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ABSTRACT: Considering their relevance for aviation safety, the teaching and the 

assessment of aviation and aeronautical English constitute an activity that should be 

research-informed. In this paper we present a critical view on the recommendations 

made by the International Civil Aviation Organization regarding English training for 

specifically two professionals: pilots and air traffic controllers (ATCOs). Then, we 

present some research about it and how it has been addressed in different contexts 

around the world. Results show that most studies focus on needs analysis and relate to 

pre-service and ab initio professionals; many of them regard military pilots and ATCOs 

and corpus linguistics is a growing approach for language analysis and material 

development. 
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RESUMO: Considerando sua relevância para a segurança da aviação, o ensino e a 

avaliação do inglês aeronáutico e do inglês para aviação constituem uma atividade que 

deve ser embasada em pesquisas. Neste artigo, apresentamos uma visão crítica das 

recomendações da Organização de Aviação Civil Internacional (OACI) sobre o ensino 

de inglês para especificamente dois profissionais: pilotos e controladores de tráfego 

aéreo (ATCOs). Em seguida, apresentamos algumas pesquisas sobre o assunto e como 

ele foi abordado em diferentes contextos ao redor do mundo. Os resultados mostram 

que a maioria dos estudos focaliza a análise de necessidadesse concentra e se refere a 

estudantes pré-serviço ou em início de carreira; muitos deles abordam pilotos e ATCOs 

militares e a linguística de corpus é uma abordagem crescente para análise de 

linguagem e desenvolvimento de materiais didáticos. 

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Inglês para aviação; Inglês aeronáutico; Inglês para Fins 

Específicos (ESP); Ensino e avaliação de línguas 

 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 

When Jules Verne wrote the adventure fiction “Around the World in Eighty 

Days”, in 1873, a machine that could fly and take people to the remotest parts of the 

world in a fast and safe way was still a dream to mankind. Today, only 147 years later, 



 
 

air travel is a reality and considered the safest way of long-distance travelling. Since the 

early stages of modern civil aviation, the English language has been associated with the 

aviation community (BOROWSKA, 2017) and gradually became its lingua franca. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, the simplification and standardization of language used 

between pilots and air traffic controllers (ATCOs) was seen by experts as the best way 

to avoid accidents. However, it is known that, despite these efforts, accidents keep 

happening and phraseology is not enough to handle all the situations that appear inside 

the cockpit, especially in urgency or emergency situations.  

Studies carried out in the following years indicated that the lack of proficiency in 

English and the presence of human failures in radiotelephony could be contributing 

factors to the occurrence of accidents and incidents.“From the observation that 

mechanical failures are less common causes of accidents than human factors, more 

attention is given by the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) to issues 

related to radiotelephony communication” (BOCORNY, 2011, p. 978)
1
, comprising 

plain English as well, which was not taken into consideration before. Precisely because 

it constitutes one of the elements of radiotelephony communications, the so-called plain 

English must be used according to the same rules of conciseness, precision, objectivity, 

intelligibility and unambiguity that govern the use of phraseology (ICAO, 2010, p. 3-5, 

item 3.3.14)
2
.  

In order to mitigate miscommunication problems, ICAO published the Manual 

of Implementation of Proficiency Requirements, or Doc 9835, in 2004, and a reviewed 

edition in 2010 (ICAO, 2010). This document established requisites for the qualification 

and evaluation of pilots and ATCOs, aiming at guaranteeing that they have the 

competence to communicate effectively in English, mainly in situations in which it is 

necessary to go beyond the use of the prescribed standard aeronautical phraseology. 

Since then, aeronautical English has reached a higher level of importance and started 

being assessed by governments and institutions throughout the world, which generated 

the need for training in this English for Specific Purposes (ESP) area. In response to it 

many courses have been developed and coursebooks have been published in the last 

years.  

The objective of this paper is to analyze what has been researched about the 

teaching of aeronautical English in different parts of the world. To do so, first we 

critically present ICAO recommendations about it. Then, we review the literature on 

aeronautical English language training in 33 studies from 18 different countries 

(Australia, Algeria, Brazil, Bulgaria, China, Ecuador, Estonia, France, Germany, Italy, 

Iran, Japan, Palestin, Pakistan, Poland, Turkey, Ukraine and the United States of 

America).  

                                                 
1
 Original: “A partir da constatação de que falhas mecânicas são causas menos frequentes de acidentes do 

que fatores humanos, mais atenção passa a ser dada pela ICAO a questões relacionadas à comunicação 

radiotelefônica.” 
2
 For a discussion about the nature, extension and limitations of phraseology and plain English in 

radiotelephony communications, see Tosqui-Lucks and Silva (2020). 



 
 

Inspired by Verne's masterpiece, we decided to present them in geographical 

order, as if we were traveling around the world too. We depart from Brazil, home 

country of the authors and where most of the studies analyzed in this paper come from, 

then we briefly visit other studies from Latin and North America. After that, we go over 

studies from European countries, followed by research from the Middle East. Our last 

destinations are Asia and Australia. In the final considerations, we attempt to find out 

what these pieces of research have in common, what the most investigated topics are 

and maybe shed light on some gaps that deserve future studies. We hope the readers 

enjoy this trip while having an overview of aeronautical/aviation English courses 

worldwide. 

 

2. ICAO RECOMMENDATIONS FOR AVIATION AND AERONAUTICAL 

ENGLISH 

 

The term aviation English is very broad, considering that different professionals 

in aviation, such as aircraft maintanence personnel and flight attendants, for example, 

also use English to communicate in their workplaces. Even though the term aviation 

English is often chosen in the specific literature to refer to the sole language used 

between pilots and ATCO in radiotelephony communication (ICAO, 2010), we decided 

to opt for the term aeronautical English to refer to this particular language, following a 

discussion presented in Tosqui-Lucks and Silva (forthcoming): 

 

Although we are aware that changes take time, and that many authors 

have been using aviation English meaning its restricted scope that we 

consider aeronautical English, probably influenced by ICAO 

documents, we insist that the use of different terms to refer to two 

different concepts, especially when one encompasses the other, has 

important consequences (TOSQUI-LUCKS; SILVA, forthcoming).  
 

At this point, it is important to explain the mindset that guides aeronautical 

English training
3
 and assessment, according to two ICAO documents: i) Doc 9835 

(ICAO, 2010), which defines aeronautical radiotelephony communications (Chapter 3) 

and provides guidance on language proficiency training and assessment for pilots and 

ATCOs (Chapter 7; Chapter 6); ii)  Circular 323 (ICAO, 2009), which presents specific 

recommendations for course designs in the same scenario.  

                                                 
3
 We are using the terms training and teaching interchangeably, simply to be consistent with the 

terminology used in our references. While teaching is more common in the academic literature, in the 

introduction of Circular 323 (ICAO, 2009, p. ix) it is explained that trainer is a generic term that 

encompasses others such as teacher, more related to language learning, instructor, with more technical 

associations, or even facilitator, indicating someone with a more auxiliary role.  

 



 
 

These documents reinforce that both training and assessment must be guided by 

ICAO Language Proficiency Rating Scale, Annex 1, Doc 9835 (ICAO, 2010), for 

speaking and listening proficiency only, according to six differentiating proficiency 

levels and band descriptors for pronunciation, structure, vocabulary, fluency, 

comprehension and interaction. The minimum operational level is 4. Circular 323 

(ICAO, 2009) enumerates a few characteristics of aeronautical communication as being 

predominantelly oral, with no visual cues, employing a very specific vocabulary to 

make it clear and unambiguous since it involves risk management not only for pilots 

and ATCOs but for society at large. 

 Doc 9835 (ICAO, 2010, item 2.5) states that radiotelephony communications 

should follow the framework of English as a lingua franca (ELF), in line with what is 

argued by Kim and Elder (2009), Douglas (2014), Estival, Farris and Molesworth 

(2016) and Prado and Tosqui-Lucks (2019). Such perspective comes with key 

assumptions in regard to cross-cultural awareness, the notion of intelligibility 

(JENKINS, 2000), far distant from the native-like pronunciation model, and the 

expected use of strategic competence, such as accomodation and negotiation of 

meaning, implicating a shared responsibility for misunderstandings. 

As for the content of aeronautical English training courses, Circular 323 (ICAO, 

2009, 1.1.1) defines the domain of the language to be taught and learned for 

radiotelephony communications. It is depicted as a continuum of specificity, ranging 

from standard aeronautical phraseology, a very specific register, to the wide focus of 

conversational aviation topics. Following a content-based language learning approach, it 

is argued in the same document that the closer the course content is to work-related 

situations in real life, the more motivated pilots and ATCOs tend to be. Yet, due to the 

specificities of their different roles (MODER, 2013; EMERY, 2014), the same 

document suggests different courseware for each group (ICAO, 2009, 1.3.2).  

In terms of language training design, development and delivery, ICAO dedicates 

two chapters (1 and 2) in Circular 323, and an extended chapter (7) in Doc 9835 (ICAO, 

2010) to discuss several issues. For instance, the methodology to be used in English 

language training for pilots and ATCOs, according to Circular 323 (ICAO, 2009, 1.3.4, 

p. 4) and Doc 9835 (ICAO, 2010, 7.3.3, p. 7-3; 7.4.10, p. 7-4) lies on “[…] a consistent 

use of a communicative approach”, with focus on pronunciation, fluency and 

interaction, through tasks that require the use of language with work-related topics and 

aviation-related materials to enhance learners’ interest and motivation. As for language 

training, Doc 9835 (ICAO, 2010, 7.4.11, 7.5) recommends it should be guided by 

content-based language learning (CBLT) approach, matching content-interest to 

language lessons. The way we see it, the needs of ab initio students, who are still 

learning the principles of the job, and experienced professionals, are dramatically 

different. Therefore, while CBLT may be relevant to ab initio students, it could be less 

motivating to on-the-job training.  



 
 

Not much is recommended for teaching materials, but we believe that exposure 

to authentic pilot-ATCO communication must be prioritized. Regarding training course 

delivery, Doc 9835 (ICAO, 2010, 7.6) suggests blended learning as an optimal solution 

to match the method to the descriptors and skills to be developed, with emphasis on 

listening and speaking. Section 7.6 of the same document provides an overview of the 

advantages of adopting a computer-assisted language learning (CALL) approach to 

training delivery, such as flexibility for time constraints and students’ different needs 

and learning styles, as well as cost-benefit efficiency to practice oral comprehension, 

pronunciation, grammar and vocabulary. Nevertheless, it acknowledges that computer-

based training "[…] is not a magic bullet. Language is an interactive, communicative 

activity and even the most sophisticated voice recognition programmes cannot replace 

natural human interaction.” (ICAO Cir. 323, 2009, p. 41).  

 Concerning classroom assessment, ICAO documents also recommend 

appropriate placement, progress and exit tests to benchmark levels of students’ 

elevation, and by appropriate they mean tests that “[…] contain reference to subject 

matter with which the particular population is familiar with. Therefore, “[…] 

professional and ab initio students will probably require different tests” (ICAO, 2010, 

2.5.1, p. 18).  

In line with Doc 9835 (ICAO, 2010, 5.3.3), Borowska (2017) claims that any 

aeronautical English course should combine the teaching of linguistic and cross-cultural 

awareness, so that native speakers and non-native speakers can communicate 

successfully. In the same vein, Monteiro (2019) turned her attention to a broader view 

of communicative competence for intercultural communications in aviation. The results 

of her study signpost that such communicative competence requires: i) specific purpose 

language ability and background knowledge; and ii) the need to speak English as a 

lingua franca (ELF) to accomodate and to negotiate sociocultural diferences, to solve 

misunderstandings between interlocutors from diffferent cultures, to share responsibility 

for successful communication (MONTEIRO, 2019). 

Despite ICAO’s efforts in also suggesting an ELF perspective for aeronautical 

communications, it fails in making it clear, since the high levels of its very rating scale 

in Doc 9835 do not contemplate the use of communicative strategies, which far from 

being compensatory, should be triggered to facilitate communications (ARAGÃO, 

2018). Likewise, in defining language ability for ATCOs for aeronautical 

communications, Park (2018) suggests that a combination between language knowledge 

and strategic competence (cognitive, metacognitive and communication strategies) is 

necessary. 

 

 

3. AERONAUTICAL ENGLISH TRAINING PROGRAMS AROUND THE 

WORLD 



 
 

 

In the literature on aeronautical English language training, 33 studies from 

different countries are reviewed in this paper. We will start with 13 studies from Brazil, 

where the authors of this paper come from. Most research reviewed here are Master’s 

theses and Ph.D. dissertations by members of a Brazilian research group called Grupo 

de Estudos em Inglês Aeronáutico (GEIA)
4
. These papers were originally written in 

Portuguese and afterwards published on a book, in Portuguese too, called Pesquisas 

sobre Inglês Aeronáutico no Brasil
5
 (SCARAMUCCI; TOSQUI-LUCKS; DAMIÃO, 

2018). According to Solovova, Santos and Veríssimo (2018, p. 01) “[…] choosing a 

language for disseminating research is largely dictated by the social norms and 

conventions of different communities of scientific practice”. For them, while, on the one 

hand, it is important to produce knowledge in the author’s native linguistic background, 

for epistemological and language policy reasons, on the other hand, scientific texts 

written in English are accessible to larger research communities. For this reason, we 

consider that it is important to take this opportunity to spread GEIA’s research to a 

larger community interested in aviation and aeronautical English. 

After presenting Brazilian research, we present one paper from Ecuador and two 

from the United States of America. After that, we go over studies from eight European 

countries and we gladly were able to review one study from Algeria, in Africa. Then, 

we present five research from the Middle East. Our last destinations are Asia, with one 

paper from China and another from Korea and we finally present some considerations 

from one book published in Australia. 

 

3.1 BRAZIL AND AMERICAS 

 

Chini (2014) investigated to what extent the English course at Escola de 

Especialistas de Aeronáutica (EEAR) caters to the students learning needs (pre-service 

air traffic controllers), in order to determine whether it contributed to the performance 

of the operational tasks carried out by the ATCOs in different air traffic control units. A 

qualitative-interpretative research was conducted, the instruments of which were two 

written questionnaires administered to 50 students graduating the 4th grade of the 

Sergeant Training Course (specialty Air Traffic Control, as well as to 14 ATCOs in the 

military working in the air traffic control units) EEAR alumni. The analysis of the 

responses indicated that the large majority of respondents are aware of the necessity of 

this language in the aviation context. Furthermore, it was possible to identify the lack of 

dialogue between these two subjects: Air Traffic Control Phraseology and English. The 

                                                 
4
 In English: Aeronautical English Study Group In: https://geia.icea.gov.br/geia/inicial.php.  

5
 In English: Research on Aeronautical English in Brazil. 

https://geia.icea.gov.br/geia/inicial.php.


 
 

integration of these two subjects has been suggested as a way of bringing education to 

the reality of the occupation.  

Silva (2016) conducted a language needs analysis for the usage of English by 

Aviator Officers of the Air Demonstration Squadron (EDA) of the Brazilian Air Force, 

popularly known as “Esquadrilha da Fumaça”. The EDA’s mission is to represent the 

Brazilian Air Force and Brazil through air shows. Among its various responsibilities 

EDA represents FAB abroad as a diplomatic tool, and it spreads the media policy of the 

Air Force Command (COMAER). Through a qualitative research, Silva (2016) 

developed a case study with a triangulation of multiple methodological procedures, such 

as nonstructured and semistructured interviews, focus groups, document analysis and 

observation, including different participants – Pilots in Activity, Veteran Pilots and 

English teachers from the Brazilian Air Force Academy. The Present Situation Analysis 

(PSA) showed that the speaking ability in ESP and English for General Purposes (EGP) 

has not been directly assessed. The Target Situation Analysis (TSA) demonstrates that 

the English language needed by the group is multifaceted. It includes the usage of 

standard phraseology for flight communication between pilots and ATCOs, in routine 

situations, and plain English for non-routine situations. On ground situation, there is 

evidence of need for the usage of EGP and specific vocabulary for aviation, in the 

performance of administrative and operational tasks. Similarly, EGP and specific 

vocabulary for aviation are required for interactions with the public, the press, 

authorities, members of other teams, among other parties, and also during exchange 

visits and the welcoming of international visits at the group’s headquarters.  

As for syllabus design, Sá (2010) presents a comparative analysis between the 

syllabi of two English subjects from the Military Air Traffic Controller English 

Programme – whose approach is ESP – and the list of Events, Domains and 

Subdomains of the Controller-Pilot Communication that has been suggested by ICAO 

as a guide training content. The comparison was proposed in order to provide guidance 

to the syllabus designers of the Military Air Traffic Controller English Programme in 

the selection of the appropriate programme content, with reference to the ATCOs’ target 

needs presented by the ICAO list. In order to collect all information for this research, 

some instructional and normative documents were examined. The results of the analysis 

revealed that the content suggestions made by ICAO on the list of Events, Domains and 

Subdomains of the Controller-Pilot Communication were not followed completely by 

the Programme. The results also showed the content which has not been covered by the 

two English subjects’ syllabi, providing precise information to be used for redesigning 

it. 

Concerning course development and implementation, Tosqui-Lucks et al. (2016) 

presented the theoretical and methodological background for the development and 

implementation of courses for military and civilian ATCOs, in a language development 

program constituted by in site and distance learning courses, or in relation to the Exame 

de Proficiência em Inglês Aeronáutico do Sistema de Controle de Tráfego Aéreo 



 
 

Brasileiro (EPLIS)
6
. Finally, the paper discusses a few solutions for offering on-the-job 

training to around 4,000 professionals spread over the three operational facilities 

throughout Brazil by means of a system of education progress. 

Regarding material evaluation, Bonifácio (2015)’s specific objectives were: i) to 

set criteria in order to create a checklist to evaluate textbooks used in English language 

courses to ATCOs; and ii) to evaluate the book called Aviation English (EMERY, 2008) 

using the same checklist. The main categories presented in the checklist, subdivided 

into 117 items, include theoretical principles (language role and language teaching and 

learning), graphical features, lexical, grammatical and functional competences described 

in the Document 9835, support materials and English proficiency test preparation. 

Using the checklist to evaluate materials will enable professionals engaged in English 

teaching to ATCOs to choose the most appropriate textbook according to their audience, 

as well as to identify gaps in the book, in order to adapt the material, since there is no 

such thing as perfect material. 

Dias (2016) states that image is an excellent resource, which is very important 

especially for students who still do not act professionally in their functions, that is, pre-

service students. However, considering the textbook of English and its peculiarities of 

production, the images may not be appropriate for the target audience, and it may be 

necessary to adapt them. In her research, the author analyzed the function of 45 images 

in three units of an aeronautical English textbook and verified their contribution in 

preparation for EPLIS. The end result of data analysis indicated that the most frequent 

function was application of exercise (20 images), followed by illustration (13 images). 

It was also found that most images contribute to EPLIS (26 images), whilst a large 

number of images does not contribute (18 images). During the analysis it was also 

discussed the possibilities of image adaptation in the texbook. 

Babboni (2017)'s objective was to investigate in what way the pronunciation 

exercises from three textbooks, used during a training course for ATCOs, fulfill the 

specific needs of speakers of Brazilian Portuguese (BP). He analyzed which 

pronunciation exercises, available in the textbooks, satisfied the needs of speakers, and 

which exercises are relevant for the ATCOs identifying existing gaps. Being textbooks 

made by international publishers, the contents in the books aim to comply with the 

needs of speakers of several languages and not just our own reality of native speakers of 

BP. The results show that, in general, most of the pronunciation exercises have few 

samples (words and/or sentences), and many exercises do not suggest any type of oral 

practice for the learners. Furthermore, the analysis of the pronunciation exercises 

revealed that several difficulties in English pronunciation, which are common to 

speakers of BP, are not addressed in any of the three textbooks. 

                                                 
6
 In English: Aeronautical English Proficiency Exam to Brazilian Air Traffic Control System. EPLIS has 

been applied to Brazilian in-service air traffic controllers and aeronautical station operators every year 

since 2007, in compliance with ICAO’s guidelines pertaining to the proficiency assessment of 

professionals involved in international flight operations. In: https://eplis.icea.gov.br/ 
 



 
 

Cruz (2015) states that the interest in developing awareness tasks arouse when, 

teaching ESP in the aviation context, it was observed that many students were not clear 

about the importance of English to the area chosen as their profession, and they could 

not understand the nuances of linguistic aspects of the English language that caused 

ambiguity and misunderstandings with impact on the prevention of aviation accidents 

and incidents. In this context, it was also found that many students were taking ATCOs 

Training Course without knowing the scope and challenges of the profession. This lack 

of knowledge was clear during English classes and resulted in lack of interest in 

carrying out the activities and also the lack of awareness on aspects of English that are 

considered important for a safe flight.  

In the intersection between teaching and assessing, Souza (2018) investigated 

the washback effect of EPLIS on teachers’ and students’ perceptions, attitudes and 

actions in an air traffic control initial training program. Adopting a mixed methods 

design, Souza’s study comprised two consecutive phases. In the first phase, she used a 

questionnaire and statistical analyses to identify patterns and trends of perception and 

attitude among participants in relation to the influence of EPLIS on various aspects of 

English teaching and learning. In the second phase, qualitative data were collected 

through a focus group, individual interviews and class observations, in order to explain, 

expand on and corroborate the initial results. The results showed that the exam 

influenced the skills developed in the classroom, the types of tasks and their formats, 

the school achievement tests, and the teachers’ teaching approach. 

Prado (2015) used corpus linguistics as a methodology to investigate this 

language for special purposes in its real environment. Her research presents a 

description of the language used by ATCOs and pilots in radiotelephony 

communications when in abnormal situations. The author compiled a spoken corpus 

extracted from this context and primarily investigated the phraseological patterns in the 

surroundings of five lexical items – ‘runway’, ‘aircraft’, ‘emergency’, ‘fuel’ and 

‘engine’. Then, she contrasted the results with the glossary attached to Doc 9835, which 

suggests a list of grammar structures on which the assessment and training of aviation 

English should be based. This research concludes with a demonstration of the 

simplicity, objectiveness and clarity of the plain English identified in the corpus, which 

neither correlates with the structures recommended in the glossary nor with the 

language explored in coursebooks published to this end. 

In another research, Prado (2019) aimed to understand how fluency and 

interaction are manifested in radio communications held in abnormal situations, and 

how corpus pragmatics can be applied in the teaching of aeronautical English. To reach 

these objectives, she compiled two corpora: the first is comprised of radio 

communications; the second, of transcriptions of seven classes offered to a group of 

three airline pilots, to which the results of the investigation of the first corpus were 

applied. The author suggests changes to ICAO’s Language Proficiency Rating Scale 

which should then be incorporated in the teaching of aeronautical English, in such a 



 
 

way that the classes reflect the context in which the professionals work, thus preparing 

them so they can better accomplish their tasks, particularly when communicating in 

abnormal situations. 

Tosqui-Lucks (2018) described 16 studies, from different parts of the world 

(mainly Brazil, North America and Europe), from the 1990's to the present date, which 

analyzed authentic recordings of the language of radio communication in real air traffic 

control and/or in simulations and training situations, using the corpus linguistics 

methodology, with various objectives, such as language description, language policies, 

and teaching. In a post-doctoral research, Tosqui-Lucks (2019) compiled two corpora: a 

spoken corpus from the collection and transcription of recordings of routine and non-

routine communications, in English, between pilots and Brazilian ATCOs and a learner 

corpus from the compilation of activities prepared by the students, in which they 

recorded audios simulating communications between pilots and controllers. Thus, it is 

possible to contrast both corpora to check if the training has been effective and focused 

on the real needs of these professionals. The author proposed a module of activities that 

may be applied in recurrent training courses for these professionals.  

Pacheco (2018) organized a book totally devoted to English for aviation with 

guidelines for teaching and introductory research, in which many aspects of teaching 

and learning English are addressed for ab initio and experienced pilots, in various 

contexts. 

Moving from Brazil to Ecuador, Santos et al. (2018)’s investigation was in the 

military aviation field. The aim of their study was to analyze the methodology applied 

during an ESP aviation course containing a module with main expressions used for 

flight and radiotelephony operations, taught before the basic flight training, in a military 

aviation school in Salinas, Ecuador. A mixed methods approach of investigation was 

used by means of a mock aviation English test, an interview for teachers and a survey 

for first year students. The results showed that the course needs improvements since not 

all pilot cadets who participated in the study were familiarized with Doc 9835 or the 

ICAO Standardized Phraseology manual. A blended Learning design for the course was 

also suggested. 

Friginal, Matthews and Roberts (2019) present the landscape of aviation English 

pedagogy and instruction, covering the range of contexts in which it is taught, including 

commercial airline pilots, professional ATCOs, maintenance technicians, ground staff, 

cabin crew, and flight training. The authors argue for more proactive involvement and 

leadership of language experts in developing curricula, testing instruments, and 

certification programs for these language learners in the aviation industry. They also 

discuss the roles and responsibilities of the aviation English instructor, emphasizing the 

importance of aviation familiarity and of English language instructors working with 

Subject Matter Experts (SMEs) in the field of aviation to ensure accuracy.  

Roberts and Orr (2020) set forth an ideal ESP training process for ab initio flight 

students that is meaningful, cost-and-time-efficient, and safety-oriented. The authors 



 
 

outline a process for providing pre-flight school language instruction by using a 

placement test followed by specific training, with a curriculum that follows approaches 

of Content-Based Language Teaching, Task-Based Language Teaching, and ESP 

principles. 

 

3.2 EUROPE AND AFRICA 

 

Alizieri (2010), in Italy, aimed to verify if air traffic control messages included 

in two chosen corpora confirm previous research results or if their structure fulfills 

ICAO standards. To carry out the analysis, a list of lexico-grammatical and pragmatic 

features typical of everyday conversations, and, thus, which should not occur in air-

ground transmissions were identified by referring to two ICAO manuals, and then were 

compared among the corpora. Results showed that real ATC utterances are not 

compliant with standards in many respects. In the second part of the thesis, the author 

proposes a tentative learner corpus of aviation English. 

Lopez (2013) developed a study of the usage of English by French ATCOs with 

international pilots. Her aim was to describe the different uses of English phraseology 

and plain language within air-ground communications via a comparative study between 

two corpora: one representing the prescribed norm and made up of examples of English 

from two phraseology manuals; the other consisting of the orthographic transcription of 

recordings of real air-ground communications. The comparative study focused on the 

discrepancies observed in the distribution of the corpora lexicon and the results can be 

used to improve English radiotelephony teaching.  

Still in Europe, we found a book called Aviation Communication – Between 

Theory and Practice (HANSEN-SCHIRRA; MAKSYMSKI, 2013) with a collection of 

papers presented at a conference about this theme, which took place in Germany in 

2010. Among the topics covered by the book, there is “How can language training for 

controllers and pilots be optimized?”. Two papers address this topic, discussing the role 

of plain language in English training for non-native ATCOs and the development, 

implementation and effciency of LPRs and courses. 

Kovtun et al. (2020) developed a linguistic analysis for educational purposes in 

civil aviation communications in Ukraine. The research focused on radiotelephony and 

face-to-face communications between pilots and ATCOs, other communications 

between pilots in the cockpit, as well as between pilots and aerodrome staff. Results 

show that a combination between linguistic and psycholinguistic features of 

radiotelephony discourse, nature and causes of RTF communications failures and 

psycho-physiological features of pilot on-flight activity helped to determine different 

types of exercises for ab initio students to meet ICAO language proficiency 

requirements. Also in Ukraine, Kumpan and Kharlamova (2019) described interactive 



 
 

teaching methods and discussed their effectiveness during professional language 

training for future pilots in order to facilitate the development of language skills and 

meet ICAO language proficiency requirements.  

Borowska (2017), a Polish researcher, addresses ESP teaching without focusing 

on a specific study case. The author sets forth the importance of needs analysis, 

intercultural awareness and intercultural communicative competence. She also describes 

the characteristics of the Aeronautical English trainer, who, besides linguistic 

competence, must have good grounding in the professional field of ATC and piloting.  

Tamm et al. (2012) outlined basic principles of developing curricula for aviation 

personnel at the Estonian Aviation Academy. The authors discussed the main issues in 

modular curriculum development and cooperation with various institutions of higher 

education and aviation in the teaching process.  

Katsarska (2017) advocates in favor of harmozination in aviation training, 

promoted by a common aviation course which is being developed due to the 

cooperation among three Air-Force tertiary education institutions, namely Aviation 

Faculty, National Military University, Bulgaria, Air Force Academy, Romania and the 

War Studies University, Poland within the framework of Strategic Partnership, 

Erasmus+ program.  

Mekkaoui and Mouhadjer (2019) developed a language needs analysis to 

explore the English language deficiencies and problems Algerian ATCOs may face at 

work. The results of this study show that their main difficulties include speaking and 

listening abilities with special focus on vocabulary and grammar. 

 

3.3 MIDDLE EAST 

 

According to Er and Kikgöz (2018), the aim of ESP in Turkish
7
 universities is to 

support the development of scientific literacy in learners’ field of specialism in English. 

Implicit in this objective is to make the ESP curriculum tailor-made to meet the 

learners’ specific needs. The authors evaluated the Turkish Air Force Academy 

(TurAFA) curriculum, providing an evaluation of an innovative “Aviation English for 

Cadets” (AEC) curriculum, designed to fulfill cadets’ individual and institutional needs. 

AEC is based on a comprehensive needs analysis involving all stakeholders including 

the graduates, field experts, instructors and cadets. According to the authors, the most 

innovative aspect of the curriculum is the introduction of virtual aviation, a challenging 

innovation in the curriculum for cadets.  

Kushi (2012) aimed at investigating the academic and professional needs of 

military cadets from Pakistan in an ESL context from the perspectives of the instructors, 

                                                 
7
 Turkey is a transcontinental country located mainly in Western Asia, with a smaller portion in 

Southeastern Europe. We opted for including it in the section about Middle East because of similarities 

with the other studies from this region. 



 
 

in order to contribute to the process of developing a course of English for Military 

Purposes. The instrument used in this study was the interview of 12 instructors and the 

data was analyzed through thematic analysis. The findings revealed that the English 

Language plays an important role in the academic and professional lives of military 

cadets and that the productive skills (speaking and writing) were more important than 

the receptive skills (reading and listening). Moreover, the findings revealed that the 

English language courses taught were inadequate in relating the English language use to 

the academic and professional needs of the cadets. More authentic material should be 

used, and teachers should be properly trained to teach ESP courses. 

Qaddomi (2013) also researched about cadets. His study aimed at determining 

EFL cadets’ needs at Al-Istiqlal University (AU), in Palestine, as well as revealing how 

cadets rated their own competence in particular skills in EFL, and what they really need 

from their EFL course. The study was conducted on a random sample of 91 cadets and 

the findings showed that their level in EFL is intermediate. Moreover, results indicated 

that the most serious difficulty which the cadets face, as they perceive future workplace, 

in learning EFL is following English conversations. 

Karimi and Sanavi’s (2014) purpose was to find the present and future English 

language needs of the students in an Aviation Training Program in Iran. Both 

quantitative and qualitative methods were used in this research to investigate the needs 

of the learners by means of a questionnaire based on a Likert-scale, structured interview 

and semi-structured interview. The result of the study showed the needs and the 

problems of the students. It also provided valuable implications for curriculum 

developers. 

Also in Iran, Zolfagharian (2017) pointed out the current and target needs of 46 

ATCOs who work at Iranian airports and the air navigation company and 7 aeronautical 

English teachers from Tehran Area Control Center (ACC) who teach both at the Civil 

Aviation Technology College and at working places. The results revealed the 

importance of the skills which are necessary for the job, the improvement of the skills 

as a result of in-service courses, their needs of English language improvement, 

participants’ opinion about different aspects of aviation English instructors and at last 

and satisfaction in attending in-service classes. Results showed that students need to 

improve fluency, interaction, listening comprehension and technical words. Most of the 

participants believe that teachers were good, rather good or very good, but in case of 

satisfaction in held classes, the majority of the respondents were not satisfied with most 

aspects of classes. The results of the study can be used to inform managers of aviation 

industry, policy makers, aviation English instructors and material developers in order to 

improve the quality of the courses and concentrate more on the needs of the learners. 

 

3.4 ASIA AND AUSTRALIA 

 



 
 

By needs analysis and curricula design for an integrated course of study in the 

Chinese context, Aiguo (2008) explored the possibility of establishing aviation English 

as an ESP specialty in aeronautical and/or aviation colleges and universities. The author 

states that aviation English is not only confined to pilots and ATCOs, but it also refers 

to English in general terms in aeronautical and/or aviation universities. It can be 

designed as integrated ESP curricula for students in the fields of aeronautics and/or 

aviation. Learners of ESP are supposed to master the vocabulary in their specific 

discipline as well as the English language skills.  

Park (2015) conducted a needs analysis for the English courses offered at the 

educational institutions of the Korean Navy. In his study, 14 Korean naval officers were 

interviewed and a survey of 64 Korean naval officers was administered. In addition, a 

survey of three U.S. naval officers was also conducted to achieve triangulation of the 

data. The objectives were to identify the target situations and tasks for which Korean 

naval officers must use English, as well as their wants for the English courses and their 

perceptions of their own use of the language. Through these research methods, six main 

target situations and 44 target tasks were identified along with the participants’ 

perceived frequency, difficulty and criticality of these target situations. The study 

revealed that Korean officers’ biggest weakness in their engagement with target tasks is 

their insufficient speaking skills, in spite of their great desire for improving it. The 

findings of this study support the adoption of Task Based Learning and Teaching 

(TBLT) approach and the learning-centered approach to ESP in English for Military 

Purposes Courses, in which not only the language but also specific knowledge can be 

taught jointly for the learners’ successful performance of the target tasks. 

In Australia, Estival (2019) considers that training and testing of aviation 

phraseology and communication procedures for native English speaker pilots and 

ATCOs should be mandatory, giving special emphasis on language awareness for 

mutual comprehension. 

As we have seen, some of the research presented here are theses, dissertations or 

articles made by individual researchers, such as Chini (2014), Silva (2016), Sá (2010), 

Babboni (2017), Prado (2019) among others in Brazil; Alizieri (2010) and Lopez 

(2013), in Europe; Zolfagharian (2017) in Iran and Park (2015) in Korea, while others 

seem to be more practical needs analysis performed by one or more authors, aimed at 

guiding schools, universities and training centers to make informed decisions about 

content and material for teaching aeronautical English, such as Tosqui-Lucks et al. 

(2016) in Brazil, Katsarska (2017) in Europe, Er and Kikgöz (2018) in Turkey or 

Karimi and Sanavi (2014) in Iran.  

There are examples of complete books dedicated to aviation and aeronautical 

English too, such as the ones edited by Scaramucci, Tosqui-Lucks and Damião (2018) 

and Pacheco (2019) in Brazil, Hansen-Schirra and Maksymski (2013) in Germany and 

Friginal, Mathews and Roberts (2019), in the USA, as well as the ones written by 

Borowska (2017) in Polonia and Estival, Farris and Molesworth (2016) in Australia. 



 
 

This shows the growing interest of research about the topic, addressing different aspects 

of it.  

The majority of these investigations focus on language needs analysis, in an 

attempt to better define pilots and ATCOs’ specific language needs. The context can be 

university or training centers for professional pilots and ATCOs. Some of them also 

targeted at military students, especially in Latin America (Air Force ATCOs and pilots 

in Brazil and Ecuador), in the Middle-East (Air Force cadets in Turkey and military 

cadets in Pakistan), in Europe (Air-Force in three tertiary educational institutions from 

Bulgaria, Romania and Poland) and Korea (Naval officers). 

 

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 

Phileas Fogg had won his wager, and had made his journey around the 

world in eighty days. [...] The eccentric gentleman had throughout 

displayed all his marvelous qualities of coolness and exactitude. But 

what then? What had he brought back from this long and weary 

journey? (VERNE, 1994, p. 245) 
 

When the long journey around the world was over, the main character of 

Vernes’ adventure could not avoid reflecting upon what he had learned from it. 

Likewise, it is time for us to make some considerations about all the papers we have 

discussed. We would like to emphasize that this analysis is purely based on the texts 

reviewed, and by no means has the intention to comprehend everything that has been 

researched about aviation and aeronautical English teaching all around the world.  

Back to what we mentioned in the introduction, the language barrier can be a 

problem for scientific dissemination. In this paper, only publications written in English 

were considered, apart from the ones in Portuguese. This can be the first gap detected: 

the more studies published in English we have, the more they can be cited and 

considered at international environments. This is why, even though the studies were 

grouped in “continents”, it is very difficult to jump into conclusions of what the 

language teaching in each part of the world would be like. The reason why we decided 

to write this paper in English is indeed to reach more researchers worldwide and spread 

the results of our Research Group GEIA.  

By analysing some aspects presented in recent research about teaching, we can 

conclude that needs analysis is fundamental for a better understanding of pilots and 

ATCOs different and mutual characteristics. In the literature on aeronautical English 

language training, 33 studies were reviewed in this study. A great deal of these 

investigations focuses on language needs analysis in order to: i) outline curriculum 

development, critically evaluate or make suggestions for material design; ii) propose 

course design, describe cases of development and delivery; iii) evaluate training courses 

and professional awareness in them; iv) emphasize the need for more technology in 



 
 

course delivery and its application and v) suggest the implementation of new teaching 

methods, and also suggest a multinational cooperation and harmonization in aviation 

English language training.  

Interestingly, we noted that many studies have been conducted in the military 

aviation sphere, both for pilots and ATCOs, with a growing need for integration, 

cooperation and harmonization in the development of language courses. In terms of 

methodological instruments used in most studies, we observed that many of them were 

limited to interviews and/or questionnaires applied to students and instructors only, 

while only a few use mixed method approaches or contrast the students and teachers 

percepctions with ICAO documents. As for the gaps detected on our critical view, 

ICAO rating scale seems to be too based on English for general purposes and the 

recommendations in Doc 9835 have been causing different interpretations and 

misunderstandings. 

As we see it, future studies in aeronautical English will have to address English 

as a lingua franca and cross-cultural awareness in more detail. Meanwhile, corpus 

linguistics seems to be a tendency because it provides analysis of large ammounts of 

authentic radiotelephony data. This methodology is present in studies in Brazil, the 

United States, Italy, France and Germany. At the same time, training is more and more 

regional and focused on the very specific purposes of different groups of professionals 

(ATCOs of different facilities, pilots with different experience backgrounds, civilian, 

military, ab initio, from different countries, etc.). 

In the end of this journey, there seems to be common agreement that a more 

general oriented English course simply does not fit the specific professional needs of 

pilots and ATCOs, from civil or military background, in culturally diverse and distant 

parts of the world.  
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