
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Air Traffic Controllers are required to use a clear, concise, specific 
phraseology which is found in the ATC Manual of Operations 

(MANOPS). They undergo a phraseology evaluation every six 

months to ensure compliance with MANOPS. The goal is to 

standardize phraseology across Canada and help maintain and 

improve the safety and service levels required for our customers. 
 

 

Phraseology is the foundation of air traffic control. ATC capability 

and requirement to communicate through the use of proper 

phraseology, in a clear, concise fashion helps to maintain safety 
at the highest possible level.   

 

 

Controllers are also required to receive a proper read back 
following their instructions and clearances. Incorrect or 

incomplete read backs increase controller and pilot workload. This 

has a negative impact on safety and often on service. 

 

The purpose of all radio communications is that they should 

convey information or instructions unambiguously to a specific 

recipient or recipients. Use of standard format and content helps 
to achieve this objective.  



Use of non standard message format and/or content may result in 

one or more of the following undesirable outcomes:  

• The message is not received by the intended recipient  

• The message is acted on by an unintended recipient (call 

sign confusion)  

• The message has to be repeated, resulting in delay in 

response and frequency congestion  

• All or part of the message is misunderstood  

• Parts of the message may be confused and incorrectly acted 

on  

 

 
 
 



One problem observed in pilot read backs concerns altitude 

clearances where the first digit in the altitude is missing 

possibly because of the readback format used by the pilot.  

 

(see example 1) 
 

Causes  Pilot speaks before transmitting 

 Delay in activation of transmitter 

 Altitude misunderstood by pilot 

  

Impact Increase in workload for controller and pilot 

 Clearance must be repeated and read back 

 Flight safety may be jeopardized due to controller 

hear back error 

  

Mitigation Pilot read back should begin with aircraft call sign 

 
 

We suggest that pilot read backs begin with aircraft call 

sign. 

 

Example 1:  

 
Controller: Air Tempo one two three, Montreal Centre, when 

ready, descend to one four thousand 

 

Pilot: …four thousand, Air Tempo one two three 

 
Suggested format, pilot: Air Tempo one two three, descending to 

one four thousand when ready 

 

By beginning the message with the aircraft call sign, the 

missing first digit is no longer a concern and a safe 
communication loop is achieved. 

 



 
 

A read back is a procedure whereby the receiving station repeats 

a message or an appropriate part thereof back to the transmitting 
station so as to obtain confirmation of correct reception. 

 

 
 

The pilot must read back to the air traffic controller safety related 
parts of ATC voice messages. The following should be read back 

beginning with aircraft call sign: 

 

• All clearances and instructions 

• Runway in use, altimeter setting, transponder code 
• All other safety related items 

 

The controller must listen to the read back to ascertain that the 

clearance or instruction has been correctly acknowledged by the 
pilot and shall take immediate action to correct any discrepancies. 

The pilot’s read back must be complete and clear to ensure a 

correct understanding by the controller. This gives the controller 

the opportunity to confirm that the message has been received 
correctly and, if not, to make necessary corrections.  

Recently, a rise has been observed in pilot read backs such as “Er, 

roger, seven five one” where only roger and part of the call sign 
are used. Here, the pilot should never use the term “Roger”, 

"Wilco" or “Copied” or just use the aircraft call sign. Likewise, a 

controller should not use similar terms to acknowledge a message 

requiring a definite answer (Ex.: acknowledging a pilot’s 

statement that an altitude or speed restriction cannot be met). 

The absence of an acknowledgement or a correction is often 

perceived by pilots as an implicit confirmation of the read back. 

This absence of acknowledgement is usually the result of 
frequency congestion and the need for the controller to issue 

successive clearances to several aircraft. A controller hear back 

error is also a possibility. 



 

The bias of expectation can lead pilots and controllers to: 

• Transposing the numbers contained in a clearance to what 

was expected, based on experience or routine; and, 

• Shifting a clearance or instruction from one parameter to 
another (ex.: climb to flight level two four zero instead of 

flying on a heading of two four zero) (see example 2) 

 

Example 2 

Controller: Air Tempo two sixty six, vectors for descent, turn left 
heading two seven zero, descend to flight level two niner zero 

Pilot: Air Tempo two sixty six, heading two niner zero, 

descending to flight level two seven zero 

 

 

Misunderstanding may include parts of words or guessing 

numbers. A clearance containing more than two instructions 

requires the pilot’s full attention in order to analyze it and accept 
it by a proper read back.   

Pilots reluctant to confirm may: 

• Accept an inadequate clearance, or 

• Fill in the blank by themselves with what is most probable 

Failing to confirm a clearance or instruction may lead to a 
hazardous situation caused by flying an unexpected profile.  



 

Controllers and pilots alike have the opportunity to foresee the 

future. To see how things will turn out, the controller and you can 
use the read back. It tells you where you will be and how you will 

get there safely. 

 

Nonetheless, errors will occur, but how do we prevent them? 

• Monitor the frequency at all times 

• When you listen - LISTEN. Do not listen in parallel with 

performing concurrent tasks. Do not go two or three steps 
ahead and overlook what is being said now. 

• Do not attempt to hold two voice communications at the 

same time. Although a routine activity, radio 

communications should not be shared with other tasks, 

particularly interruptions such as other radio or phone calls 
or cockpit conversations. 

 

• Try to always begin a read back with aircraft call sign 

followed by verbatim clearance and the use of all must be 

read back items. In this way, you reduce the possibility of 

error.  
• If in doubt, there is no doubt - CHECK.  

• Listen carefully to the clearance or instruction. 

• Question unclear or incomplete controller transmissions, 

especially if you suspect they may have been overridden or 

blocked by a third party. 
• Don’t hear what is expected, hear what is being said. 

 

 

 
 

 



 

 
 

Controllers identify the station at all times on initial 
contact. 

 

Controller: Air Tempo six fifty four, Toronto Centre, when ready, 

descend to flight level two four zero 

 

 
 

Once communications are established, ATC may omit 

station identification if there is no possibility of confusion: 

 

Controller: Air Tempo six fifty four, when ready, descend to flight 
level two four zero 

 

 

 

ATC will use the word “ IMMEDIATELY ” only when 

immediate action is required for safety reasons. 
 

Controllers and pilots must transmit whole thousands by 

pronouncing each digit in the number of thousands 

followed by the word “ thousand ”: 

 
5000: Five thousand 

 
11000: One one thousand 

 

  

…and express altitude above sea level in thousands plus 

hundreds of feet. Separate digits are used to express flight 

levels: 

 

2700:  

Two thousand seven hundred 

 

FL200:   

Flight level two zero zero 

 

 



 
  

 

Controllers insert the aircraft identification at the 
beginning of every transmission. 

 

Pilots should insert the aircraft identification at the beginning of 

every read back 

 
 

If communicating with two or more aircraft that are using 

the same flight number or similar sounding call signs, 

controllers will advise each of the aircraft concerned of the 

other's presence and may: 
 

 

 

1. restate the radiotelephony designator after the flight 
number: 

       Ex.: Air Tempo seven one three Air Tempo 

 

 

2. add the type of aircraft to the identification: 

Ex.: BARON four five six lima 
 

 

3. instruct the aircraft using the same flight number or similar 

sounding identification to use: 

• it’s aircraft registration, or 
• it’s radiotelephony designator with at least two 

characters of the aircraft registration 

       Ex.: Air Tempo echo papa 

 

 

 

 
 



 
 

In direct controller pilot communications, landing 

information is issued before or shortly after the descent 
clearance. 

 

On initial contact, the pilot should advise ATC that he has the 

ATIS information with the code letter, this will reduce ATC 

workload. 
 

 

Pilot: Montreal Centre, Air Tempo three sixty, at flight level three 

seven zero cleared to flight level two niner zero when ready, with 

ATIS BRAVO. 
 

 

 
 

To conclude, pilots should: 

 
• Maintain a listening watch at all times on the ATC frequency 

 

• Begin a read back with the aircraft call sign 

 

• Use standard phraseology at all times 
 

• Never hesitate to question and query 

 

 

Active listening and correct read backs make for a safer 
sky. 
 
 

 
 

 
References: www.skybrary.aero and MANOPS ATC 


