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Abstrakt 

Bakalářská práce se zabývá porovnáním obsahu ELPAC (English Language 

Proficiency for Aeronautical Communication) testu s používáním anglického jazyka 

během práce řídícího letového provozu. V teoretické části je představen vývoj a obsah 

testu; praktická část se zaměřuje na porovnání, které je založené na analýze výskytu 

jednotlivých leteckých frazeologických spojení. V závěru jsou projednány výsledky 

porovnání a nabídnuta možná řešení. 

Klíčová slova: jazyková dovednost, letectví, ELPAC 

 

Abstract 

The bachelor thesis compares the content of the ELPAC (English Language 

Proficiency for Aeronautical Communication) test with the language actually used on 

the job by an air traffic controller. The theoretical part introduces the development and 

content of the test; the practical part focuses on the actual comparison which is based on 

a study of the most frequently used aeronautical phrases. In the conclusion the results of 

the comparison are discussed and the possible solutions are suggested. 
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Table of Contents 

1 Introduction .................................................................................................. 1 

2 Theoretical Part ............................................................................................ 2 

2.1 The History and Development of the ELPAC Test ................................ 2 

2.1.1 Development ..................................................................................... 2 

2.1.2 The Trial Phrase ................................................................................ 3 

2.1.3 ELPAC Implementation .................................................................... 4 

2.2 ICAO Language Proficiency Requirements ............................................ 4 

2.2.1 Holistic Descriptors (Presented in Annex 1) ..................................... 5 

2.2.2 The ICAO Rating Scale ..................................................................... 6 

2.3 Preparation for the test ............................................................................ 7 

2.3.1 Computer preparation ........................................................................ 8 

2.3.2 Speaking preparation ......................................................................... 9 

2.4 Content of the ELPAC test ...................................................................... 9 

2.4.1 Paper 1 (Listening comprehension) ................................................. 10 

2.4.2 Paper 2 (Oral interaction) ................................................................ 12 

3 Practical Part .............................................................................................. 14 

3.1 Thesis and methodology ....................................................................... 14 

3.2 Controller’s professional duties ............................................................ 15 

3.2.1 Work space ...................................................................................... 15 

3.2.2 Traffic monitoring ........................................................................... 16 

3.2.3 Communication with a pilot ............................................................ 16 

3.3 Frequency Analysis of used words and phrases .................................... 18 

3.4 Frequency Analysis of used phrases during real-traffic management .. 19 

3.5 Paper 1 Comparison .............................................................................. 21 

3.5.1 Setting .............................................................................................. 21 

3.5.2 Tasks ................................................................................................ 22 



 

 

3.5.3 Used terminology and phrases ........................................................ 23 

3.6 Frequency Analysis of Used Phrases in Paper 1 of the ELPAC Test ... 25 

3.7 Paper 2 Comparison .............................................................................. 26 

3.7.1 Setting .............................................................................................. 26 

3.7.2 Pilot-controller communication ....................................................... 27 

3.7.3 The overall difficulty of the traffic .................................................. 27 

4 Conclusion ................................................................................................... 29 

Attachment 1 – List of Used Abbreviations .................................................... 31 

Attachment 2 – ICAO Rating Scale................................................................. 33 

Attachment 3 – Selected Phraseology (DOC 4444) ........................................ 34 

Works Cited ....................................................................................................... 40 



1 

 

1 Introduction 

There are hundreds of people applying for the position of an air traffic controller 

every year; however, just tens of them actually finish the difficult training and obtain the 

licence. My father is one of them – he became a controller in 1993 and has been there ever 

since. His level of English is approximately B2. He uses it every day at work and is able to 

communicate well when he is abroad. He has been in different situations during his career 

(such as a passenger death on board) and since he also works as the student trainer, he is 

now able to share his experience with others. 

Nevertheless, whenever the time for the ELPAC (English Language Proficiency for 

Aeronautical Communication) examination comes, he gets nervous just like his older 

colleagues do. Despite all the experience they have, there is still the possibility of revoking 

their licence as a result of not passing the test. The ELPAC should resemble, according to 

ICAO (International Civil Aviation Organization), the real duties of an air traffic controller 

as much as possible. The test consists of a listening and a speaking part, in both of which 

the controllers must achieve Level 4 proficiency. According to the achieved level, 

controllers must retake the test every three or six years, for Level 4 and 5 respectively.  

This thesis scrutinizes the content and the structure of the test and compares it with 

the controller’s duties and his or her language use. The thesis contains two main parts. The 

theoretical part (see pages 3 - 14) explains the development and the composition of the 

ELPAC test, along with the language requirements on the controllers.  

The practical part (see pages 15 – 31) provides the comparison of the content of the 

test with the practical language use during traffic management. This comparison is 

supported by a fieldwork study focusing on the frequency of that key phrases are used. 

Controllers’ workplace and duties are also taken into account. 

Finally, a conclusion (see pages 32 – 33) is presented and a proposal for the test 

improvement is outlined.   
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2 Theoretical Part 

2.1 The History and Development of the ELPAC Test 

An Air Traffic Controller (ATC) has a very stressful job that needs several abilities 

– quick decision making, mental endurance, and a high level of English. English plays an 

important role in the aviation industry, since it is the language all international pilots use. 

Every ATC must know English to be able to perform their job. Until 2003, there was no 

unified system for testing the English proficiency of individual flight crew members and 

ATCs; each Air Navigation Service Provider (ANSP) had its own way of testing their 

employees.  

At the ICAO Council on March 5, 2003, Amendment 164 was created, approved 

and added to ICAO’s Annex 1 - Personnel Licensing. This document stated that flight crew 

and ATCs must (as of  March 5, 2008) prove their proficiency in the language used in 

aeronautical communication and that English should be provided, upon request, at ground 

stations that offer services to airports and routes used internationally (ICAO, Annex 10 2: 

5.2.1.2.2). The ICAO set an operational standard that all ATCs must achieve Level 4 (for 

more information see chapter 2.2). Without achieving this level of proficiency, ATCs will 

not be licensed and therefore, will not be able to perform their jobs (Institute of Air 

Navigation Service).  

Along with Amendment 164, the ICAO introduced the Language Proficiency 

Requirements (LPRs) that every test must meet to be considered suitable for measuring the 

proficiency of candidates (“New Guidelines” 4).  The Member States (191 countries out of 

193 in the UN), consequently, had to fulfil the ICAO requirements and prepare a test for 

testing all their ATCs and pilots by March 2008. By 2007, it became clear that not all 

Member States were going to be able to reach the requirements by 2008, and thus the 

ICAO Council decided to extend the deadline until March 2011 (“Testing the tests” 10). 

2.1.1 Development 

To help European ANSPs fulfil the ICAO requirements, EUROCONTROL 

(European Organization for the Safety of Air Navigation) decided to develop its own 

language proficiency test - ELPAC (Institute of Air Navigation Service).  

A feasibility study was performed in 2004, during which the optimum profile for a 

test in English language proficiency was identified. EUROCONTROL was using the 
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PELA test (an English proficiency test for controller students) at that time, and so a 

discussion about modifying the current test arose. It was discovered that PELA was not 

sufficient for the operational controllers; however a general structure was suggested and 

Papers 1 and 3 (in ELPAC Paper 2) were adapted. The outcome was a two-part test which 

reflects plain English as well as the aeronautical phraseology (Enright; Večeřová).  

It was also important to resolve who would develop the test. The first possibility 

was to assign the process to an independent international organization; the second 

alternative was to form a partnership between the Institute of Air Navigation Services and 

the experts from Member States’ organizations. Because of their good experience with the 

second option during the development of the PELA Test, EUROCONTROL opted for 

cooperation and established a new team. Adrian Enright was appointed as the Project 

Leader since he was also from the ICAO Study Group that developed the ICAO language 

proficiency requirements. He was accompanied by Magdaléna Večeřová, an expert for 

language testing, as well as by other language experts and ATCs. Dr. Rita Green was the 

team’s consultant for test development (Enright). 

The team decided a two-part test would best meet the ICAO requirements. Paper 1 

contained listening comprehension and Paper 2 contained oral interaction (both visual and 

non-visual). The team also wrote down the specific requirements and abilities for 

candidates to be considered as either Levels 4 or 5 proficiency. After creating the first draft 

of Paper 1, Member States were asked to provide volunteers from their operational ATCs 

(Enright). 

2.1.2 The Trial Phrase 

In 2005 the first trial started with 105 ATCs from seven countries. It was important 

to ensure that a variety of controllers with different levels of experience, language skills 

and positions (approach, tower, en route) were present; otherwise the trial would have been 

invalid. After the first testing, many changes were made to the test structure and software. 

Over the next two years (2006 and 2007), another three trial exercises were held during 

which around 800 ATCs from more than 20 countries were tested. The result was eight 

versions of Paper 1 and six versions of Paper 2 (Enright; Večeřová). 

In 2006, before introducing the final version of the test to its Member States, 

EUROCONTROL entrusted the Lancaster Language Testing Research Group (LLTRG) 

with the validation study for the development of ELPAC. To be able to create an 
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appropriate analysis, the LLTRG had to make a cross-sample of currently used aviation 

English tests. At the beginning, the group searched online, but they found little information 

about the quality of the tests. Therefore, they decided to create a survey and send it to 74 

organizations whose tests were probably being used at that time. The final result consisted 

of 22 responses. The difference in quantity and quality of these responses was 

considerable. From the poor outcome and lack of quality, the LLTRG concluded that, “We 

have little confidence in the meaningfulness, reliability, and validity of ... tests currently 

available for licensure” (“Testing the tests” 13).  

An even bigger concern and confirmation for the importance of an accredited test 

by the ICAO brought about another survey in 2008 (also done by the LLTRG). During the 

first round, only 24 countries (out of 195) were able to provide responses which could be 

used for the survey. The Mayflower College Procedure (for pilots and ATCs), the ELPAC 

and 10 other tests were listed among the responses. After six months, they conducted a 

second round of surveys. This time, 46% of the ICAO countries stated non-compliance 

with the ICAO guidelines and 28% did not respond at all. The result of the survey was 

even more significant because, by March 2008, all participating countries had been 

expected to be ready for licensing their ATCs. The LLTRG, therefore, concluded that 

ongoing monitoring, along with a test accreditation service, were required and that the 

ELPAC test would definitely be helpful for those countries needing an accredited test as 

soon as possible (“Testing the tests” 14). 

2.1.3 ELPAC Implementation 

The ELPAC test has been available since July 2007. The Czech Republic promptly 

implemented the test during that year and reported full compliance with the ICAO 

guidelines on March 5, 2008 (“List of the states”). Each ANSP intending to implement the 

test must send his language and ATC experts to EUROCONTROL for a proper 

accreditation training without which the examination would be invalid (Institute of Air 

Navigation Service). Currently, more than 80 countries worldwide have stated compliance 

with the ICAO Guidelines (“List of the states”). 

2.2 ICAO Language Proficiency Requirements 

In 2003 ICAO published its LPRs which contain holistic descriptors and the rating 

scale for Operational (Level 4), Extended (Level 5) and Expert (Level 6) proficiency in 

English (Mathews).  
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These Requirements can only be used for speaking and listening proficiency and 

not for reading and writing skills. The holistic descriptors explain the context for the ICAO 

Requirements and also characterise the abilities of the speaker (Mathews). 

2.2.1 Holistic Descriptors (Presented in Annex 1) 

1. “Proficiency speakers shall communicate effectively in voice-only 

(telephone/radiotelephone) and in face-to face communications.” 

When two states need to coordinate the aircrafts between them, telephone 

communication is needed. This communication naturally lacks the non-verbal cues, 

and so it is more difficult for the speaker to communicate and properly understand. 

It is also possible that the sound might be poor and the traffic might be very busy. It 

is, therefore, important for the speaker to be able to communicate well without 

seeing the gestures and expressions of their speaking partner (Mathews). 

2. “Proficient speakers shall communicate on common, concrete, and work-related 

topics with accuracy and clarity.” 

It is important that the speaker’s proficiency is not restricted only to the 

general phraseology. He or she must also demonstrate the ability to talk about 

specifically work-related topics (which are contained in the ICAO Guidance 

Manual) (Mathews). 

3. “Proficiency speakers shall use appropriate communicative strategies to exchange 

messages and to recognize and resolve misunderstandings (e.g. to check, confirm, 

or clarify information) in a general or work-related context.” 

It happens quite often that a pilot or ATC does not hear or understand the 

message. The ability of sorting out these misunderstandings and rephrasing a 

message is thus one of the most important areas in language proficiency for pilots 

and ATCs (Mathews). 

4. “Proficient speakers shall handle successfully and with relative ease the linguistic 

challenges presented by a complication or unexpected turn of events that occurs 

within the context of a routine work situation or communicative task with which 

they are otherwise familiar.” 
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Another very important ability for the ATCs and pilots is to manage 

unexpected situations without “freezing.” Their linguistic proficiency has to be at a 

level such that they can communicate with each other even during emergencies or 

other non-routine situations without any problems (Mathews). 

5. “Proficient speakers shall use a dialect or accent which is intelligible to the 

aeronautical community.” 

It is natural that everyone’s accent differs according to his or her education 

and region. That is why, it is difficult to say which dialect is intelligible and which 

is not. Elizabeth Mathews mentions the practice used in the United Kingdom where 

the ATCs are informally monitored while speaking. If a strong accent which is 

understandable only for a certain group of people is detected, the person is helped 

with acquiring an accent more suitable for the aviation community.  

For this reason, the counselling and decisions about the proper accent 

depend on the experience and “good judgment” of the lecturers (Mathews). 

2.2.2 The ICAO Rating Scale 

In the Attachment to Annex 1, the ICAO included a rating scale which should help 

the trainers and examiners to evaluate the language proficiency. The development team 

agreed on the scale rather than on a set of questions, since it would be difficult to say 

which questions give better evidence about the proficiency of any number of candidates 

(Mathews). 

The Rating Scale is divided into six levels, from the Pre-Elementary (Level 1) to 

Expert (Level 6). At each level, six different features of language use are described – 

pronunciation, structure, vocabulary, fluency, comprehension, interaction. While the 

holistic descriptors mainly explain the context of the English language proficiency and use, 

the ICAO Rating Scale provides concrete characteristics of the proficiency. 

When rating a student, the examiners should be certain of the student having better 

proficiency than the lower proficiency levels. Therefore, if the student does not meet the 

requirements in even one of the six features, they have to drop to the next lower level. This 

means the student is awarded overall by their lowest level of efficiency achieved in any 

category. The ATC must achieve Level 4 in all categories; otherwise he or she must retake 

the test again (Mathews). 
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It is also recommended by the ICAO that any student achieving Level 4 should be 

examined at least once every three years and those with Level 5 once every six years 

(ICAO, Annex 1 1.2.9.7).  

2.2.2.1 Operational Level 4 According to the ICAO Rating Scale 

(The whole ICAO Rating Scale can be found in the Attachment 1) 

 Pronunciation 

The pronunciation, stress and rhythm can be influenced by the regional 

dialect and by the first language; however, they must not interfere with 

understanding very often. 

 Structure 

Easy grammar and sentences are to be correctly used; sometimes mistakes 

can result from unexpected events, but they must not influence the meaning.  

 Vocabulary 

Vocabulary must be sufficient for communication on different topics, and 

when a problem occurs or the speaker does not know the right words, he is able to 

paraphrase his message. 

 Fluency 

The speaker can talk fluently using a convenient tempo of speech, and he 

uses appropriate discourse markers. When changing over from rehearsed speech to 

spontaneous communication, lack of fluency might appear. 

 Comprehension 

The speaker understands most of the meaning when the accent is intelligible 

for a majority of users. When an unpredictable situation happens, the 

comprehension might be slower and the speaker might need further explanations. 

 Interaction 

Interaction with another speaker proceeds with a relative ease. The 

responses are suitable and timely during the interaction. When a misunderstanding 

appears, the speaker is able to identify it and clarify his meaning.  

2.3 Preparation for the test 

It is clear that the best preparation for ELPAC is the job of an ATC itself. However, 

the test has a specific structure and so it can occur that a person with good level of English 
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might not pass the test because of not being familiar with the structure. The Language 

Department of the Czech Air Navigation Institute in the Czech Republic therefore offers 

free preparatory classes for the test. ATCs attend this preparation instead of their normal 

shifts. Even though no one checks the attendance, ATCs usually come, because they are (at 

least the elderly ones) afraid they will not pass the test and would have to retake it.  

The exam itself takes place on Thursday morning (Paper 1) and Friday (Paper 2). 

This is preceded by 18 hours of English classes within 3 days (6 hours a day) and 

unlimited self-preparation on computers. English classes are run by the lecturers from the 

language department and guests who are experts in the aviation field (other ATCs, pilots). 

The English lecturers are usually graduates from a university with English language as 

their main subject. People preparing the ATCs for the exam and the ones testing them take 

turns, so that the same person preparing someone could not test him. This ensures a fair 

grading of the controllers.  

2.3.1 Computer preparation 

There is only one ELPAC sample available at the moment. When a person really 

listens and pays attention during the questions, he can easily remember the 

communications between pilots and ATCs and right answers. On that account, the 

Language Department of the Czech Air Navigation Institute made available the PELA test 

and Skyguide test; tests used before the implementation of ELPAC. They have a similar 

structure and so it is beneficial for the controllers to practice using them. 

PELA test contains six different exercises which focus mainly on comprehension 

and detecting misunderstandings. The assignments are, for example, “mark the topic of the 

communication between the ATC and pilot”, “answer the questions below” or “listen to the 

read backs, were they correct?”  The exercises are usually heard once; only difficult 

conversations (between ATCs on the phone and in non-routine situations) are played twice. 

For the conversations different accents are used, as well as background noises, which 

makes listening naturally more difficult, but also more realistic. The test is designed for 

both ACC (en-route) and APP/TWR (approach/tower) controllers and contains 

phraseology from all three fields.  

The Skyguide test is the oldest one. There is only one exercise; filling in correct 

answers. There are always communications between an ATC and a pilot. Each section 

contains phraseology referring to a certain qualification of the ATC. For example, section 
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one replays only a dialogue between an APP controller and a pilot, and section two has an 

ACC controller instead of APP. At the beginning, each section has also a description of the 

nationality of the speaking controller and his qualification. The Czech ATCs can therefore 

easily choose the accent which is more difficult for them to understand. The Skyguide test 

does not have the same structure as the ELPAC test, but it can help the controllers with 

listening to different accents and with listening comprehension. 

2.3.2 Speaking preparation 

While it is up to the individual ATC how much time he will spend on the computer 

and practice his skills there, the speaking preparation is led by experienced lecturers and 

the controllers just attend their classes. As previously mentioned, they have altogether 16 

hours of English language and the current examined controllers are split into two groups, 

so there are around six students in each group. 

Since the lecturers cannot tell the students the exact questions asked in the test, they 

try to come up with a similar set of questions and then go through them with the students. 

These questions are supposed to show the basic language proficiency of the student and the 

students are therefore encouraged to use different English phrases such as “It is widely 

recognized that…” or phrasal verbs. This preparation is not based on any aviation topics, 

rather it is just the same as any English class at school. Students, when questioned by the 

teacher, should answer in a manner similar to what they would say during the exam. If 

there are any grammatical mistakes, the teacher explains the difference and gives other 

examples of use. He also shows the students how to structure their answer, so it would 

make sense and would fit into the approximately one minute they will have for answering. 

They also discuss different vocabulary related to the question.  

During the class which the author attended, pronunciation was also explained. The 

pronunciation of the sounds th – w – v makes problems for controllers and their incorrect 

usage can cause troublesome situations which can be fatal. The lecturer therefore clarified 

the problems possibly occurring after incorrect use and practiced the pronunciation. Yet it 

became clear for some controllers that they would need more time and more practice for 

pronouncing the sounds appropriately. 

2.4 Content of the ELPAC test 

The presence of the public at the examination of ELPAC is unfortunately forbidden 

and therefore the following chapter describes the sample of the test, which exercises are 
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similar to the original test and only the questions in the exercises vary. The example of the 

oral examination is recorded and published on the internet website (“Sample Test”). 

2.4.1 Paper 1 (Listening comprehension) 

Paper 1 is the first part of ELPAC. Students log in to the EUROCONTROL’s 

website and take the test. The assignments of the exercises are the same for all the students, 

but the questions are generated and differ, so that the students would not be able to copy 

the answers. Each of the recordings is played just once, so one must really listen carefully 

to the communications and write down the correct answer immediately. The accents used 

in the recordings are quite strong and some of the background noises make the 

comprehension even more difficult. 

This part of ELPAC is not divided according to the license (ACC, APP, and TWR) 

of the controller and so the en route controllers may come across an approach 

communication in the test and vice versa. They are expected to understand the 

communication even though they might not know the standard procedures. When 

answering a question with his or her own words, misspelling is permitted and does not 

cause deterioration of the level of English.  

There are three exercises which are corrected by the computer (exercise 1, 2 and 4). 

These are the exercises which involve filling in numbers or completing a table by marking 

the right answer. Exercise one is additionally checked by the examiner to make sure no 

errors occurred during the evaluation. The rest of the exercises are marked by an accredited 

examiner, since there are typed answers and it would not be possible for the computer to 

correct them properly. The examiner has a table with suggested answers and with 

inappropriate, insufficient answers to help him with marking. It is upon his decision if he 

accepts the answer as still correct or incorrect.  

2.4.1.1 Exercises  

Task 1 

Short pilot messages are played and the student’s task is to write down the 

requested information - flight level (FL), heading (HDG), runway (RWY), QNH 

(altimeter sub-scale setting to obtain elevation when on the ground), taxiway 

(TWY), call sign (CS), holding point (HP).  
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Task 2 

A table with call signs and different information (FL, FREQ) is presented. The 

student hears several read backs of the given information by an ATC and has to 

mark, whether the read back was correct and if not what was missing.  

Task 3 

Three standard communications between an ATC and a pilot are replayed. The 

student answers presented questions related to the communications, for example 

“What information did the pilot ask for?” or “What did the ATC instruct the plane 

to do?” For the answer students use their own words; they are not obligated to write 

full sentences.  

Task 4 

In this exercise there is a table with different types of information about mentioned 

flight levels. The students hear standard communication and have to decide, how 

the FL has been mentioned (as information about current FL; read back of the FL, 

requested FL etc.) 

Task 5 

Students hear a communication of ATCs dealing with an unexpected event. It is 

only a radiotelegraph communication between ATCs in different countries 

(according to their accent it might be between a Polish and a German ATC). During 

listening, students answer various questions about the communication. This 

exercise is focused more on the comprehension of plain English rather than on the 

phraseology, the same as ATCs would use during such communication. 

Task 6 

The last exercise contains three communications between an ATC and a pilot. It 

focuses on non-routine situations, such as a hijack or a TCAS alert (a system in the 

plane scanning the surrounding traffic and in case of breaching the safe distance by 

another plane advising the pilot to descend or to climb). Students once again answer 

the given questions. 
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2.4.2  Paper 2 (Oral interaction) 

The second part of the test concentrates on the oral interaction through visual and 

non-visual communication. The whole interview lasts approximately 20 minutes and is 

recorded. There is an ATC and a language expert present. The language expert evaluates 

the proficiency of the student and explains the tasks. The ATC has the role of a partner for 

the student, communicates with him during the first two tasks and asks additional questions 

in the third task, if necessary. At the end of the exam, both the assessor as well as the ATC 

evaluate the student and if they do not come to the conclusion about the level of 

proficiency within 5 minutes, another independent expert is invited for further decision. 

The recording of the examination is played to the expert and he suggests the level of 

proficiency (“ELPAC – Paper 2”)  

The whole examination is entirely in English including the explanation of exercises 

and making sure the student understands. In this part of the test the ATCs are examined 

according to their license. They are thus tested appropriately with their most commonly 

used phraseology and non-routine situations. During the interview, students are allowed to 

make notes and are provided with a chart displaying the aeronautical area and traffic they 

will deal with. The examination focuses only on the language proficiency assessment and 

not on the abilities of an ATC. In the case of giving a colliding clearance during the exam, 

the evaluation of proficiency is not deteriorated if the appropriate phraseology is being 

used (“ELPAC – Paper 2”). 

2.4.2.1 Tasks 

1a. Non-visual communication 

A divider is placed between the student and the interlocutor. The student is given an 

aeronautical chart with the information about traffic, restricted areas or turbulence 

(according to the ATC license). The interlocutor simulates the traffic, requests 

flight levels, information about weather in the destination or shortcuts etc. This task 

is for the phraseology examination. The chart is so elaborate that the student is 

forced to use different phraseology and phrases – “Unable to approve due to 

military activity”, “Maintain heading …”, “You were cleared to flight level …”. 

After a while, the student faces an unexpected situation. He should react 

appropriately, give clear instructions, and resolve possible misunderstandings 

arising from the situation (“ELPAC 2P Demo”).  
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1b. Visual communication  

The divider is removed and the ATC interlocutor is now in the role of the 

supervisor. He asks questions about the previous non-routine situation and 

ascertains how much the student understood. The interlocutor usually demands a 

report about the situation first and if something is missing, he asks further 

questions. During this part of the interview the student uses plain English for the 

description.  

2. Visual communication – picture description 

In the last part of Paper 2, the use of plain English is examined. The student 

receives a picture related to the aviation context and he or she must initially 

describe the picture using appropriate words. After that, the student talks about his 

hypothesis of what might have happened (if there is an accident displayed) or about 

the situation in general. During the description the language experts asks additional 

questions. 

For the final few minutes the student is asked about his opinions of broader aviation 

issues, for example, presenting aviation accidents in news. The opinion is not assessed; it is 

only the language fluency and vocabulary which are in the spotlight. As a matter of fact, 

this second part of the oral exam can be compared by its structure to the exam of Modern 

English II.  
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3 Practical Part 

3.1 Thesis and methodology 

As previously mentioned, the ELPAC test was developed to help the ANSPs with 

meeting the ICAO requirements. This conveys the assumption that the test fulfils all ICAO 

requirements for an aeronautical proficiency test. In the Manual on the implementation of 

ICAO language proficiency requirements one of the demands of a proficiency test states, 

“The purpose of a language proficiency test is to assess test-takers’ use of language based 

on their performance in an artificial situation in order to make generalizations about their 

ability to use language in future real-life situations. Because of the high stakes involved, 

pilots and air traffic controllers deserve to be tested in a context similar to that in which 

they work. Test content should, therefore, be relevant to their work roles“ (ICAO, DOC 

9835 6.2.8.3).  

The next part of this bachelor thesis is therefore comparing the real-time English 

language use during controlling the air traffic with ELPAC requirements on ATCs. Both 

Papers 1 and 2 will be dealt with. Only the approach and en-route controller positions will 

be researched, since the author is not familiar with the tower phraseology and access into 

Ruzyně Airport control tower was denied. At the beginning of this part, the job of an ATC 

will be introduced in more detail and his communication with pilots will be explained.  

Due to the division of the test into two sections – speaking and listening (Paper 1 

and 2), the comparison will be also conducted separately. During the examination of Paper 

2, however, the setting will also be taken into account, since it can influence the student’s 

attention and therefore his or her performance considerably.   

For the comparison of Paper 1, a frequency analysis of used phraseology and non-

aviation English during real traffic will be undertaken. After instructing a pilot, the 

controller hears the information again for confirmation and so controllers hear everything 

that is said twice. Given commands to the pilots will be recorded and then compared with 

the phraseology used in the test.  

The setting and non-visual communication used in Paper 2 will then be inspected. 

The second task of Paper 2 (picture description and interview) will not be researched 

because it is not relevant for the proposed thesis. Plain language is used only when the 
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standardized phraseology is not sufficient and then it is up to the controller which words he 

uses. 

In the case of detecting a noticeable discrepancy between the use of English 

language while performing the job of an ATC and the tasks introduced in the ELPAC test, 

possible improvements and solutions will be introduced and explained.  

3.2 Controller’s professional duties 

During several visits to Jeneč Navigation Centre for listening to the language use, 

as well as working for 3 years part-time as a simulator pilot, one naturally gets the idea of 

how ATCs work and some of the problems they have to deal with when they are on duty. 

To gain more detailed information, one of the controllers was interviewed so that the 

image would be as precise as possible. This information might be considered unnecessary, 

but it is very important to know under what conditions the controllers work, so the 

comparison could be detailed and meaningful. Some of the information about aviation is 

mentioned for broader context and better understanding.  

3.2.1 Work space 

The en-route controllers, together with the approach controllers, work in the same 

space in Jeneč, called the hall. The room is not divided by any walls, there are just the 

computers needed for the work. The computers are, however, split for the approach and en-

route controllers. The computers are used based on the traffic, so sometimes there are just 

two of them being used (as there are just two sectors open) and at other times nearly all of 

them (ca. 10).  

The density of traffic naturally influences the number of controllers on duty. One 

would not find many of them during the night, but after lunch or in the early afternoon, the 

number would be much higher. The number of people in the room determines also the 

amount of noise there. Controllers can use their own headphones during controlling, but 

these are quite uncomfortable after some time. They usually control the traffic for two 

hours uninterrupted, so they prefer to use the built-in speaker and microphone. From my 

own experience, most of the en-route controllers listen to the pilots this way, so if they sit 

by the computer next to each other, they can sometimes hear the pilot-controller 

conversation from the next sector. The individual dialogues of their colleagues do not help 

either, thus the controllers usually work in a noisy space.  
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3.2.2 Traffic monitoring  

The aeronautical space above the Czech Republic is divided into sectors, according 

to the international standard pressure 1013.25 hPa and the cardinal directions. The sector 

an ATC monitors can be for example Middle West, meaning the FL between 290 and 340 

above the western part of the Republic. The sectors are open or united depending on the 

expected amount of traffic. 

It is a very difficult task to say how many planes on average a controller 

communicates with. These numbers depend on the size and location of each sector, on the 

decision of the supervisor and on the particular time of the day. If there were, for example, 

15 planes in the top sector (FL 350 and FL 360), there would be almost no possibility of 

them colliding. The planes would actually fly opposite each other in these FLs and if there 

were a conflict, the controller would send the plane into another sector and would not have 

to deal with avoiding the planes on his own. If, however, the low west sector was open 

with just eight planes, the situation might be considerably more difficult. At this height 

there would be simultaneously some planes descending to Prague and others climbing from 

Germany which would be quite difficult to cope with it. The demands of monitoring the 

aeronautical space are therefore changeable, but the controllers have to use their English 

skills no matter how difficult the situation and stress can be. 

Fortunately there are always two controllers for each open sector – the Executive 

Controller (EC) and the Planning Controller (PC). The role of the executive controller is to 

communicate directly with the pilots and give them necessary orders. The planning 

controller watches the same monitor as the EC, but he focuses on the possibly dangerous 

planes, which might meet at some point. If he evaluates the situation as dangerous, he 

informs the EC and if necessary, calls to another sector or state and coordinates the 

relevant plane. 

3.2.3 Communication with a pilot 

The Annex 10 (vol. 2) to the Convention on International Civil Aviation deals with 

the pilot-controller communication. The communication has its standard procedures which 

should be kept at any time. There are a lot of orders the communication acts upon, but only 

the basic processes will be mentioned, since all the regulations are not relevant for this 

thesis.  
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When a pilot arrives to the Czech boarders or enters someone else’s sector, he has 

to inform the controller about himself. He does so by saying first the radar he is calling, 

then his call sign and usually the FL he is at, so the controller can identify him. As the 

controller identifies the plane, he answers by saying the plane’s call sign, the radar’s name 

and then the phrase “radar contact” (ICAO, DOC 4444 8.6.2, 12.4.1.1). The example 

below will outline the communication that occurs. 

Pilot: “Praha radar, this is CSA 123 at flight level 230, dobrý den.”  

Controller: “CSA 123 Praha radar, radar contact, maintain flight level 230.” 

When a controller addresses a plane, he uses first its call sign and then says the 

message. (ICAO, Annex 10 2: 5.2.1.6). The pilot should confirm the receipt of the message 

by saying it again and end the conversation with his call sign (ICAO, Annex 10 2: 5.2.1.9; 

DOC 4444 4.5.7.5). In Annex 10 (2: 5.2.1.5.8), a list of suggested phrases is presented and 

both communication participants should use it. For illustration, an example below shows 

possible communication. 

Controller: ”CSA 123, descend to flight level 220 and report your speed.” 

Pilot: “Descending to flight level 220, speed is 270 knots, CSA 123.” 

Controller: “Roger, CSA 123 reduce speed to 250 knots.” 

Pilot: “Reducing speed 250 knots, CSA 123”. 

The ICAO standardized phraseology plays a very important role. “[It] shall be used 

in all situations for which it has been specified. Only when standardized phraseology 

cannot serve an intended transmission, plain language shall be used” (ICAO, Annex 10 2: 

5.1.1.1). Using the right phraseology decreases the possibility of misunderstanding 

between a pilot and a controller and keeps the communication as fast as possible. Most of 

the standardized phraseology can be found in ICAO’s Doc 4444, section 12.3.1.  

Even during non-routine situations or unexpected events, the standardized 

phraseology is used. There are few phrases which indicate the type of the situation. 

“MAYDAY MAYDAY” is exploited in “distress calls or traffic” (ICAO, Annex 10 2: 

5.1.8) and “PAN, PAN or PAN, PAN MEDICAL” reported when dealing with an 

“urgency” or when a medical transport will be needed upon landing (ICAO, Annex 10 2: 

5.1.8).  
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There are currently no mandatory lessons improving the English language skills of 

the Czech controllers. In case of requests, the Language Department of the Czech Air 

Navigation Institute can arrange a teacher and all facilities for that, but not many ATCs 

want to participate in those lessons in their free time. The only English lesson most of them 

attend is the one preparing them for the ELPAC test. 

3.3 Frequency Analysis of used words and phrases 

The content of the ELPAC test is based on the language ATCs use every day – 

standardized phraseology and sometimes plain language. Before evaluating the setting and 

tasks of the test, it is important to also compare the real content of the test – the language 

itself. 

For this purpose a short study was conducted comprising of five hours of listening 

to the controller-pilot communication during real traffic at the ACC and APP station. Each 

of the sittings took place at different times and days, so the most regular result would be 

achieved. Every phrase said by the controllers (and thus repeated by the pilots) was 

entered, counted and at the end, the frequency of each phrase was calculated out of the 

total sum of all the phrases. In the last column, information about the occurrence in the test 

is marked (see Table 1).  

It is not possible for the test to contain all the words and phrases the controllers use, 

but it is presumable that the most frequent phrases should occur in the test. Only Paper 1 

has been taken into account for this purpose, since it is up to the student which phrases he 

uses during the examination. The test has numerous versions and so certain phrases might 

be used just in one of them, yet that should not be the case regarding the most frequently 

used ones.   

The above-mentioned research naturally includes just a fraction of the 

communications that occur during the real traffic; nevertheless, the result of each sitting 

shows clearly which phrases are uttered and listened to the most. In all communications, 

phrases such as “resume own navigation” are used. In the table below, there are two 

expressions among the phrases – “Speed” and “Flight Level” and the numbers belonging to 

these. It was not necessary for this study to distinguish between “increase speed” and 

“reduce speed” or “climb to FL” and “descend to FL”. The content of those phrases is still 

speed and flight level and therefore just the total mark of these phrases has been recorded.  
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3.4 Frequency Analysis of used phrases during real-traffic management  

 

Phrase/word Frequency of 

occurrence 

 % rate from     

all the phrases 

Occurrence in 

ELPAC 

 

Frequency (contact…) 

 

133 

 

20.53% 

 

Yes 

First contact  

with the pilot 

126 19.44% Yes 

Flight Level  121 18.67% Yes 

Proceed to 37 5.71% Yes 

Speed 33 5.10% Yes 

Turn left/right HDG… 

Direct to 

Plain language  

Confirm (Fl, speed…) 

Change squawk 

Information correct 

Rate of descend/climb 

Cleared ILS approach 

Stand by 

Spelling 

QNH 

Continue on present HDG 

Resume own navigation 

Be level by 

Report 

I confirm 

Read back correction 

Expect… at… 

After passing …(FL) 

…(proceed to/resume) 

Say again 

When reaching…maintain 

Hold over…as published 

Go ahead 

Break break 

 

In total: 

26 

18 

17 

16 

14 

12 

10 

10 

9 

9 

9 

7 

7 

6 

6 

5 

4 

4 

3 

 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

 

648 

4.01% 

2.65% 

2.62% 

2.45% 

2.16% 

1.85% 

1.54% 

1.54% 

1.49% 

1.49% 

1.49% 

1.08% 

1.08% 

0.92% 

0.92% 

0.77% 

0.62% 

0.62% 

0.46% 

 

0.15% 

0.15% 

0.15% 

0.15% 

0.15% 

 

99.96% 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

No 

No 

No 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

No 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

No 

No 

 

Yes 

No 

No 

Yes 

Yes 

 

Y-72.41% / N-27.59% 

Table 1: Frequency Analysis of used phrases during real-traffic management 
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The table above consists of four columns. There are phrases and expressions used 

during the real-time management in the first column; the second column contains the 

occurrence of the phrase during the study, which is expressed in percentage from the sum 

of all the phrases in the third column. Finally, there is the occurrence of the phrase in 

ELPAC marked by yes/no in the fourth column.  

There is a great deal of information to be found in the results of the analysis. First 

of all, it resembles the traffic and its management. Planes on the controller’s frequency 

must be sent to another sector or to another country and they must therefore change their 

frequency (the top number in the chart). This number is higher only by six than the second 

highest, which stands for the first contact with the pilot. There were 25 new planes on 

average coming to the controller’s frequency every hour. However, this number is raised 

by the en-route traffic, since there were about four new planes on the APP frequency 

during the study. The last highest number shows there are not only planes arriving to and 

departing from Prague, but also many planes departing from other countries (e.g. Munich, 

Vienna) and climbing across the Czech Republic, as well as many planes descending to 

land across the Republic to other countries.  

The phrases addressing the change of routing (proceed to, turn left/right heading...) 

and speed finished with quite similar results (5.71%, 5.10% and 4.01%). The occurrence of 

these phrases indicates what controllers must deal with alongside changing the frequencies 

or flight levels – collision prevention. The phrases “proceed to” and “turn L/R HDG...” are 

normally used for change of routing, which means they also prevent a collision when 

appropriately used. By reducing speed, the horizontal separation minimum is maintained 

and therefore a collision is forestalled. 

The rest of the chart contains mostly communicative phrases and some commands 

that are used infrequently. This is the result of the nature of the commands – cleared ILS 

approach is a very specific phrase used only by the APP controllers and since the traffic 

there is not that frequent, they do not have to use it often. Another such example may be 

“change/reset squawk.” Squawk is a four-digit identifier transmitted by a Secondary 

Surveillance Radar (SSR) and is “assigned to aircraft in accordance with the plan and 

procedures laid down by the appropriate ATS authority“ (ICAO, DOC 4444 8.5.2.2.6). 

Sometimes the number must be changed by the controller, but usually there is no need and 

that is reflected in the analysis.  
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The communicative phrases in the second half of the chart are not uttered that 

frequently as they give further information to the pilot and not every controller has the time 

to do so (e.g. “expect...at...”). Some controllers also prefer to give one command at a time 

which reduces using phrases such as “after passing...(FL) proceed to...(point, resume 

navigation)” to minimum. 

As mentioned above, the last column in the chart portrays whether the phrases 

occur in ELPAC. The results clearly show that 72.5% are mentioned in the test, including 

the most frequent ones. “Rate of descend/climb” and “cleared ILS approach” are the only 

commands not used in the test. The rest are communicative phrases, which are not that 

important while controlling the traffic. The real commands are the most important 

information pilots need to receive; the continuity of the traffic does not depend on a pilot 

knowing he should expect FL 240 in 10 minutes.  

3.5 Paper 1 Comparison 

According to the Manual on the Implementation of ICAO Language Proficiency 

Requirements (ICAO Doc 9835), a test used in the aviation context should, along with 

other guidelines, measure only the listening and speaking ability. Needless to say, Paper 1 

assesses the listening abilities of ATCs. 

As explained in the first theoretical section, Paper 1 contains 6 different exercises; 

each of them focuses on a different topic. The overall setting of the exercises will be 

examined first and then the content of the tasks will be commented on. 

3.5.1 Setting 

Every day, the ATCs encounter many pilots from different countries on the 

frequency. Some of them have a very strong accent which complicates comprehension. 

The background noises from the cockpit or various disturbances are frequent as well. All 

this is simulated in the tasks of Paper 1 very well. When a communication is replayed and 

the controller talks, one can hear the other controllers talking in the background as well, 

which helps to create a realistic environment. The selected accents are authentic and 

challenge the students. 

Paper 1 is unified for all controllers’ licenses. It happens that an en-route controller 

listens to an approach or tower conversation and must answer the corresponding questions. 

This might cause problems for the controllers, since they do not have to attend any 
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obligatory English lessons. After 20 years of practice and not having used the approach 

phraseology once since the basic training, the ATCs naturally forget the other phraseology. 

Their proficiency might be influenced in the test and thus the level they reach at the end of 

the test.  

3.5.2 Tasks  

The result of the analysis shows that the phrases including frequency, flight levels 

and first contact are the most frequent and that is reflected in the content of Paper 1 as 

well. There is one exercise dealing directly with flight levels (nr. 4) where the student 

should decide whether the FL was requested, used as information about the plane, or was 

read back to the controller. Almost the same happens in exercise nr. 2. There is information 

about FL, frequency, call sign and the student checks the read-backs. Two exercises out of 

six engaging the most frequent phrases definitely show the foundation in the job of an 

ATC and a concern about the proficiency in this field.  

The above-mentioned exercises (nr. 4, 2) are applicable for any licence as every 

controller uses them. The rest of the tasks are, however, more likely to fit a specific licence 

according to the theme of the communication in plain language. The communication in 

exercise nr. 3 discusses delay in the sample test and the student writes down his answers to 

provided questions. It causes a change of slot for the pilot and he is supposed to call his 

company for the change. Due to the lack of experience with the tower phraseology and the 

standard procedures, it is difficult to say how much the communication corresponds. From 

the previous experience, however, one can assume it accurately represents a regular 

communication about such a topic.  During the second talk, a military ATC speaks to the 

pilot and consults the pilot’s coordination with him. Such conversations would not occur in 

the Czech Republic since the army monitors its own areas and in the need of coordination 

the controllers speak in Czech. The second conversation deals with turbulence, which is 

quite common for the en-route controllers. 

The same applies for the task nr. 5. Three telephone communications are presented 

(planning controllers are talking) and the student must again answer the questions. The 

conversation is realistic; the controllers talk about an SSR transponder issue or wrong 

coordination. Even though this communication takes place in Copenhagen, the accent of 

the controller is not very strong and the controllers may encounter a Danish pilot, so they 

should be able to understand the conversation with ease.  
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The structure and content of the last exercises can be compared to the previously 

mentioned ones. The issues that the controllers talk about in the recording are everyday 

problems – there is a radar contact problem, bad weather on track, or misunderstanding 

from the side of a pilot causing a traffic alert in another plane. The last sample situation 

does not happen very often – an angry passenger tries to get into a cockpit and injures a co-

pilot. The pilot needs medical assistance and security upon landing. This sort of situation is 

not very regular, however, the controllers can meet with them and they have to understand 

it if they want to solve the situation.  

3.5.3 Used terminology and phrases 

The results of the first chart in the chapter “Frequency analysis of used words and 

phrases” (3.3) show that most of the phrases used during the real-time plane management 

occur also in the ELPAC test. To examine this fact further, a similar study was taken from 

the ELPAC’s prospective. The whole Paper 1 was listened to and every phrase or 

expression marked. The exercises containing normal language between two ATCs during 

coordination were not taken into account, since such conversations were not included in 

the first study either.  

The chart below is divided in the same manner as the first chart. The mentioned 

expressions and phrases are in the first column, the second column contains the number of 

occurrence of each phrase, the third column shows these numbers in percentage from the 

total sum and the fourth column discusses whether the phrase was used during the real-

time management. 

The results of this study do not correspond with the results of the previous survey 

that much. The most frequent phrases were those containing the expression “flight level”. 

This result proves what has been said previously – there is a concern for the most frequent 

phrases and since the expressions with FL gained 18.67% in the first study and 17.56% in 

this study, they occur almost with the same frequency.  

The second highest score in the test reached the use of plain language. These were 

the phrases not included in the Appendix of Document 4444 published by ICAO. Such 

high number (12.98%) denotes that there were also non-routine situations included. In one 

of the exercises the controller makes sure the pilot can control the plane and so he asks him 

with normal English “Are you able to control the plane?” There are more exercises with 
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this sort of topic in ELPAC and thus the number is much higher than during the real-time 

monitoring, as there were fortunately no non-routine situations during the study. 

The rest of the results in the chart are quite similar and many of them reached the 

same frequency. This is caused by the wide range of phraseology the test should cover and 

therefore some of the phrases and expressions are mentioned just once. Paper 1 would have 

to be much more extensive to contain all the phrases more times. 

Some of the phraseology mentioned in the test was not heard during the real-time 

research. These are mainly the expressions used normally at the Ruzyně tower, such as 

“runway”, “pushback”, “slot” and “taxiway”. Since the first study was not taken at the 

tower, this phraseology is naturally missing.  

According to both of the frequency analyses, Paper 1 covers most of the 

standardized phraseology used during the real-time plane management. The most frequent 

phrases are similar in number and for the expressions containing the word “flight level,” a 

special exercise is created. 

The setting in Paper 1 is also comparable to the real setting in Jeneč. The accents 

differ and the situations are probable. The only question arising from the comparison is 

whether Paper 1 should cover all the licenses (APP, ACC, TWR) or whether it should be 

split according to the student’s licence in the same way that Paper 2 deals with it. It is 

certain that some of the phrases used only at the tower may cause problems to the en-route 

controllers and vice versa.  
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3.6 Frequency Analysis of Used Phrases in Paper 1 of the ELPAC Test 

 

Phrase/word Frequency of 

occurrence 

% rate from all 

the phrases 

Occurrence during real-

traffic monitoring 

 

Flight level 

 

23 

 

17.56% 

 

Yes 

Plain language 17 12.98% Yes 

First contact 7 5.34% Yes 

Confirm (FL, 

destination…) 

7 5.34% Yes 

Maintain 

Request 

6 

5 

4.58% 

3.82% 

Yes 

Yes 

Runway 

Heading 

Read-back correction 

Change frequency 

Change squawk 

Cleared to (point on the 

route, destination…) 

Turn L/R HDG 

Proceed to 

Report 

QNH 

Pushback 

Slot 

Did you encounter any 

turbulence? 

Expect 

Affirm 

Visual approach 

Cleared to… APP 

Stand 

Taxiway 

Holding point 

Information correct 

Speed 

Roger 

Altitude 

Information about traffic 

5 

5 

5 

5 

4 

4 

 

3 

3 

3 

2 

2 

2 

2 

 

2 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

3.82% 

3.82% 

3.82% 

3.82% 

3.05% 

3.05% 

 

2.29% 

2.29% 

2.29% 

1.53% 

1.53% 

1.53% 

1.53% 

 

1.53% 

1.53% 

0.76% 

0.76% 

0.76% 

0.76% 

0.76% 

0.76% 

0.76% 

0.76% 

0.76% 

0.76% 

No 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

No 

 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

No 

 

Yes 

Yes 

No 

Yes 

No 

No 

No 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

No 

No 
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Information about wind 

Verify 

Say again 

Negative 

Unable to approve 

Copied 

Spelling 

 

In total: 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

 

131 

0.76% 

0.76% 

0.76% 

0.76% 

0.76% 

0.76% 

0.76% 

 

99.97% 

Yes 

No 

Yes 

Yes 

No 

No 

Yes 

 

Y-70.27% / N-29.73% 

Table 2: Frequency Analysis of Used Phrases in Paper 1 of the ELPAC Test 

 

3.7 Paper 2 Comparison 

In the first part of this thesis, the structure and tasks of ELPAC’s Paper 2 have been 

presented and the controller’s duties were outlined. With this information it is now possible 

to compare the test with reality and decide how close they resemble. For easier orientation, 

the comparison will be divided into sections and at the end of each section a brief 

conclusion will be provided. It is important to remember that Paper 2 focuses on speaking 

proficiency of the controller – pronunciation, fluency and plain language.  

3.7.1 Setting 

The exam of Paper 2 takes place in an empty, quiet room where only the examiners 

and the student sit. There are no distractions during the exam and it is unlikely that anyone 

would enter the room during the examination. It is very easy for the student to focus on the 

tasks and listen to the examiner, since there is no background noise. 

In the controller’s real workplace, however, a lot of people are present at the same 

time, everyone talks and one can hear even the discussions and commands from other 

sectors. It is up to the executive controller if he wants to wear his headphones, but even 

then he usually only wears one so he will be able to hear his colleague for planning and 

coordination. It is therefore much more difficult for the controller to focus on the traffic, 

listen to his colleagues and use the proper phraseology.  

It is obvious that the setting of the exam does not correspond with the real 

workplace conditions, and that the exam facilitates concentration by the students on correct 

language use.  
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3.7.2 Pilot-controller communication  

The simulated monitoring and conversation during the first task of Paper 2 comply 

with the ICAO standard phraseology and rules as presented in the previous chapter. The 

interlocutor does not use any plain language. As the setting is very quiet during the exam, 

the audibility of the communication is good and there are no background noises at all.  

The main information about the pilot-controller conversation has been already 

presented. Both of them should use the standard phraseology as long as possible. If they 

cannot express their meaning by the prescribed phrases, they are allowed to use plain 

language. Yet, in the conversations, other factors such as readability play an important role 

as well. 

There is a readability scale with numbers from 1 to 5; 1 indicates totally unreadable 

and 5 perfectly readable. It is naturally very difficult to say when a controller “reads” the 

pilot 5 (perfectly readable) and when 4 (readable) (Materna et al. 14). Most of the 

communications are highly readable and if not, the pilot is notified about that. However, 

there are still the background noises from the planes, some of the pilots mumble and some 

have very strong accents.  

Evaluating Paper 2 just from the perspective of an oral communication (which is its 

main purpose), the exam corresponds very well with the real communications. Students 

have to use the phraseology and talk in the same way as they normally do. Looking at it in 

a broader way, however, the first task is perhaps too easy for the students since they hear 

the interlocutor perfectly well and he does not have a strong accent. The only problem they 

might cope with is their own language use, since they do not have to solve any 

misunderstandings. 

3.7.3 The overall difficulty of the traffic 

During the first non-visual communication students have only a paper chart with 

some information about the traffic. The information provided and some of the requests of 

the interlocutor should provoke the student into using specific phraseology. For instance, 

the interlocutor may request a shortcut, but the chart would list a restricted area and so the 

controller should use the phrase “SORRY, UNABLE TO PROVIDE DUE TO 

MILITARY/RESTRICTED AREA.” There are only few planes and it is basically up to the 

student what clearance he or she gives to the interlocutor, since their decisions are not 

evaluated; only their phraseology and language use. 
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Every non-native speaker has certainly experienced how difficult it is to talk in 

another language while focusing on a particular activity, e.g. driving. Paying attention to 

the traffic, the Highway Code and speaking in a different language can be sometimes very 

demanding. The controllers experience this situation while managing many planes with 

hundreds of people on board every day. Their use of English must be immediate and 

automatic since they do not have much time for to consider the phrase they should use.  

Nevertheless, the first part of Paper 2 does not create such an environment for the 

controllers. On the contrary, the setting actually facilitates their speaking, because they are 

not under the pressure they normally would be in their actual workplace. It is true that the 

use of phraseology is natural for the controllers, so one can assume they use the same 

language as they would do during the real-time management. However, the environment 

certainly influences the language. From this perspective, the non-visual communication in 

ELPAC does not create the same demands as the real job, which can influence the 

performance during the test.  
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4 Conclusion  

The aim of the bachelor thesis was to prove whether the ELPAC test resembles 

real-time plane management and to what extent it does so. The test consists of two papers. 

Paper 1 examines the listening skills of ATCs with computer based exercises focusing on 

different aeronautical phrases and real-traffic situations. Paper 2 evaluates the speaking 

abilities with the help of a visual and non-visual communication.  

 The frequency analysis demonstrated that the most important phrases are covered 

in the test in an appropriate setting. Different accents are used during Paper 1 and the 

background noises are genuine as well. There is, however, the issue of the test being 

unified for all licences. The expressions “pushback,” “slot,” and “taxiway” (used at the 

tower post) are mentioned five times during the test in different phrases, and its occurrence 

is the same as the occurrence of “heading,” “change frequency,” or read back correction, 

which are applicable for any license. If an en-route controller came across such a phrase 

five times during the test and he did not understand the phrases, his score might be quite 

different than if he were examined only in the phraseology he is accustomed to.  

It is not necessary to make the controllers remember phraseology they never use 

and force them to revise such phrases only for the purpose of the test. It would be much 

more beneficial if the test were divided according to the specific licence of each controller. 

The exercises would stay the same, but the phraseology would differ according to the 

specification particular to either an ACC controller or an APP controller. As there are 

many exercises applicable for all types of controllers, only one or two exercises would 

need to vary according to the controller’s licence.  

The comparison of Paper 2 and the actual controller’s duties brought interesting 

results. On one hand the rules of pilot-controller communications are kept and followed; on 

the other hand, the setting and overall ease of the traffic do not create the same pressures 

on the students as they would find during their real job. Paper 2’s main purpose is to 

examine the student’s speaking abilities, which it certainly does, yet in a more favourable 

and controlled setting than is usual for the actual workplace. This fact could influence the 

student’s performance, since it is easier to focus on just one thing in a quiet place rather 

than multitask in a noisy room.  
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The first part of Paper 2 could be therefore moved to the simulator used for the air 

traffic controller students in Jeneč. The interlocutor would sit on the place of the simulator 

pilot, and he would behave in the same manner as he does now during the exam. The 

student would see a normal traffic on the simulator screen. As the planes move normally, 

they would communicate over the frequency, making the setting much more realistic than 

it is now. The examiner would sit next to the student and observe his speaking abilities. 

After five minutes, the exercises at the simulator would stop and the examination would 

continue normally. By using the simulator and moving planes, the attention of the student 

would have to be divided as in a realistic scenario, and his or her speaking abilities would 

be under normal workplace pressure. This would help the examiner make a more credible 

evaluation.  

When asked non-officially, most of the air traffic controllers do not agree with the 

ELPAC’s policies and structure. They do not like being examined in phraseology they do 

not use, and the older ones struggle with the computer system. Some of them also do not 

agree with the reasoning behind ELPAC. They went through very intensive language 

classes during their ATC student course and so they do not understand why they need to 

prove their language abilities repeatedly. The latter belief is rather subjective. Since 

language abilities change over time, one cannot be expected to achieve the same language 

proficiency as ten years before. It is clearly important to constantly examine language 

proficiency, especially for people using a foreign language during such demanding work as 

an air traffic controller.  

The ICAO language proficiency requirements cannot be changed, but the structure 

of the test can. By making some of the changes proposed in this thesis, controllers would 

be more satisfied and it would also resemble their actual job much more. Through creating 

a setting as close as possible to the real workplace and controller’s duties, the evaluation 

would also become more appropriate, which is something ICAO should strive for. 

ELPAC is not the only test ICAO validated as compliant with its requirements. 

There are several other tests with different structure and setting being used in the world. 

Further comparison of those tests would be certainly interesting, hopefully leading to the 

selection of the most appropriate test possible. 
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Attachment 1 – List of Used Abbreviations 

ACC 
Area control centre or area control or 

description for the en route controllers 

APP 
Approach control office or approach 

control or approach control service 

ATC Air Traffic Controller 

ANS Air Navigation Service  

ANSP Air Navigation Service Provider 

CS Call Sign 

EC Executive Controller 

ELPAC 
English Language Proficiency for 

Aeronautical Communication 

EUROCONTROL 
European Organisation for the Safety of 

Air Navigation 

FL Flight Level 

FREQ Frequency 

HDG Heading 

HP Holding Point 

IANS Institute of Air Navigation Services  

ICAO International Civil Aviation Organisation 
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ILS Instrument Landing System 

LLTRG Lancaster Language Testing Research Group 

LPRs Language Proficiency Requirements 

PC Planning Controller 

PELA test 
Proficiency Test in English Language for Air 

Traffic Controllers 

QNH 
Altimeter sub-scale setting to obtain elevation 

when on the ground 

RWY Runway 

SSR Secondary Surveillance Radar 

TCAS Traffic Collision Avoidance System 

TWR Tower 

TWY Taxiway 
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Attachment 2 – ICAO Rating Scale 
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Attachment 3 – Selected Phraseology (DOC 4444) 
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