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to measure language competency amongst NNS pi-
lots and controllers. However, this circumstance 
made the development of aviation English sparse, 
and only a little research has been done to explore 
and improve the understanding of the language. Fur-
thermore, globalisation has inevitably shifted avia-
tion communication towards intercultural communi-
cations (Hazrati, 2015), which requires pilots and air 
traffic controllers to have specific skills to interact 
across different cultures. These skills need to be 
learned and trained, especially for NNS who do not 
possess the skill naturally. Mekkaoui and Mouhadjer 
(2019) and Bullock (2019) suggest that appropriately 
well-trained, experienced language trainers and 
teachers are imperative for NNS pilots and air traffic 
controllers to enhance their language ability. Pilots 
and air traffic controllers’ day-to-day tasks require 
them to be expeditious and flexible to meet traffic 
demand. Although this undertaking on aviation lan-
guage is not the same for every country, there are 
challenges for NNS countries. Most NNS countries 
are either economically challenged or lack the ex-
pertise to improve and provide the necessary lan-
guage training for pilots and air traffic controllers 
(Park, 2012; Kim, 2018; Mekkaoui & Mouhadjer, 
2019; Bullock, 2019).

Based on previous studies, the critical solution 
to improving aviation communication safety is ad-
vanced and copious research in language training 
and development, including experts in aviation op-
erational and human factors and linguists to help ad-
dress the gaps in aviation communication safety.  
Hamzah and Fei’s (2018) previous findings in pilot-
controller communicative discourse suggest that 
communicative abilities among NNS pilots and air 
traffic controllers could be improved by implement-
ing language skills in aviation training with current 
and relevant testing and development of aviation 
language.  This article aims to understand aviation 
communication challenges and language training 
needs among pilots and air traffic controllers.

 
2. METHODOLOGY
2.1. Research design
The survey presented in this paper was conduct-

ed before the first phase of developing a framework 
for aviation communication training. This survey is 
part of the need analysis for the aviation language 
framework and explores pilots’ and air traffic con-
trollers’ perspectives on current development and 

training for aviation language. The survey was conduct-
ed to identify the extent of the radiotelephony problem 
and the need for aviation language training to improve 
communication safety.

This survey is crucial for this study to identify learn-
ing theories and methods suitable for aviation language 
training from the perspectives of NNS pilots and air traf-
fic controllers. The survey questions are a tool to elicit 
information from NNS air traffic controllers and pilots 
operating in Malaysia airspace. The survey follows the 
cross-sectional survey design created via google forms 
and consists of questions regarding ELPT level, years in 
service as a pilot or air traffic controller, current avia-
tion communication safety and their opinion on the 
type of training in aviation communication. The ques-
tionnaire consists of 12 questions. The first three ques-
tions in the instrument prompted background informa-
tion, followed by questions on the current development 
of aviation language in Malaysia. Other questions en-
couraged pilots and air traffic controllers to give their 
opinion and suggestions on aviation communication 
safety and training. Member checking for validity and 
reliability was conducted with aviation experts before 
the survey was distributed to ensure survey questions 
would elicit information that would fulfil the objectives 
of this study.

 
2.2. Respondents of the study

A total of 110 NNS pilots and air traffic controllers op-
erating in Malaysian airspace completed the survey. All 
pilots and air traffic controllers hold a valid licence and 
have achieved a minimum level 4 (operating) ELPT. The 
duration of years respondents worked as pilots or air 
traffic controllers shows in Table 1, and their current 
ELPT is in Table 2.

Table 2 shows respondents’ ELPT level for pilots 
and air traffic controller; a total of 64.1% (n=50) of pi-
lots achieved level 6, while 32% (n=25) achieved level 
5 and only 3.9% (n=3) at level 4. On the contrary, a to-
tal of 78% (n=25) controllers at level 4, a total of 9.4% 
(n=3) achieved level 5 and 12.5% (n=4) at level 6.

2.3. Data collection and analysis
The survey questions are combinations of multiple-

choice and open-ended questions. Questions 1, 2, 3 
are multiple-choice questions on background. Ques-
tions 4, 6 and 10 are yes or no questions; questions 5, 
7, 9, and 12 are open-ended questions to elicit more in-
formation or opinions. While question 11 prompted 
types of language training for aviation communication.
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1. INTRODUCTION
The development of the aviation language has sig-

nificantly progressed since International Civil Aviation 
Organization (ICAO) implemented the language profi-
ciency requirement for non-native speaker (NNS) pilots 

and air traffic controllers. Subsequently, the testing for 
aviation language has become the primary focus for re-
searchers, language practitioners, and linguists world-
wide. Aviation authorities, organisations, and academi-
cians collaborate in constructing the most suitable test 
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Medan Controller: Wings Abadi ONE TWO FIVE 
TWO behind traffic Lion short final landed passing line-
up behind runway TWO THREE from intersection 
DELTA additional clearance after departure direct 
Meloubah.

IW1252: After departure direct to Meulaboh Wings 
Abadi ONE TWO FIVE TWO.

Medan Controller: Namu tower.
IW1252 proceeded to taxi and line up for depar-

ture runway 23; JT197 was on approach for landing 
when IW1252 taxied and lined up runway 23. JT197 
landed on the runway and impacted with IW1252 on 
the runway a few seconds after landing. Although all 
passengers and crews survived, both aircraft were great-
ly damaged.

The miscommunication occurred when Medan 
controller issued the clearance to IW1252; the con-
troller gave too much information in one transmission. 
Taxi clearance was issued together with after-departure 
and traffic information. The controller should keep their 
instruction concise and clear without ambiguity. The 
language structure of the instruction created vague in-
formation. The taxi clearance should be given first with-
out any other information that could complicate the in-
structions. IW1252 did not give a full readback; this fur-
ther complicates interactions’ misunderstandings. The 
controller failed to confirm whether the pilot under-
stood the instruction given. The pilot had the intention 
to expedite their departure hence by requesting taxiway 
DELTA for intersection departure; this is where the pilot 
had a presupposition of departure clearance since the 
controller failed to emphasise full readback.

Another example is a collision between Boeing 
MD-87, registration SE-DMA and Cessna 525-A, regis-
tration D-IEVX. While SE-DMA departed on runway 
36R of Milano Linate airport, D-IEVX taxied into the ac-
tive runway because of a misunderstanding due to the 
alternative use of words in instructions. SE-DMA con-
tinued on the runway and was temporarily airborne be-
fore stopping impacting a baggage handling building. 
D-IEVX remained unmoving on the runway; post-im-
pact fire destroyed most aircraft. All crews and passen-
gers of both aircraft suffered fatal injuries, and ground 
handling staff inside the building were injured and 
burned. The accident occurred for multiple reasons; 
code-switching in radio communication between Ital-
ian and English, and the ground controller issued am-
biguous clearance and low visibility at the airport. The 
high-volume traffic for controllers; the ground con-
troller had been in contact with eleven aircraft during 

the time, and the final safety report stated that within 15 
minutes and 58 seconds, the controller handled ap-
proximately 120 radio communications. While the tow-
er controller was in contact with six aircraft for 11 min-
utes and 38 seconds, the controller managed 73 radio 
communications. Multiple factors contributed to the 
causes that led to the accident. Although communica-
tion rarely becomes the primary cause of accidents, it 
will always be one of the contributing factors. Under 
this circumstance, it is essential to have systematic and 
structured language testing and training for pilots and 
air traffic controllers.

Language-related standards and recommended 
practices (hereafter SARPs) are categorised into three 
main categories; (1) Annex 10 SARPs clarify the lan-
guages that are permitted in radiotelephony; (2) Annex 
1 SARPs establish proficiency skill level requirements as 
a prerequisite for licensing; (3) Annexes 6 and 11 pro-
vide for service provider and operator responsibility. 
Aviation organisations and language experts develop 
and initiate aviation language testing for NNS pilots and 
air traffic controllers, according to DOC9835.

ICAO mandated English language requirements in 
2008 for NNS considering the number of incidents and 
accidents that occurred due to lack of language profi-
ciency among NNS pilots and air traffic controllers. The 
English Language Proficiency Test (ELPT) is a compulso-
ry requirement for NNS pilots and air traffic controllers 
worldwide to work in the aviation industry. Since the 
ICAO manual and annexes only serve as guidance in 
implementing ELPT, the modules and materials for the 
training and testing vary from one organisation to an-
other, even within the same countries. Due to this cir-
cumstance, the perspective and the practice of the 
training and testing standard is diverse within the range 
recommended by ICAO (Alderson, 2009, 2010; Fan & 
Jin, 2013).

Emery (2014) highlighted aviation English testing 
by addressing issues in language testing, specifically in 
aviation English. Emery lists out four issues that he finds 
valid: (1) In testing language for specific purposes, how 
specific is specific? (2) How does one decide what is to 
be tested? (3) Can one be relatively sure that one is not 
testing subject-matter knowledge rather than linguistic 
or communicative abilities? (4) How can one predict 
from one performance on a specific test to performance 
in real life? Emery (2014) emphasises the need to devel-
op tests that fit the specified test takers and how the 
fundamental English component in radiotelephony is 
under research because access to sensitive data is 

The data were analysed using both quantitative and 
qualitative methods. Statistical Package for the Social 
Sciences (SPSS) was used for multiple-choice questions 

to analyse frequency statistics for the data. The open-
ended answer was analysed qualitatively by creating 
themes and subthemes.

Table 1
Years as an active pilot or air traffic controller

LESS THAN 5 YEARS 6-10 YEARS 11-20 YEARS

21 (22.7%) 31 (28.2%) 31(28.2%)

21-30 YEARS

14 (12.7%)

31 YEARS AND ABOVE

9 (8.2%)

Table 2
Current ELTP for pilots and air traffic controllers

ELPT TOTAL PILOT

Level 6 54 (49%) 50 (92.6%)

Level 5 28 (25.5%) 25 (89.3%)

Level 4 28 (25.5%) 3 (10.7%)

Total 110 (100%) 78

CONTROLLER

4 (7.4%)

3 (10.7%)

25 (89.3%)

32

3. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
Aviation communication, commonly referred to as 

radiotelephony amongst aviators, is an essential part of 
communication. Air-to-ground communication often 
becomes a challenge for pilots and air traffic controllers 
during unprecedented situations and bad weather con-
ditions. Based on past research by (Tajima, 2004; Cook-
son, 2009; Prinzo et al., 2010), this problem is often 
due to a lack of fundamental English and vocabulary re-
strictions among NNS controllers and pilots. However, 
these errors can easily be overcome with experience 
and shared context (Molesworth & Estival, 2015; 
Hamzah & Fei, 2018). Although English acts as a lingua 
franca for aviation communication, its form and use are 
different from ordinary English. The use of English lies 
upon standard phraseology published by ICAO and 
within aviation jargon and context. The manual on im-
plementing ICAO language proficiency requirements 
(DOC9835) and Cir.323 under ICAO guide organisa-
tions to develop language training for pilots and air traf-
fic controllers worldwide.

The manual (DOC9835) discussed the use of Eng-
lish within the aviation setting and how imperative avi-
ation specialists are in implementing appropriate lan-
guage training and testing programmes. The critical 
summary for ICAO language proficiency requirements 

according to the ICAO manual are: strengthen the re-
quirement for English to be provided by service 
providers from recommendation to that of a Standard 
(Annex 10); establish minimum skill language proficien-
cy requirements for flight crews and air traffic con-
trollers (Annex 1); introduce an ICAO language profi-
ciency rating scale applicable for native and non-native 
speakers (Annex 1); clarify the requirement for the use 
of both plain language and phraseologies (Annexes 1, 
10); standardise the use of ICAO phraseologies (Annex 
10); recommend a testing schedule to demonstrate lan-
guage proficiency (Annex 1); provide for service 
provider and operator oversight of personal compliance 
(Annexes 6, 11).

Past incidents and accidents proved that communi-
cation between pilots and air traffic controllers plays a 
pivotal part in aviation safety. One example of miscom-
munication occurred in 2017 at Medan Indonesia. A 
Boeing 737-900 aircraft operated by PT. Lion Mentari 
Airlines (Lion Air). The aircraft was a scheduled passen-
ger flight from Banda Aceh to Medan, flight number 
JT197. Another aircraft was an ATR 72-500 operated by 
PT. Wings Abadi Airlines (Wings Air) is a scheduled 
passenger flight from Medan to Meulaboh, flight num-
ber IW1252. Medan controller issued a clearance to 
IW1252:
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fundamental English component in radiotelephony is 
under research because access to sensitive data is 

The data were analysed using both quantitative and 
qualitative methods. Statistical Package for the Social 
Sciences (SPSS) was used for multiple-choice questions 

to analyse frequency statistics for the data. The open-
ended answer was analysed qualitatively by creating 
themes and subthemes.

Table 1
Years as an active pilot or air traffic controller

LESS THAN 5 YEARS 6-10 YEARS 11-20 YEARS

21 (22.7%) 31 (28.2%) 31(28.2%)

21-30 YEARS

14 (12.7%)

31 YEARS AND ABOVE

9 (8.2%)

Table 2
Current ELTP for pilots and air traffic controllers

ELPT TOTAL PILOT

Level 6 54 (49%) 50 (92.6%)

Level 5 28 (25.5%) 25 (89.3%)

Level 4 28 (25.5%) 3 (10.7%)

Total 110 (100%) 78

CONTROLLER

4 (7.4%)

3 (10.7%)

25 (89.3%)

32

3. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
Aviation communication, commonly referred to as 

radiotelephony amongst aviators, is an essential part of 
communication. Air-to-ground communication often 
becomes a challenge for pilots and air traffic controllers 
during unprecedented situations and bad weather con-
ditions. Based on past research by (Tajima, 2004; Cook-
son, 2009; Prinzo et al., 2010), this problem is often 
due to a lack of fundamental English and vocabulary re-
strictions among NNS controllers and pilots. However, 
these errors can easily be overcome with experience 
and shared context (Molesworth & Estival, 2015; 
Hamzah & Fei, 2018). Although English acts as a lingua 
franca for aviation communication, its form and use are 
different from ordinary English. The use of English lies 
upon standard phraseology published by ICAO and 
within aviation jargon and context. The manual on im-
plementing ICAO language proficiency requirements 
(DOC9835) and Cir.323 under ICAO guide organisa-
tions to develop language training for pilots and air traf-
fic controllers worldwide.

The manual (DOC9835) discussed the use of Eng-
lish within the aviation setting and how imperative avi-
ation specialists are in implementing appropriate lan-
guage training and testing programmes. The critical 
summary for ICAO language proficiency requirements 

according to the ICAO manual are: strengthen the re-
quirement for English to be provided by service 
providers from recommendation to that of a Standard 
(Annex 10); establish minimum skill language proficien-
cy requirements for flight crews and air traffic con-
trollers (Annex 1); introduce an ICAO language profi-
ciency rating scale applicable for native and non-native 
speakers (Annex 1); clarify the requirement for the use 
of both plain language and phraseologies (Annexes 1, 
10); standardise the use of ICAO phraseologies (Annex 
10); recommend a testing schedule to demonstrate lan-
guage proficiency (Annex 1); provide for service 
provider and operator oversight of personal compliance 
(Annexes 6, 11).

Past incidents and accidents proved that communi-
cation between pilots and air traffic controllers plays a 
pivotal part in aviation safety. One example of miscom-
munication occurred in 2017 at Medan Indonesia. A 
Boeing 737-900 aircraft operated by PT. Lion Mentari 
Airlines (Lion Air). The aircraft was a scheduled passen-
ger flight from Banda Aceh to Medan, flight number 
JT197. Another aircraft was an ATR 72-500 operated by 
PT. Wings Abadi Airlines (Wings Air) is a scheduled 
passenger flight from Medan to Meulaboh, flight num-
ber IW1252. Medan controller issued a clearance to 
IW1252:
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scarce in the professional domain. He agrees with Dou-
glas (2000) that air traffic controllers and pilots should 
be assessed differently since their objectives in commu-
nication are different, and their perspectives on the task 
differ from one another. Furthermore, Emery added that 
ICAO stated that test materials should be relevant to 
their work roles (ICAO, 2010).

ELPT often becomes a frustrating issue among pi-
lots and controllers in non-native countries. The main 
problem for test-takers is mainly due to how irrelevant 
the test feels compared to real-life communication 
(Kim, 2013). From the beginning, Moder and Halleck 
(2009) explored the variation in oral proficiency 
amongst air traffic controllers regarding work-related ra-
diotelephony and non-specific English tasks on aviation 
topics. The findings show that aviation professionals in 
the sample scored below operational level 4 on the ra-
diotelephony task, in which the task given was adapted 
from actual routine radiotelephony. The study con-
cludes that the ICAO proficiency tests should include 
phraseology and unexpected work-related situations. 
Subsequently, Douglas (2004) remarks that in his sur-
vey of aviation tests concerning ICAO implementation 
of English tests, many of the assessment procedures 
failed to meet international professional standards for 
the language test. Furthermore, the assessment policy is 
inadequate under ICAO SARPs. Kim (2018) suggests 
that the basis of language tests that only focus on oral 
proficiency is ineffective; the test should incorporate 
knowledge and behavioural elements.

Kim (2018) highlights that pilots and controllers 
found it challenging to master aviation language even 
after years of experience in the industry. Past research 
in aviation language (Park, 2012; Mekkaoui & Mouhad-

jer, 2019) shows challenges to improving language pro-
ficiency due to a lack of communication or language 
training in most non-native speaker countries. Most 
non-native speaker pilots and air traffic controllers face 
difficulty using plain English when standard phraseolo-
gy is inadequate to communicate efficiently (Mitsutomi 
& O’Brien, 2003). These circumstances require standar-
dising and in-depth communication training for non-na-
tive pilots and air traffic controllers. Most pilots and air 
traffic controllers struggle to master aviation English af-
ter ICAO implements ELPT. Mastering the language is 
imperative for them to meet the traffic demand effi-
ciently. Twelve years have passed since the In-
ternational Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) imple-
mented English for aviation (ELTP) with a minimum re-
quirement of level 4 (operational) for every non-native 
speaker pilot and air traffic controller who is set to work 
in an international setting (Alderson, 2009). Since then, 
the number of research on testing and materials devel-
opment for testing in native speakers and non-native 
speakers’ countries has increased significantly. Howev-
er, this progress fell short regarding language training 
for air traffic controllers and pilots. Whilst native speak-
ers’ countries succeed in developing advanced lan-
guage training for pilots and air traffic controllers, most 
non-native speakers’ countries barely grasp the funda-
mentals of aviation language (Kim, 2018). Non-native 
speakers’ countries consist of pilots and air traffic con-
trollers who neither achieve a high English language 
proficiency nor acquire well-trained linguists or quali-
fied English teachers with previous aviation communi-
cation experience.

Language training should be a replication or in-
volve a real-life situation (Park, 2018; Vieira et al., 
2014; Trippe, 2019; Mekkaoui & Mouhadjer, 2019). 
Standard phraseology shall be used throughout the 
training period, with plain English used only when the 
situation deems that standard phraseology is 
insufficient. Kovtun et al. (2014) suggest that non-rou-
tine or emergency communications should be re-
hearsed, and the language training should address all 
six language skills as specified by ICAO. Furthermore, 
(Tripp, 2019; Vieira et al., 2014) postulate that lan-
guage training should be improved and viewed as a 
prerequisite for any pilot or air traffic controller before 
starting their aviation training and simulation to ensure 
they reach acceptable language competency. Mekkaoui 
and Mouhadjer (2019) and Bullock (2019) suggest that 
appropriate, well-trained, and experienced language 
trainers and teachers are imperative for non-native 

speaker pilots and air traffic controllers to enhance their 
language ability. In reality, the day-to-day challenge for 
pilots and air traffic controllers requires them to be ex-
peditious and flexible to meet traffic demand.

As suggested by Grigoryeva and Zakirova (2022) 
since language and culture are intertwined, English has 
emerged as a global leader in intercultural communica-
tion, with the majority of students choosing to study the 
language to integrate into society and acquire intercul-
tural awareness successfully. Hazrati (2015) and 
Hamzah and Fei (2018) feel that since the majority of 
the pilot and air traffic controllers consist of non-native 
speakers, aviation communication has changed gradu-
ally to intercultural communication; hence intercultural 
communication competence should be included in avi-
ation training as part of communication skills for pilot 
and controller to become ‘intercultural speakers’. 
Houghton (2009) believed that misunderstandings in in-
tercultural communication could be rectified with 
knowledge and skills in interpreting and relating across 
various cultures.

Tajima’s (2004) findings revealed that for NNS, the 
need for proficiency in fundamental English is critical. 
He proposes that for NNS pilots or air traffic controllers 
to be competent in their tasks, they must have good 
English. The future training for pilots and air traffic con-
trollers should be shifted towards competency in com-
munication rather than passing the holistic descriptor 
scale set by ICAO.

Like other English for specific purposes, aviation 
language training should equip learners to use the tar-
geted language efficiently and perform the task success-
fully. Language learning for a specific purpose starts 
with needs analysis, which will be the foundation of 
training (Dudley-Evans & Jones, 2013). According to 
Hutchison and Waters (1992), when it comes to a spe-
cific language, the developer needs to understand the 
‘target needs’ divided into necessities, lacks, and wants. 

Often, the lacks and necessities overlap; however, there 
are some cases where all three are not the same. 
Hutchinson and Water believed that the learning ap-
proach for ESP is categorised into three main course de-
signs, language-centred, skill-centred, and learning-
centred. Aviation language should adapt to these ap-
proaches to improve communication competence 
amongst pilots and air traffic controllers. It is important 
to note that for aviation communication, ‘target needs’ 
for each country or discourse community are never 
similar, even within the same specific language used.

Matthew (2017) postulates that one of the critical 
solutions in improving aviation communication safety is 
advanced and copious research in language training 
and development, including experts in aviation opera-
tional and human factors and linguists to help address 
the gaps in aviation communication safety.

 
4. STUDY AND RESULTS
4.1. Radiotelephony challenges in aviation com-

munication
The study explores current challenges in radiotele-

phony and what respondents describe as a challenge 
for them. Overall, 62.7 % (n=69) reported that they do 
not feel radiotelephony has been a challenge for the 
past five years, while 37.3% (n-37.3) agree that there 
are challenges in aviation communication.

Table 3 and Table 4 report the response from the 
air traffic controllers and pilots according to the ELPT 
level, respectively. A total of 62.5% (n=20) of air traffic 
controllers responded that they do not feel any addi-
tional challenge in radiotelephony. In comparison, 37.5 
% (n=12) responded otherwise. Amongst this result, 
90% (n=18) responded ‘No’ from Level 4 ELPT (see Ta-
ble 3). Table 4 shows that most pilots achieved levels 5 
and 6 (95.6%); only three respondents were at level 4 
ELPT. A total of 72.1% (n=49) of pilots’ respondents be-
lieve there is no additional challenge in radiotelephony.

Table 3
Air traffic controller

ELPT LEVEL 4 LEVEL 5

Total 25 3

LEVEL 6

4

TOTAL

32 (100%)

No 18 1 1 20 (62.5%)

Yes 7 2 3 12 (37.5%)

‘Mastering the language is imperative for 
them to meet the traffic demand efficiently. 
Twelve years have passed since the ICAO 
implemented English for aviation (ELTP) 
with a minimum requirement of level 4 
(operational) for every non-native speaker 
pilot and air traffic controller who is set to 
work in an international setting. Since then, 
the number of research on testing and 
materials development for testing in native 
speakers and non-native speakers’ countries 
has increased significantly’
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scarce in the professional domain. He agrees with Dou-
glas (2000) that air traffic controllers and pilots should 
be assessed differently since their objectives in commu-
nication are different, and their perspectives on the task 
differ from one another. Furthermore, Emery added that 
ICAO stated that test materials should be relevant to 
their work roles (ICAO, 2010).

ELPT often becomes a frustrating issue among pi-
lots and controllers in non-native countries. The main 
problem for test-takers is mainly due to how irrelevant 
the test feels compared to real-life communication 
(Kim, 2013). From the beginning, Moder and Halleck 
(2009) explored the variation in oral proficiency 
amongst air traffic controllers regarding work-related ra-
diotelephony and non-specific English tasks on aviation 
topics. The findings show that aviation professionals in 
the sample scored below operational level 4 on the ra-
diotelephony task, in which the task given was adapted 
from actual routine radiotelephony. The study con-
cludes that the ICAO proficiency tests should include 
phraseology and unexpected work-related situations. 
Subsequently, Douglas (2004) remarks that in his sur-
vey of aviation tests concerning ICAO implementation 
of English tests, many of the assessment procedures 
failed to meet international professional standards for 
the language test. Furthermore, the assessment policy is 
inadequate under ICAO SARPs. Kim (2018) suggests 
that the basis of language tests that only focus on oral 
proficiency is ineffective; the test should incorporate 
knowledge and behavioural elements.

Kim (2018) highlights that pilots and controllers 
found it challenging to master aviation language even 
after years of experience in the industry. Past research 
in aviation language (Park, 2012; Mekkaoui & Mouhad-

jer, 2019) shows challenges to improving language pro-
ficiency due to a lack of communication or language 
training in most non-native speaker countries. Most 
non-native speaker pilots and air traffic controllers face 
difficulty using plain English when standard phraseolo-
gy is inadequate to communicate efficiently (Mitsutomi 
& O’Brien, 2003). These circumstances require standar-
dising and in-depth communication training for non-na-
tive pilots and air traffic controllers. Most pilots and air 
traffic controllers struggle to master aviation English af-
ter ICAO implements ELPT. Mastering the language is 
imperative for them to meet the traffic demand effi-
ciently. Twelve years have passed since the In-
ternational Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) imple-
mented English for aviation (ELTP) with a minimum re-
quirement of level 4 (operational) for every non-native 
speaker pilot and air traffic controller who is set to work 
in an international setting (Alderson, 2009). Since then, 
the number of research on testing and materials devel-
opment for testing in native speakers and non-native 
speakers’ countries has increased significantly. Howev-
er, this progress fell short regarding language training 
for air traffic controllers and pilots. Whilst native speak-
ers’ countries succeed in developing advanced lan-
guage training for pilots and air traffic controllers, most 
non-native speakers’ countries barely grasp the funda-
mentals of aviation language (Kim, 2018). Non-native 
speakers’ countries consist of pilots and air traffic con-
trollers who neither achieve a high English language 
proficiency nor acquire well-trained linguists or quali-
fied English teachers with previous aviation communi-
cation experience.

Language training should be a replication or in-
volve a real-life situation (Park, 2018; Vieira et al., 
2014; Trippe, 2019; Mekkaoui & Mouhadjer, 2019). 
Standard phraseology shall be used throughout the 
training period, with plain English used only when the 
situation deems that standard phraseology is 
insufficient. Kovtun et al. (2014) suggest that non-rou-
tine or emergency communications should be re-
hearsed, and the language training should address all 
six language skills as specified by ICAO. Furthermore, 
(Tripp, 2019; Vieira et al., 2014) postulate that lan-
guage training should be improved and viewed as a 
prerequisite for any pilot or air traffic controller before 
starting their aviation training and simulation to ensure 
they reach acceptable language competency. Mekkaoui 
and Mouhadjer (2019) and Bullock (2019) suggest that 
appropriate, well-trained, and experienced language 
trainers and teachers are imperative for non-native 

speaker pilots and air traffic controllers to enhance their 
language ability. In reality, the day-to-day challenge for 
pilots and air traffic controllers requires them to be ex-
peditious and flexible to meet traffic demand.

As suggested by Grigoryeva and Zakirova (2022) 
since language and culture are intertwined, English has 
emerged as a global leader in intercultural communica-
tion, with the majority of students choosing to study the 
language to integrate into society and acquire intercul-
tural awareness successfully. Hazrati (2015) and 
Hamzah and Fei (2018) feel that since the majority of 
the pilot and air traffic controllers consist of non-native 
speakers, aviation communication has changed gradu-
ally to intercultural communication; hence intercultural 
communication competence should be included in avi-
ation training as part of communication skills for pilot 
and controller to become ‘intercultural speakers’. 
Houghton (2009) believed that misunderstandings in in-
tercultural communication could be rectified with 
knowledge and skills in interpreting and relating across 
various cultures.

Tajima’s (2004) findings revealed that for NNS, the 
need for proficiency in fundamental English is critical. 
He proposes that for NNS pilots or air traffic controllers 
to be competent in their tasks, they must have good 
English. The future training for pilots and air traffic con-
trollers should be shifted towards competency in com-
munication rather than passing the holistic descriptor 
scale set by ICAO.

Like other English for specific purposes, aviation 
language training should equip learners to use the tar-
geted language efficiently and perform the task success-
fully. Language learning for a specific purpose starts 
with needs analysis, which will be the foundation of 
training (Dudley-Evans & Jones, 2013). According to 
Hutchison and Waters (1992), when it comes to a spe-
cific language, the developer needs to understand the 
‘target needs’ divided into necessities, lacks, and wants. 

Often, the lacks and necessities overlap; however, there 
are some cases where all three are not the same. 
Hutchinson and Water believed that the learning ap-
proach for ESP is categorised into three main course de-
signs, language-centred, skill-centred, and learning-
centred. Aviation language should adapt to these ap-
proaches to improve communication competence 
amongst pilots and air traffic controllers. It is important 
to note that for aviation communication, ‘target needs’ 
for each country or discourse community are never 
similar, even within the same specific language used.

Matthew (2017) postulates that one of the critical 
solutions in improving aviation communication safety is 
advanced and copious research in language training 
and development, including experts in aviation opera-
tional and human factors and linguists to help address 
the gaps in aviation communication safety.

 
4. STUDY AND RESULTS
4.1. Radiotelephony challenges in aviation com-

munication
The study explores current challenges in radiotele-

phony and what respondents describe as a challenge 
for them. Overall, 62.7 % (n=69) reported that they do 
not feel radiotelephony has been a challenge for the 
past five years, while 37.3% (n-37.3) agree that there 
are challenges in aviation communication.

Table 3 and Table 4 report the response from the 
air traffic controllers and pilots according to the ELPT 
level, respectively. A total of 62.5% (n=20) of air traffic 
controllers responded that they do not feel any addi-
tional challenge in radiotelephony. In comparison, 37.5 
% (n=12) responded otherwise. Amongst this result, 
90% (n=18) responded ‘No’ from Level 4 ELPT (see Ta-
ble 3). Table 4 shows that most pilots achieved levels 5 
and 6 (95.6%); only three respondents were at level 4 
ELPT. A total of 72.1% (n=49) of pilots’ respondents be-
lieve there is no additional challenge in radiotelephony.

Table 3
Air traffic controller

ELPT LEVEL 4 LEVEL 5

Total 25 3

LEVEL 6

4

TOTAL

32 (100%)

No 18 1 1 20 (62.5%)

Yes 7 2 3 12 (37.5%)

‘Mastering the language is imperative for 
them to meet the traffic demand efficiently. 
Twelve years have passed since the ICAO 
implemented English for aviation (ELTP) 
with a minimum requirement of level 4 
(operational) for every non-native speaker 
pilot and air traffic controller who is set to 
work in an international setting. Since then, 
the number of research on testing and 
materials development for testing in native 
speakers and non-native speakers’ countries 
has increased significantly’
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In the comment section, respondents provide vari-
ous feedback on current radiotelephony conditions. 
The responses were divided into themes. Although the 
respondents feel confident with their competency, they 
feel specific issues should be addressed.

4.1.1. The use of standard phraseology
Respondents suggest using standard phraseology at 

all times to avoid ambiguity in instructions or requests. 
The use of non-standard phraseology can differ from 
the actual meaning, and they find the proficiency of 
English within the NNS usually inadequate. Excerpts 
from some of respondents’ responses are listed below.

Respondent 11: RT communication in standard 
phraseology is easy to understand and avoid miscom-
munication.

Respondent 30: Use standard phraseology.
Respondent 53: Following a standard RTF is a real 

challenge.
Respondent 61: The fundamentals of RT communi-

cation are crucial. Recently I notice there has been an 
increase in non-standard and wrong RT phrases being 
used. Foreign English slang may be a little hard to un-
derstand, but that has nothing to do with fundamentals.

4.1.2. Proficiency in fundamental English language
Another issue reported by respondents is the profi-

ciency in fundamental English by pilots and air traffic 
controllers on duty. Respondents suggest that clearance 
and readback become intangible during bad weather 
conditions or other unprecedented situations due to 
poor construction of plain English and standard phrase-
ology sentences. This condition similarly occurs during 
high-density traffic movements that require a sponta-
neous response by pilots or air traffic controllers due to 
traffic congestion. Excerpts from some of respondents’ 
responses are listed below.

Respondent 10: Once you work in the international 
airport, they are all kinds of countries inbound/out-
bound, and some are not fluent in English too.

Respondent 23: RT in Malaysia becomes a chal-
lenge, especially during bad en-route weather condi-
tions. Too many pilots making weather deviation re-
quests at once.

Respondent 30: Due to the increasing amount of 
air traffic.

Respondent 61: It’s been the same, just the volume 
of traffic/flight has increased which causes radio con-
gestion over the air.

Respondent 95: Language competency should im-
prove from time to time, especially when considerably 
used in the working field with precise language attribut-
es and appreciation.
 

4.1.3. Diverse language and cultural background
For the past five years, the aviation industry has 

grown tremendously. The number of flights has in-
creased worldwide. As a result, more NNS pilots partic-
ipate in aviation communication. This condition creates 
intercultural communication settings requiring addition-
al skills for pilots and air traffic controllers to facilitate 
successful interactions. Respondents reported that the 
different pronunciations and accents contribute to mis-
communication in radiotelephony. Despite standard 
phraseology and aviation abbreviations used in ra-
diotelephony, pilots and air traffic controllers face diffi-
culties due to different backgrounds and cultures. Ex-
cerpts from some of respondents’ responses are listed 
below.

Respondent 51: Of course, especially international 
flights is a challenge with the different accent and cul-
ture I would say.

Respondent 64: Language barrier especially and dif-
ferent pronunciation.

Respondent 66: Local dialect and accent.
Respondent 74: There are some words that have al-

most the same pronunciation together with some coun-
tries having a deep accent.

Respondent 81: Level of accent and foreign pilot 
slang.

Respondent 86: Different culture and accent from a 
different country.

Respondent 83: Management like to change small 
stuff that makes no difference and sweat too much on 
it. And other countries English is sometimes way too 
hard to understand.

Respondent 109: Message precision, annunciation, 
pronunciation, and grammatical understanding have to 
improve.

Apart from the issues mentioned above, there are 
other reports regarding the level of ELPT, which respon-
dents believe varies in standard within the NNS coun-
tries.
 

4.2. ELPT Relevance to real-life radiotelephony
Since 2008 ICAO mandated that every NNS pilots 

and air traffic controllers sit for ELPT as part of the pre-
requisite for licensing (Annex 1, Annex 10). Table 5 
shows that 62.7% (n=69) respondents agree that the 
current ELPT is suitable or represents skills required for 
real-life communication, while 37.3% (n=41) respon-
dents disagree.

Although more than half of respondents agree with 
this notion, they were aware the ELPT could be im-
proved to simulate close to real-life radiotelephony. Re-
spondents assert that the test should be conducted by 
experts who understand local procedures and linguists 
with aviation backgrounds. In addition, the test should 
focus on aviation subjects and standard phraseology. 

Respondents believe that anyone can sit for the ELPT 
and pass without having any aviation background since 
the test solely evaluates general English language profi-
ciencies. Excerpts from some of respondents’ responses 
are listed below.

Respondent 1: In my opinion, the ELPT tester 
should at least know some local procedures of the air-
port that the candidate comes from. Sometimes, the 
question is really hard to answer & not relevant because 
as we know every airport has its procedure.

Respondent 4: Should be conducted by Profession-
als and, not by ATC.

Respondent 18: Not that I remember since my last 
test in the year 2010, but the test had very little to do 
with aviation radiotelephony.

Respondent 25: It is good, but sometimes the ELPT 
questions expect a higher level than the required skill.

Respondent 28: Only graded a person on their Eng-
lish communication.

Respondent 49: With the standard RT in flying that 
we are used to communicating with, I would say it is 
not suitable.

Respondent 53: Provide the basics of what to ex-
pect in a real environment.

Respondent 59: Current ELPT emphasises the usage 
of the English language as a whole. Non-Pilot/ATC 
could take the test and pass as long as he/she is good in 
English. ELPT should have more inclination towards 
real-life tasks as Pilot/ATC.

Respondent 63: Need to be relevant with aviation.
Respondent 84: For standard day to day use I be-

lieve it’s sufficient. But when it comes to abnormals, 
some people do have difficulty.

Respondent 87: ELPT and the real world is set in a 
very different environment and scenario. I have heard 
at times when there’s a communication misunderstand-
ing, e.g., similar sounding words, the Malay language 
was used. However, the message was delivered suc-
cessfully.
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Table 4
Pilot

ELPT LEVEL 4 LEVEL 5

Total 3 25

LEVEL 6

40

TOTAL

68 (100%)

No 1 16 32 49 (72.1%)

Yes 2 9 8 19 (27.9%)

Table 5
Responses regarding ELPT suitability for aviation language testing

RESPONSES FREQUENCY PERCENT

Yes (suitable) 69 62.7%

No (not suitable) 41 37.3%

Total 110 100%

‘Although more than half of respondents 
agree with this notion, they were aware the 
ELPT could be improved to simulate close to 
real-life radiotelephony. Respondents assert 
that the test should be conducted by experts 
who understand local procedures and 
linguists with aviation backgrounds’
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In the comment section, respondents provide vari-
ous feedback on current radiotelephony conditions. 
The responses were divided into themes. Although the 
respondents feel confident with their competency, they 
feel specific issues should be addressed.

4.1.1. The use of standard phraseology
Respondents suggest using standard phraseology at 

all times to avoid ambiguity in instructions or requests. 
The use of non-standard phraseology can differ from 
the actual meaning, and they find the proficiency of 
English within the NNS usually inadequate. Excerpts 
from some of respondents’ responses are listed below.

Respondent 11: RT communication in standard 
phraseology is easy to understand and avoid miscom-
munication.

Respondent 30: Use standard phraseology.
Respondent 53: Following a standard RTF is a real 

challenge.
Respondent 61: The fundamentals of RT communi-

cation are crucial. Recently I notice there has been an 
increase in non-standard and wrong RT phrases being 
used. Foreign English slang may be a little hard to un-
derstand, but that has nothing to do with fundamentals.

4.1.2. Proficiency in fundamental English language
Another issue reported by respondents is the profi-

ciency in fundamental English by pilots and air traffic 
controllers on duty. Respondents suggest that clearance 
and readback become intangible during bad weather 
conditions or other unprecedented situations due to 
poor construction of plain English and standard phrase-
ology sentences. This condition similarly occurs during 
high-density traffic movements that require a sponta-
neous response by pilots or air traffic controllers due to 
traffic congestion. Excerpts from some of respondents’ 
responses are listed below.

Respondent 10: Once you work in the international 
airport, they are all kinds of countries inbound/out-
bound, and some are not fluent in English too.

Respondent 23: RT in Malaysia becomes a chal-
lenge, especially during bad en-route weather condi-
tions. Too many pilots making weather deviation re-
quests at once.

Respondent 30: Due to the increasing amount of 
air traffic.

Respondent 61: It’s been the same, just the volume 
of traffic/flight has increased which causes radio con-
gestion over the air.

Respondent 95: Language competency should im-
prove from time to time, especially when considerably 
used in the working field with precise language attribut-
es and appreciation.
 

4.1.3. Diverse language and cultural background
For the past five years, the aviation industry has 

grown tremendously. The number of flights has in-
creased worldwide. As a result, more NNS pilots partic-
ipate in aviation communication. This condition creates 
intercultural communication settings requiring addition-
al skills for pilots and air traffic controllers to facilitate 
successful interactions. Respondents reported that the 
different pronunciations and accents contribute to mis-
communication in radiotelephony. Despite standard 
phraseology and aviation abbreviations used in ra-
diotelephony, pilots and air traffic controllers face diffi-
culties due to different backgrounds and cultures. Ex-
cerpts from some of respondents’ responses are listed 
below.

Respondent 51: Of course, especially international 
flights is a challenge with the different accent and cul-
ture I would say.

Respondent 64: Language barrier especially and dif-
ferent pronunciation.

Respondent 66: Local dialect and accent.
Respondent 74: There are some words that have al-

most the same pronunciation together with some coun-
tries having a deep accent.

Respondent 81: Level of accent and foreign pilot 
slang.

Respondent 86: Different culture and accent from a 
different country.

Respondent 83: Management like to change small 
stuff that makes no difference and sweat too much on 
it. And other countries English is sometimes way too 
hard to understand.

Respondent 109: Message precision, annunciation, 
pronunciation, and grammatical understanding have to 
improve.

Apart from the issues mentioned above, there are 
other reports regarding the level of ELPT, which respon-
dents believe varies in standard within the NNS coun-
tries.
 

4.2. ELPT Relevance to real-life radiotelephony
Since 2008 ICAO mandated that every NNS pilots 

and air traffic controllers sit for ELPT as part of the pre-
requisite for licensing (Annex 1, Annex 10). Table 5 
shows that 62.7% (n=69) respondents agree that the 
current ELPT is suitable or represents skills required for 
real-life communication, while 37.3% (n=41) respon-
dents disagree.

Although more than half of respondents agree with 
this notion, they were aware the ELPT could be im-
proved to simulate close to real-life radiotelephony. Re-
spondents assert that the test should be conducted by 
experts who understand local procedures and linguists 
with aviation backgrounds. In addition, the test should 
focus on aviation subjects and standard phraseology. 

Respondents believe that anyone can sit for the ELPT 
and pass without having any aviation background since 
the test solely evaluates general English language profi-
ciencies. Excerpts from some of respondents’ responses 
are listed below.

Respondent 1: In my opinion, the ELPT tester 
should at least know some local procedures of the air-
port that the candidate comes from. Sometimes, the 
question is really hard to answer & not relevant because 
as we know every airport has its procedure.

Respondent 4: Should be conducted by Profession-
als and, not by ATC.

Respondent 18: Not that I remember since my last 
test in the year 2010, but the test had very little to do 
with aviation radiotelephony.

Respondent 25: It is good, but sometimes the ELPT 
questions expect a higher level than the required skill.

Respondent 28: Only graded a person on their Eng-
lish communication.

Respondent 49: With the standard RT in flying that 
we are used to communicating with, I would say it is 
not suitable.

Respondent 53: Provide the basics of what to ex-
pect in a real environment.

Respondent 59: Current ELPT emphasises the usage 
of the English language as a whole. Non-Pilot/ATC 
could take the test and pass as long as he/she is good in 
English. ELPT should have more inclination towards 
real-life tasks as Pilot/ATC.

Respondent 63: Need to be relevant with aviation.
Respondent 84: For standard day to day use I be-

lieve it’s sufficient. But when it comes to abnormals, 
some people do have difficulty.

Respondent 87: ELPT and the real world is set in a 
very different environment and scenario. I have heard 
at times when there’s a communication misunderstand-
ing, e.g., similar sounding words, the Malay language 
was used. However, the message was delivered suc-
cessfully.
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Table 4
Pilot

ELPT LEVEL 4 LEVEL 5

Total 3 25

LEVEL 6

40

TOTAL

68 (100%)

No 1 16 32 49 (72.1%)

Yes 2 9 8 19 (27.9%)

Table 5
Responses regarding ELPT suitability for aviation language testing

RESPONSES FREQUENCY PERCENT

Yes (suitable) 69 62.7%

No (not suitable) 41 37.3%

Total 110 100%

‘Although more than half of respondents 
agree with this notion, they were aware the 
ELPT could be improved to simulate close to 
real-life radiotelephony. Respondents assert 
that the test should be conducted by experts 
who understand local procedures and 
linguists with aviation backgrounds’
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4.3. Implementing aviation language training 
Even though their perspectives in ELPT are relative-

ly positive, most respondents agree that it is imperative 
to have language training in aviation communication to 
improve aviation safety. A total of 91% (n=101) respon-
dents agree that aviation language training should be 

implemented, while only 8.2% (n=9) responded other-
wise (Figure 1). This result implies that the current lan-
guage competency amongst pilots and air traffic con-
trollers is still below operational standard. However, re-
spondents believe that comprehension and efficiency 
are within the acceptable range.

94   Training, Language and Culture

Respondent 53: To standardise phraseology and 
etiquette of radio comms.

Respondent 60: Special class or manuals for pilots 
and ATCs. We know standard RT manual is available to 
us but not everyone is updated and willing to find out 
what’s the correct RT communication.

Respondent 62: It is required since the term and 
way of pronouncing certain words is different from the 
layman. And the way a sentence is developed is also 
different. In the flying pilot and ATC need to follow 
standards phraseology which is adapted around the 
world.

Respondent 63: Yes, but I think it will be more on 
standardisation of RT to ATC and also among pilots.

Respondent 68: More of standardisation of RT 
practices. What is good, what is bad. As well as local 
aerodrome RT requirements.

Respondent 72: Aviation language must be taught 
and tested to ensure the highest level of safety is 
achieved. Miscommunication could lead to incidents or 
even accidents.

Respondent 87: Training will be good and not just 
testing. Having expiry dates for ELP doesn’t make much 
sense. Does this mean, if one would get a Level 5 and 
require a retest a few years later and ends up in getting 
level 4, would this be an indication that his/her ELP has 
deteriorated? If yes, then it could happen to a level 6 
too.

Respondent 89: A simple short course on commu-
nication safety will be a great help.

Respondent 96: Training must be something of an 
additional value or beyond the norms, e.g., psychologi-
cal English where one must tackle language differently 
during work. A regular school-like English classroom 
should be deemed redundant as basic English is already 
a prerequisite for these professionals upon stepping into 
their respective career.

Respondent 101: So, the phraseology and the term 
used can be standardised.
 

4.3.3. Inadequate aviation language trainer and 
tester 

Since 2008, the role of trainers and testers for avia-
tion language consists of either subject matter experts 
(frequently air traffic controllers or pilots with higher 
English competency) or academicians from institutions 
or universities. Respondents feel that both qualities do 
not qualify them as professional testers or trainers; they 
believe professionals should conduct testing and train-
ing with suitable qualifications and aviation experience. 

Excerpts from some of respondents’ responses are listed 
below.

Respondent 17: Need to 3rd party if ever to be im-
plemented.

Respondent 56: Bias, inconsistent and by non-avia-
tor.

Respondent 96: ELPT test has unfortunately over-
looked quite a few aspects of simple yet effective Eng-
lish. As it is aviation-centric, it may poorly rate an al-
ready proficient language user in a less favourable sur-
rounding, or it can overrate an average language user 
with a collective work dialogue or script gained over 
the years.

Respondent 110: Aviation Language tutors, lectur-
ers, or instructors must be qualified as well to conduct 
aviation language training. Courses should also be au-
dited more often to constantly improve quality training 
for ATC’s and pilots.
 

4.4. Type of language training in aviation commu-
nication

Currently, most aviation language training focuses 
on passing ELPT rather than training on language profi-
ciency to ensure aviation safety. When asked if any or-
ganisation or academy offers aviation language training 
that focuses on operational safety, a total of 85.5% 
(n=94) of the respondents responded: ‘No’, and only 
14.5% (n=16) responded, ‘Yes’ (Figure 2).

This feedback implies that aviation language train-
ing for operational safety is still scarce; either the 
course is inaccessible or economically challenging.

The type of language learning plays a major role in 
aviation communication since the demand for learner’s 
competency is highly critical. The respondents were 
given three choices. They can choose more than one 
answer for the type of language learning they feel is 
suitable or appropriate for aviation language: face-to-
face learning, blended learning, and content integrated 
language learning. The total of 37.3% (n=79) respond-
ed for face-to-face learning, followed by 33.0% (n=70) 
responded for content integrated language learning and 
29.0% (n=63) responded for blended learning. While 
per cent of cases are 71.8% for face-to-face learning, 
63.6% for content integrated language learning and 
57.3% for blended learning (Table 6).

This result indicated that face to face learning is 
still favourable for aviation language, and respondents 
were inclined to choose content integrated learning 
since they needed the syllabus to be more aviation sub-
ject related.
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Figure 1. Respondents’ feedback on implementing aviation language training to improve communication safety

Respondents implied some reasoning in imple-
menting aviation language training, particularly in Ma-
laysia. In the comment section, respondents feel that 
aviation language competency amongst pilots and air 
traffic controllers, especially for NNS, can be improved 
with a suitable syllabus and trainers. Furthermore, re-
spondents believe language training might be the solu-
tion for aviation communication to be standardised 
through a systematic module implemented worldwide.

 
4.3.1. Language skills and communication skills
Respondents feel that with higher competency, the 

communication skills amongst pilots and air traffic con-
trollers will improve exponentially. Many respondents 
believe that lack of vocabulary, mispronouncing words, 
and inappropriate slang in radiotelephony create un-
necessary miscommunications in radiotelephony. Ex-
cerpts from some of respondents’ responses are listed 
below.

Respondent 7: Need to learn how to explain the sit-
uation in short and precise.

Respondent 11: Improve on pronunciation to have 
better communication.

Respondent 16: Sometimes our request is misun-
derstood as I mentioned above. The accent makes it 
hard to get across your true intention.

Respondent 33: To improve communication skills.

Respondent 39: To set base standard from basic.
Respondent 80: For better pronunciation and rely 

upon message clearly.
 

4.3.2. Language training facilitate a standard lan-
guage in aviation communication

Apart from improving current competency amongst 
pilot and air traffic controllers, respondents believed 
that the standard English use in aviation communica-
tion could be standardised, similar to standard phrase-
ology with aviation language training. Practising lan-
guage use during emergencies and unprecedented situ-
ations such as bad weather conditions and equipment 
failure could immensely benefit pilots and air traffic 
controllers, particularly for ab-initio and less experi-
enced aviation personnel. Furthermore, language train-
ing could prepare pilots and air traffic controllers be-
yond routine aviation communications. Excerpts from 
some of respondents’ responses are listed below.

Respondent 44: Standardised.
Respondent 46: Should emphasise more on words 

during abnormalities, such as during an emergency, or 
whenever pilots or ATC requires quick attention and re-
sponse.

Respondent 49: To ensure a common language and 
that can be used by all pilots and ATCs. It can avoid in-
cidents and accidents from occurring.
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Even though their perspectives in ELPT are relative-

ly positive, most respondents agree that it is imperative 
to have language training in aviation communication to 
improve aviation safety. A total of 91% (n=101) respon-
dents agree that aviation language training should be 

implemented, while only 8.2% (n=9) responded other-
wise (Figure 1). This result implies that the current lan-
guage competency amongst pilots and air traffic con-
trollers is still below operational standard. However, re-
spondents believe that comprehension and efficiency 
are within the acceptable range.
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way of pronouncing certain words is different from the 
layman. And the way a sentence is developed is also 
different. In the flying pilot and ATC need to follow 
standards phraseology which is adapted around the 
world.
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aerodrome RT requirements.

Respondent 72: Aviation language must be taught 
and tested to ensure the highest level of safety is 
achieved. Miscommunication could lead to incidents or 
even accidents.
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sense. Does this mean, if one would get a Level 5 and 
require a retest a few years later and ends up in getting 
level 4, would this be an indication that his/her ELP has 
deteriorated? If yes, then it could happen to a level 6 
too.

Respondent 89: A simple short course on commu-
nication safety will be a great help.

Respondent 96: Training must be something of an 
additional value or beyond the norms, e.g., psychologi-
cal English where one must tackle language differently 
during work. A regular school-like English classroom 
should be deemed redundant as basic English is already 
a prerequisite for these professionals upon stepping into 
their respective career.

Respondent 101: So, the phraseology and the term 
used can be standardised.
 

4.3.3. Inadequate aviation language trainer and 
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Since 2008, the role of trainers and testers for avia-
tion language consists of either subject matter experts 
(frequently air traffic controllers or pilots with higher 
English competency) or academicians from institutions 
or universities. Respondents feel that both qualities do 
not qualify them as professional testers or trainers; they 
believe professionals should conduct testing and train-
ing with suitable qualifications and aviation experience. 

Excerpts from some of respondents’ responses are listed 
below.

Respondent 17: Need to 3rd party if ever to be im-
plemented.

Respondent 56: Bias, inconsistent and by non-avia-
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Respondent 96: ELPT test has unfortunately over-
looked quite a few aspects of simple yet effective Eng-
lish. As it is aviation-centric, it may poorly rate an al-
ready proficient language user in a less favourable sur-
rounding, or it can overrate an average language user 
with a collective work dialogue or script gained over 
the years.

Respondent 110: Aviation Language tutors, lectur-
ers, or instructors must be qualified as well to conduct 
aviation language training. Courses should also be au-
dited more often to constantly improve quality training 
for ATC’s and pilots.
 

4.4. Type of language training in aviation commu-
nication

Currently, most aviation language training focuses 
on passing ELPT rather than training on language profi-
ciency to ensure aviation safety. When asked if any or-
ganisation or academy offers aviation language training 
that focuses on operational safety, a total of 85.5% 
(n=94) of the respondents responded: ‘No’, and only 
14.5% (n=16) responded, ‘Yes’ (Figure 2).

This feedback implies that aviation language train-
ing for operational safety is still scarce; either the 
course is inaccessible or economically challenging.

The type of language learning plays a major role in 
aviation communication since the demand for learner’s 
competency is highly critical. The respondents were 
given three choices. They can choose more than one 
answer for the type of language learning they feel is 
suitable or appropriate for aviation language: face-to-
face learning, blended learning, and content integrated 
language learning. The total of 37.3% (n=79) respond-
ed for face-to-face learning, followed by 33.0% (n=70) 
responded for content integrated language learning and 
29.0% (n=63) responded for blended learning. While 
per cent of cases are 71.8% for face-to-face learning, 
63.6% for content integrated language learning and 
57.3% for blended learning (Table 6).

This result indicated that face to face learning is 
still favourable for aviation language, and respondents 
were inclined to choose content integrated learning 
since they needed the syllabus to be more aviation sub-
ject related.
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aviation language competency amongst pilots and air 
traffic controllers, especially for NNS, can be improved 
with a suitable syllabus and trainers. Furthermore, re-
spondents believe language training might be the solu-
tion for aviation communication to be standardised 
through a systematic module implemented worldwide.
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believe that lack of vocabulary, mispronouncing words, 
and inappropriate slang in radiotelephony create un-
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hard to get across your true intention.
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Respondent 80: For better pronunciation and rely 

upon message clearly.
 

4.3.2. Language training facilitate a standard lan-
guage in aviation communication

Apart from improving current competency amongst 
pilot and air traffic controllers, respondents believed 
that the standard English use in aviation communica-
tion could be standardised, similar to standard phrase-
ology with aviation language training. Practising lan-
guage use during emergencies and unprecedented situ-
ations such as bad weather conditions and equipment 
failure could immensely benefit pilots and air traffic 
controllers, particularly for ab-initio and less experi-
enced aviation personnel. Furthermore, language train-
ing could prepare pilots and air traffic controllers be-
yond routine aviation communications. Excerpts from 
some of respondents’ responses are listed below.

Respondent 44: Standardised.
Respondent 46: Should emphasise more on words 

during abnormalities, such as during an emergency, or 
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4.5. Aviation language development and training 
in Malaysia

Since the survey was set to explore current aviation 
language development and training, respondents were 
asked to give their perceptions and opinions on the avi-
ation language future in Malaysia (this section is not 
compulsory for respondents to answer). The question 
yielded 82 responses, and the responses were divided 
into two major themes.

 
4.5.1. Aviation language training
The majority of the respondents agreed that avia-

tion language training should be the primary focus for 
authorities and organisations to improve aviation com-
munication safety. Respondents believe that with suit-
able training facilities, qualified and experienced train-
ers and specific training modules, aviation language 
within non-native speakers’ settings can be improved 
tremendously. Respondents added that aviation English 

should be a fundamental requirement and prerequisite 
for ab-initio pilots and air traffic controllers. Further-
more, respondents suggested that collaboration training 
between pilots and air traffic controllers could be a cat-
alyst in standardising aviation English used within 
Malaysian airspace. The respondents insisted that avia-
tion language training should include radio communi-
cation during emergencies and unprecedented situa-
tions, consistent with past research (Park, 2018; Vieira 
et al., 2018; Trippe, 2019; Mekkaoui & Mouhadjer, 
2019). Excerpts from some of respondents’ responses 
are listed below.

Respondent 1: More courses for both ATC and pi-
lots.

Respondent 3: I believe, by having proper training, 
it will help the English proficiency of ATC and pilot in 
Malaysia.

Respondent 11: Need more classes to improve our 
English.

Respondent 21: Computer-based training for updat-
ed requirements and regulations.

Respondent 25: Attend English course/training/re-
fresher frequently.

Respondent 27: Impose training requirements and 
set appropriate tests suitable to the degree required.

Respondent 30: Communication skill training is re-
quired at least once a year.

Respondent 32: Provide training about words or 
terms that are used during handling emergencies and 
focus on that topic only.

Respondent 48: Collaboration in training between 
ATC controllers and pilots so that the root cause of the 
error can be shared and learned by both parties.

Respondent 61: Enhanced learning during early 
stages of training.

Respondent 73: Ensure classroom training by Qual-
ified ATC Controllers & Pilots. The classroom must con-
sist of pilots and ATC controllers to promote dialogue 
and a better understanding of each other’s work envi-
ronment.

Respondent 74: A proper class or training is re-
quired, at the moment only English tests that are focus-
ing on and there is no official or proper lesson.

Respondent 94: Classes based on the hour before 
attending the ELPT.

Respondent 100: Provide aviation English classes 
that emphasise standard phraseology and terminology 
used in aviation.
 

4.5.2. Adhere to standard phraseology and radio 
communication etiquette

Past research (Tajima, 2004; Prinzo et al., 2010) 
highlights that standard phraseology in aviation com-
munication is imperative to ensure comprehension 
amongst pilots and air traffic controllers can be estab-
lished successfully. Respondents frequently asserted 
that pilots and air traffic controllers deviated from stan-
dard phraseology unnecessarily and replaced them with 
poorly constructed instructions or requests. As a result, 
communication will naturally become incoherent and 
inefficient. Respondents believe that courses or training 
in standard phraseology should be implemented dili-
gently and periodically to maintain efficiency and safe-
ty. Excerpts from some of respondents’ responses are 
listed below.

Respondent 16: Use standard phraseology and 
sometimes other request requires non-standard phrase-
ology, maybe that’s where the English understanding is 
important.

Respondent 19: As long we follow the standard 
phraseology of RT, everything will be safe.

Respondent 20: Pilots and ATC should learn each 
other’s standard/non-standard phraseology. Pilots 
should learn more RT etiquette.

Respondent 23: Pilots and ATC should learn each 
other’s standard/non-standard phraseology. Pilots 
should learn more RT etiquette.

Respondent 37: Introduce standard exam every 6 
months.

Respondent 47: Make sure pilots and ATC are test-
ed on the clarity and the use of standardised terms in 
controller-pilot communication.

Respondent 51: Standardisation with both ATC Ma-
laysia and to all Malaysian company airlines. And stan-
dardise also to the international standard such as ICAO 
and all the international aviation board as it will reflect 
us as Malaysian to a higher standard.

Respondent 62: Follow strictly on the standard 
phraseology. And listen out.

Respondent 72: Emphasise more on standards 
worldwide of pronouncing and minimise the need to 
talk unnecessarily over the air. Just because u speak flu-
ently in English Does not mean you are level 6 profi-
cient in aviation.   

The findings show that pilots and air traffic con-
trollers should use standard phraseology and limit the 
use of non-standard phraseology or plain English to 
avoid communication errors. Code-switching between 
standard phraseology and plain English should be done 
appropriately and without distorting messages and cre-
ating ambiguity. The findings also show that standard 
English should be considered to be used in radiotele-
phony to improve comprehension among pilots and air 
traffic controllers. Furthermore, the study believes radio 
etiquette should be emphasised in communication to 
reduce the non-standard phraseology practice in ra-
diotelephony. The concept of cooperative principles 
could benefit aviation communications by following 
maxi principles in interactions.

 
5. DISCUSSION
Although years have passed since ICAO imple-

mented ELPT for non-native speakers’ pilots and air traf-
fic controllers, the problems in aviation communication 
remained the same. The lack of aviation language train-
ing, non-standard phraseology, and unqualified trainers 
and testers is still a constant issue within non-native 
countries. English language proficiency amongst pilots 
and air traffic controllers fluctuates from one country to 
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Figure 2. Respondents’ input on organisation or academy that offers aviation language training that focuses on 
operational safety rather than testing

Table 6
Type of language learning responses

TYPE TOTAL RESPONSES PERCENT

Face to face Learning 79 37.3%

Content Integrated Language Learning 70 33.0%

Blended Learning 63 29.0%

Total 212 100.0%

PERCENT OF CASES

71.8%

63.6%

57.3%

192.7%

*Dichotomy group tabulated at value 1
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ation language future in Malaysia (this section is not 
compulsory for respondents to answer). The question 
yielded 82 responses, and the responses were divided 
into two major themes.

 
4.5.1. Aviation language training
The majority of the respondents agreed that avia-

tion language training should be the primary focus for 
authorities and organisations to improve aviation com-
munication safety. Respondents believe that with suit-
able training facilities, qualified and experienced train-
ers and specific training modules, aviation language 
within non-native speakers’ settings can be improved 
tremendously. Respondents added that aviation English 

should be a fundamental requirement and prerequisite 
for ab-initio pilots and air traffic controllers. Further-
more, respondents suggested that collaboration training 
between pilots and air traffic controllers could be a cat-
alyst in standardising aviation English used within 
Malaysian airspace. The respondents insisted that avia-
tion language training should include radio communi-
cation during emergencies and unprecedented situa-
tions, consistent with past research (Park, 2018; Vieira 
et al., 2018; Trippe, 2019; Mekkaoui & Mouhadjer, 
2019). Excerpts from some of respondents’ responses 
are listed below.

Respondent 1: More courses for both ATC and pi-
lots.

Respondent 3: I believe, by having proper training, 
it will help the English proficiency of ATC and pilot in 
Malaysia.

Respondent 11: Need more classes to improve our 
English.

Respondent 21: Computer-based training for updat-
ed requirements and regulations.

Respondent 25: Attend English course/training/re-
fresher frequently.

Respondent 27: Impose training requirements and 
set appropriate tests suitable to the degree required.

Respondent 30: Communication skill training is re-
quired at least once a year.

Respondent 32: Provide training about words or 
terms that are used during handling emergencies and 
focus on that topic only.

Respondent 48: Collaboration in training between 
ATC controllers and pilots so that the root cause of the 
error can be shared and learned by both parties.

Respondent 61: Enhanced learning during early 
stages of training.

Respondent 73: Ensure classroom training by Qual-
ified ATC Controllers & Pilots. The classroom must con-
sist of pilots and ATC controllers to promote dialogue 
and a better understanding of each other’s work envi-
ronment.

Respondent 74: A proper class or training is re-
quired, at the moment only English tests that are focus-
ing on and there is no official or proper lesson.

Respondent 94: Classes based on the hour before 
attending the ELPT.

Respondent 100: Provide aviation English classes 
that emphasise standard phraseology and terminology 
used in aviation.
 

4.5.2. Adhere to standard phraseology and radio 
communication etiquette

Past research (Tajima, 2004; Prinzo et al., 2010) 
highlights that standard phraseology in aviation com-
munication is imperative to ensure comprehension 
amongst pilots and air traffic controllers can be estab-
lished successfully. Respondents frequently asserted 
that pilots and air traffic controllers deviated from stan-
dard phraseology unnecessarily and replaced them with 
poorly constructed instructions or requests. As a result, 
communication will naturally become incoherent and 
inefficient. Respondents believe that courses or training 
in standard phraseology should be implemented dili-
gently and periodically to maintain efficiency and safe-
ty. Excerpts from some of respondents’ responses are 
listed below.

Respondent 16: Use standard phraseology and 
sometimes other request requires non-standard phrase-
ology, maybe that’s where the English understanding is 
important.

Respondent 19: As long we follow the standard 
phraseology of RT, everything will be safe.

Respondent 20: Pilots and ATC should learn each 
other’s standard/non-standard phraseology. Pilots 
should learn more RT etiquette.

Respondent 23: Pilots and ATC should learn each 
other’s standard/non-standard phraseology. Pilots 
should learn more RT etiquette.

Respondent 37: Introduce standard exam every 6 
months.

Respondent 47: Make sure pilots and ATC are test-
ed on the clarity and the use of standardised terms in 
controller-pilot communication.

Respondent 51: Standardisation with both ATC Ma-
laysia and to all Malaysian company airlines. And stan-
dardise also to the international standard such as ICAO 
and all the international aviation board as it will reflect 
us as Malaysian to a higher standard.

Respondent 62: Follow strictly on the standard 
phraseology. And listen out.

Respondent 72: Emphasise more on standards 
worldwide of pronouncing and minimise the need to 
talk unnecessarily over the air. Just because u speak flu-
ently in English Does not mean you are level 6 profi-
cient in aviation.   

The findings show that pilots and air traffic con-
trollers should use standard phraseology and limit the 
use of non-standard phraseology or plain English to 
avoid communication errors. Code-switching between 
standard phraseology and plain English should be done 
appropriately and without distorting messages and cre-
ating ambiguity. The findings also show that standard 
English should be considered to be used in radiotele-
phony to improve comprehension among pilots and air 
traffic controllers. Furthermore, the study believes radio 
etiquette should be emphasised in communication to 
reduce the non-standard phraseology practice in ra-
diotelephony. The concept of cooperative principles 
could benefit aviation communications by following 
maxi principles in interactions.

 
5. DISCUSSION
Although years have passed since ICAO imple-

mented ELPT for non-native speakers’ pilots and air traf-
fic controllers, the problems in aviation communication 
remained the same. The lack of aviation language train-
ing, non-standard phraseology, and unqualified trainers 
and testers is still a constant issue within non-native 
countries. English language proficiency amongst pilots 
and air traffic controllers fluctuates from one country to 
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Figure 2. Respondents’ input on organisation or academy that offers aviation language training that focuses on 
operational safety rather than testing

Table 6
Type of language learning responses

TYPE TOTAL RESPONSES PERCENT

Face to face Learning 79 37.3%

Content Integrated Language Learning 70 33.0%

Blended Learning 63 29.0%

Total 212 100.0%

PERCENT OF CASES

71.8%

63.6%

57.3%

192.7%

*Dichotomy group tabulated at value 1
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another. The main aim of this study was to investigate 
the perspective of pilots and air traffic controllers who 
currently operate within the Malaysia airspace on the 
development and training of aviation language. This 
will help propose efficient aviation language training 
modules to improve communication safety.

The majority of participants, regardless of pilots or 
air traffic controllers, agree that aviation language train-
ing is essential and implemented in aviation training. 
The lack of suitable materials and courses representing 
actual communication in aviation is a recurrent prob-
lem for NNS countries (Park, 2018; Vieira et al., 2018; 
Trippe, 2019; Mekkaoui & Mouhadjer, 2019). This 
study’s overall result supports that NNS still face diffi-
culty in mastering fundamental aviation language, espe-
cially during abnormal situations. Although, respon-
dents did not appear to have significant challenges in 
understanding each other’s instructions or requests. 
However, the practice of non-standard phraseology is 
still a critical issue. Most pilots and air traffic controllers 
suggest that a course or training in communication 

standards should be implemented and checked periodi-
cally. Furthermore, the study indicates that aviation lan-
guage training is crucial for communication. Despite 
ICAO implementing ELPT in 2008, NNS pilots and air 
traffic controllers still suffer from the lack of available 
training and courses to improve language competency. 
The difficulties in finding qualified testers and trainers 
and relatable materials and modules further complicate 
the progress. Nevertheless, this circumstance cannot be 
held solely on the organisation, authorities, and institu-
tions involved.

The present study does shed some light on aviation 
communication challenges and training development; 
further details or in-depth studies regarding communi-
cation problems could be explored in the future. The 
outcome of this study could guide researchers and lin-
guists to construct frameworks that are more relatable 
to pilot-controller communications that are realistically 
effective for non-native speakers. Figure 3 illustrates a 
workable aviation language training model for non-na-
tive speakers.

trainer can refine the target needs to suit the learners’ 
specific target needs. In summary, the study suggests 
that the development and aviation language training 
can be achieved through diligent monitoring and evalu-
ation of current needs (need analysis) amongst pilots 
and air traffic controllers, primarily focusing on their 
specific needs. Laborda (2011) also believed that lan-
guage and content knowledge desired by learners to be 
integrated with language learning for professional de-
velopment.

Furthermore, Borowska (2017) and Estival (2019) 
agree that language awareness among native speakers 
and NNS pilots and controllers is crucial and be imple-
mented in aviation training. Other than the issues men-
tioned above, other factors such as the variety of Eng-
lishes, cultural differences, and task difficulty play es-
sential roles in aviation communication (Douglas, 
2014).

6. CONCLUSION
The results of this study support the notion that avi-

ation language training and development are still criti-
cal in non-native speakers’ settings. Most pilots and air 

traffic controllers possess high comprehension in inter-
actions due to shared context and past experiences. 
However, threats in aviation communication frequently 
occur during unexpected situations, especially during 
an emergency procedure and harsh weather conditions. 
The findings suggest that general or academic English 
does not fit aviation communication needs. Pilots and 
air traffic controllers should be trained as closely to 
real-life communication as possible to prepare them for 
communication demands. Actual needs should be the 
main consideration for aviation language training to be 
more suitable and effective.

Future research should also include native-speaker 
pilots and air traffic controllers, and the result could be 
compared and analysed for better aviation language 
training and development.

Furthermore, amidst the pandemic, most aviation 
language training, including simulation training, entire-
ly shifted to online learning, which becomes conve-
niently accessible for learners to participate and interact 
globally. This shift marks a new paradigm in aviation 
language learning and should be explored and im-
proved rigorously.
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Figure 3. Aviation communication training model

Aviation language training begins by understanding 
the target needs of the learners, consisting of needs, 
wants and lacks. Language requirements for aviation 
communication are naturally different from one 
another. However, the essential needs for aviation com-
munication can be narrowed down into three areas: 
fundamental English, standard phraseology and inter-
cultural communication knowledge and skills. Once 
learners are equipped with essential requirements, they 
can proceed with aviation content-specific learning 

conducted by trainers with aviation knowledge and ex-
perience. Simulator training can only be conducted 
when learners have the competency for aviation lan-
guage and sufficient aviation knowledge. Radio eti-
quette and emergencies exercise shall be implemented 
in simulation training to improve learners’ radiotele-
phony skills. Language assessment is essential to ensure 
learners’ competency, and standard phraseology is used 
at all times unless plain English is deemed necessary. In 
the event of unsatisfactory performance by learners, the 
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another. The main aim of this study was to investigate 
the perspective of pilots and air traffic controllers who 
currently operate within the Malaysia airspace on the 
development and training of aviation language. This 
will help propose efficient aviation language training 
modules to improve communication safety.

The majority of participants, regardless of pilots or 
air traffic controllers, agree that aviation language train-
ing is essential and implemented in aviation training. 
The lack of suitable materials and courses representing 
actual communication in aviation is a recurrent prob-
lem for NNS countries (Park, 2018; Vieira et al., 2018; 
Trippe, 2019; Mekkaoui & Mouhadjer, 2019). This 
study’s overall result supports that NNS still face diffi-
culty in mastering fundamental aviation language, espe-
cially during abnormal situations. Although, respon-
dents did not appear to have significant challenges in 
understanding each other’s instructions or requests. 
However, the practice of non-standard phraseology is 
still a critical issue. Most pilots and air traffic controllers 
suggest that a course or training in communication 

standards should be implemented and checked periodi-
cally. Furthermore, the study indicates that aviation lan-
guage training is crucial for communication. Despite 
ICAO implementing ELPT in 2008, NNS pilots and air 
traffic controllers still suffer from the lack of available 
training and courses to improve language competency. 
The difficulties in finding qualified testers and trainers 
and relatable materials and modules further complicate 
the progress. Nevertheless, this circumstance cannot be 
held solely on the organisation, authorities, and institu-
tions involved.

The present study does shed some light on aviation 
communication challenges and training development; 
further details or in-depth studies regarding communi-
cation problems could be explored in the future. The 
outcome of this study could guide researchers and lin-
guists to construct frameworks that are more relatable 
to pilot-controller communications that are realistically 
effective for non-native speakers. Figure 3 illustrates a 
workable aviation language training model for non-na-
tive speakers.

trainer can refine the target needs to suit the learners’ 
specific target needs. In summary, the study suggests 
that the development and aviation language training 
can be achieved through diligent monitoring and evalu-
ation of current needs (need analysis) amongst pilots 
and air traffic controllers, primarily focusing on their 
specific needs. Laborda (2011) also believed that lan-
guage and content knowledge desired by learners to be 
integrated with language learning for professional de-
velopment.

Furthermore, Borowska (2017) and Estival (2019) 
agree that language awareness among native speakers 
and NNS pilots and controllers is crucial and be imple-
mented in aviation training. Other than the issues men-
tioned above, other factors such as the variety of Eng-
lishes, cultural differences, and task difficulty play es-
sential roles in aviation communication (Douglas, 
2014).

6. CONCLUSION
The results of this study support the notion that avi-

ation language training and development are still criti-
cal in non-native speakers’ settings. Most pilots and air 

traffic controllers possess high comprehension in inter-
actions due to shared context and past experiences. 
However, threats in aviation communication frequently 
occur during unexpected situations, especially during 
an emergency procedure and harsh weather conditions. 
The findings suggest that general or academic English 
does not fit aviation communication needs. Pilots and 
air traffic controllers should be trained as closely to 
real-life communication as possible to prepare them for 
communication demands. Actual needs should be the 
main consideration for aviation language training to be 
more suitable and effective.

Future research should also include native-speaker 
pilots and air traffic controllers, and the result could be 
compared and analysed for better aviation language 
training and development.

Furthermore, amidst the pandemic, most aviation 
language training, including simulation training, entire-
ly shifted to online learning, which becomes conve-
niently accessible for learners to participate and interact 
globally. This shift marks a new paradigm in aviation 
language learning and should be explored and im-
proved rigorously.
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Figure 3. Aviation communication training model

Aviation language training begins by understanding 
the target needs of the learners, consisting of needs, 
wants and lacks. Language requirements for aviation 
communication are naturally different from one 
another. However, the essential needs for aviation com-
munication can be narrowed down into three areas: 
fundamental English, standard phraseology and inter-
cultural communication knowledge and skills. Once 
learners are equipped with essential requirements, they 
can proceed with aviation content-specific learning 

conducted by trainers with aviation knowledge and ex-
perience. Simulator training can only be conducted 
when learners have the competency for aviation lan-
guage and sufficient aviation knowledge. Radio eti-
quette and emergencies exercise shall be implemented 
in simulation training to improve learners’ radiotele-
phony skills. Language assessment is essential to ensure 
learners’ competency, and standard phraseology is used 
at all times unless plain English is deemed necessary. In 
the event of unsatisfactory performance by learners, the 
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The paper focuses on the concept of digital politeness as a component of a language services provider competence 
framework aimed at preparing undergraduate and graduate students of Linguistics and Translation Studies for effective 
performance in a digital professional environment. The study attempts to define the concept of digital politeness as ap-
plied to translator and interpreter training, make an inventory of digital politeness skills relevant to translator and inter-
preter competence, monitor students’ progress in digital politeness during the online and hybrid training periods and 
assess the professional outcome of introducing relevant training into undergraduate and graduate programmes in Lin-
guistics and Translation studies. Data for this study were collected using student surveys, the number of respondents 
totalling 80 individuals aged between 19 and 25. The respondents were offered questionnaires on their digital be-
haviour covering three periods: the unplanned transition to distance learning in 2020, the pre-planned delivery of all 
courses in online mode in 2021, and the return to in-class training in 2022. The accumulated data were processed us-
ing a single analysis algorithm, which allowed identifying dominant trends in the dynamics of student perception of 
digital politeness over the three periods under consideration. The findings yield results suggestive of increased student 
awareness of the need to improve their online academic interaction experience and maintain best digital interaction 
practices when delivering university degree programmes in distance mode. The survey also demonstrated that students 
see the digital politeness competence as a way to benefit professionally in their future career.

KEYWORDS: Covid-19, distance learning, digital politeness, translator and interpreter training, experiment
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1. INTRODUCTION
As digital practices keep penetrating all spheres of 

professional, social and personal activities, educators 
around the globe do their best to be part of the digital 
transformation trend, bringing latest technologies and 
methods to their classrooms. In different education lev-
els and training programmes these changes were imple-
mented at an uneven pace, technology and science 

classes generally showing more technologically ad-
vanced teaching techniques and approaches. The 
Covid-19 pandemic followed by strict lockdowns and 
restrictions in many countries caused a great number of 
academic events and activities to shift to online mode. 
This change could not but affect the system of educa-
tion that faced unprecedented challenges involving an 
emergency transfer of courses to online mode.
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