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Aviation English as professional and educational phenomenon

Aviation is a specialized, technology-based area that covers a broad range of activities, from in-depth analyses of compressible fluids, to selling tickets, or getting a clearance for takeoff. Accordingly, the language behavior inherent to such activities is diverse, often requiring specialized uses of English that are collectively labeled as Aviation English. Nowadays Aviation English is used in most fields of aviation education and practice, in regulatory and administrative agencies concerned with national and international commerce, norms and standards, and in academic, industrial, and government research and development. Although communication in aviation is one of the most heavily regulated in the world, numerous aviation incidents and accidents have involved miscommunication between pilots and air traffic controllers, many of whom are not native speakers of the language. Thus, a greater awareness of the nature of Aviation English and of relevant resources can assist aviation professionals whose daily work depends significantly on the use of language.

The International Civil Aviation Organization established English as the international aviation language in 1951 to improve consistency, accuracy, and effectiveness of pilot – air traffic control communication. It requires that all pilots on international flights and air traffic controllers serving international airports and routes must be able to communicate in English effectively, as well as in their native language [3]. Aviation English is the de facto international language of civil aviation. Aviation English is a term for the highly specialized language and interactional sequences used by pilots, air traffic controllers, and other aviation professionals [3]. There are different content areas identified under the umbrella of Aviation English: Flight (Air Traffic Control; Flight Services); Technology (Airframe and Powerplant Mechanics; Avionics; Aircraft Manufacture; Flight Line Operations); Engineering (Aeronautical Engineering; Aerospace Engineering); Business (Airline/Charter Services; Fixed Based Operations; Airport Management; Marketing); Education / Training (Flight; Maintenance; Engineering; Business Administration) [4]. However, Aviation English has been primarily and specifically designed by the authors to teach English language communication skills to pilots and air traffic controllers. 

It took several decades for Aviation Authorities to understand complexity of language use in the branch and necessity of aviation professionals to comply with the requirements of safety and efficiency in communication. Where there is a zero-tolerance level for error, there is a clear need for special knowledge and treatment. Therefore, in 1995 the Federal Aviation Agency proposed to standardize English language fluency requirements for all FAA certificates and ratings because it was concerned about the safety hazard caused by pilots' inability to communicate sufficiently by radio and to deal adequately with air traffic control. In 2003, ICAO set a deadline of March 2008 for English language proficiency at Level 4 and above for all pilots flying international routes and air traffic controllers serving international airports and routes. The proficiency scale ranges from Level 1 to Level 6, with guidelines published for: pronunciation, fluency, structure, vocabulary, comprehension, interaction [2]. In 2013, the 38th Session of the ICAO Assembly adopted Resolution A38/8 – Proficiency in the English language used for radiotelephony communications [1].

Aviation English is a term for the highly specialized language and interactional sequences used by pilots, air traffic controllers, and other aviation professionals. Like other areas of language for specific purposes, aviation English focuses on the particular pronunciation, vocabulary, grammatical structures, and discourse styles that are commonly used by practitioners in specific work-related contexts.

Radiotelephony communications, that is, language communication between a pilot and an air traffic controller, is most commonly associated with Aviation English, and, for obvious reasons, receives the most attention. Flight crews and air traffic controllers routinely speak air traffic control English to direct, inform, question, and respond to each other regarding aircraft takeoff, flight, and landing. Radiotelephony or tower communication is a very specialized, well demarcated, and identifiable use of language, communicated between pilots and ATC; it is a restricted register. Even pilots who are native English speakers have difficulty with the process of learning this type of communication. The last thing that pilots with little experience want to do is to carry on a dialogue with some stranger making demands on them. The difficulties are clear from a linguistic point of view: a successful user of this restricted register must be able to comprehend and produce utterances that meet the specific language requirements of a very specific situation.

Peter H. Ragan indicates that all restricted and specialized uses of language such as tower / radiotelephony communications are idiosyncratic. They are limited and specialized in their wording; that is, their vocabulary and structure. There are fewer choices among words, and their combinations are equally limited as well. Each type of restricted register is unlike another because each is so closely allied to a particular situation and the activity in which language plays a role. A second characteristic of a restricted use of language is that it is very predictable. Because there are few options in terms of the content, the way the language is exchanged, and the way in which it is organized, the probability is very high that certain words will occur with 4 certain other words in certain structures at particular points in the language use. This language use is directly associated with the activity that is simultaneously going on [4]. 

The need for clear and unambiguous communication between pilots and Air Traffic Control is vital in assisting the safe and expeditious operation of aircraft. It is important, therefore, that due regard is given to the use of standard words and phrases and that all involved ensure that they maintain the highest professional standards when using radiotelephony phraseology. This is especially important when operating within busy sectors with congested frequencies where any time wasted with verbosity and non-standard, ambiguous phrases could lead to flight safety incidents. 

Phraseology has evolved over time and has been carefully developed to provide maximum clarity and brevity in communications while ensuring that phrases are unambiguous. However, while standard phraseology is available to cover most routine situations, not every conceivable scenario will be catered for and radiotelephony phraseology users should be prepared to use plain language when necessary following the principle of keeping phrases clear and concise.
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