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“To walk the walk, you must talk the talk” is true in many career fields but clear communication has probably the most profound impact in aviation.  Prime to understanding is saying what is required and saying it correctly with standard phraseology.  On any given IMC day, your life will depend on you and the controller’s understanding exactly what each other is saying.  Non-standard phraseology, while very common, has been a contributing factor in more than a few HATRs and aircraft mishaps while good phraseology enhances safety.  Second to clarity is brevity.  Inappropriate use of extraneous and non-standard phraseology not only increases radio congestion but also contributes to miscommunication.  

STANDARD RADIO CALLS

Initial Radio Contact
Before keying the mike, listen for a few seconds as either a pilot or a controller may be waiting for a reply to a query, and formulate in your mind what you want to say.  As for all radio calls, state first the controlling agency to whom you are talking followed by your call sign.  When operating in a radar environment and contacting an approach or center controller, the pilot should state his or her present altitude for Mode C verification preceded by the words “level” or “passing,” as appropriate.  If climbing or descending to an assigned altitude, that altitude should also be included.  In addition to this initial altitude report, state your request if necessary.

EXAMPLES --

- HOUSTON CENTER, JAPAT FOUR THREE, PASSING FLIGHT LEVEL TWO THREE ZERO FOR ONE FOUR THOUSAND

- SAN ANTONIO APPROACH, FAZER FIVE THREE, PASSING TWO THOUSAND THREE HUNDRED FOR THREE THOUSAND, REQUEST RAN LOW

For initial contact with Tower Controllers (or others without access to three-dimensional radar information), reporting your altitude report is unnecessary but position and intent should be announced.

EXAMPLES – 

- HANGOVER TOWER, TAHOE THREE SEVEN, TEN MILE ILS 

- HANGOVER TOWER, TEJAY ZERO TWO, EIGHT MILES EAST FOR VFR ENTRY

Subsequent Calls
For any subsequent radio calls with any controlling agency, state first the name of the controlling agency to whom you are talking, your call sign, and then state clearly your request.  

You are required to make a radio call in any of the following situations:

- Response to assigned frequency, altitude, heading, route or clearance change (e.g., “FAZER THREE THREE, CHANNEL TWELVE”).

- Vacating any previously assigned altitude (e.g., “KODAK ONE ZERO, LEAVING SIX THOUSAND FOR THREE THOUSAND”).

- When an approach has been missed.

- When leaving any assigned holding fix or point (e.g., “TAHOE THREE TWO, DEPARTING CARTA”) 

Additionally, if not in radar contact, a radio call will be made when leaving the final approach fix inbound or when leaving the outer marker or fix used in lieu of the outer marker inbound on final approach (precision approach).

Readbacks
Whenever you receive a clearance, altitude change, heading change, transponder code change, or frequency change, always acknowledge with a readback.  This habit will, if nothing else, give ATC an opportunity to correct your misinterpretation of their radio call and perhaps even offer you some (albeit arguably a feeble) defense if you are subsequently violated as a result of your misinterpretation.

STANDARD PHRASEOLOGY

Numbers

Used correctly, you can hear a number out of context and know immediately what it is.  “Three five five” is clearly a heading.  “One three five point five” is obviously a frequency.  “One three thousand five hundred” is unquestionably an altitude.

Altitudes and Flight Levels -- Numbers indicating hundreds and thousands in round number shall be spoken as “thousands” and “hundreds.”  Altitudes above 9,900 (but less than 18,000) should be spoken by further separating the individual digits preceding the word “thousand.”  

EXAMPLES --

- 500
FIVE HUNDRED

- 4,500
FOUR THOUSAND FIVE HUNDRED

- 10,000
ONE ZERO THOUSAND

- 12,500
ONE TWO THOUSAND FIVE HUNDRED

At and above 18,000 feet MSL (FL 180), state the words “flight level” followed by the separate digits of the flight level.

EXAMPLES --

- 190
FLIGHT LEVEL ONE NINER ZERO

- 275
FLIGHT LEVEL TWO SEVEN FIVE

Radio Frequencies -- When a radio frequency contains a decimal point, the decimal point is spoken as “point.”

EXAMPLES --

- 122.1
ONE TWO TWO POINT ONE

- 255.4
TWO FIVE FIVE POINT FOUR

Airway or Jet Routes -- Transmit as follows:

EXAMPLE -- 

V12
VICTOR TWELVE

J533
J FIVE THIRTY-THREE

Others – (including headings and speeds) Pronounce each digit individually.

Other Phraseology
The AIM provides a Pilot/Controller glossary.  Here is a list of some we most commonly hear and use.

ACKNOWLEDGE -- Let me know that you have received and understood my message.

AFFIRMATIVE – “Yes.”

CLEARED AS FILED -- Cleared to proceed in accordance with the route of flight filed in the flight plan.  This 

clearance does not include the altitude, SID, or SID transition.

CLEARED FOR THE OPTION -- ATC authorization for an aircraft to make a touch-and-go, low approach, missed 

approach, stop and go, or full stop landing at the discretion of the pilot.

CLEARED TO LAND -- ATC authorization for an aircraft to make a full stop landing.

CONTACT - Establish communication with.

CROSS (FIX) AT (ALTITUDE) -- Used by ATC when a specific altitude restriction at a specified fix is required.

EXPECT FURTHER CLEARANCE (TIME) -- Time to expect to receive clearance beyond a clearance limit fix.

EXPEDITE -- Used by ATC when prompt compliance is required to avoid development of an imminent situation.

FORMATION FLIGHT -- More than one aircraft which are maintaining a standard formation of no more than 1 mile 

laterally or longitudinally and within 100 feet vertically from the flight lead.

HAVE NUMBERS -- Used by pilots to inform ATC that they have received runway, wind, and altimeter 

information.

IMMEDIATELY -- Used by ATC when such action compliance is required to avoid an imminent situation.

NEGATIVE – “No” or “permission not granted” or “that is not correct.”

NEGATIVE CONTACT -- Used by pilots to inform ATC that either previously issued traffic is not in sight or they 

were unable to contact ATC on a particular frequency.

PILOT’S DISCRETION -- When used in conjunction with altitude assignments, ATC has offered the pilot the 

option of starting a climb or descent whenever he or she wishes.  The pilot may temporarily level off at any intermediate altitude but may not return to any altitude already vacated.

RADAR APPROACH -- An instrument approach procedure which utilizes Precision Approach Radar (PAR) or 

Airport Surveillance Radar (ASR).

RADAR CONTACT -- Used by ATC to inform an aircraft that it is identified on the radar display and that flight 

following will be provided.

READ BACK -- Repeat my message back to me. 

ROGER -- I have received all of your last transmission.  Not be used to offer an “affirmative” answer to a question.

SAY AGAIN -- Used to request a repeat of the last transmission.  Usually specifies transmission or portion thereof 

not understood or received.

SAY ALTITUDE -- Used by ATC to ascertain an aircraft’s specific altitude / flight level.  When the aircraft is 

climbing or descending, the pilot should state the indicated altitude rounded to the nearest 100 feet.

SAY HEADING --Used by ATC to request an aircraft heading.  The pilot should state the actual aircraft heading.

TRAFFIC IN SIGHT -- Used by pilots to inform a controller that previously issued traffic is in sight. 

UNABLE -- Indicates inability to comply with a specific instruction, request, or clearance.

VERIFY -- Request confirmation of information; e.g., “verify assigned heading.”

WHEN ABLE --When used in conjunction with ATC instructions, gives the pilot the latitude to delay compliance 

until a condition or event has been reconciled.  The pilot is expected to seek the first opportunity to comply.  

Once a maneuver has been initiated, the pilot is expected to continue the specifications of the instructions 

have been met.

WILCO -- I have received your message, understand it, and will comply with it.

BREVITY
Brevity is second only to clarity--every second you are on the radio is a second unavailable to ATC or other aircraft.  Adding verbiage that is not required only serves to clutter the radio with meaningless chatter.  Do not waste time with such worthless phrases as “with you,” “checking in,” or “at this time.”  Provide the controller the information that he needs, nothing more, nothing less.  Likewise, omitting needed information requires that the controller quiz you for the missing items which also wastes airtime.  

To avoid repetitions of radio calls, avoid providing the controller with a detailed request without first getting his attention.  Except for a brief requests (such as canceling IFR), give your callsign and the word “request” first (e.g., “HOUSTON CENTER, JAPAT THREE EIGHT, REQUEST”).  After the controller acknowledges you, state your detailed request.

CONCLUSION
State what you need from the controller clearly and succinctly.  This will not only make you sound like a pilot but will also make you a more effective one.  Controllers will form an image of your competence solely on how you sound.  If you want the best service possible, sound like you know what you’re doing.  If you want penalty vectors, waste the controller’s time with non-standard and extraneous verbiage.
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