshops often have some interesting aviation titles 
Useful text and good graphics to be found in books n aviation for children 
 
TV and Radio programmes. Frequent interesting documentaries and reports on TV and radio but 
copyright problems with off-air recordings. This leads to an informal underground exchange among 
teachers – is it possible to bring this above ground somehow? 
 
An example of terms and conditions on the BBC World site: 
“Any material found within the pages of www.bbcworld.com, including text or images may not be 
copied, reproduced, republished, downloaded, posted, broadcast or transmitted in any way except for 
your own personal non-commercial use.  
 
Permission for any other use must be obtained by contacting BBC World. Write to BBC World Web, 
Woodlands, 80 Wood Lane, London W12 0TT, U.K.” 
 
Video/DVD series: ITVV has a useful catalogue www.itvv.co.uk  
 
Authentic materials used on the job 
FCOM – Flight Crew Operations Manual 
Approach Charts and airport docs. 
Weather reports, TAFS, METARS, ATIS etc. 
Airline Company in-flight announcements book 
Notams 
Load sheets 
Cabin safety and emergency evacuation leaflets and videos 
 
Miscellaneous 
FOD (Foreign Object Damage) news http://www.fodnews.com/
In-Flight magazines 
Airport information documents –leaflets available at information counters 
http://travel.howstuffworks.com/air-traffic-control.htm some useful texts about ATC and planes 
Aviation Reference Desk http://www.avrefdesk.com/ a page of aviation links 
Humour 
Fiction 
Poetry 
 
 
 

⎯ ⎯ ⎯ ⎯ ⎯ ⎯ ⎯ ⎯ 
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