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younger. Physical users typically older. You’ll get more responses with an electronic 

survey (Google free online survey providers), and crunching the results will be easier. 

But a handshake with an envelope containing a survey to your new pilot presents a 

good opportunity for a final connection. You could also mail the survey a month or 

so after the student is finished, including a coupon for 15 percent off pilot supplies, 

a free hour of ground in your G1000-equipped airplane, or a free syllabus and study 

guide to the instrument rating course. Either way, don’t miss the opportunity to 

reconnect with your students.

Individual surveys constitute a fixed point in time, but the survey process should 

be ongoing. If you made changes as a result of a previous survey, make sure to let 

your customers know. They’ll appreciate that you listen to their input. And resurvey 

some point in the future to make sure your changes are working.

Recent experience a major factor 
in checkride success

JASON BLAIR

Anecdotally as an FAA designated pilot examiner I know that the longer it has been 

between when an applicant flew and when they take the checkride, the greater the 

possibility that their skills will have a little rust. More rust equals a greater chance of 

failure. I know this in my gut, but until recently, I didn’t have any data to back it up.

Now I do.

After talking with two very large flight training providers, and without breaking 

down practical tests by any particular rating or certificate, it became obvious that the 

more recent a pilot had flown before his or her practical test, the more likely he or 

she was to pass.

In fact, the numbers were almost scary.

When a pilot has not flown for more than three days prior to taking the practical 

test, the schools noticed that the pass rate for tests went down to 75 percent. When 

more than five days had elapsed, it went down to 50 percent. And if more than 8 days 

had passed, the success rate was a mere 25 percent.



Wow.

What does this mean for businesses providing flight training? It means that a 

simple way to increase the success rate of your clients is to ensure they don’t go to a 

practical test with a coating of rust on their skills.

When a student is signed off and ready to take a checkride, an instructor has 

completed much of his duties. He has prepared a student, helped him gain skills, 

helped him learn, helped him complete requirements the FAA has set forth as 

prerequisites for a practical test. But his duty doesn’t stop there. We certainly hope 

any pilot who has been trained will be skilled and knowledgeable enough to continue 

to meet a minimum standard for some time, but it is an instructor’s obligation to do 

all he can to ensure success.

This data shows that the simple practice of ensuring the applicant fly soon before 

taking a practical test is a simple way to increase the likelihood of success.

I know that practical tests get delayed or postponed for many reasons. Weather 

doesn’t always cooperate, family obligations create delays, and aircraft maintenance 

creates unexpected holdups. If an applicant encounters one of these delays and then 

asks to not reschedule until he or she has had another opportunity to fly either on her 

own or with her instructor, I will always be willing to accept and even commend this 

decision. Examiners want to see pilots do the right things, make good decisions (and 

making sure they are good current pilots is certainly a good decision), and to pass 

their practical tests.

Flight schools and flight instructors can help reduce the risk of failure due to rusty 

skills by doing the following:

•	 Schedule a final flight review within three days of a practical test;

•	 If a delay is experienced prior to an applicant taking a practical test, work with 

the examiner to reschedule at a time that allows another review flight to be 

completed;



•	 Encourage students to fly before their practical test to fight off any rust, or even 

just to quell any test jitters before flying with the examiner.

These may seem like simple things, but it is very easy for them to be skipped.

Every applicant and his instructor want to get the test done, but being a good pilot 

in command (or instructor making sure that the applicant is setting themselves up 

for the best opportunity to pass) means making good decisions. That decision-making 

process is something that any examiner worth his or her salt should respect and 

value.

Fire customers for increased 
profitability

GREG BROWN

The owner of a well-regarded flight school once told me how he’d grown his business 

from a shoestring operation to a thriving and profitable company in only six years. 

Bob, as we’ll call him, had much wisdom to share, but particularly interesting to me 

was the breakthrough he experienced the first time he “fired” a student.

Bob explained how, after opening his business, he had tried to accommodate the 

needs of every customer who came in the door. He and his wife had struggled with 

unacceptable margins in an effort to make flying affordable for all of their students. 

One day, after tackling a particularly trying cash flow problem, Bob was approached 

by a customer wanting to negotiate a few more dollars off of his already discounted 

flight training costs.

“You know,” Bob said to the customer, “I don’t think we’re the right flight school for 

you. I really think it’s time you visited the folks down the road. They’re less expensive 

than we are and could be just what you’re looking for.”

“But I like your flight school better,” the customer protested.

“I appreciate that,” Bob said, “but you clearly need a lower price than we can offer. 

Now is a good time to make the change.” Bob then thanked the customer for his 

business and ushered him out the door.

“I didn’t think much about what I was saying at the time,” Bob told me, “but later I 

realized it was a major breakthrough for us, because once I’d told one customer no, I 




