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FREE SAMPLE

This free sample is from the Flight Instructor Study Guide: Fundamentals of Instructing, human
behavior and communication: Maslow's hierarchy of needs, defense mechanisms, and how to teach
them. Free to share in this form. Independent study material, not an FAA publication, and not a
substitute for your POH/AFM or flight instruction. Always verify against current FAA sources.



Area I: Fundamentals of Instructing
This Area is what separates a CFI from a pilot. The rest of the ACS asks whether you can fly and know the 
subject. This Area asks whether you can cause another person to learn it. The examiner will ask you to 
teach: to give a short lesson, to explain a concept at the level of a student, to evaluate a student's 
performance, and to show that you understand how people actually learn. The FAA's reference is the 
Aviation Instructor's Handbook (FAA-H-8083-9), and it is worth reading cover to cover at least once.

CFI.I.A  Effects of Human Behavior and Communication on the Learning Process
References: FAA-H-8083-2, FAA-H-8083-9, FAA-H-8083-25
Objective: To determine the applicant understands human behavior and effective communication, can apply that knowledge, 
manage associated risks, demonstrate appropriate skills, and provide effective instruction.

WHAT THE EXAMINER IS  LOOKING FOR
That you understand why people behave and communicate the way they do, and that you can use that 
understanding to teach a real student with real worries.

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW
• Human needs and motivation (Maslow), defense mechanisms, and emotional reactions such as anxiety 

and stress.
• The adult learner, and the communication process with its barriers.
• How to build rapport, listen, and ask good questions.

WHAT YOU MAY RUN INTO
• "Your student seems to dread every lesson. What do you do?"
• "What is rationalization? Give me an example from flight training."

COMMON MISTAKES
• Treating every student the same way.
• Talking more than listening.
• Using jargon the student does not know.

HOW TO PREPARE
• Write down three real students (or imagined ones) and how you would adjust your approach for each.

Your airplane: Know how your airplane's cockpit environment (noise, heat, cramped space) affects a 
student's comfort and learning.
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Human Behavior and Communication: What to Know, Why, and How to 
Teach It

What the ACS is asking, and why
The ACS includes human behavior because every flight lesson is a conversation between two people, and the 
quality of that conversation limits what the student can learn. A student who is afraid, embarrassed, tired, or 
confused will not absorb a perfect explanation. An instructor who cannot read that, and who answers a worry 
with more information, is working against themselves.

The examiner is not checking whether you can recite definitions. They are checking whether you can look at a 
described student and say what is probably going on and what you would do. Be ready for scenarios.

1. What drives people: needs and motivation
Maslow's hierarchy of needs (as used in the Aviation Instructor's Handbook) says people attend to basic 
needs before higher ones. In ascending order: physiological (food, rest, comfort), safety (security, freedom 
from threat), belonging (acceptance, relationships), esteem (self-respect, recognition), and self-actualization 
(using one's potential). A student who is hungry, cold, or exhausted is not ready to learn. A student who feels 
unsafe in the airplane, or who feels judged by the instructor, will not be either.

• Practical use: Check the basics before the lesson (sleep, food, comfort, time pressure). Create 
psychological safety: the student must be able to say "I don't understand" without losing face.

• Motivation is the strongest driver of learning. Students are motivated by positive factors (a goal, praise, 
a sense of progress) more reliably than by negative ones (fear, threat). Fear can focus attention briefly, 
but it narrows thinking and damages the relationship.

• The student's reason for flying (an airline career, a hobby, family, a challenge) shapes what motivates 
them. Ask early and use the answer.

2. Defense mechanisms
People protect their self-image from threats such as failure and criticism by distorting reality. These are 
normal, unconscious, and common in flight training, where mistakes are visible and sometimes frightening. 
The common ones:

Mechanism What it is Flight-training example

Rationalization Making up a plausible reason for a 
failure.

"The wind changed right as I flared." (The 
approach was unstable.)

Projection Blaming someone or something else. "The airplane wants to balloon." or "You 
distracted me."

Compensation Overdoing one thing to cover a 
weakness.

A student who is weak in navigation but flashy 
in landings.

Denial of reality Refusing to accept a threatening fact. Ignoring the weather forecast or a failed 
checkride.

Reaction formation Showing the opposite of what one feels. A very nervous student acting over-confident.

Fantasy Daydreaming instead of facing the 
problem.

A student who stares out the window during 
the briefing.

Repression Pushing the painful memory out of 
awareness.

A student who "can't recall" a scary stall 
demonstration.

Escape / flight Avoiding the situation. Canceling lessons, or being "sick" on 
checkride day.
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Mechanism What it is Flight-training example

Aggression Anger directed at the instructor or the 
situation.

Arguing the grade.

How to handle them: do not attack the defense or try to prove it wrong. Remove the threat. Let the student 
reach the conclusion with a question ("What did you see on short final? What would you change?"). Keep the 
criticism about the performance, never the person.

3. Emotional reactions that block learning
• Anxiety and stress. A little raises performance. Too much narrows attention, damages memory, and 

causes errors. Signs: a tight grip, silence, jokes, excessive apologies. Remedy: slow down, break the 
task into steps, reassure, and let the student succeed at something small.

• Impatience. Students who want to move on to the "real flying" may skip fundamentals. Show why the 
fundamentals are the real flying.

• Worry or lack of interest. Outside problems (money, family, job) take attention. Ask, listen, and adjust 
the lesson, or cancel it.

• Physical discomfort, illness, fatigue, and dehydration. Learning, memory, and judgment suffer. Do not 
push a lesson with a tired or ill student. Also teach the student to self-assess (IMSAFE).

• Apathy from inadequate instruction. The student loses interest when the lessons seem pointless or 
disorganized. Fix it by stating the objective at the start of every lesson and tying it to the student's goal.

4. Teaching the adult learner
Adults tend to be self-directed, bring experience (which can help or hurt), want to learn what is relevant to a 
problem they face, and are internally motivated. They resist being treated like children. They also have less 
tolerance for wasted time, more outside demands, and often a fear of looking foolish. So: explain the "why", 
involve the student in planning, connect new ideas to what they already know, and respect their time and 
experience. If a former pilot or professional is learning to fly, find the habits they bring and use or correct 
them directly.

5. Effective communication
Communication is a process with a source (the sender), symbols (words, gestures, pictures), and a receiver. It 
works only when the receiver ends up with the meaning the source intended. Barriers:

Barrier What it means What to do

Lack of common experience You and the student mean different things 
by the same word, because your 
backgrounds differ.

Use plain language, define terms, and use 
the student's own examples.

Confusion between the 
symbol and the thing

The word is not the object ("stall" means 
different things to a pilot and a layperson).

Show the real thing. Use diagrams and the 
airplane.

Overuse of abstractions Words that are too general ("good 
airmanship").

Be specific and concrete. Give an 
example.

Interference Physiological (hearing, noise, fatigue), 
environmental (engine noise, headset), or 
psychological (worry, anger).

Fix the setting, or the state of the student, 
before you teach.

Developing communication: listen actively, ask open questions ("How did that approach feel?") more than 
closed ones ("Was that stable?"), pause so that the student can answer, and confirm understanding by having 
the student explain it back or show it. A nod is not understanding.
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6. Teaching it: practice and typical examiner prompts
• You will probably be given a described student ("a nervous student who keeps making the same error") 

and asked to explain the likely causes and your plan. Answer with: the behavior, the likely cause, what 
you will do on the ground, what you will do in the air, and how you will check progress.

• Prepare a short list of real examples for each defense mechanism and each barrier. Examiners prefer 
concrete examples to definitions.

• Practice a two-minute explanation of a flight concept in plain language to a person who is not a pilot. If 
they cannot repeat it back, revise it.

Where to find it
• Aviation Instructor's Handbook (FAA-H-8083-9): the chapters on human behavior and on effective 

communication.
• Risk Management Handbook (FAA-H-8083-2) for the human factors links, and the Pilot's Handbook of 

Aeronautical Knowledge (FAA-H-8083-25).
• Commercial source for adult learning: look up Malcolm Knowles' principles of andragogy, which the 

handbook summarizes.
• CFI ACS, Area I Task A: the knowledge elements list the exact subtopics.
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That was a sample.
The full guide explains every Task the same way.

The full Flight Instructor Study Guide (166 pages) includes:

Every Flight Instructor Airplane ACS Task, with how to teach it, not only how to
fly it

The fundamentals of instructing, explained in plain language

A lesson plan template for building your own lessons

A numbers-to-know quick reference and a checkride scenario bank

Get it at [YOUR WEBSITE]

Also available: Private, Instrument, Commercial, Multiengine, CFII, and G1000
guides, plus bundles. Flight schools and instructors: ask about a school license.

© 2026 Elite Pilot Development. Independent study material, not an FAA publication.

EXCEED THE STANDARD


