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This is the time of year when many soon-to-be-graduates are looking carefully at where they will go to get a college education.  Those choosing aviation as their field have many choices.

Some will choose to go to a community college.  Others will go to a university , and some will not go to college at all and will rely instead on FBO’s for their flight training.

This article is for students and their parents who are looking at a college based flight training program.  It is not intended for students who want a technical degree such as aeronautical engineering.

Available Choices

A number of years ago the Federal Aviation Administration was active in promoting university level flight training programs.  The programs promoted by the FAA were fairly rigorous and included fairly substantial math requirements.  One of those programs was known as the Airway Science program and is still a model for many of the programs that are now accredited by the Council on Aviation Accreditation (CAA).

The options available to students is substantial and the quality of the programs also varies greatly.  Some of the choices are:

· 2 Year Community College Programs

· 4 Year University Programs

· Accredited Programs

· Programs leading to Commercial Pilot and Flight Instructor ratings.

· Programs under Part 61 of the Federal Aviation Regulations (FARs).

· Programs under Part 141.

· Programs under Part 142.

· Programs leading to Aviation Management Degrees

· Schools with their own aircraft and simulators.

· Schools utilizing contracted flight training.

Program Length

The difference between the 2-year and the 4-year choice is significant.  Programs that are oriented toward higher flight ratings in a 2-year environment typically require much more aggressive flight scheduling, often at the expense of academic requirements.  It is not possible to get the same degree of university level academic training in two years that can be gotten if four, particularly if the program extends training to the flight instructor level..  So many of the two year colleges focus on the flight training with the expectation that the student will seek additional academic training from a four-year university or college after graduation fro the community college.

This is not to say that two year programs are otherwise inferior to four year programs.  Evaluation of each program should be made on the basis of the other criteria described in this article.  For example, the Big Bend Community College in Moses Lake, Washington, has an outstanding two year program that is one of the best in the northwest, even when compared to available four year programs.  Similarly the program at Spokane Falls Community college is associated with the University of North Dakota and is an excellent program.

Accreditation

Accreditation typically relates only to four year programs.  It is a very significant aspect of quality.

Accreditation is managed by the Council on Aviation accreditation.  Their web site is located at http://www.caaaccreditation.org/intro.html.  The council states:

Accreditation is a system for recognizing educational institutions
and/or their professional programs that achieve and maintain a level
of performance, integrity and quality that entitles them to the confidence
of the educational community, the industry and the public they serve.

The council further states that its three fundamental purposes are 

1. to ensure the quality of the institution or program,
2. to assist in the improvement of the institution or program, and
3. to maintain relevance of education with the industry it serves.
These goals and purposes are essential in making a choice as to the quality of a program.  The council describes in its materials how each institution is evaluated in making a determination as to accreditation.  Some of the issues are the qualifications an experience of instructors, library size and resources, instructional resources, etc.  

One of the more significant concerns regarding an unaccredited institution is the quality of its instructors.  The student and his parents should be prepared to ask tough questions of the program coordinator of an unaccredited program.  Here are some of the questions.

1. How many of the instructors have substantial airline experience (not just air taxi or single operator Part 135 operations such as fish spotting)?

2. How many instructors have actual turbine engine  flying experience, either in turboprop or jet aircraft?

3. How many instructors have the technical backgrounds necessary to teach technical courses such as advanced aircraft systems or aerodynamics?

4. How much math and science are required?

5. How many of the instructors have actual experience in aviation management or aviation law or other management oriented courses?

6. Are the simulators utilized by the program up to date and certified by the FAA?  Do they simulate current production aircraft with current avionic systems?  Do they have up-to-date data bases?  Do the instructors have experience with modern avionics?

I have overheard some dreadful statements made to students regarding airline operations by unqualified instructors.  One instructor stated, for example, that there was no way for investors to tell the effect of aircraft leases on a company.  That statement was fundamentally untrue and was the product of an unqualified instructor teaching a course on airline operations.

Actual airline experience is fundamental to passing along the kind of knowledge that the student will need in seeking airline positions, whether as a pilot or as a manger.  Students and parents should shy away form those schools that do not have instructors with such experiences.

It is one thing to populate a program with instructors who have taught flying on the basic level.  It is quite another to teach aviation at the university level.  FBO tend to use instructors who have only recently graduated form a flight training program.  A university course should use much more experienced instructors, some of whom have PhDs.  Flying experience in mainly single engine aircraft with no turbine experience should be considered unacceptable.  That kind of training can be obtained from an FBO.

Finally, one of the most important issues is the nature of the aircraft utilized by the institution.

The first question is whether the institution has its own aircraft.  Naturally the quality of the aircraft is vitally important too.

There are several choices an institution has regarding how actual flight training is taught.  Some institutions do not teach flying at all and the student must get actual flight training on his or her own.  Others rely on contracts with local FBOs for the flight training portion of the curriculum.  Still other have their own fleet of aircraft which they use in either Part 141 or Part 142 environment. (The Part 142 environment usually means that the institution is relying more heavily on high quality FAA certified simulators for training).

Many experienced educators at accredited institutions have an aversion to contract programs.  The author agrees with their concerns.  It is difficult to control the quality of a contract program and the horror stories of institutions that have used them are legend.  

One of the issues with respect to a contract operator is cost.  If you are considering such a program be sure to ask fro the average cost, not just the minimum cost published by the operator.  There is often a very significant difference resulting in actual cost that may be whole multiples of the minimum cost.  Contract operators often will not provide average cost data to prospective students.  Be vary wary of any operator who will not give you average cost figures.  Contract operators are, after all, organized for profit.  While there is nothing wrong with operating for profit, there is nevertheless the incentive to extend the training as much as possible.  In the author’s experience a great number of students have elected to finish a program at another location due to excessive cost and training at the FBO that was doing the contract flight training.

Check out claims regarding direct relationships with airlines.  Many schools advertise these relationships but some are good in name only.  Ask how many students have actually been hired by the airline during the last five years.  If the number is very small the advantages of the advertised airline relationship should be disregarded.

Recommendations

In choosing a school for your son or daughter, the following are the author’s recommendations:

· If you decide on a two year program, be sure it has a highly qualified faculty and owns its own aircraft.  Check to see if it is associated with a four year university and whether the university is accredited.

· If you decide on a four year university or college, preference should be given to those that are accredited.  It the school is not accredited, examine the qualifications of the faculty carefully.  There may be good reasons why it is not accredited.

· Preference should be given to those institutions that have their own aircraft.  The ability to control the outcome of training in a contracted environment can cause real problems for both the student and the institution.  Be sure to look carefully at the contract before deciding to go to such a school.

Good luck and good flying.

