Checkout Challenges
Mastering The Check Flight

Flight exams have traditionally been a source of frustration and maybe even anxiety for both private pilots and professional pilots. What if you make an error, is your rating jeopardized? Does it reflect on your government flight records; will it hurt your career?
Since there is some risk of negative consequences almost anyone would have at least a little apprehension when meeting and flying with the check pilot. Military and commercial airline, charter and corporate pilots have faced check flights for the duration of their career. The vast majority have no difficulty—mostly because they are prepared. The same standards are now in place for flying Surplus Military Turbine Aircraft (SMTA), what we like to call classic jets. And the same techniques for preparation will assure you are as successful as any professional pilot is at successfully completing the rating flight for a classic jet. Let me share some tips to eliminate common errors with you so you will not only be prepared but confident when you add a new flight rating to your license.
The New System

If you are not already familiar with the current FAA system in place for obtaining a rating in a classic jet that is only a little over two years old, here is how it works. (The old Letter of Authorization, referred to as an LOA, issued from a person holding a Letter of Operating Authority, called an LOOA, is no longer issued.) The new authorization to fly an SMTA is called an Experimental Aircraft Authorization. There is an authorization for each type of jet, or other experimentally certified aircraft over 600 horsepower. The process consists of three steps:

1) you complete an approved training curriculum;

2) you have the instructor, either a Certified Flight Instructor, current in the airplane, (or Aircraft Instructor, authorized and current in the type of aircraft) complete and sign a recommendation form for the rating, called an FAA Form 8710-1;
3) you then complete an oral and flight check in the aircraft with an Experimental Aircraft Examiner. The examiner, upon completion of your check flight, will issue you a Temporary Airman Certificate, FAA Form 8060-4.

Flight instructors and examiners are listed on the CJAA website.
Tip 1: Know The Maneuvers and Standards For Performance
Just like you would prepare for any examination of knowledge or skill, there are references you can consult and experienced people who can assist you. Contacting an instructor or examiner who is familiar with the maneuvers that you need to demonstrate proficiently on the flight exam is an excellent beginning. For example, it’s beneficial to know that you are not required to perform aerobatics on the check flight; however, you do need to demonstrate proficiency in recovering from unusual attitudes. Knowing in advance the specific maneuvers you will need to demonstrate can assist both in your training and probably your comfort level too.
These maneuvers are listed, along with the standard of performance required, in the Practical Test Standards publication (PTS), available from instructors and examiners at no cost.


An excerpt from the PTS for the Aero Vodochody L-39 Albatross is shown below:

IV.  AREA OF OPERATION:  INFLIGHT MANEUVERS

A.   TASK:  STEEP TURNS

REFERENCES: Part 61; AC 61-27; FSB Report POH, AFM

Objective: To determine that the applicant:

GRADE

_____ 1.  Exhibits adequate knowledge of steep turns (if applicable to the airplane) and the factors associated with performance; and, if applicable, wing loading, angle of bank, stall speed, pitch, power requirements, and over-banking tendencies

_____ 2.  Selects an altitude recommended by the manufacturer, training syllabus, or other training directive, but in no case lower than 3,000 feet (900 meters) AGL

_____ 3.  Establishes the recommended entry airspeed and power required
_____ 4.  Rolls into a coordinated turn of 180 degrees, or 360 degrees with a bank of at least 45 degrees.  Maintains the bank angle within +/- 5 degrees while in smooth, stabilized flight

_____ 5.  Applies smooth coordinated pitch, bank and power to maintain the specified altitude within 100 feet (30 meters) and the desired airspeed within +/- 10 knots.

_____ 6.  Rolls out of the turn (approx. the same rate as used to roll in) within 10 degrees of the entry or specified heading, stabilizes the airplane in a straight-and-level attitude 

_____ 7.  Avoids any indication of an approaching stall, abnormal flight attitude, or exceeding any structural or operating limitation during any part of the maneuver

Notice that specific standards exist for the performance of the maneuver, including bank angles, airspeed, altitude, heading and aircraft control. During your training, your instructor will familiarize you with these standards, demonstrate the maneuver, then let you practice it until you have mastered the maneuver and can perform it within the specified tolerances consistently.

All of the maneuvers that you need to demonstrate proficiently on the check flight have standards similar to those shown above for the steep turn. You will accelerate your training and increase the probability of a comfortable check flight if you review the PTS and become familiar with the applicable standards for flying your chosen aircraft.
Tip 2: Know The Emergency Procedures

Included in the PTS are common emergency procedures that must be demonstrated on the check flight. Even before you begin training it is a good idea to become familiar with these emergency procedures. For example, knowing the procedures for engine failure, loss of flaps, landing gear or other systems contributes to flight safety from the first flight in the aircraft.
Part of being familiar with emergency operations is having a quality checklist that is readily accessible in the cockpit. They are readily available, or you can make your own by copying or scanning portions of the flight manual and printing the relevant portions.
Some items are mandatory “memory” items that you need to be able to recall without referring to the checklist—know those for your airplane. Recall those in simulated emergencies, then refer to the checklist to confirm all operations needed are completed.

Flying while executing necessary emergency procedures becomes a challenge for some pilots, especially on a check flight. Becoming very familiar with those procedures increases the safety margin on all flights and reduces the pressure on a check flight. Learning the procedures from the flight manual is easier, more economical and less stressful than learning them while flying.
Tip 3: Speak With The Examiner

Although examiners follow strict guidelines, there is always some aspect of the flight check that will be slightly different with examiners—the order of the maneuvers, or the cockpit briefing or change of aircraft control, for example. Confirm the process to be followed on the check flight and inquire about techniques that the examiner may prefer. Your instructor can help familiarize you with any specific procedures the examiner follows.

The examiner will also tell you, confirming what your instructor told you, what you will need to bring to the flight check. For example, the TSA, not the FAA, now requires applicants for ratings to present a birth certificate or passport to confirm citizenship. If you are not a US citizen, there is a detailed procedure that you and your flight instructor must follow to be approved for flight training in the US—even if you possess a US, FAA-issued pilot certificate. All of this must be completed before any training is begun, including ground training.
To save time the examiner may have a form for you to fill out so he or she can begin preparing the necessary paperwork for the flight. They must coordinate the completion of the FAA Form 8710-1 with your instructor since you, your instructor and the examiner must sign it. 

Be certain your address has been updated if you moved since your pilot certificate was issued or since you informed the FAA of your current address. DO NOT ASSUME THE NEW FORMS SENT TO THE FAA FOR YOUR CHECK FLIGHT WILL UPDATE THEIR RECORDS. The examiner will most likely check this before flying with you. (See FAR 61.60—you have 30 days to update your address.)
Tip 4: Confirm the Necessary Certificate and Experience Requirements
Odd as it may seem there are pilots with multi-engine ratings and no single engine land rating. If such a pilot is going to qualify for a check flight in a single engine SMTA that pilot must first receive a single engine rating—a private certificate with that rating is OK, even if they have a commercial or ATP certificate in multi-engine aircraft.

Similarly, if the single-engine pilot desires to earn a rating in a multi-engine SMTA, such as the Fouga or CASA jets, they must have a multi-engine rating, private pilot certificate or above.
Currently an instrument certificate is not required for SMTA ratings. However, if the instrument rated pilot is going to complete a rating in an SMTA aircraft and wants instrument privileges in that airplane they must be prepared to demonstrate instrument skills and approaches on the check flight, and they must be current in instrument flying (see FAR 61.57 c).
Tip 5: Have an Airworthy Aircraft

The vast majority of SMTA flying today have adequate documentation of their air worthiness. On the check flight it will be scrutinized closely so be prepared. Just because you may be borrowing an airplane does not excuse the airworthiness requirement. Missing documents may not be explained away with “. . . they are coming in the mail; we haven’t had a chance to go to the local FSDO; they told me it was OK. . .” 
Be certain the aircraft has an airworthiness certificate, an Operating Limits letter and, if it first flew legally in the US after July, 1993 (“post-moratorium”), a Program Letter. Don’t forget to check for current parachute inspections and, if the aircraft has operational ejection seats, for current ATF certification. Additionally, the aircraft is required to have an annual condition inspection; be sure it has one signed off by a licensed Aircraft and Power Plant mechanic.

I suggest keeping a photocopy of all these required documents in a notebook that can be shown to any FAA personnel who may wish to see them—most often requested at air shows. That doesn’t excuse having the originals; it is just more convenient and saves digging for them every time they are requested. (An exception is the aircraft log; it need not be carried in the plane.)

Tip 6: Mentally Prepare; Don’t Worry
I am not aware of any studies that more people have difficulty on the check flight from discomfort, uneasiness or just plain fear, than from piloting skills, though I would not be surprised if that happened to be true. You can be more relaxed if you know you are prepared, you have spoken to the examiner and, in general, followed the preparation tips above. Listen to your instructor if he or she says you are ready and you know you have flown the maneuvers satisfactorily, no need to worry.

Experienced pilots, with years of military and airline flying time, occasionally get uneasy on check flights—sometimes more than less-experienced pilots—because they want to excel on the flight. Usually, after a few minutes of flying, when the tasks of flying the airplane become paramount, everyone calms down. Exceeding the tolerances on one steep turn that you recognize your error and abort the maneuver will, by itself, not disqualify you. Do it again and continue on.

You can spare at least some of the anxiety by discussing it with your instructor and the examiner. They are human and they take check flights, usually more often than you. They will tell you. “Fly the airplane.” Good advice.

Following the above tips will, hopefully, further reduce your apprehension for receiving the next SMTA rating. You will soon see: Authorized Experimental Aircraft: ___” on your pilot certificate, confirming your expertise in that aircraft.
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