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Shaping the future
of European air traffic
controller training

Ashley Lauryssen explains how to prepare ATC training
for the shift to competency-based standards

ompetency-based training and assessment

(CBTA) is not a new concept. In fact, it has

been around since the 1960s in various
forms and in numerous industries. In aviation, some
countries and air navigation service providers (ANSPs)
elected to use this methodology in the late 1990s
instead of the classic task-based approach to training
their air traffic controllers (ATCOs). ICAO introduced
ATC CBTA into Procedures for Air Navigation Services
(PANS)-Training (Doc9868) in 2016 and since then,
uptake has been steadily growing. As a result of an
amendment to Regulation (EU) 2015/340 (the ATC
licensing regulation), all ATCO training in Europe must
use CBTA principles from January 2029.
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Standardisation with flexibility

The new regulation requires anyone issued with a
European student ATCO licence to demonstrate a
defined minimum level of performance. This ensures
standardisation and gives the student licence real,
quantifiable value. At the same time, Initial Training
Organisations (ITOs) retain the flexibility to design
practical training and assessments using their own
simulated airspace and procedures.

However, CBTA is not about standardising
performance with other operational units: this would
be illogical given that every unit has its own unique
operational and environmental conditions that
affect how the job is done. The regulation instead



standardises the application of CBTA principles
and methodology, requiring each unit to develop a
competency model tailored to its specific context.

Why now?

Developing a CBTA programme from scratch is a
significant resource commitment, and operational
units may well question whether implementing this
will bring them sufficient value. However, the benefit
of CBTA models and methodology is clear: they aim
to improve the effectiveness of training programmes
and improve pass rates. This is important given

that, as all operational units know well, training is
expensive and the cost of losing a single student is
high, let alone as much as 30 to 50% of the student
intake, especially if that loss happens in the later
stages of on-the-job training (OJT). Additionally,
through training data analysis and smart design,
CBTA can make the training pipeline more efficient.
Given the length of time it takes to train a student
today, aiming for efficiency without compromising
standards is a necessity. To derive these benefits,
there are two critical elements that should not be
overlooked.

Building a competency model

The first is the design of the adapted competency
model. This model describes the competencies and
behaviours required at that unit, the operational
and environmental conditions under which

it is expected the student will be able
to provide the ATC service, and
the competency standards to
be demonstrated. The careful
consideration of each element
of the model in relation to

the specific environment is
essential, because the model

is the foundation on which

all subsequent training and
assessment for the issue of unit
endorsement is built.

The human element

A model is simply a model, however,
and like any other model, it can be ignored,

misused or misinterpreted. This is where the second
critical element comes in. For a CBTA programme to
realise its objectives, OJT instructors (OJTls) need to
see the model as an effective tool for helping them
analyse student performance and determine what
actions are needed for the student to progress.

Let’s take the hypothetical case of Meryl, an
experienced OJTI at BlueSkies tower. Her instincts
are excellent and this classically leads her to decide
very quickly after a student arrives whether they
are going to make it or not — even if she is not able
to explain why exactly. There are many such OJTls
all over Europe. This does not make her a ‘bad’
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OJTI; in fact, she intuitively knows when and how
soon to intervene to help a student with particularly
tricky traffic scenarios, and has a genuine desire to
help her students reach validation. The problem is
that while she is very effective during the live OJT
session, when it comes to the debriefing afterwards,
the only way she can help her student is to explain
what she would have done in the same situation.
While this is useful information if the same situation
reoccurs, it is of limited value if that situation is a one-
off — leaving the student wondering what they can
do to improve their overall performance in different
situations.
If, on the other hand, she was using the
competency model for BlueSkies tower,
she would have had the ideal tool for
analysing her student’s performance
and providing precise feedback,
thereby translating her intuitive

and instinctive sense of

what the student is doing

into pinpointing root cause

performance challenges, and
identifying concrete behaviours
to work on to make progress
towards competence.
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Alogical solution
CBTA may not be a silver bullet to solve

all ATC training challenges, but its robust
methodology, its ability to define specific required
performance comprehensively and its powerful
capacity to leverage data ensures a very convincing
approach to achieving effectiveness and efficiency
gains in ATC training.
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