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The Sky Is The Limit 

Since the very first flight man took on an airplane on December 17, 1903 in Kitty Hawk, 

North Carolina, tens of thousands of people have taken interest in aviation and sought out to 

learn how to fly an airplane. Whether it be flying for the military during war or flying for 

recreation on one’s free time, many people of success learned to maneuver an airplane. Every 

pilot who flew after Orville and Wilbur Wright from Amelia Earhart to the Tuskegee Airmen 

and expanding to the pilots of today, all of them have something in common; each and every one 

of them had great flight instructors and successful flight training. Had it not been for their 

outstanding training, they would not be the iconic pilots that they are considered to be today. In 

the past few years, however, the pilot training courses seem to have taken a nosedive in making 

sure the pilots they produce are fully prepared for what can happen while in the cockpit of an 

airplane. From failed takeoffs and landings and midair collisions to generally bad decisions being 

made, more and more pilots are having accidents while in the pilot seat of an aircraft. Today’s 

training in obtaining a private pilot certification is not as efficient as it should be to properly train 

someone in flying an aircraft, particularly when it comes to flying by use of instruments 

compared to flying by sight. 

A lot of pilots that earned their license in the early years of flight training can argue that 

traditional methodology is far more superior to instrumental flying when it comes to flying a 
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plane. An experienced pilot, Barry Schiff, states in an interview what his opinions are on 

instrumental flight training.  

“I was discussing flight training with a young instructor who teaches at a school that 

utilizes Cessna 172SPs equipped with Garmin G1000 glass cockpits. I was curious to 

know how she used such technology to teach beginning students to develop proficiency 

in the four basic elements of flight: straight and level, turns, glides, and climbs. It 

saddened me that her explanation involved heavy reliance on instrumentation.” 

An experienced pilot and one who has been flying for many years continues to find value 

and, perhaps, superiority in traditional methodology is disheartened by the fact an instructor is 

teaching beginning students how to fly with glass instruments to instill the four basic elements of 

flight because it is an inefficient way to ensure success (Schiff). Students who learned to fly by 

using the old-fashioned techniques are more favorable to those techniques rather than techniques 

taught by glass cockpits because they know that their training was higher quality and made them 

better pilots. By relying on only two instruments while flying, they gain a specific ability to fly 

their plane with only their eyes and visualizing the environment. This method teaches students to 

be aware and base their next move off of what they see, rather than what a device tells them to 

do. 

Schiff describes how his instructor taught him the four basic elements of flying without 

using any instruments and comments that if he were to teach someone to fly a plane, he would 

use the same tactics. He states, “Students of my era learned to fly by looking out the window and 

using the controls to achieve the desired visual result. The altimeter and airspeed indicator were 

the only available flight instruments and were used only as occasional references. They were 

never used to fly the airplane. Attitude and the basics were more important than numbers” 
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(Schiff). By explaining how students of his era learned to fly an aircraft without instrument use 

and that the only time instruments were used was for quick reference, he implies that this is the 

most beneficial way to be taught to fly a plane. Teaching of this time was far better than it is 

today as it utilized the body’s natural sense of direction and recognition of its environment to 

navigate an aircraft, making it superior to relying on glass instruments. 

Many pilots who were trained in the time before advanced technological cockpits, like Barry 

Schiff, can honestly say they are better pilots now because of it. Barry comments about his 

instructor, Mike Walters, doing “a credible job of teaching his students by using an old-fashioned 

methodology” and that he is convinced made him and others of his generation better pilots than 

had they been taught using glass cockpits (Schiff). This testimony given by Barry Schiff 

illustrates his sentiment to traditional methodology when it comes to learning to fly an airplane 

and shows that if he were to have the opportunity to choose to teach someone to fly between the 

two types of training, he would choose to teach the traditional way. It goes to show that old-

fashioned training was highly successful for its time and as a result, a vast generation of people 

was taught to fly by only their instinct, vision, and sense, all without the aide of electronic 

instruments. Being taught to fly a plane through the use of instruments may be more suited to the 

style of the modern electronic age; however, it poses risks that include death to everyone who 

relies solely on them. 

Modern-pilots who rely heavily on the use of glass instruments claim that they fly safer 

because of it; however, this is not the case at all. Because of the lack of proper training, pilot 

error is more common in flight and is the main reason for planes that crash and cause pilots to 

lose their lives. It is all too common that pilots become unaware of their surroundings, leading to 

dangerous and fatal situations.  
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As a result of a fatal midair collision… A Lancair 235 and a Cessna 172, 

both operating VFR (visual flight rules) in good weather, collided over Ohio, 

killing all four occupants of the two aircraft…The Lancair owner installed a 

Garmin GNS 430 navigation unit about a year prior to the crash. 

The unit, of course, is capable of displaying a moving map that charts the 

progress of the airplane in flight… relative to a desired course being flown… 

Reviewing this radar track, plaintiff’s experts describe the Lancair’s path as a 

straight line, which they contend could only be produced by navigating using the 

GNS 430. Thus… the Lancair pilots must have been flying the airplane by 

maintaining eye contact with the GNS 430 and manipulating the controls to keep 

the white airplane icon on the magenta line. In doing so, the pilots abrogated their 

duty to look through the windscreen for other traffic (Yodice). 

As described in the above quote, Garmin was sued due to a fatal crash caused by one of their 

glass instruments being used by noninstrument-rated pilots, which came with no warning of the 

risks associated with the use of the unit. These pilots were not properly trained on how to use this 

type of instrument correctly and as a result they and two others are now dead. The 

noninstrument-rated pilots of the Lancair aircraft were being negligent in their flight, focusing 

only on the screen of their navigation device. As a result of that, they were unable to see the 

other aircraft and collided directly into it. These pilots were not trained properly, as they were 

only focused on the instrument itself, forgetting the fact that it does not show the location of 

other planes and at the same time being negligent to the aspects of basic, non-instrumental flight.  

Had the pilots been trained without instruments first, or trained more appropriately to not 

rely so heavily on instruments and be aware of their surroundings, the collision would have been 
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avoided. This incident shows that today’s training is not efficient enough on its own in protecting 

pilots’ lives while in the air. Training someone to fly a plane with instruments only is not 

acceptable nor is it safe. In fact, it should be minimally implemented in the training of beginning 

students, as it was for Barry Schiff when he was a student. Use of the cockpit’s instruments is not 

the only defect to modern flight training. 

Pilot error in dangerous situations is just as common as pilot error with instrument use 

because the knowledge of what to do in such a situation simply is not there. Some situations may 

include a point in time where a pilot will have to, as it is commonly referred to by pilots, ‘bail 

out’ of their plane in order to reduce the chance of them being severely harmed. However, unless 

taught correctly, the chance of it succeeding is greatly reduced. For example, “a pilot who died 

after ditching in the sea had never practiced a water crash landing in a flight simulator, it was 

revealed yesterday” (Pilot Had No Crash Training). This is another case of how improper 

training while using instruments as well as in encountering dangerous situations can be fatal. The 

private pilot had never correctly  been taught how to ‘bail out’ over a body of water if ever the 

need be, causing him to lose his life. Had the pilot’s flight training been well enough and more 

thorough, the pilot would have been prepared on how to ‘bail out’ over open water properly, and 

he could have saved his own life. The Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) attempts to train 

pilots through the Practical Test Standards that it creates, but even these standards do not prevent 

pilot error. 

Even with the current FAA Practical Test Standards (PTS) in place today, a lot of pilots 

make mistakes in the cockpit on some of the most basic of things. For example, taking off the 

aircraft is one thing that is commonly done wrong. Statistics from 2009 show that pilots are still 

having trouble with taking off and landing the plane. 
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The PTS, in summary, says the pilot has to position the flight controls for existing wind 

conditions, clear the area, and line up in the center of the runway… None of this seems 

too difficult, and yet according to the 2010 Joseph T. Nall Report that tallies 2009 

accidents, 153 light fixed-wing GA aircraft crashed in this phase of flight. Twenty-seven 

percent stalled or settled after takeoff, five percent didn’t understand the nuances of 

density altitude, and a whopping 44 percent lost control, usually directional (Landsberg). 

This information provides a small glimpse at how basic maneuvers are often done incorrectly by 

the pilot because they do not have a firm understanding on the requirements of performing them. 

The FAA PTS maybe up to date, and in accordance to the rest of the article, if everyone flew to 

its standards then there would be a lot less accidents. That may be so, but not everyone learns the 

same and not everyone can retain information the same way. Perhaps, the PTS should be worded 

in multiple ways to ensure full competence in its reader and make sure that the flight training 

they receive is better than it is now. 

Taking off is not the only maneuver that is executed incorrectly, but landing the plane, on 

the hand, is just as commonly done wrong. Statistics from the same article about 2009 accidents 

show that “of 348 fixed-wing landing accidents (six of them fatal) shows that 5 percent landed 

long, 7 percent landed hard, 17 percent decided to drop in (stall), and about 56 percent just lost it. 

Wind was cited as a factor in 20 percent of those cases” (Landsberg). The information offers 

another view at how basic maneuvers are often complete in error by the pilot of the vessel, which 

is largely due to the lack of the incorporation of traditional flight training, with a small blame on 

the test standards themselves. The ways these standards are worded are not done so in a way that 

can fully ensure that everyone who reads them will completely understand them. However, it is 
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not only the lack of retention of the standards that can cause accidents, but pilot judgment can 

also create hazardous situations. 

Many people who are faced with situations that require quick thinking in order to avoid 

danger often make the wrong decisions in a state of panic, which can commonly lead to a chain 

of more bad decision making (Cadden). Possessing the skill of excellent judgment is of high 

importance when it comes to avoiding accidents; “the question of judgment or “critical” thinking 

always comes up. The lack-of-skill accidents usually don’t result in fatalities or even serious 

injuries. It’s poor judgment or decision making that causes the bad ones” (Landsberg). In most 

cases it cannot be denied that someone made a poor judgment move and as a result something 

tragic or potentially life threatening happening. A lot of the times, decisions and judgment calls 

are made upon current experience or knowledge on that material. Due to the material not being 

as efficient as it could be, a pilot can make a mistake or bad decision because they are reacting 

on instinct taught to them through insufficient information. Because of the way that test 

standards are written, the information that actually becomes retained may be retained in the 

wrong way, then recalled later more improperly than it was taught, leading to bad judgment. 

Bad judgment in the cockpit is often correlated with the lack of wisdom that someone 

has, or rather the assumption of proper knowledge from under-par learning mediums. A lot of 

crashes are a direct result of pilot’s lacking wisdom in what they are doing. Thomas Haines, a 

34-year flight veteran and the editor in chief of AOPA Pilot remarks, “in other words, the 

perpetrators, who sometimes pay with their lives, lack wisdom. For whatever reason, the people 

who attempt stupid low-level maneuvers, run out of fuel, or dip below decision altitude on an 

instrument approach lack the wisdom to understand the risk they are taking on” (Haines). On the 

opposite side of things, there are the people who do not have the common sense to understand 
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what they are doing, or they just do not have the common sense at all to avoid doing something 

they do not understand. Flight training of today should be able to be modified in a way that the 

pilot-to-be can touch base with the information being given. It is up to the instructor to find a 

way to make it understandable to the student, no matter what. Unfortunately, learning to fly a 

plane is also dependent on the trainability of the student. Haines declares, “undoubtedly, some 

people simply are not trainable. No matter how much education, training, and mentoring is made 

available, they will either not take advantage of it or they are unwilling to learn” (Haines). The 

truth is that there is always going to be one person who will be the most hard-to-teach student in 

the class, and nothing will get through to them. This has nothing to do with the training, however 

if it were reverted back to the way that Barry Schiff learned to fly, learning the elements of flight 

would be a do or die situation, and the student would be forced to learn, no matter how stubborn. 

Today’s training relies too much on instruments to teach others to fly. If training were reverted 

back to a strictly hands on, observe and acknowledge, senses based training program, more 

people would be able to get it. Not everyone can understand technology; therefore, training ought 

to be reverted back to the traditional methods that Schiff was taught for all types of learners. 

In light of the technological age making its advancements, some schools are now offering 

completely full glass cockpit training, hoping to make better pilots. This type of training has 

caused an uproar among other pilots and administrations and is being argued that, “there was no 

scientific approach to figuring out how to train in these advanced airplanes, according to Craig. 

‘It's like allowing a drug on the market before the Food and Drug Administration has had a 

chance to test it.’” (Fiorino). Commonly, a plan with no real sense of approach is a bad thing and 

will produce negative results. Craig states that training a student this is like allowing a drug out 

on the market before it gets tested. This creates a game of gambling because no one is going to 
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know what the side effects of this metaphorical drug is going to produce. This is not an 

unacceptable approach to teaching students to fly an aircraft and is setting them up for disaster as 

it has been proven in prior information that sole instrumental flight training is producing negative 

impacts on its students. A new type of program is doing just such things at a pilot training school 

in Tennessee. 

The Safer Program at Middle State Tennessee University has introduced a new method to 

learning to fly an airplane, one, which poses a question of its potential success. Frances Fiorino 

outlines the training program:  

SATS Aviation Flight Education Research (Safer) students fly technically advanced 

aircraft from Day 1, and follow a scenario-based syllabus that earns them an integrated 

private pilot/instrument license. It's a world light-years away from traditional training, 

where students must earn a private pilot's license before applying for an instrument 

rating; and where they work with round-dial instrumentation and follow a maneuvers-

based syllabus (Fiorino).  

Fiorino states that it is a world that is far away from traditional training because it requires 

students to earn their instrument rating before they even learn to fly a plane correctly, when in 

reality the pilot must earn their license first and then apply for an instrument rating after so many 

years of practice. This specific program utilizes a means of training young pilots-to-be that 

throws them into the more advanced aspects of flying without giving them a simple basis and 

experience of flight, which is a severely misguided approach to teaching students to fly. This 

type of training, as interesting as it sounds, is not ethical and it surely is not safe. Instruments do 

malfunction and mistakes do get made, putting the lives of everyone on board at risk. Between 

all accidents caused by negligent pilots, unethical training methods, failed maneuvers, fatal 
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crashes, un-teachable students, poorly written training standards from the lack of traditional 

training integration, it is a wonder that pilots who fly today are not at greater risk for danger. 

Today’s training in obtaining a private pilot certification is not as effective as the 

traditional methods used in the early years of flight training, especially in the aspect of using 

instruments to fly rather than teaching the utilization of vision and acknowledgment on the 

environment around the pilot. For years, men and women have worked tirelessly to create 

regulations and training programs for the day-to-day citizen to learn to fly an aircraft. Many 

editions of the pilot’s handbook have been published, each with a new set of rules and 

regulations to address the requirements needed of getting a certification and to make the airspace 

that pilots fly in safer. Unfortunately, these do not have any affect on the current training 

programs, as more and more programs are becoming increasingly dependent on teaching how to 

fly through the heavy use of instruments. There are, however, a handful of instructors that still 

stand by the traditional method of teaching, and thanks to these few, pilots who learn this way 

will pass on their knowledge, and one day flight training will become the best it can be.  
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