
F
light instructors work in 
the trenches training pilots 
of all walks of life and levels 
of expertise. They act as the 
true frontline gatekeepers 

for aviation. Regardless of whether a 
flight instructor works at a small flight 
school, in a large university program, 
or in a training department at an air-
line, he has an obligation to do the 
best he can, which, at times, includes 
winnowing out dangerous or mal-
adroit pilots.

Although rare, just about every 
flight instructor has been forced to 
engage in the most unpleasant of 
conversations: counseling a student 
to discontinue flying. Yet no matter 
how hard this task is, we as profes-
sional flight instructors owe it to our 
students and to our industry to be re-
alistic about student performance and 
capabilities. By doing so, we can pre-
vent future “accidents” from moving 
through the training pipeline. In the 
most extreme of examples, if the flight 

instruction community had fulfilled 
this obligation, the 9/11 attacks may 
have never come to fruition.

Before any instructor starts formu-
lating plans to rid himself of a prob-
lematic student, he should first be 
aware of the intent of this article. Ev-
eryone who has assumed the role of a 
flight—or even ground—instructor has 
had his share of questionable students. 
Those who have not been so lucky will 
no doubt soon have one eventually. 
Yet by no means should this process be 
rushed or taken lightly. Nor should it 
be assumed that it can be done alone 
and without the input of fellow in-
structors and support staff. Instead, the 
best way to handle potential problems 
is through an organized process, an ex-
ample of which is offered here. The first 
step, of course, is realizing that there is 
a problem. The second is evaluating 
the student in question, which draws 
on the opinions and observations of 
multiple parties. Finally, if it’s deemed 
necessary, the instructor must counsel 

the student in question. I assure you, 
I’ve learned this process the hard way, 
and I’ve seen what happens when a pi-
lot falls through the cracks.

Problem Students
In any learning environment, 

there are always different levels of 
student ability, motivation, and in-
telligence, as well as different per-
sonalities. Just because a student is 
not performing perfectly or compa-
rably to other students does not nec-
essarily mean that there’s a problem. 
I have seen students make very slow 
starts and then take off to surpass 
their counterparts. Identifying a true 
problem is not usually hard to do. 
When something is amiss, it typi-
cally will stick out like a sore thumb. 

Consistency and trend are the two 
key clues to identifying trouble. Is the 
student consistent? In other words, in 
general does he act responsibly and 
competently? If so, count your bless-
ings. If the student is a wild card—
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you’re never sure what you will get 
on any particular day, or he is consis-
tently capricious and ineffectual—it’s 
time to take a closer look.

Trends are also important. Inclina-
tion toward improvement is highly 
desirable. All students are bound to 
hit a plateau in their training, but if 
there is a clear, invariable migration 
toward a decline in performance, the 
situation warrants more analysis. 
Likewise, no change in performance 
can be a warning sign—that is, the 
student doesn’t really seem to make 
progress no matter how frequently 
he shows up at the airport. 

An abrupt change in either of 
these clues almost always means 
something is going on in your stu-
dent’s life. Be prepared to probe in a 
tactful and nonthreatening way to 
find out what’s up.

Obviously, you’ll see different 
types and severities of behavioral 
problems. Some issues can be read-
ily identified, evaluated, discussed 
with the student, and even corrected 
then and there. Others point to the 
need for the individual to pick a new 
hobby or career. Certainly there are 
endless categories and intensities 
of issues, but in order to simplify 
things, it’s easiest to address them 
in broad terms. Student quandaries 
normally assign themselves to one or 
more of three realms: physical, fiscal, 
and psychological/emotional. 

Physical obstacles range from 
health problems to a lack of hands-on 
ability. While flight instructors are not 
medical examiners, we have to be re-
alistic about the prospects for people 
with serious health problems. Under 
these circumstances, refer the student 
to a medical examiner for the evalua-
tion step; then meet with him again 
to discuss the future of his training. 

There will also always be people 
who think that learning to fly is a 
great idea but just can’t hack it. No 
matter how much time you spent on 
the basics, they just can’t put it all 
together consistently and safely. If 

there’s anything positive to say about 
physical complications it’s that they 
are among the easiest to spot. And 
instructors who properly track con-
sistency and trends in the student’s 
training will be able to best address 
these types of issues.

Fiscal constraints are also fairly 
easy to identify. Students with tight 
finances will only be able to fly in-
frequently, and that leads to frustra-
tion for both the individual and his 
instructor. He may also be concerned 
about the cost of doing extra ground 
instruction or taking more than the 
bare minimum to complete steps in 
training. There is little doubt that 
flight training is an expensive under-
taking, and unless one is indepen-
dently wealthy, paying for flying is 
a struggle for a significant portion of 
the pilot population.

However, there is a point where 
it is not safe for an individual to fly 
because of a lack of proficiency. It is 
understandable that money will be 
an issue for almost every student at 
some point, but if you apply the con-

sistency and trend tests, it should be-
come clear when fiscal restrictions 
are crimping the realistic probability 
of success.

The most complex set of potential 
conundrums involves the emotional 
or psychological states of students. We 
all learned the basics about what kinds 
of challenges might arise in the Funda-
mentals of Instruction (FOI). Though 
the FOI touches on what amounts to 
the tip of the iceberg, it is a good place 
to start to determine what is “normal” 
and what is not. By no means can we 
ever expect to be psychoanalysts, yet 
you don’t have to be Sigmund Freud 
to figure out some of the struggles that 
go beyond the FOI. 

There are personalities that just 
don’t mesh with aviation, such as 
extreme versions of the typical “haz-
ardous attitudes”—macho, invulner-
ability, and so forth. Some students 
just never seem to grasp good deci-
sion-making no matter how many 
scenarios they go through or how 
many seasoned instructors they 
work with. There are the lazy stu-
dents who fly like Chuck Yeager but 
won’t sit down to learn squat about 
their airplane, regulations, or other 
critical bits of knowledge.

There is also the rare breed of 
students with serious psychologi-
cal problems that pose a danger to 
themselves and the flying commu-
nity. Clearly, some of these students 
may be hard to identify, but it is par-
amount that instructors take their 
duty as gatekeepers seriously and 
take action in cases where there are 
disconcerting questions.

Evaluating Problems
Once you’ve gathered enough evi-

dence to warrant concern, you can 
move on to the next step in the pro-
cess: evaluation. At this point, you 
should put together a briefing that in-
cludes the student’s training folder or 
records, trend indicators, and other 
general bits of data that may explain 
the situation to others. Arrange a meet-
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ing with your chief flight instructor or 
supervisor, depending on the hierar-
chy of your particular flight school. 
This probably shouldn’t be the first 
time the boss has heard about this par-
ticular student; open lines of commu-
nication are critical in flight schools, 
though unfortunately this isn’t always 
the case. You would also be wise to in-
clude other senior flight instructors in 
the discussion, if they are available. 

Discuss the issues that give you 
apprehension in order to inform, 
seek advice, and request outside as-
sistance. At this point, the consorts 
present should offer their ideas as 
how to handle the situation. De-
pending on the nature and urgency 
of the problem, they may simply of-
fer suggestions to take back to future 
lessons, but if the situation is dire, 
your colleagues may feel an imme-
diate intervention is necessary. Ar-
range for the student to fly with one 
or more senior flight instructors for 
further evaluation. If it hasn’t been 
blazingly obvious yet, these types of 
scenarios reinforce the requirement 
for keeping excellent and detailed 
student records. 

In an ideal situation, this evalu-
ation will discover the roots of the 
problem and determine that every-
thing is, in fact, okay, and the stu-
dent can move on successfully with 
a change of instructor, a change in 
instruction technique, or some other 
easy fix. Very rarely—though occa-
sionally—you must move on to the 
final step: counseling. 

Honestly, this is not a fun thing to 
do. It’s uncomfortable for those doing 
the counseling, as well as for the indi-
vidual at the receiving end. Be aware 
that no one likes to be criticized, nor do 
they enjoy being told their dream may 
not be what is best for them. Be con-
siderate, and be discreet. This should 
be done behind closed doors and out 
of earshot of the pilot’s lounge. The 
chief instructor, flight school owner, 
or other senior individual should also 
be present at the meeting.

The student shouldn’t be surprised 
by the need to have such a meeting. 
You should have already made a gen-
eral, but clear, expression of concern 
to the student in a nonconfronta-
tional, candid manner throughout 
the identification and evaluation 
processes. Welcome the student, 
open with an overview of the situa-
tion, and ask for his input on how he 
feels things are going. This will pro-
vide some insight into how the rest 

of the counseling session should go.
There are some considerations 

that must be addressed that guide 
how firm or direct this counseling 
should be. What are the career aspi-
rations of the student? Does he sim-
ply want to get a private certificate 
to fly around the patch, or does he 
want to fly heavy iron? The problem 
may be something that can be re-
solved easily for a pilot who aspires 
to fly a Cessna 172, but it may not be 
surmountable for someone who ex-
pects to make a living flying jets.

Also, what is the type of issue at 
hand? Is it a maturity-related com-
plication? Or is it a drug or alcohol 
dependency problem? The former 

may only require some general coun-
seling, with the suggestion of taking 
some time off. The latter requires im-
mediate grounding. 

Is the student just being lazy or does 
he have something going on in his life 
affecting his ability to concentrate on 
flying? The first may be resolved sim-
ply with a wake-up call, while the sec-
ond requires further introspection and 
perhaps some time to resolve the is-
sues before hitting the skies again. 

In short, one size does not fit all. 
The last consideration is the stu-

dent’s personality. Clearly, some peo-
ple will accept—or even need—more 
firm discussions, while others may 
be offended, become angry, or just 
move on to another flight school.

Once all the variables have been 
worked out and the student has had 
the chance to tell his side of the story, 
begin your discussion about the pros-
pects of the student successfully com-
pleting whatever stage of training he 
is currently pursuing. Feel free to dis-
cuss the issues mentioned by the stu-
dent if they may affect the direction 
of the recommendations, but if they 
didn’t change your mind, present evi-
dence to show the student that there 
are identifiable obstacles that have not 
been overcome successfully through-
out a long duration of training with a 
variety of instructors. Again, none of 
this should really be a surprise to the 
student if communications through-
out the process were open and forth-
right. It would be understandable that 
a student might become angry or per-
plexed if all of this is “news to him.” 

From here, there are several dif-
ferent recommendations you can 
make, depending on whether the 
student needs an attitude adjust-
ment or outright grounding because 
he’s dangerous. For the languid pi-
lot, the discussion may boil down 
to a reality check about what it takes 
to be a successful pilot. For the pi-
lot who can’t keep the dirty side of 
the airplane down after 100 hours 
of instruction—though, obviously, 
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it should never be allowed to go this 
far—advise him to choose another 
hobby or career. Be sure to explain 
the financial side of things as well. 
It is, without a doubt, a waste of the 
student’s money and time to con-
tinue flying, but it’s also important 
to warn the individual that there 
may be other flight schools out there 
that will happily take his cash, even 
if they don’t change the fundamen-
tals of his situation.

In Practice
It’s easy to talk about all of this in 

theory, but how does it work in the 
real world? Personally, I have only 
had to counsel a few students in my 
14 years of teaching. Of these indi-
viduals, only one warranted a recom-
mendation to stop flying. My peers 
locally report similar experiences. 

So what types of situations have I 
and others like me had to deal with? 
Here are a few, from the easiest (rela-
tively speaking) to the hardest to the 
most painful.

One of my colleagues from years 
ago gave a glaring example of a stu-
dent who needed to be grounded. 
This individual would always show 
up late to lessons, particularly on Sat-
urday and Sunday mornings. His eyes 
would be bloodshot, he was unpre-
pared, and he often got queasy while 
flying. He was obviously showing up 
with a hangover. The instructor sug-
gested alternate lesson times and had 
the student fly with the head of the 
flight school. Then the individual 
started to show up smelling of booze. 

This was a no-brainer. The pilot 
had some serious alcohol problems. 
The three-step process (identification, 
evaluation, and counseling) went 
quickly. Thankfully for all of us in 
aviation, the student agreed with the 
suggestion to throw in the towel.

Another student had a hard time 
affording lessons. He would show up 
once every six to eight weeks. Each 
lesson ended up being a review. Af-
ter having the student fly with other 

instructors and explaining the situa-
tion to the chief flight instructor, the 
instructor advised the student to stop 
occasional lessons and save up enough 
money to fly regularly enough to 
knock out the desired rating at a later 
date. The student was actually quite 
relieved, and he thanked the flight 
school profusely. About eight months 
later, the student returned, flew sev-
eral times a week, and got the ticket 
he was shooting for, all with a lot less 
stress and frustration.

A more difficult case was the stu-
dent who kept flying on a regular ba-
sis but got nowhere. In this case, I was 
part of the evaluation panel. At the 
student’s request, I flew with him on 
several occasions. Each time it seemed 
as though we ended up back at square 
one. This story meshed with all of the 
other instructors who had flown with 
them. No matter how you sliced it, 
this student could not safely fly alone 
in the clouds. We sat the student 
down for a chat, and he agreed with 
our observations. In fact, he ended up 
telling us that he was scared to fly on 
instruments and really did not want 
to, but he felt as though he “had” to 
get his instrument rating.

And then there was the student 
of a colleague of mine. Every lesson 
was different. One day the student 
did marginally well, while the next 
he was downright scary. The student 
had significant situational awareness 
problems and would get lost once 
outside the traffic pattern. He’d also 
have emotional problems in the air-
plane that he apparently did not have 
on the ground. With many hours un-
der their belt, he was still not ready to 
solo. After many evaluations with se-
nior flight instructors, he was advised 
to stop flying. He was also warned 
about trying to fly at other flight 
schools. Sadly, the student left angrily 
and started training again somewhere 
else. The owner of the subsequent 
flight school was notified about this 
student, to no avail. After many more 
hours, and more money, the individ-

ual eventually quit flying.
My final example is a sad case be-

cause there was no system for in-
tervention and warning signs were 
ignored. The young student pi-
lot wowed his flight instructor. He 
did just about everything right and 
was one of the best students at the 
school. All of sudden he started to 
change. His performance dropped 
and several individuals at the flight 
school noticed that the student ap-
peared depressed, but none of these 
observations were shared or dis-
cussed among school employees. 

One day, the student went out to 
preflight the aircraft and took off with-
out his instructor. The student killed 
himself. Luckily, no one else was in-
jured in the aircraft-assisted suicide.

Hopefully, the need for instruc-
tors to be active gatekeepers to the 
aviation industry is ever more appar-
ent. We all have an obligation to pro-
tect students from themselves if they 
should not be in the air. By doing so, 
we also ensure that the public and 
the rest of the aviation community 
remain as safe as possible. 

The process outlined here is not 
always easy to undertake, and coun-
seling of students can sometimes be 
very difficult, but we must continue 
to do it for the sake of our profession. 
But it requires that schools improve 
communication and the coordina-
tion of their training, if only to en-
sure problems do not simply migrate 
around the system. If flight instruc-
tors do not stand tall in the doorway 
to the world of aviation, potential 
pilots face few obstacles separating 
them from catastrophe.
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