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16 PATH to  Av ia t ion

H o w  d o  p i l o t s  u n d e r s t a n d  e a c h  o t h e r ?

While the language of aviation worldwide is

English, pilots have developed a sort of uni-

versal code to help keep their communica-

tions as clear as possible to anyone listen-

ing. Pilots use a phonetic alphabet when

saying anything they need to spell out, sub-

stituting a particular word that begins with

the letter they need. Civilian and military

pilots around the world—from Albany to

Zurich—use the same words for each letter,

such as “alpha” for “A” and “zulu” for “Z.”

Add a twist to your next English or spelling

lesson. Teach students the phonetic lan-

guage used by pilots. Explain the need for

clear communications regardless of native

language or regional accent.

Here is the phonetic aviation alphabet:

COR E S U BJ ECTS:  E NG LI S H,  S PE LLI NG,  LANG UAG E

L E A R N I N G  T H E  L A N G UA G E  O F  AV I AT I O N
is the first step in understanding people who fly. All pilots know that

clear communication is key to staying safe in the air. Pilots need to

talk to other pilots and air traffic controllers in a concise way that

everyone can understand. Miscommunication can cause problems

when they are 10,000 feet in the air, taxiing across a runway, and

everywhere in between.

A Alpha
B Bravo
C Charlie
D Delta
E Echo
F Foxtrot
G Golf
H Hotel
I India
J Juliet
K Kilo
L Lima (LEE-muh)
M Mike
N November
O Oscar
P Papa
Q Quebec (kuh-BEK)

R Romeo
S Sierra
T Tango
U Uniform
V Victor
W Whiskey
X X-ray
Y Yankee
Z Zulu

3 Tree
9 Niner
0 Zero
All other numbers
use standard 
pronunciation

PRACTICAL US E S

Pilots most frequently use the phonetic alphabet to identify specific airplanes. In the

U.S. most aircraft are registered with the Federal Aviation Administration. They pro-

vides what is often referred to as the "N" number, since all U.S. airplane registrations

start with that letter. An aircraft’s N-number is made up of some combination of let-

ters and numbers painted or affixed to the airplane, similar to a car’s license plate,

but large enough to be visible when the airplane is in flight.

Photocopying for classroom use encouraged



S PE LL OUT TH E FOLLOWI NG WOR DS US I NG TH E PHON ETIC
ALPHAB ET:
1. PILOT 4. Name of your school mascot

2. AIRPLANE 5. Your city or town

3. SCHOOL 6. Your first name

HOW WOU LD YOU I DE NTI FY TH E FOLLOWI NG AI RCRAFT WH E N
TALKI NG TO AN AI R TRAFF IC CONTROLLE R ON TH E RADIO?

TEACH E R S:
From this activity, students will learn how to use the phonetic alphabet .

A C T I V I T Y : Radiospeak
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Photocopy this activity for classroom use. 
Go to www.aopa.org/path for student worksheets.

Photocopying for classroom use encouraged
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