
 
 

Road To Your Checkride 
 

We receive a lot of questions about pilot exams.  This document is our attempt to clarify 
what will happen here at Summit before your checkride, how it is scheduled, what to 
expect, and the more frequent reasons why an applicant may not be successful.  
 
The “Checkride” and your Examiner 
 
The FAA calls your exam for a certificate or additional rating a “Practical Test”.  Most 
pilots use the term “checkride”.   The person administering your exam will be a private 
citizen appointed by the FAA as a Designated Pilot Examiner (aka DPE). These 
individuals can charge a reasonable fee for their services. “Reasonable” around the 
Midwest usually means between $700-$1200, depending on the test and examiner.  
Initial Flight Instructor Practical Tests are the most expensive due to the long nature of 
those exams.  Additional fees may apply if a recheck is needed or a student voluntarily 
discontinues an exam. 
 
A DPE is trained to test you according to the applicable testing document provided by 
the FAA for the rating or certificate sought.  This document is called the Airmen 
Certification Standards (ACS) or the Practical Test Standards (PTS), depending on the 
test given.  The good news is that everything on the test is in the public domain in these 
freely available documents. Most of the source material is also available in FAA 
documents such as the FAR/AIM, Pilot’s Handbook of Aeronautical Knowledge, and the 
Airplane Flying Handbook.  Your CFI will review the ACS/PTS document with you before 
your test to be sure you are familiar with it.    
 
For the oral, the FAA is looking for an application level of knowledge. This means you 
take what you know and understand and make use of that insight to apply it to the task 
or situation at hand.  If you can read a weather report (Rote), that’s a start. If you can 
understand what it means, good! But the expectation that the FAA has is that you will be 
able to apply your knowledge to your flight and go/no-go decision.   
 
During the flight, the failure line is “consistently exceeds the standards”, the creation of 
a safety issue or lack of action to eliminate a safety issue.  It’s not uncommon for a DPE 
to give an applicant a “three chances” approach. For example, if you bust an altitude 
once and bust an airspeed once but everything else went great, you will pass. 
Perfection is not the expectation.  While there are some tasks that have very black and 
white completion standards, DPEs want you to pass and if they are seeing consistent 
adherence to the standards, then you will do great.  A DPE does not grade technique, 
they grade outcomes as they relate to a test standard. 
Knowledge Test 



 
We typically ask our students to take their knowledge before solo or before the mid-
point in the training for Practical Tests beyond private pilot.  We do this to make sure the 
learning is well distributed throughout your course and to give us time to address any 
weaknesses that show up in your written test.  An examiner is required to include in 
their test plan any topics you miss on your written.  This is one of the reasons we want 
students to do well on the knowledge test. Getting a barely passing score makes your 
oral exam more complicated than it needs to be and opens you up to first impressions 
that may be less favorable if you “barely passed” your written.   
 
 
When can I take the checkride? 

 
To be qualified to take your test, your CFI will review the requirements in part 61 of the 
FAA regulations for the certificate or rating you are applying for.  There are requirements 
that must be completed (for example completing X amount of solo time, night flight time, 
cross country experiences, etc.) as well as standards that you need to meet in your 
knowledge, skills, and risk management.  Your CFI cannot legally sign you off until you 
meet all requirements.     
 
At Summit Flight, once your syllabus is completed successfully, you will be paired with 
senior instructor to compete a mock oral exam and a mock flight test. You must pass 
both to sit for your checkride.  If we are working to schedule you into a time slot we have 
already booked with an examiner, you must schedule and pass these mocks at least 
two weeks prior to your checkride so we have time to address any lingering 
deficiencies. Otherwise, we typically will schedule a checkride after you pass the mocks.  
 
When you are ready for your checkride, your instructor will help you schedule it. We 
have DPEs that we get regular dates for and others that we call and schedule when we 
have a student just about ready.  Most students can get a checkride in less than month 
from the time we sign you off.  Some rides, such as the multi-engine and initial Flight 
Instructor Practical Test, can take longer to get scheduled due to the limited number of 
DPEs that are qualified to administer them. Once your test is scheduled, your CFI will 
continue to work with you on ground and flight lessons to ensure you stay sharp. 
 
As mentioned, your oral exam is going to be based on the testing document from the 
FAA.  The FAA strongly encourages DPEs to administer a scenario-based exam where 
it makes sense to do so.  What this likely means is that your knowledge will be applied 
to one or more hypothetical situations, and you will be asked to explain how you are 
going to proceed or what you are going to do, and why.  
 
One recommendation we give students for their checkride is to take the ACS/PTS and 
use it to create blueprint to your checkride. First, go through each task and sub-
item/code and attempt to document where the source of this topic come from. For 
example, if you are looking at the line item on the Private ACS about BasicMed, the 
ACS code is PA.I.A.K5 and the regulations are found in part 68 of the FAR. This line 



item already tells you it is in part 68, so no extra note pointing to the reg is needed.  
Then on the page, you might make a few key notes to jog your memory about BasicMed 
that should expect to be able to explain…the privileges and limitations of BasicMed, 
how to obtain it and how to retain it. If the DPE wants more than you have in your head 
or notes, you know exactly where to dig in the FARs to answer his or her question.  
 
 

Oral Exam Insight and Common Errors: 
 
Pre-Exam Common Errors 

 
 Not having appropriate endorsements or they are expired.   

 Not bringing all required documents 

 Not signing all pages of your paper logbook. 

 Not bringing a signed paper copy of your application (form 8710) in case IACRA 
is down. 

 Not verifying aircraft airworthiness or bringing aircraft logbooks. 

 Not bringing DPE fee in their required form of payment. 

 Not bringing current FAA documents and charts.   

 Forgetting to bring a view limiting device. 

 Not carefully reviewing that all requirements are met.  (Did you do 9 night 
takeoffs and 10 night landings? If so, you are not qualified for the private 
checkride.) 

 
 

Private/Commercial ACS Notes 
 
 

AOA 1: PreFlight Preparation 
 
Task A:  Pilot Qualifications 
 
In general, this task is one where an applicant should be comfortable with all the topics 
listed.  You will be fine looking up a few key details, if needed, but one should be 
conversational about all these items. The DPE is looking to determine if you know what 
you are allowed to do, not do, and when you cannot temporarily do something (e.g. 
when ill).  You will likely get a scenario or two given to you and then asked to determine 
how you will response as PIC.  Once you answer, expect to be asked why you gave the 
answer you gave.    
 
A common scenario as a private pilot is asking about taking a friend or family member 
somewhere and how the costs of that flight can or cannot be shared and even if the 



flight is legal to make.  It’s a common error to not understand the term “common 
purpose” and assume that just because you pay your share, the flight is legal.   
 
For commercial applicants, there are a lot of nuances to the regulations around when it 
is appropriate to be paid, when you are crossing the line into a regulated charter 
operation and the responsibilities of the operator vs. the pilot.  There are many 
resources on navigating these scenarios online, FAA interpretation letters, and 
commercial training resources.  Is a common error to not be able to talk through a 
hypothetical scenario and be able to defend your answer using appropriate FAA 
resources.  
 
Task B: Airworthiness Requirements 
 
This task has gotten the better of some pilot applicants simply because they couldn’t get 
past the rote understanding of these topics.  It can break down when given a scenario 
by the DPE to talk through a hypothetical flight and aircraft. Often, he or she will use the 
aircraft you will be flying to talk through many of these items. Be sure to pre-mark all 
inspection items and compliance items so you can easily show them to the examiner.  
Your scenario will likely also give you something “broke” on the airplane and that will 
spur a conversation that walks through the various airworthiness regulations and 
different types of equipment lists.  The DPE will want to hear you talk through the 
regulations (e.g. 91.205) and various types of equipment lists, be able to explain what 
those lists are and if/how they are relevant to your aircraft. 
 
A lot of applicants also miss what to do if something is found inop. They know they need 
to placard it, but often forget about the required aircraft logbook entry and who can 
make that entry.  
 
Task C: Weather Information 
 

The weather task can be divided into two parts: theory and application.    
 
Not having a good grasp of the knowledge areas listed in this task is a common issue 
and one frequent pain point is atmospheric composition and stability.  For example, 
applicants struggle at times to explain wind shear (what it is) and/or what to do when 
faced with it. Another example:  In the Midwest we don’t have mountains, the impact of 
mountains on a pilot are sometimes not well remembered. 
 
Application is a key thing DPEs are looking for and often see weakness in. For example, 
being able to explain different cloud types and then, more importantly, applying that 
knowledge to your VFR flight. Another example:  It’s good that you can explain what a 
cold front vs. warm front is and how to ID them on a weather product, but can you 
explain how they can impact a flight?   
Often your cross-country assignment will be the basis of your weather discussion and 
applicants at times struggle to get past telling the examiner what is seen or forecast and 
communicating the impact to the flight.  You likely will be asked to make hypothetical go-



no go decisions for a scenario given to you by the examiner.  Do you have personal 
minimums documented to clearly show the examiner you are not just making a 
subjective decision?  Often a DPE will press you on your decision and many applicants 
think that means the DPE is trying to get them to change their go or no-go decision. 
They usually just want to see if you can smartly defend the decision.    
 
A counter-intuitive common error is to just default to a “no go” decision.  Applicants often 
feel that is the “safe” answer.  Its only safe if you can defend it well. 
 
Finally, another common error is not being able to explain all the various ways to get 
weather information and the best use cases and limitations of each….  EFB compiled 
weather, aviationweather.gov, 1800wxbrief.com, 1-800-Wx-Brief, Flight Service, ADS-B 
In, Commercial Satellite based weather, airborne weather radar, etc.  Be sure to have 
an account with 1800wxbrief.com and be able to use it to get a briefing if asked.  Make 
sure you have called flight service and rec’d a weather briefing. Some DPEs will ask 
you to do one or more of these things if they have doubts in your experience using 
those sources. 
 
A common issue with contacting flight service is not knowing how to use the sectional to 
obtain the radio frequency information and the name of the service you are speaking to 
(e.g. “Columbia Radio”).  Not knowing what the “R” means on a Flight Service frequency 
found on a sectional is another common error.  
 
Task D: Cross-Country Flight Planning 
 
It is permissible to use an electronic Flight Bag (e.g. ForeFlight) OR Paper nav logs and 
paper or electronic sectionals to aid in your flight planning.   The biggest common error 
seen here is the lack of understanding around what the EFB is spitting out to a pilot.  
Did you build your aircraft profile using current conditions and performance charts?  Or 
have you used the defaults that ForeFlight gave you or your CFI helped you with two 
seasons ago when the weather is vastly different than it is now?   
 
Have you compared your EFB weight and balance to one you calculated manually to 
ensure it is right?   Using an electronic W&B application sometimes means an applicant 
struggles to explain how weight, moment and arm all work together.  Be sure to also be 
able to explain how you came up with your arm lengths for various stations using the 
FAA approved documents for your aircraft.  Often an EFB will have a profile for your 
airplane already built but it’s common for students to not know where the data came 
from and be able to substantiate it to the DPE when asked.  If a student can’t talk 
through how a weight and balance is determined with an electronic tool, a DPE often 
will ask the applicant to fill out a paper W&B in front of them to confirm the knowledge. 
Another common error seen in EFB usage is how to account for compass errors.  On a 
paper nav log, this is a built-in column.  How does a pilot account for this with an EFB? 
Some applicants can’t explain that.  Or, if you have a glass or partly glass cockpit, it’s a 
common error to not be able to explain the relevance of the compass correction card. --
When working, the magnetometer and related equipment has been calibrated after 



installation to account for those errors and correct them for you in the displayed 
heading.  
 
When using an EFB, sometimes applicants struggle with identifying information on the 
sectional. Using a paper copy, applicants have access to the tables that show 
information on towered airports, MOAs, restricted airspace, etc. It is common for 
applicants to struggle to determine where to get that information in an EFB. If you get 
stumped on something, be able to find the answer using the EFB and/or the FAA’s 
Aeronautical Chart User Guide (in ForeFlight on online).  Also be able to look up the raw 
Chart Supplement information for a given airport using your EFB. 
 
A common error across paper and electronic formats is making sure there is 
consistency in speeds. Many of our aircraft have speeds in miles per hour.  Winds are 
reported in knots.   These must be sync’d up to a common unit of measure.    Similarly, 
communicating the difference in true north and magnetic north and when they are used 
in aviation is a common error.  (If its written its true.) 
 
Picking good waypoints for a cross country flight is a common error regardless of doing 
the planning manually or electronically.  Make sure they are not only visible but 
distinguishable (one city might look like another from the air).   
 
Make sure to use the right performance charts correctly to aid in making climb, cruise 
and decent calculations is a common error on paper and electronically.    
 
Fuel planning can be a challenge for some. Are you being conservative, and can you 
demonstrate good judgement in your fuel loading and use data to back it up?  Often 
applicants will oversimplify their fuel planning explanation, especially when planning 
electronically, because they don’t see the calculations being made along the way. 
 
Altitude selection is a struggle for many applicants when they fixate on one data point 
for picking altitude. For example, winds might be best at 6500 feet. However, airspace, 
obstacles, terrain, endurance, clouds, turbulence, and other factors should be well 
accounted for when a DPE asks the seemingly simple “why did you pick this altitude” 
question.  
 
VFR Flight plans are not as common as they used to be in the world of ADS-B and flight 
following. However, it is a task element to be able to explain the elements of a VFR 
flight plan. A common challenge is for an applicant to not be able to explain how to file, 
open and close a VFR flight plan.   
 
Task E: National Airspace System 
 

Many DPEs will bake this topic into the flight planning and use a sectional to go over 
this task during your cross-country review. A common method to approach this is for 
them to ask you about the airspace along your route of flight and to then pick out 



random other airspace or chart symbols as needed to cover all the ground on this topic 
that is in their plan of action.   
 
A common error on this topic is not having down cold the A-G airspace definitions, their 
weather mins and entry requirements. You do not have time to look this up while flying. 
Its expected you know these “cold” just like the aircraft V speeds your CFI drilled into 
you.  
 
In the Midwest we have a lot of the same types of airspace.  However, with the ease of 
EFBs, a DPE may take you for a virtual trip out to visit airspace you are not familiar with.  
A common error is not being able to identify the requirements and/or use of using 
special use airspace, warning areas, Class Charlie’s, TRSA’s, etc. 
 
Task F:  Performance and Limitations 
 
Again, this is often baked into the cross-country flight planning exercise the DPE 
assigns an applicant.  The DPE will expect an applicant to be familiar with all of the 
performance charts applicable to your aircraft and use them correctly during your flight 
planning.  A best practice we recommend is printing off the most common charts and 
using a ruler and pencil to mark them up with the output expected for the performance 
parameters you are facing for your checkride (expected temps, weight and balance, 
runway, winds, etc.). This prevents many stress-induced errors trying to interpret on the 
fly. 
 
Common errors include not using the right chart or right part of the chart for the given 
weight parameter you need, not making use of the more conservative number when 
faced with an in-between answer, not accounting for your level of proficiency or 
experience when using the output of a chart (are you as good as Piper’s test pilot?), etc. 
 
Aerodynamics is included in this task.  The DPE is not going to expect you to fill out the 
lift equation and complete the math to explain how the plane flies, but they are expected 
to hold you to the explanations the FAA offers in the Pilot’s Handbook of Aeronautical 
Knowledge and related sources.   
 
 
Task G: Operations of Systems 
 
Put bluntly, you need to know your airplane extremely well.  Some of this topic may be 
covered during the oral and some of it may continue into the pre-flight or even the flight.  
You must know about every piece of equipment and switch in your aircraft. If it works, its 
fair game for a DPE to ask you to show them how to use it, explain what it is, or tell 
them what does. If it doesn’t work, be prepared to show the DPE how the aircraft 
complies with the applicable regulations on handling inoperative equipment. 
 
A common error during the oral is not being able to explain the flight instruments and 
how they work.  The principal of rigidity in space and how it makes some of our flight 



instruments work is a weak area in many orals.  Understanding the power sources for 
the various instruments and how they work is sometimes a weak area as well.  If your 
instruments are electronic, its sometimes challenging for a student to convey how they 
differ from traditional instruments.  
 
During the preflight, if the cowling of your aircraft engine is easy to open, expect the 
DPE to ask you do perform some show and tell. They may point at something and ask 
you to tell them what it is and how it works.  Be sure your CFI has done this with you a 
few times.  You are not a mechanic, but you are expected to know how all systems 
operate at a basic level.  A common error during the oral is not referencing the POH or 
manufacturer information to walk through the details when a DPE is asking you to task 
your explanation a bit further.  
 
During your flight portion the DPE may “Fail” some piece of equipment and expect you 
to handle it. However, they may also talk you through a scenario on the ground and it’s 
a common error for an applicant to not be able to work through a logical flow of what to 
do.   For example, there was a video circulating on the internet of a pilot who lost his 
electrical system. He panicked and decided he had to land immediately.  Unfortunately, 
he was so bent on landing that he crashed into the rear of another plane that had just 
landed a few moments sooner than he did. Can you explain how an electrical failure 
does or does not impact engine operation and how you could better handle a situation 
like this? 
 
Another common error is not having basic mastery of the avionics on your aircraft. If you 
have a GPS/Comm/Nav system such as a Garmin 650/750XI and a pair of G5s, you 
need to be able to use the functions the DPE asks you to use.  Study the manuals for 
your avionics and/or use the simulator apps for those products to be familiar enough 
with them that you can navigate the user interface well.   Applicants have failed a private 
pilot checkride for not knowing how to change the Garmin 650xi and G5 from GPS 
mode to ground based nav mode, tuning to a VOR, and navigating to it.  Sure, they did 
it a few times in training, but they froze up during the checkride because they were not 
at a level of mastery to break past the mental block they encountered.  
 
Task H: Human Factors 
 
This is a task where a some of applicants get stuck going past rote answers.  DPEs will 
expect applicants to be able to define IMSAFE, PAVE and other templates for managing 
the risk of the items in this task. 
 
To meet the standard for this task item, a DPE needs to be satisfied with two things: 
Does this applicant know what the aeromedical and physiological risks of flight are and 
do they possess the needed skills to assess those risks and mitigate them well?   A 
common error is being able to know them but failing to assess them well.  For example:   
If you can’t name every exact type of hypoxia, but you know most of them and can look 
up any you missed, that’s good. But to hit the mark you need to be able to explain what 



to do to avoid becoming hypoxic, the symptoms if it does happen, and what action to 
take. 
 

Common Private and Commercial Flight Errors  
(Courtesy of DPE Brian Park) 
 

Soft-Field Takeoff and Climb 

IV.C.S6: Clear the area, maintain necessary flight control inputs, taxi into takeoff position and align 

the airplane on the runway centerline without stopping, while advancing the throttle smoothly to 

takeoff power. 

IV.C.S9: Lift off at the lowest possible airspeed and remain in ground effect while accelerating to 

Vx or Vy, as appropriate. 

(same skill elements whether Private or Commercial) 

Common errors that I observe are insufficient back-elevator pressure during taxi into takeoff 

position, taxiing too quickly onto the runway and therefore having to use brakes while taxiing into 

takeoff position, and not remaining in ground in effect while accelerating to Vx or Vy. 

 

Soft-Field Approach and Landing 

IV.D.S9: Make smooth, timely, and correct control inputs during the round out and touchdown, 

and, for tricycle gear airplanes, keep the nose wheel off the surface until loss of elevator 

effectiveness. 

(same skill element whether Private or Commercial) 

Common errors that I observe are hard touchdown and allowing the nose-wheel to “fall” to the 

runway after touchdown rather than controlling its descent. The standard requires an applicant 

to keep the nose wheel off the surface until loss of elevator effectiveness and all too often an 

applicant will land and lower the nose similar to a normal landing without much attempt at 

applying back-elevator pressure during the rollout. 

 

Short-Field Takeoff and Maximum Performance Climb 

IV.E.S6: Clear the area, taxi into takeoff position, and align the airplane on the runway centerline 

utilizing maximum available takeoff area. 

(same skill element whether Private or Commercial) 
 



A common error that I observe is the failure to utilize all available runway/takeoff area. There is 
often little difference between an applicant’s taxi into takeoff position for a normal takeoff and a 
short-field takeoff. 

 

Short-Field Approach and Landing 

Private- 

IV.F.S7: Maintain manufacturer’s published approach airspeed or in its absence not more than 

1.3Vso, +10/-5 knots with gust factor applied. 

IV.F.S10: Touch down at a proper pitch attitude within 200 feet beyond or on the specified point, 

threshold markings, or runway numbers, with no side drift, minimum float, and with the airplane’s 

longitudinal axis aligned with and over the runway centerline. 

IV.F.S11: Use manufacturer's recommended procedures for airplane configuration and braking. 

 
Commercial- 

IV.F.S7: Maintain manufacturer’s published approach airspeed or in its absence not more than 1.3 

times the stalling speed or the minimum steady flight speed in the landing configuration (Vso), +/-5 

knots with gust factor applied. 

IV.F.S10: Touch down at a proper pitch attitude within 100 feet beyond or on the specified point, 

threshold markings, or runway numbers, with no side drift, minimum float, and with the airplane’s 

longitudinal axis aligned with and over the runway centerline. 

IV.F.S11: Use manufacturer's recommended procedures for airplane configuration and braking. 
 

 
Common errors that I observe are too high an airspeed resulting in floating on round out, 

touchdown with excessive airspeed, and not applying adequate braking after touchdown. 

 
Applicants often have difficulty controlling their airspeed on final and it is common for them to 
come in at a higher landing approach airspeed than normal. This will typically result in a float past 
their intended point of landing and sometimes cause the applicant to force the plane onto the 
runway before it is ready to land. Another common observation involves braking. I understand the 
desire to extend the life of the brakes, but applicants often do not brake at all and just announce 
“simulate maximum braking.”  
 
I am concerned this creates a negative transfer of learning and does not align with the 
manufacturer’s recommended procedure for airplane braking. During a test, we often pass 
multiple taxiways suitable for exiting the runway because the applicant is not even applying 
normal braking. If brakes or tires are a concern, I request that the applicant at least uses normal 
braking after touchdown. 

 

 



Power-Off 180 Accuracy Approach and Landing 

IV.M.S8: Touch down at a proper pitch attitude, within 200 feet beyond or on the specified point 

with no side drift and with the airplane’s longitudinal axis aligned with and over the runway 

centerline or landing path, as applicable. 

(Commercial Pilot only) 

 A common error that I observe is forcing the airplane onto the runway to avoid 
overshooting the designated landing spot. Typically, applicants will use the 1000ft 
markings on the runway which are 150 feet long. The standard requires they touchdown 
200 feet beyond that point. So, the touchdown needs to basically be within a 350 foot 
long landing point and often the tendency is to drift long onthese because the applicants 
are approaching the runway too fast. 

 

Steep Turns 

V.A.S5: Maintain the entry altitude +/-100 feet, airspeed +/-10 knots, bank +/-5 degrees, and roll 

out on the entry heading +/-10 degrees. 

(same skill element whether Private or Commercial) 

Common errors that I observe are gaining or losing altitude, ineffective use of trim, ineffective 

use of power, and inadequate airspeed control. The two biggest challenges I see with this 

maneuver are altitude and speed control. Altitude because I don’t think the applicants are 

properly adjusting trim and airspeed because applicants are not properly adjusting power. 

 

Ground Reference Maneuvers 

V.B.S4: Apply adequate wind-drift correction during straight and turning flight to maintain a 

constant ground track around a rectangular reference area, or to maintain a constant radius turn 

on each side of a selected reference line or point. 

V.B. S7: Maintain altitude +/-100 feet; maintain airspeed +/-10 knots. 

(Private Pilot only) 

Common errors that I observe are failure to establish a constant level altitude prior to entering 

the maneuver, failure to maintain altitude during the maneuver, and failure to properly assess 

wind direction which leads to an inability to maintain constant radius turns. Applicants have 

enough time to set up for this maneuver and typically don’t set up properly prior to entering their 

first turn. Their altitude is not stable, the power is not set to a desired level, and the trim is not 

adjusted. During the maneuver it appears that they struggle to maintain altitude when this could 

have been prevented with taking a little time to properly configure their aircraft prior to the 



maneuver. Additionally, most aircraft have some sort of wind direction and velocity indicator on 

one or multiple screens in the cockpit. If this information is present in the cockpit, it greatly 

benefits the applicant by taking out the guess work of where to bank more and where to bank 

less throughout the turn. If the information is not present in the cockpit, have the applicant look 

at winds aloft prior to departure to get a general idea of what the winds will be doing during their 

flight. 

 Eights on Pylons 

V.E.S6: Apply smooth and continuous corrections so that the line-of-sight reference line remains 

on the pylon. 

(Commercial Pilot only) 

Common errors that I observe are excessive gain or loss of altitude, abrupt control usage, and 

failure to time the bank so that the entry turn is completed with the pylon in position. It is 

common for applicants to make their entry turn late which starts the maneuver with their pylon 

behind their reference line of sight often resulting in the applicant drastically pitching up to start 

the maneuver. Conversely as we come around the pylon the opposite is then needed, and 

several hundred feet is often lost descending to “catch” the pylon. 

 

Pilotage and Dead Reckoning 

VI.A.S2: Navigate by pilotage. 

VI.A.S3: Navigate by means of pre-computed headings, groundspeeds, elapsed time, and 

reference to landmarks or checkpoints. 

(same skill elements whether Private or Commercial) 

This task uses the cross-country flight plan the applicant prepared to navigate by means of 

pilotage and dead reckoning. The applicant should include two to three visual waypoints within 

the first 25nm or so of their cross-country flight plan (if they don’t then I will have them redo it 

prior to departure). Top of climb, VORs, etc. are not visual waypoints (at least not good ones for 

the applicant because they need to be visually identified). This task requires the ability to look 

outside the aircraft and identify the waypoints they’ve chosen. It also requires they fly the 

headings they’ve computed and arrive at their waypoints relatively on time. There is no use of 

GPS during this task, so have them plan accordingly. They should use their heading indicator, a 

clock (please please please have them start a timer), and visual references on the ground to 

navigate to a few points and then we are good to go. 

 

 

Lost Procedures 

VI.D.S1: Use an appropriate method to determine position. 



VI.D.S2: Maintain an appropriate heading and climb as necessary. 

(same skill elements whether Private or Commercial) 

Applicants often do not have any method ready to go when asked to determine their position 

using lost procedures. I always do this maneuver at a lower altitude and while the applicant 

considers what they would do if they were lost, we often fly the same heading and same 

altitude for several minutes. Even if cross radials are used, they are not staying in the same area 

so the point they often determine to be their position is somewhere behind their actual position.  

Applicants can climb, circle, or fly to a prominent landmark and stay there until they determine 

their position? 

 

Emergency Descent 

IX.A.S4: Use bank angle between 30 degrees and 45 degrees to maintain positive load factors 

during the descent. 

IX.A.S5: Maintain appropriate airspeed +/-10 knots, and level off at a specified altitude +/-100 feet. 

(same skill elements whether Private or Commercial) 

Common errors that I observe are applicants not using a bank of 30-45 degrees throughout the 

entire descent (sometimes just at the beginning then roll wings level) and descending below the 

specified altitude. I typically give a descent of approximately 2000 feet. For example, if we are at 

5500 feet, I will tell them they have an engine fire and request they begin an emergency descent. 

Before they start the descent, I will let them know that once they reach 3500 the airplane is back to 

normal again and they can level off and roll wings level on whatever heading they end up on. Often I 

have to remind them of the level off altitude as they are rapidly descending through 3500. 

 

 

Emergency Approach and Landing (Simulated) 

IX.B.S1: Establish and maintain the recommended best glide airspeed, +/-10 knots. 

IX.B.S3: Select a suitable landing area considering altitude, wind, terrain, obstructions, and 

available glide distance. 

(same skill elements whether Private or Commercial) 

Common errors that I observe are not maintaining the recommended best glide airspeed and not 

setting up for a landing that considers wind direction. Applicants often say they are establishing 

best glide airspeed, but will get distracted by something else and not pay much attention to their 

airspeed throughout the descent. Often trim is not used to maintain the best glide airspeed, so 

unless constant instrument scanning is used the applicant’s airspeed will often fluctuate quite a 

bit. Applicants will typically pick an acceptable landing area but will not consider wind direction 



and often set up to land with a tailwind. Again, most aircraft I test in have wind direction and 

velocity indicators which can be a great advantage if the applicant uses it. If the information is 

not present in the cockpit, have the applicant look at winds aloft prior to departure to get a 

general idea of what the winds will be doing during their flight. 

 
 
 


	Soft-Field Takeoff and Climb
	Soft-Field Approach and Landing
	Short-Field Takeoff and Maximum Performance Climb
	A common error that I observe is the failure to utilize all available runway/takeoff area. There is often little difference between an applicant’s taxi into takeoff position for a normal takeoff and a short-field takeoff.
	Short-Field Approach and Landing
	Power-Off 180 Accuracy Approach and Landing
	Steep Turns
	Ground Reference Maneuvers
	Pilotage and Dead Reckoning
	Lost Procedures
	Emergency Descent
	Emergency Approach and Landing (Simulated)

