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UNDERSTANDING THE AIR TRAFFIC CONTROLLER SELECTION PROCESS

Becoming an air traffic controller is one of the most demanding and rewarding careers in aviation.
The path begins with a rigorous selection process designed to identify candidates who possess the
mental agility, spatial awareness, and composure required to manage complex airspace. Central to
this process is a series of specialized assessments. Reviewing Air Traffic Controller Test Sample
Questions is not just about memorizing answers; it is about understanding the cognitive mechanics
behind the exam and training your brain to think like a controller.
The  selection  process  varies  by  country,  but  most  agencies,  including  the  Federal  Aviation
Administration (FAA) in the United States, NAV CANADA in Canada, and NATS in the United Kingdom,
rely  on  computerized  aptitude  tests.  These  exams  are  unlike  standard  academic  tests.  They
measure your innate abilities rather than your knowledge of aviation rules. This article provides a
deep dive into the types of questions you will encounter, offering sample scenarios and strategies to
help you succeed.

WHY PRACTICE WITH SAMPLE QUESTIONS IS ESSENTIAL

Many  candidates  fail  their  first  attempt  not  because  they  lack  intelligence,  but  because  they  are
unfamiliar with the test format. The pressure of time constraints, the need for multi-tasking, and the
unique  nature  of  the  questions  can  be  overwhelming.  By  working  through  Air  Traffic Controller
Test Sample Questions, you accomplish three critical goals:

Familiarization: You reduce test-day anxiety by knowing exactly what to expect.
Speed Development: You train yourself to process information and respond within strict
time limits.
Weakness Identification: You discover which cognitive areas require extra attention before
the exam.

The best preparation involves simulating real test conditions. Set a timer, eliminate distractions, and
work through the following sample sections as if you were sitting for the actual exam.

SECTION 1: COGNITIVE AND APTITUDE TEST QUESTIONS

These assessments evaluate your natural cognitive abilities, including memory, reaction time, and
spatial reasoning. They are the cornerstone of the selection process.

1.1 Spatial Reasoning and Visualization
Controllers must constantly visualize aircraft in three-dimensional space. These questions test your
ability to interpret maps, charts, and relative positions.
Sample Question 1:
You are looking at a radar screen. Aircraft A is located at the top-left of the screen and is heading
southeast. Aircraft B is located at the bottom-right of the screen and is heading northwest. At their
current speeds and headings, what will be the closest point of approach between the two aircraft?
Explanation: This question assesses your ability to predict future positions. The correct answer
typically involves identifying that the aircraft will cross paths near the center of the screen, but you
must also consider altitude separation. In many tests, you will be given altitude data to determine if
a conflict exists. The key is to visualize the vectors without panicking.
Sample Question 2:
If a runway is oriented 270 degrees (west) and an aircraft is approaching from the south on a
heading of 360 degrees (north), which direction will  the aircraft need to turn to align with the
runway?
Explanation: The aircraft must turn left approximately 90 degrees to align with runway 27. This
tests your understanding of cardinal directions and aircraft headings. Practice with compass roses is
highly recommended.

1.2 Memory Recall and Scanning
Controllers  are  bombarded  with  information.  The  ability  to  scan,  retain,  and  recall  specific  data
points is critical. The ATC memory test often involves looking at a complex screen for a short period
and then answering questions about what you saw.
Sample Question 3:
You are shown a radar screen for 20 seconds. The screen contains 5 aircraft, each labeled with a call
sign, altitude, and speed. After the screen is removed, you are asked: "What was the altitude of the
aircraft with call sign AAL123?"
Explanation:  This  tests  your  short-term memory  under  pressure.  Strategies  include  grouping
information mentally or using a mnemonic device for the call signs. Practice by looking at complex
charts for a limited time and then covering them up.

1.3 ATC Math and Quick Calculations
Controllers must perform arithmetic quickly and accurately, often while distracted. These are not
word problems requiring deep analysis; they are straightforward calculations that test mental speed.
Sample Question 4:
An  aircraft  is  flying  at  420  knots.  It  needs  to  cover  a  distance  of  210  nautical  miles.  How  many
minutes will the flight take?

A) 25 minutes
B) 30 minutes
C) 35 minutes
D) 40 minutes

Explanation: Speed = Distance / Time. Time = Distance / Speed. 210 / 420 = 0.5 hours. 0.5 hours x
60 = 30 minutes.  The answer is  B.  You must  be comfortable  with basic  arithmetic  and time
conversions.

Sample Question 5:
An aircraft descends from 35,000 feet to 10,000 feet at a rate of 2,500 feet per minute. How many
minutes will the descent take?

A) 8 minutes
B) 10 minutes
C) 12 minutes
D) 14 minutes

Explanation: Total descent = 35,000 - 10,000 = 25,000 feet. 25,000 / 2,500 = 10 minutes. The
answer is B. Practice these calculations until they become automatic.

SECTION 2: MULTI-TASKING AND DISTRACTION TESTS

Perhaps the most challenging aspect of the ATC test is the multi-tasking component. You will be
required to perform two or three tasks simultaneously, such as tracking aircraft on a radar screen
while answering questions about flight data and responding to audio prompts.

2.1 The "Dual-Task" Simulation
Sample Question 6 (Dual-Task Scenario):
You are given a radar screen with moving blips. Your primary task is to click on specific aircraft when
they cross a certain boundary line. At the same time, you hear a series of numbers played through
headphones. After 60 seconds, you must recall the last three numbers you heard.
Explanation: This simulation mimics the real workload of a controller who must listen to radio calls
while  watching  the  radar.  The  goal  is  not  perfection  on  both  tasks  initially;  it  is  about  finding  a
rhythm. Most people naturally sacrifice one task for the other. The trick is to prioritize. In this case,
the memory task is the primary objective, but you cannot neglect the radar. Practice with online
dual-task games or use a metronome to train your brain to switch focus rapidly.

2.2 Prioritization and Decision Making
Sample Question 7:
You are responsible for three aircraft. Aircraft A has low fuel and needs to land within 10 minutes.
Aircraft B is on a collision course with weather and needs to deviate 20 miles north. Aircraft C is a
heavy jet on a standard approach. Which aircraft do you prioritize?
Explanation:  Safety  is  always the first  priority,  but  fuel  emergencies  are urgent.  In  this  scenario,
Aircraft B has the most immediate safety risk due to weather. However, if Aircraft A's fuel situation is
critical, it could become the priority. There is no single correct answer in many of these questions;
the test evaluates your reasoning process. You must explain your choice logically.

SECTION 3: PERSONALITY AND SITUATIONAL JUDGMENT TESTS

Modern ATC selection includes a personality assessment to determine if your temperament is suited
for high-stress environments. There are no right or wrong answers, but there are answers that align
with the controller profile: calm, decisive, team-oriented, and rule-following.

3.1 Situational Judgment Questions
Sample Question 8:
You  notice  a  colleague  in  the  tower  is  becoming  visibly  flustered  and  is  making  mistakes  on  the
radio. What should you do?

A) Ignore it; it is not your responsibility.
B) Immediately take over their position without asking.
C) Calmly offer assistance and suggest they take a short break.
D) Report them to the supervisor immediately.

Explanation:  The best answer is C. Controllers must be team players. Offering help in a way that
maintains your colleague's dignity is the most effective approach. Option B causes confusion. Option
D might be necessary later, but immediate support is the priority. Option A is negligent.
Sample Question 9:
You are given a set of standard operating procedures (SOPs) that are very detailed. You find a faster
way to do a task that does not violate safety, but is not in the SOP. What do you do?

A) Follow the SOP exactly.
B) Use your faster method.
C) Suggest the change to your supervisor for potential protocol update.
D) Teach your method to other controllers secretly.

Explanation: A and C are both acceptable, but C is the best answer. It shows initiative and respect
for the system. In ATC, following procedures is paramount. You should never deviate from SOPs
without authorization. However, proposing improvements is valued.

SECTION 4: VERBAL REASONING AND COMMUNICATION

Clear communication is non-negotiable. Controllers must use precise language to avoid ambiguity.
The test may include a verbal reasoning component where you must parse complex instructions or
identify errors in communication.

4.1 Phraseology Accuracy
Sample Question 10:
Which of the following radio transmissions contains correct ATC phraseology?

A) "United 245, turn left heading 090, descend and maintain 5,000."
B) "United 245, turn left to heading 090, descend to 5,000 feet and maintain."
C) "United 245, turn left heading 090, descend and maintain 5,000."
D) "United 245, turn left, heading 090, descend and maintain flight level 5,000."

Explanation: The correct format is "Turn left heading [number], descend and maintain [altitude]."
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Option C uses the standard phraseology. Note that "Flight Level" is used for altitudes above 18,000
feet,  so  5,000  feet  should  be  stated  as  "five  thousand."  Practice  standard  phraseology  until  it
becomes  second  nature.

4.2 Listening Comprehension
Sample Question 11:
You hear  the  following transmission:  "Tower,  Delta  123 is  five miles  to  the  southeast,  inbound for
landing with information Bravo." What information has the pilot provided?

A) Position, distance, intention, and current weather information.
B) Position, altitude, speed, and request.
C) Call sign, location, and fuel status.
D) Only distance and direction.

Explanation:  The  pilot  gave  position  (five  miles  southeast),  intention  (inbound  for  landing),  and
information code (Bravo, which refers to the ATIS weather broadcast). The correct answer is A. You
need to be able to pick out key data from a stream of speech.

SECTION 5: ADVANCED SAMPLE SCENARIOS FOR PREPARATION

To truly excel, you must move beyond individual questions and think about system-level scenarios.
Air traffic control is a dynamic environment where decisions have cascading effects.

5.1 The Holding Pattern Puzzle
Sample Question 12:
You have three aircraft arriving at the same airport. Runway 27 is in use. Aircraft 1 is approaching
from the north. Aircraft 2 is approaching from the east. Aircraft 3 is approaching from the south. The
aircraft from the east is a heavy jet that requires extra landing distance. How would you sequence
them?
Explanation: This question tests your ability to think about wake turbulence, approach paths, and
efficiency. The heavy jet should be first or last to avoid wake turbulence issues. The aircraft from the
north  might  have  the  longest  final  approach  if  you  vector  them  appropriately.  The  answer  is  not
simply "first come, first served." You must consider aircraft performance, wind, and spacing.

5.2 Emergency Decision Making


