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How To Use This Manual

Many pilots �nd radio communication one of the 
most intimidating parts of aviation. �is is true 

of rated pilots, as well as student pilots. Some pilots 
go through great pains and extra fuel just to avoid 
talking on the radio. �at�s too bad, because there�s a 
secret to radio communications: 

�ey all follow a simple script.
Once you know the script, it�s easy to sound like 

a pro, and that�s how this book works. Most texts on 
radio communications for pilots feature lots of ex-
planatory text about phases of �ight, or airspace class-
es, and then give snippets of transcribed radio calls as 
examples. We �ip that model on its head. 

We asked: �What are the most common radio 
calls a VFR pilot would hear or make?� We wrote 
scripts for each of those scenarios, and created graph-
ics to help you visualize who says what, and where 
they are when they say it. Finally, we dissected each 
script to explain the why and how behind the what. 
Consider the result a �eld guide to all the things VFR 
pilots and controllers say in the wild.

Read the audio script for each scenario �rst, 
using the numbered ball �ags to connect the words 
with the graphic. (Helpful tip: If the line is by �Pilot,� 
that�s you.) Visualize what�s going on when each call 
is made. Next, read the discussion. Tips and sidebars 
expand on individual scenarios. Finally, watch the as-
sociated video on the PilotWorkshops website. You�ll 
see and hear the scenario come to life.

You can read the book from start to �nish. Each 
section covers an aspect of �ight: Ramp Ops, Ground 
Ops, Departures, Enroute Ops, Arrivals, Closed Traf-
�c, and Special Cases. Or you can use it as a refer-
ence guide. �ink about the kinds of communications 
scenarios you�re likely to encounter on a given �ight. 
Re-read those topics before you get in the airplane. 
Instead of fumbling for the right procedures and 
phraseology when you key the mic, they�ll be fresh in 
your mind.

Because this book addresses both the o�cial ra-
dio phraseology, and the real world of aviation com-
munication, we�ve made some choices. For example, 
you�ll see our scripts use the o�cial �niner� for speak-
ing the number nine. Out there in the U.S. airspace, 
perhaps 75 percent of pilots do that. Maybe that�s 
because it�s the �right� way. Maybe that�s because it�s 

SIDEBARS: A BIT MORE INFO

Sidebar boxes delve into topics further than a 
simple tip. You can read them, or not, as you see 
�t. Although we think they add useful informa-
tion relevant to the scenario on that page.

TIP

Tip boxes like this have useful tidbits, like the 
fact that if a controller doesn�t answer right 
away, he or she may be talking on a radio fre-
quency you can�t hear.
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 PILOT
 Hello world, this is what I�m saying on 

the radio. How do you hear?

1

Watch the videos to hear how it sounds in practice.

TOWER1
2

Ball �ags show who is speaking and (if pos-
sible) where the speaker is. �is includes Pi-
lot (you), Ground, Tower, and other pilots. 
Your �ags have a heavier border as well. 

�is style ball �ag appears when the speaker 
is at a remote location you can�t see, such as 
Approach, Center, Flight Service, or ATIS.
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The Phonetic Alphabet

more fun to say. (It sounds so �Top Gun.�) However, 
far fewer controllers, and only a handful of pilots, say 
�tree� for the number three, or ��fe� for the number 
�ve. We�re not aware of a single incident where that 
caused a problem. So we don�t do it here. 

It�s a script, so we spell out numbers and pho-
netic letters, as well as capitalize words like �Tower� 
when it�s a name (�Contact Boston Tower�), but not 
when it�s just a reference (�Contact the tower�). �e 
same is true of runway names: �Runway Two Two.� 

We include discussions of some non-standard 
practices as well, so you�re fully informed. You can de-
cide how to conduct business for yourself.

We model less verbiage. Look at this request:

�Hello Portland Tower, this is Cessna Two 
�ree Six Papa Whiskey. We�re about ten 
miles to the south at two thousand feet, 
and we have ATIS Information Uniform. 
We request permission to transition your 
airspace at two thousand feet, heading to 
Lewiston.�

If you take out all the unnecessary words, the 
same information can be transmitted this way: 

�Portland Tower, Cessna Two �ree Six 
Papa Whiskey, ten south at two thousand. 
Information Uniform. Request transition 
at two thousand toward Lewiston.�

�e second one contains the critical informa-
tion, and leverages all the things that can be assumed. 
If we call a Tower and say �ten south� without a land-
mark, we must be talking about the airport; �at 2000� 
must be our altitude. It�s not a heading, and certain-
ly isn�t an airspeed. Including more words here and 
there is �ne. For example, saying your �... ten south of 
[landmark] ...� is important if calling someone other 
than a tower. You don�t have to be perfect. You can 
even crack a joke when radio tra�c is light. But brevi-
tiy leaves more time for the important stu�. 

  We assume that you have at least a bit of expe-
rience with aviation radio; understand how to tune 
a frequency, transmit and receive, or monitor two 
radios at once; know what the term �squawk code� 

THE AVIATION PHONETIC ALPHABET

If you�re new to aviation, we feel your pain in 
learning to memorize the word for each letter. 
Here�s a tip: While you�re driving or walking 
around town, read license plates to yourself us-
ing phonetic letters. You�ll have it in no time.

A  Alpha (AL�FAH)
B Bravo (BRAH�VOH)
C Charlie (CHAR�LEE) or (SHAR�LEE)
D Delta (DELL�TAH)
E Echo (ECK�OH)
F Foxtrot (FOKS�TROT)
G Golf (GOLF)
H Hotel (HOH�TEL)
I India (IN�DEE�AH)
J Juliett (JEW�LEE�ETT)
K Kilo (KEY�LOH)
L Lima (LEE�MAH)
M Mike (MIKE)
N November (NO�VEM�BER)
O Oscar (OSS�CAH)
P Papa (PAH�PAH)
Q Quebec (KEH�BECK)
R Romeo (ROW�ME�OH)
S Sierra (SEE�AIR�RAH)
T Tango (TANG�GO)
U Uniform (YOU�NEE�FORM  
 or OO�NEE�FORM)
V Victor (VIK�TAH)
W Whiskey (WISS�KEY)
X Xray (ECKS�RAY)
Y Yankee (YANG�KEY)
Z Zulu (ZOO�LOO)

1 One (WUN)
2 Two (TOO)
3 Three (TREE)
4 Four (FOW�ER)
5 Five (FIFE)
6 Six (SIX)
7 Seven (SEV�EN)
8 Eight (AIT)
9 Nine (NIN�ER)
0 Zero (ZEE�RO)



3

Aviation Acronyms

means, and how to enter one into a transponder. We 
assume you can read Sectional Charts and the Chart 
Supplement, as well as online sources, such as Sky-
vector, or apps, like ForeFlight. Just in case, though, 
there�s a review in the back of the book. 

All the examples in this book use real airports 
and facilities with their real frequencies. �at said, 
this book is a snapshot in time, so please don�t use it 

COMMON AVIATION ACRONYMS USED IN THIS BOOK

AGL � Above Ground Level. �e distance be-
tween you and grass, rocks, airports, or other 
forced landing sites below you. 
AIM � Aeronautical Information Manual. �e 
book of all things aviation. For communication, 
focus on Chapter 2, sections 1 and 2; and the P/CG.
AIRMET � Airmen�s Meteorological Informa-
tion. Warnings about obscuration (clouds and 
rain), turbulence, and icing.
ARTCCs � Air Route Tra�c Control Centers. 
�e radar rooms at 20 major ATC regions of the 
continental U.S. Called �Center� on the radio.
ASOS/AWOS � Automated Surface/Weather 
Observing System. 
ATC � Air Tra�c Control. Usually in reference to 
the people, as in, �ATC told me to climb.�
ATIS � Automatic Terminal Information Ser-
vice. 
CT � Control Tower. Abbreviation found on Sec-
tional Charts for the tall building with the anten-
nas on top and the controllers inside.
CTAF � Common Tra�c Advisory Frequency. 
�e frequency used by all aircra� announcing 
their intentions at a non-towered airport. �at�s 
�non-towered� not �uncontrolled.� CTAF is how 
pilots collectively keep the situation under control.
D�ATIS � Digital Automatic Terminal Informa-
tion Service.  
FAA � Federal Aviation Administration. �e 
people who are always there to help. 
FBO � Fixed Base Operator. �e people who are 
sometimes there to help, but with things you really 
need like fuel, co�ee, and a rental car. 
FSS � Flight Service Station. �e people who try 

to help remotely, and usually do a pretty good job.
IFR � Instrument Flight Rules. Like VFR, but in 
the clouds. �e focus of our next comms book.
MSL � Mean Sea Level. A nearly arbitrary distance 
from the center of the earth that de�nes the base-
line altitude above which we measure our height.
NAS � Naval Air Station. Top Gun for real.
NOTAM � Notice to Airmen. A cryptic system 
for diseminating critical, �ight-related info. 
PIREP � Pilot (Weather) Report. An eye-in-the-
sky snapshot of the actual weather, radioed in.
RCOs � Remote Communications Outlets. Ra-
dio transceivers scattered across the country used 
to contact Flight Service.
SIGMET � Signi�cant Meteorological Informa-
tion. Like AIRMETs, but bigger, badder, and cov-
ering more potential hazards. 
TRACON � Terminal Radar Approach Control. 
An ATC radar room smaller than an ARTCC, con-
trolling airspace near a Class B or Class C airport. 
Call them �Approach� on the radio.
TRSA � Terminal Radar Service Area. Like a 
TRACON, but usually even smaller and com-
plaining they get less respect. Treat TRSA airspace 
like Class C airspace and you can�t go wrong.  
UNICOM � Universal Communications (fre-
quency). Used for non-�ight-critical information. 
O�en the same frequency as non-towered CTAF.
VFR � Visual Flight Rules. See sky, go �y.
VOR � Very High Frequency Omni�direction-
al Range. An antiquated navigation system that 
might come in handy if the GPS constellation ever 
fails. �ey make great reference points for your 
position when talking to ATC, however. 

as your reference for the current airport information 
before a �ight. 

Other books go into much more detail about 
each topic covered here. �is book focuses on  ��e 
Four Ws,� as explained on the very �rst page. If there�s 
something you don�t see here that you think should 
get included in a future version, please let us know.

Now that we�re ready, let�s check the weather ...
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True to their name, one-minute observations 
are updated every sixty seconds. �ey�re made by a 
digitized voice, and are generally formatted like ME-
TARs. Di�erent stations have di�erent sensing and 
reporting capabilities, ranging from just the altimeter 
setting to more complex observations like precipita-
tion type and lightning.

Most towered airports have an ASOS/AWOS, 
but you won�t �nd the frequency on the Sectional 

Chart, because towered airports broadcast 
weather via the Automatic Terminal Infor-
mation Service (ATIS, see next page). 

If the phone number for ASOS/AWOS 
at a towered airport is listed in the airport�s 
Chart Supplement listing, you can listen to 
the one-minute observation via telephone. 

When part-time towers close for the eve-
ning, they usually connect the ASOS/AWOS 
to the ATIS frequency, so you�ll hear the au-
tomated voice of weather intelligence there. 
Sometimes airport NOTAMs are included on 
the automated voice of ASOS/AWOS as well.

Monitor Automated Airport Weather

   Chatham Municipal Airport, Chatham 
Massachusetts, automated weather 
observation two three two seven 
Zulu. Wind two �ve zero at seven. 
Visibility one zero. Sky condition clear. 
Temperature two one Celsius. Dewpoint 
one four Celsius. Altimeter two niner 
eight eight. Remarks, density altitude 
eight hundred.

Chatham Municipal Airport (KCQX)
Chatham, MA

ASOS 135.875 or  (508) 945-5034

The majority of U.S. airports have an Automated 
Surface Observing System (ASOS) or an Auto-

mated Weather Observing System (AWOS) that mea-
sures, collects, and disseminates weather data.

Hourly METARs come from ASOS/
AWOS, but when you tune a published ASOS/
AWOS frequency, you�ll hear the �one-minute 
weather,� which is really the average over the 
past several minutes, but that�s too long a name. 

You should be able to receive the ASOS/
AWOS broadcast within 25 NM of the airport 
and below 10,000 feet AGL. In most cases, it 
plays continuously on the published frequency. Oc-
casionally, this is heard over the voice portion of a 
local NAVAID. At many airports, you can listen to the 
observations via telephone. 

ASOS/AWOS frequencies usually appear in the 
airport data block on a Sectional Chart. Frequencies 
and phone numbers can also be found in an airport�s 
Chart Supplement listing.

TIP

Winds reported on the 
AWOS/ASOS broad-
cast are in degrees 
magnetic, just like 
runway numbers. �e 
same information in a 
METAR�even if you 
receive it via ADS-B� 
is in degrees true. 

1

Image from ForeFlight
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Back in the old days (like the early 1990s) many 
small airports still had a UNICOM operator. �is 

person monitored the airport�s Universal Commu-
nications (UNICOM) frequency, and could tell you 
the local weather conditions, or the runway airplanes 
were using, as well as answer questions, call for a 
rental car, catch the mechanic before he le� for the 
day, and much more. �ose days are largely gone.

�ere still may be someone at a Fixed 
Base Operator (FBO) who will answer a call to 
UNICOM. You can call from the ground or from 
the air. Because there�s no guarantee anyone will 
answer, it�s best to make contact before reciting 
your life story. Conversely, sometimes an FBO 
at a non-towered airport will contact you on the 
UNICOM frequency when they see you taxiing 
in. �is works because the UNICOM frequen-
cy is usually the Common Tra�c Advisory fre-
quency (CTAF) as well.

UNICOM exists at towered airports, too. 
You wouldn�t use them to get advisories, since 
the Tower controllers provide that information. 

However, you can use UNICOM for a service re-
quest. If there�s an FBO at the airport, there�s usually 
someone listening to UNICOM. Just remember to si-
multaneously monitor ATC on a second radio.

Some non-towered airports use MULTICOM, 
which is always on 122.9 and means there�s no per-
son on the ground to talk to. Both MULTICOM and 
UNICOM usually serve as the frequency for aircra� 
to announce movements on and over the airport. 

Call Airport Personnel Via UNICOM

  PILOT
 Concord UNICOM, Cessna Six Papa Whiskey

After they �nd the radio ...

2  UNICOM OPERATOR
 Cessna calling Concord UNICOM, go ahead.

3  PILOT
 I just realized we forgot to fuel up last night. 

We�re in the southeast corner of the ramp.

4  UNICOM OPERATOR
 Cessna Six Papa Whiskey, I�ll send the truck.

5  PILOT
 Thanks. Hey, is the restaurant still open for 

breakfast? We could use some coffee.

6  UNICOM OPERATOR
 Not since 1994. Sorry.

Concord Municipal Airport (KCON)
Concord, NH

UNICOM 122.7

PILOT�CONTROLLED LIGHTING

�ough not really VFR communications, the run-
way lighting at non-towered airports is usually 
controlled by the pilot via the CTAF/UNICOM 
frequency. You�ll �nd con�rmation of this in the 
Chart Supplement. In general, seven mic clicks 
turn all the lights on as bright 
as possible. Five mic clicks may 
dim them, and turn o� accesso-
ry lights. �ree mic clicks may 

dim them further. If the lights are pilot-controlled, 
there�s a star by the �L� on the Sectional Chart, as 
seen at KSKX (opposite page). An �L� with no star, 
such as KVKX (see page 7), means they turn 
on at sunset. No �L� means no lights.  

MICHIGAN 183

HARRISVILLE(5Y0) 1 NW UTC–5(–4DT) N44º40.09´  W83º18.31´
675   NOTAM FILE LAN
RWY 03–21: 2140X60 (TURF)

RWY 03: Thld dsplcd 1000´. Trees.
RWY 21: Thld dsplcd 600´. Trees.

AIRPORT REMARKS: Unattended. Deer and turkeys occasionally on rwy. +15–45´ trees in primary sfc east side 30´ from Rwy 
03–21 centerline. Rwy 03–21 and dsplcd thlds marked with 3´ yellow cones.

AIRPORT MANAGER: 989-724-7295
COMMUNICATIONS: CTAF122.9

HARSENS ISLAND
HARSENS ISLAND(Z92) 0 N UTC–5(–4DT) N42º35.37´  W82º34.54´

580   NOTAM FILE LAN
RWY 04–22: 2200X60 (TURF)

RWY 04: Thld dsplcd 400´. Trees.
RWY 22: Thld dsplcd 400´. Road.

AIRPORT REMARKS: Unattended. No snow removal. Avoid flt over state wildlife refuge areas S and W of arpt. Monitor Harsens 
Island heliport traffic north of arpt.  Rwy 04–22 and dsplcd thlds marked with 3´ yellow cones.

AIRPORT MANAGER: (586) 405-8593
COMMUNICATIONS: CTAF122.9

– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –  

HARSENS ISLAND HELIPORT(HD6) 0 N UTC–5(–4DT) N42º35.53´  W82º34.32´
578   NOTAM FILE LAN
HELIPAD H1: 75X75 (TURF)
HELIPORT REMARKS: Attended irregularly. Announce intentions/monitor Harsens Island traffic. Apch and departure routes, 

inbound and outbound from heliport, 040º and 220º. H1, marked with cones.
AIRPORT MANAGER: 810-533-3534
COMMUNICATIONS: CTAF122.9

HART/SHELBY
OCEANA CO(C04) 4 SE UTC–5(–4DT) N43º38.50´  W86º19.74´

916 TPA—1916(1000)   NOTAM FILE LAN
RWY 09–27: H3500X75 (ASPH) S–12.5  MIRL  0.4% up W

RWY 09: PAPI(P2L)—GA 4.0º TCH 25´. Road.
RWY 27: PAPI(P2L)—GA 4.0º TCH 25´. Trees.

RWY 15–33: 2251X100 (TURF)  0.4% up NW
RWY 15: Thld dsplcd 370´. Road.
RWY 33: Thld dsplcd 557´. Trees.

SERVICE: FUEL100LL LGTACTIVATE MIRL Rwy 09–27 and PAPI 
Rwy 09 and Rwy 27—CTAF.

AIRPORT REMARKS: Attended irregularly. Fuel 24 hr self serve. Airframe 
repairs on call 231–861–2210 or 231–730–6644.  Rwy 15–33 
rough and soft when wet. Radio controlled model acft ops on Rwy 15 
end. For DIGIWX AWOS click mic 2 times 122.7.  For FICONS call 
231–861–4272 (arpt manager residence) or 231–742–0142 (cell).  
Administration bldg access: V, then III–II simultaneous, then I.  Rwy 
15–33 dsplcd thlds marked with 3´ yellow cones. 

AIRPORT MANAGER: 231-861-9910
WEATHER DATA SOURCES: AWOS–A 122.7 (231) 861–7415.
COMMUNICATIONS: CTAF/UNICOM122.7

® MUSKEGON APP/DEP CON119.8  290.35  (1100–0400Z‡)
® CHICAGO CENTER APP/DEP CON125.1  290.45 (0400–1100Z‡)
RADIO AIDS TO NAVIGATION:  NOTAM FILE LAN.

WHITE CLOUD  (L) VOR/DME 117.6 HIC Chan 123 N43º34.49´ W85º42.97´ 280º 27.0 NM to fld. 920/1W.
VOR/DME unusable:

020º–090º byd 30 NM blo 3,000´
DME portion unusable:

270º–290º byd 35 NM blo 3,000´
VOR unusable:

052º–042º blo 4,000´

LAKE HURON

DETROIT

DETROIT

CHICAGO
L–28I

IAP

EC, 17 AUG 2017 to 12 OCT 2017
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How do you actually know your radio is working? 
�e easiest way to �nd out is to request a radio 

check.
At a non-towered airport, you can ask the 

UNICOM operator (see opposite) or another air-
plane you hear on the CTAF. O�en UNICOM and 
CTAF are the same frequency. �ese appear on the 
Sectional Chart or Chart Supplement.

State who you�re calling, your call sign, and the 
words �radio check,� or �How do you hear me?� Be-
cause this is a non-towered airport, you may use your 
full call sign, as shown on this page, or an abbreviated 
one, as shown on the previous page. However, if you 
hear another aircra� on the frequency with a similar 
call sign, you should use your full call sign to avoid 
confusion.  

Depending on who you call and who responds, 
the response you get will vary from an informal 
�loud and clear� or �pretty weak,� to a more formal 
report like �three by �ve.� �e numeric one answers 
the question, �What�s the strength of my signal?� and 
�How do you receive me?� using numbers from 1 to 
5. �ere�s a lot of confusion about which number is 
which, and this sort of reporting doesn�t seem to be 
o�cially mandated by the FAA anyway. Just know 
that for both strength and readability, the higher the 
number the better.

No matter what response to your radio check, 
common sense dictates that 
if someone replies, your ra-
dio is working well enough 
for them to have heard you. 
Most of the time, that�s all 
you need to know. 

If no one is around 
to hear, you can also use a 
handheld radio to check. 
Transmit on your aircra� 
radio and listen for your 
voice (or even just mic 
clicks) on the handheld. 
Having a handheld is a 
good idea, just for the day 
your aircra� radio doesn’t 
work. 

         TIP

At busy airports, some FBOs 
have their own dedicated 
frequencies. �ese �ASRI� fre-
quencies are listed on the FBO 
websites, and in their listings 
on many aviation tablet apps. 

�e ASRI is useful to con-
tact a speci�c FBO. �ese 
FBOs usually monitor the 
UNICOM frequency as well, 
so you can o�en contact them 
on either frequency. 

Image from ForeFlight

Request a Radio Check at a Non-Towered Airport

Taos Regional Airport (KSKX)
Taos, NM

UNICOM / CTAF 122.8

 PILOT
 Taos UNICOM, Cessna Two Three Six 

Papa Whiskey, radio check please. How 
do you hear me?

2  UNICOM OPERATOR
 Cessna Two Three Six Papa Whiskey, 

Taos UNICOM, you�re �ve by �ve. 
Sounds good.

1
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2

3

Announce Taxi to the Runway

  PILOT 
Oceano Traf�c, Cessna Six Papa Whiskey, on 
the ramp. Taxi to Runway Two Nine. Oceano.

2  PILOT  
Oceano Traf�c, Cessna Six Papa Whiskey, 
crossing Runway Two Nine at mid �eld. 
Oceano.

3  PILOT 
Oceano Traf�c, Cessna Six Papa Whiskey, 
departing Runway Two Nine, northbound. 
Oceano.

As you taxi around a non-towered airport, the 
best way to avoid a collision is to paint a men-

tal picture of what�s happening around you�and to 
help other pilots do the same. Start by just listening 
to the CTAF to visualize what�s going on. �en, trans-
mit your position and intentions at key points as you 
make your way to the runway.

Calling your taxi from the ramp 1  is optional, 
but it�s a good heads up for other pilots that you�re 
moving on the airport property.

You must make a separate call for each runway 
you are about to cross. Refer to the runway by the end 
in use (Runway 29 in this case) and make the trans-
mission before you cross, then wait a moment in case 
someone replies�perhaps urgently if they�re about to 
occupy the same piece of pavement.

�e call for takeo� 3  is discussed in departures 
on page 11, but it�s here for context. But again, you 
would wait before moving in case someone replied.

To make it clear you�re communicating to other 
aircra� about aircra� movement, be sure to use the 
word �tra�c� a�er the airport name (as opposed to 

Oceano County Airport (L52)
Oceano, CA
CTAF 122.7

TIP

If you choose to taxi to a di�erent 
runway than the one currently in 
use by most aircra�, explain your 
reason. Other pilots may follow 
your lead.

�UNICOM�). To reduce confusion in case nearby 
airports share the same frequency, repeat the airport 
name at the end of the call. �e format is: 

[Airport Name] Traffic, [Aircraft type 
and/or call sign], [Position and/or Inten-
tions]. [Airport Name].

A truncated N-number is acceptable, so long as 
it uniquely identi�es you. �Skyhawk� might be better 
than �Cessna� because a Cessna could be a two-seat 
trainer or a 12-person jet. Even �Yellow Cub� or �Blue 
Low-wing� is OK if you�re the only aircra� around 
�tting that description.
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