
The 10 most frequently asked questions regarding the  

Initial Flight Instructor Practical Test 

 
1.  How long does the initial CFI Practical Test take?  A well prepared applicant can 

complete the oral portion in about 6 hours. The flight portion averages between 1.5 to 2.0 

hours.  

 

2.  Why does a CFI oral take so long?  There are two reasons: First, there is a lot of 

material to cover; and second, the applicant needs the time and opportunity to develop a 

lesson and teach it without undue time pressure.  

 

3. Should I use an Oral Exam Guide to prepare? Everything helps. But alone, it is not 

enough to pass the oral. At best, it can only prep you for rote responses such as what 

questions. They are poor for preparing you to answer why, how and what if questions, 

which demonstrate understanding, application and especially correlation, the highest 

level of learning. Memory is important but it is best tested on the CFI written exams. The 

oral examine requires demonstration of a higher level of learning. 

 

4.  What should I bring to the test?  Most importantly, a well rested body. It is a long 

test which requires a lot of energy.   

 

If you are flying into Fresno for the test, I highly recommend you fly in the night before 

and park your airplane in one of my tie downs, get an inexpensive room by the airport, 

and bring snacks and/or a lunch to the test. I provide plenty of bottled water. You should 

plan to take at least a 5 minute break every hour. Also, remember to bring all your 

teaching resources and aids. I fully expect a CFI applicant to teach from their notes, 

books and training aids as appropriate, although, I discourage power point presentations 

because too often the applicant simply reads the power point script which is an 

unsatisfactory demonstration of effective teaching. 

 

A flight Instructor practical can be tested over 2 days. I have approval from the FAA to 

schedule the oral in the afternoon and the flight portion the following morning when you 

are rested and the weather is typically better. If you wish to schedule a 2 day practical 

test, be sure to indicate so on your scheduling form.  

 

5.  How do you conduct your orals?   I follow the CFI-PTS exclusively. In Area of 

Operation I, the Fundamentals of Instruction, I expect you to use many examples to make 

your points. For the Technical Subject Areas, Preflight Preparation and Preflight Lesson 

on a Maneuver to be Performed in Flight, I will play the role of a student as often as 

possible so I can realistically evaluate your teaching ability using the teaching methods 

and techniques presented in the Aviation Instructor’s Handbook.  

 

Before I ask you to teach a subject, I will typically describe the student’s age, learning 

style and flying experience. Where appropriate, I expect you to ask questions of me (the 



student) to help determine my ability and past performance before launching into a 

specific lesson.  

 

It is important that you do not treat the CFI oral like a commercial oral. It is not! I assume 

you are a knowledgeable and proficient commercial pilot until you demonstrate 

otherwise. So don’t expect me to tell you what to do or what to teach or to ask you 

questions about the subject matter. The best CFI applicants take advantage of the 

opportunity to demonstrate what they know about the teaching process as it applies to 

selected maneuvers or procedures. And remember, telling me what you know is not the 

same as teaching.  

 

During the oral I recommend you have the CFI-PTS in hand and follow it when given a 

specific task to explain or teach and make sure you discuss or teach each and every bullet 

point.   

 

6.  What do applicants most often fail during the oral?  They fail to teach effectively, 

fail to demonstrate comprehensive knowledge of the tasks and their related safety factors, 

and fail to actively engage me (the student) in the lesson and evaluate the effectiveness of 

their teaching by asking me relevant questions. They just sit there expecting me to ask 

questions. Also, they fail to use “the appropriate reference and teach at the application or 

correlative level of knowledge of a subject matter topic, procedure or maneuver.”  

 

In addition, many applicants lack instructional knowledge in the following three areas:  

the development an effective use of a course of training, syllabus and lesson plan. 

 

7.  Can I use prepared lesson plans?  Yes, it is to your advantage to use prepared lesson 

plans. But don’t over prepare the lesson and don’t just read me your lesson plan. A good 

lesson plan for an individual maneuver should include: the objective, the procedure, 

safety considerations, the acceptable tolerances and the common student errors. Anymore 

is often a distraction.  

 

Remember, you’re not trying to impress me with the depth of your knowledge but with 

the relevance and effectiveness of your explanation or demonstration. So observe the 

KISS principle as often as possible. Teach what the ACS or syllabus or AFH says the 

student should know and do, and no more. If I want to know more, I will ask questions. 

Also keep in mind a lesson plan for teaching a Private Pilot is not the same as a 

Commercial student even though the maneuvers may be the same. Furthermore, a lesson 

plan is not the same as a syllabus flight lesson. At best, a lesson plan is a plan of action 

for teaching a single maneuver or procedure whereas a flight lesson is a plan of action for 

an entire block of learning. So make sure you know the difference as well as the 

construction of a training syllabus and how to conduct a complete flight lesson from a 

syllabus. I strongly recommend that you bring a private pilot syllabus to the test so you 

can refer to it and explain its use. A commercially prepared syllabus is satisfactory for 

this purpose.   

 



Also keep in mind, the Airplane Flying Handbook is the accepted authority on the 

performance of any maneuver or procedures. This is not to say, there is no room for 

difference in technique… as long as it meets the ACS standard for performance.  

 

8. What problem areas do you most often see during the flight portion of the test?  

Failure to simultaneously explain and demonstrate a maneuver to commercial pilot 

tolerances… Some applicants want to explain the entire maneuver then perform it 

without explanation. That is not what the PTS calls for. I do not expect nor want ground 

school in the airplane before the maneuver. I expect the explanation and demonstration to 

be realistic and relevant to the student experience level and the grade of certificate.  

 

Additionally, when I am performing a maneuver, which I often intentionally do to the 

ACS minimums for certification, I do not expect you to tear my performance apart 

because it is not perfect. Remember, perfection is not the standard! You must know the 

PTS tolerances to evaluate and critique a given maneuver accurately and effectively.   

 

9.  Can I continue testing if I fail a task?  Yes, within limits… I will continue with the 

oral portion of a test as long as there are no additional unsatisfactory tasks. If there is a 

second unsatisfactory task, I will stop the oral and issue a notice of disapproval listing the 

Area of Operations that was unsatisfactory and incomplete. If an unsatisfactory task 

occurs during the flight portion, then we can continue with the flight test unless a second 

task is found to be unsatisfactory at which time the test would be stopped and a notice of 

disapproval issued. Again, only those tasks that were unsatisfactory or incomplete would 

be listed on the notice and applicant would have 60 days to retest. After that, the entire 

practical test would need to be retested. A notice of disapproval allows applicant to retest 

with a different examiner. However, an examiner can choose to retest any task regardless 

of the letter of discontinuance.    

 

10.  Finally, is it possible to pass a CFI practical test on the first go? Yes, but you 

must not rely on your instructor alone to prepare you for the test. You must accept 

responsibility for your own knowledge and performance. If you don’t feel you are ready, 

you are probably not! You must go into the test brimming with confidence, not hoping I 

will not select certain subject areas or maneuvers you know yourself to be deficient.  

 

I truly believe being a flight instructor is a privilege that must be earned. It is not simply a 

higher grade commercial pilot certificate. Excellence in flying does not equate to 

excellence in teaching. There are thousands of commercial pilots that do an extraordinary 

job of flying, but cannot teach a lick. I want to be impressed by your teaching ability not 

just your flying ability. After all, a Flight Instructor Certificate is not a pilot certificate; it 

is a teaching certificate. So show me you can teach! 

 

Remember, it is human to make mistakes. But unlike a Commercial Practical Test, a 

Flight Instructor applicant can turn a mistake into a teachable moment, as long as they 

know how to teach. 

 

     ** * * 



 

If you have additional questions, please let me know and I will include my answers 

in this section for future reference.  

 

 

 


