
Introducing new language proficiency
requirements in an operational

environment

Mr. Pieke Satijn

Training specialist

Air Traffic Control the Netherlands

Amsterdam, the Netherlands



• ATC NL is a national Air Navigation Service 
Provider working in the Amsterdam Flight
Information Region, based at Schiphol, 
Amsterdam

• In 2003 ICAO introduced the language
proficiency requirements.



2003 - 2006



Early 2006 we started worrying about the new
requirements, a projectteam was formed:



In August  2006 the situation became more 
clear:

it was time to gain support from the 
operational controllers.

we highlighted the importance of 
communication
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Language is the most important tool of a controller



LANGUAGE  as a TOOLLANGUAGE  as a TOOL
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Teamwork

in aviation !



ICAO ICAO CircularCircular 216216--AN/131, 1989AN/131, 1989

The The humanhuman
element is the element is the 
most most flexibleflexible, , 
adaptableadaptable and and 
valuablevaluable part in part in 
the the aviationaviation
system.system.

It is also the most It is also the most 
vulnerable to vulnerable to 
influences which influences which 
can adversely can adversely 
affects its affects its 
performance.performance.
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CompetencyCompetency::

A defined minimal amount of :

experienceexperienceskillsskillsknowledgeknowledge



AN EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION AN EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION THROUGHTHROUGH………………..

KNOWLEDGE

SKILLS

EXPERIENCE

- fraseology DOC4444
- communicationmodel / Human Factors

- pronunciation & appliance of fraseology

- be aware of the risks



mmaintainingaintaining ccompetencyompetency::
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TestingTesting

Language
proficiency
test



The language proficiency test is important BUT is 
just a tool to determine the level.

The result is the fundament to develop language
proficiency

Language
proficiency
test



• Acceptence
– within the organisation = work related
– of the appointed level = external rating

• Implementation
– easy to organise and administer
– no extra strain on the duty rosters
– user friendly
– competent interlocutors

Language
proficiency
test
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Language proficiency test operational controller (300)

Time frame: April 2007 – 8 March 2008

Number of operational controllers - 300

Language
proficiency
test

est 90% ≥ 4



Language
proficiency
test

6 certified interlocuters / 6 tests each week

background:

• training specialist

• ATC trainers

• English language expert



Language
proficiency
test

Controllers are invited 6 weeks in advance

preparation:

• sample test

• familiarisation lessons (10 hr)

Test scheduled in OPS rosters
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Part 1 listening test: (30 min)



Part 2 speaking test: (30 min)



Rating:

Test recordings (anonymous) send via internet 
to external professional raters for rating 
according to the ICAO scale



The testing service company will make the detailed 
results available via a secured webpage and issues a 
certificate that will be accepted by our regulator as 
an official result of the language proficiency check



• ATC controllers did not recognise the need for the 
new requirements.

• Our conclusion:

• Implementing the new requirements is not just 
a matter of procedures but a matter of gaining 
confidence



Criteria:

• 100% success rate

• minimal operational resources, longer period of 
time

• testing should start in time to enable adequate 
training for controllers with a result < level 4

• testing should be supported by a test service 
company responsible for test sustenance

• rating of the proficiency level should be done by 
external raters, with professional experience



Commitment:

• everyone must become aware that you are working 
on a program to ensure language proficiency level,  
controllers might feel that “office” staff introduce 
new rules affecting their licences and careers

• make sure management is committed to this new 
requirement

• make sure operational controllers are involved in 
selecting a suitable method to test proficiency 
levels

• make sure that you have prepared a training 
program for controllers not achieving level 4



ATC CONTROLLER

LAW

ICAO

R
EG

U
LA

TO
R

DEVELOPPIN
G

ATM SYSTEM

REFRESHER
TRAINING

LANGUAGE
PROFICIENCY

REQUIREMENTS

PROFCHECK

PROCEDURES




