
















48 Checkride Insights: Instrument Airplane
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3 | The Circling Pattern Will Look Low
The number one issue I see with circling approaches on 
flight tests is not establishing the appropriate elements of 
a standard pattern. The applicant’s “pattern” becomes an 
ugly oval, which o�en results in crowding the runway and 
an over-banked turn.

Circling MDAs are o�en significantly lower than the 
normal VFR pattern altitudes. You must anticipate the 
different sight picture that will be seen from the lower 
altitude. — David G. (DPE)

Usually instrument exams happen in excellent VMC and 
the circling maneuver is done without a view-limiting 
device.  But it’s o�en the reason for a notice of disapproval.  
If the MDH is, say, 500' AGL instead of the normal 1000' 
AGL pattern, candidates use the same visual references 
on the downwind for spacing so they are half as far out 
from the runway. That means a hairpin turn onto final and 
an overshoot.  If it’s that easy to do in perfect VMC, think 
what it would be like in craggy clouds and low visibility?  A 
notice of disapproval, while disappointing, is a far better 
outcome than the accident that would almost certainly 
happen later on. Really think about how you’ll perform a 
circling maneuver and inspire confidence in the examiner. 
— Catherine C. (DPE)

Turn radius is based on bank angle and airspeed (well, 
groundspeed, as wind has an effect), not the altitude of 
your pattern. You must fly the same lateral distance from 
the runway to turn 180° without overshooting whether 
you’re at 1000' AGL or 400' AGL. That’s unless you want 
to either slow down or bank steeper, neither of which is 
recommended on a flight test. 

This means the circling pattern looks like you’re really, 
really low ... because you are. Add a tailwind component 
in that 180° turn and you need even more space. This 
takes practice to feel comfortable with. But you have 1.3 
miles (at least) of space for this, which is way wider than 
your typical pattern. Learn how to use it. — Jeff V. (CFI) 

CIRCLING APPROACH (CONTINUED)

Skills: The applicant exhibits the skill to: 

IR.VI.D.S1	 Comply with the circling approach 
procedure considering turbulence, 
windshear, and the maneuvering  
capability and approach category of the 
aircra�. 

IR.VI.D.S2	 Confirm the direction of traffic and adhere 
to all restrictions and instructions issued by 
ATC or the  evaluator. 

IR.VI.D.S3	 Use single-pilot resource management 
(SRM) or crew resource management 
(CRM), as appropriate. O O

IR.VI.D.S4	 Establish the approach and landing 
configuration. Maintain a stabilized 
approach and a descent rate  that ensures 
arrival at the MDA, or the preselected 
circling altitude above the MDA, prior to 
the missed  approach point. 

IR.VI.D.S5	 Maintain airspeed ±10 knots, desired 
heading/track ±10°, and altitude +100/-0 
feet until descending  below the MDA or 
the preselected circling altitude above the 
MDA. O O

IR.VI.D.S6	 Visually maneuver to a base or downwind 
leg appropriate for the landing runway and 
environmental conditions. 3 

IR.VI.D.S7	 If a missed approach occurs, turn in the 
appropriate direction using the correct 
procedure and  appropriately configure the 
airplane. 

IR.VI.D.S8	 If landing, initiate a stabilized descent. 
Touch down on the first one-third of 
the selected runway without  excessive 
maneuvering, without exceeding the 
normal operating limits of the airplane, and 
without  exceeding 30° of bank. 

Two views from the same position in the pattern, but the le� is at 1000' 
AGL and the right is at 400' AGL. Yes, that seems too low and far from the 
runway. Yes, that’s what it should look like. — PilotWorkshops
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