
1

CFI ACS Companion
Area of Operation I  |  Task A
Effects of Human Behavior & Communication

Seth Lake  |  DPE / CFI  |  vsl.aero

This companion document breaks down every element of the CFI ACS Area of Operation I, Task A: Effects of Human
Behavior and Communication on the Learning Process. Each knowledge element, risk management item, and skill
demonstration is mapped to the Aviation Instructor's Handbook with chapter and page references.

Primary Sources: Aviation Instructor's Handbook (FAA-H-8083-9B), Chapters 2 & 4; Flight Instructor ACS (FAA-S-
ACS-25); 8900.1 Volume 5, Chapter 2, Section 1 (Scenario-Based Evaluation); FOI & FIA Written Exams (FAA
Testing Matrix)

Testing Rules: At least one knowledge element (plus any missed on the FOI written). At least one risk
management element. All skill elements. Scenario-based evaluation to the maximum extent possible (8900.1).
The underlying private/commercial ACS questions are also fair game.

AOO I Note: The evaluator must select Task E, Task F, and at least one other task for initial flight instructor
applicants. For add-on ratings or reinstatements, FOI coverage is at the evaluator's discretion.
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  KNOWLEDGE ELEMENTS

K1 — Elements of Human Behavior
FI.I.A.K1

The applicant understands and explains elements of human behavior, including the following sub-elements. All
references are to the Aviation Instructor's Handbook (AIH), Chapter 2.

K1A: Definitions of Human Behavior
AIH Chapter 2, p.2-1

Human behavior is the product of factors that cause people to act in predictable ways. Understanding these definitions
gives a framework for recognizing why learners respond the way they do. The examiner is looking for a working
knowledge of the concept, not rote recitation of the textbook definition.

K1B: Instructor-Learner Relationship
AIH Chapter 2, p.2-1 – 2-2

The effectiveness of instruction depends on the quality of the relationship between instructor and learner. Trust, mutual
respect, and clear expectations set the tone for the entire training experience. A breakdown in this relationship can stall
progress regardless of the learner's aptitude.

K1C: Motivation
AIH Chapter 2, pp.2-2 to 2-4

Motivation is the dominant force governing a learner's progress and ability to learn. Positive motivation (the desire to
achieve) is far more effective than negative motivation (the fear of punishment). Instructors should identify what drives
each individual learner and leverage those motivating factors throughout training.

K1D: Human Needs — Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs
AIH Chapter 2, pp.2-5 to 2-7

Maslow's hierarchy describes five levels of human needs: physiological, safety, belonging, esteem, and self-actualization.
A learner whose basic needs are unmet (fatigue, hunger, financial stress, family issues) cannot effectively engage in
higher-level learning. As an instructor, you must recognize when a learner's hierarchy is not being fulfilled and adjust
your approach accordingly.

K1E: Defense Mechanisms
AIH Chapter 2, pp.2-9 to 2-12

Defense mechanisms are unconscious psychological strategies learners use to protect their ego when confronted with
anxiety or failure. Common defense mechanisms include repression, denial, compensation, projection, rationalization,
reaction formation, fantasy, and displacement. The key is not memorizing the list but recognizing them in practice and
knowing how to address them constructively.

Scenario Application: A returning pilot blames a past runway excursion on the airplane hydroplaning rather than
acknowledging poor ADM. That is rationalization — a defense mechanism. Your job is not to label it but to use
communication skills to help the learner arrive at that realization on their own.

K2 — Learner Emotional Reactions
FI.I.A.K2

The applicant understands and explains learner emotional reactions. All references are to AIH Chapter 2.

K2A: Anxiety and Stress
AIH Chapter 2, pp.2-12
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Anxiety is the most common emotional reaction seen in flight training. Every applicant demonstrates some form of
anxiety during a checkride. As an instructor, recognizing anxiety early and addressing it — rather than ignoring it or
pushing through — is critical to effective instruction.

K2B: Impatience
AIH Chapter 2, p.2-12

Learners may become impatient with the pace of training, especially if they feel they are not progressing quickly enough.
This can lead to shortcuts and poor habit formation. Managing expectations through clear communication helps mitigate
impatience.

K2C: Worry or Lack of Interest
AIH Chapter 2, pp.2-13

Worry about factors outside of training (finances, work, family) or a genuine lack of interest in the material can
significantly impair learning. Identifying the source of the worry allows the instructor to either address it or adjust the
training schedule.

K2D: Physical Discomfort, Illness, Fatigue, Dehydration
AIH Chapter 2, p.2-13 – 2-14

Physical factors directly affect learning capacity. A learner who comes to a lesson after a full day of work is already
fatigued. Consider scheduling flexibility — breaking a 3-hour session into multiple shorter sessions, or asking the learner
to take a half day off work for training.

K2E: Apathy Due to Inadequate Instruction
AIH Chapter 2, p.2-14

When a learner becomes apathetic, it may be because previous instruction was poor. They stop making progress, stop
caring, and check out mentally. This is the emotional reaction you never want to cause — but you may inherit it from a
previous instructor. Recognizing the root cause is the first step toward corrective action.
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K3 — Teaching the Adult Learner
FI.I.A.K3

AIH Chapter 2, p.2-17

Adult learners are fundamentally different from traditional students. They are motivated to seek out learning because
they have a specific use for the knowledge — learning is a means to an end, not the end itself. They bring life
experience, external pressures (career, family, finances), and a brain that may not be as readily adaptable to new
information as a younger person's.

Many CFI applicants struggle with this because they are younger and have recently come out of a structured school
system. They are used to non-adult learning environments. If you fly long enough as a CFI, you will teach adult learners
— successful business owners who purchased an airplane, retirees fulfilling a lifelong dream, professionals with limited
scheduling flexibility. The skills required to effectively teach these learners are different from teaching a 19-year-old in a
Part 141 program.

K4 — Effective Communication
FI.I.A.K4

The applicant understands and explains effective communication elements. All references are to AIH Chapter 4.

K4A: Basic Elements of Communication
AIH Chapter 4, pp.4-2 to 4-4

Communication requires a sender, a receiver, and a message. Effective communication is a two-way process — the
instructor must confirm that the learner has received and understood the message. Simply transmitting information is
not teaching.

K4B: Barriers to Effective Communication
AIH Chapter 4, pp.4-4 to 4-6

Common barriers include lack of common experience, confusion between the symbol and the thing it represents,
overuse of abstractions, interference (noise, distractions), and the learner's inability to process the information being
presented. Recognizing these barriers is the first step to overcoming them.

K4C: Developing Communication Skills, Including Role-Playing
AIH Chapter 4, pp.4-6 to 4-7

Communication is a skill that requires practice. Role-playing is the most effective way to develop communication skills as
a CFI. Have your instructor play the role of a new student and practice teaching them. This forces you into the role of a
teacher, gets you comfortable speaking in front of people, and develops the exact skill set you'll need on checkride day.

From Air Force Instructor School: On day one, the first assignment is to prepare and deliver a 15-minute lesson
on any topic except aviation. Any teaching method is allowed — slides, whiteboard, pure lecture. It forces you
into the role of a teacher immediately and develops the communication skills that matter most on the CFI
practical test.
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  RISK MANAGEMENT ELEMENTS
You must demonstrate at least one of the two risk management elements below. A well-designed scenario naturally
addresses both.

R1: Recognizing and Accommodating Human Behavior
FI.I.A.R1  |  AIH Chapter 2

Can you recognize when a learner is exhibiting human behavior patterns that affect learning (defense mechanisms,
anxiety, hierarchy of needs gaps) and adjust your instruction to accommodate them? This is about situational awareness
in the instructional environment.

R2: Barriers to Communication
FI.I.A.R2  |  AIH Chapter 4, pp.4-4 to 4-6

Can you identify when communication has broken down and take steps to re-establish it? This includes recognizing
when you are using abstractions the learner doesn't understand, when environmental interference is preventing the
message from getting through, or when the learner's preconceptions are filtering what they hear.

  SKILL ELEMENTS

You must demonstrate all of the following skill elements. There are four skills total (S2 has two sub-elements). Start your
preparation here — design a scenario that hits all four, and the knowledge and risk management elements follow
naturally.

S1: Give Examples of How Human Behavior Affects Motivation and Learning
FI.I.A.S1

Demonstrate that you understand the connection between human behavior and learning outcomes. In the walkthrough
scenario, the returning pilot's motivation (family trips) and behavioral patterns (defense mechanisms from the accident)
directly affect how you structure the training.

S2A: Describe What the Instructor Can Do to Deal with Serious Abnormal Emotional Behavior
FI.I.A.S2

Per the AIH: if a flight instructor believes the learner may have a disqualifying condition, arrangements should be made
for another instructor who is not acquainted with the learner to conduct an evaluation flight. You are not obligated to
endorse a learner you are not comfortable with — that is your legal responsibility.

S2B: Describe What the Instructor Can Do to Deal with Defense Mechanisms
FI.I.A.S2

Use communication techniques to help the learner recognize their own defense mechanisms. Ask questions that lead
them to self-assessment rather than lecturing them about what they did wrong. Let them grade themselves. If they say
the airplane was at fault, walk through the facts until they arrive at the real contributing factors.

S3: Use Effective Communication in Ground and Flight Instruction
FI.I.A.S3

This skill is demonstrated throughout the entire interaction — from the initial email response to the document review,
to the in-person discussion about the accident. You are establishing two-way communication, drilling down from
generalizations to specifics, and building the foundation for a productive instructor-learner relationship.
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  WALKTHROUGH SCENARIO

The following scenario demonstrates how a single, realistic setup can address every skill element in Task A, along with
multiple knowledge and risk management elements.

The Setup: You receive an email from a potential client: "I'd like to get back into flying. I haven't flown in about
10 years. I used to own an airplane but don't anymore. I've found a local flying club with a Cessna 172 and I'd
like to get checked out. There are a couple of family trips I'd like to do this summer. Would you be willing to
work with me?"

Step 1: Establish Communication
The email doesn't provide enough information to proceed. Your first move is effective communication: schedule a
meeting to review their documents — logbook, pilot certificate, medical status (standard or BasicMed?). Check with the
flying club about insurance. You are demonstrating S3 (effective communication) from the very first interaction.

Step 2: The Triggering Event
During the discussion, the learner reveals that 10 years ago they had a runway excursion on a dark, rainy night. They say
it wasn't their fault — the airplane hydroplaned. They haven't touched an airplane since. This introduces defense
mechanisms (K1E, S2B), anxiety (K2A), and the adult learner dynamic (K3).

Step 3: Address the Defense Mechanisms
Dig into the accident. Get the NTSB or FAA report if available. Walk through the facts — weather, conditions, decision-
making — and ask questions that let the learner arrive at the realization themselves. "If you could do it all over again,
what would you do differently?" You are using learner-centered grading and ADM concepts. If they say "I could have
landed better," push further. Night, wet runway, fatigued — maybe staying overnight was the right call.

Step 4: Evaluate for Abnormal Behavior
If you cannot get the learner to take any ownership of the accident, that may constitute serious abnormal emotional
behavior (S2A). The AIH says to bring in another experienced CFI for an evaluation. You are not obligated to endorse
someone you are not comfortable with.

Step 5: Leverage Motivation
If the learner does take ownership and is ready to move forward, leverage their motivation — those family trips. Adult
learners seek out learning because they have a use for it. That motivation can drive the entire training plan and
addresses S1 (human behavior affecting motivation and learning).
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  QUICK REFERENCE — AOO I, TASK A

Code Element Source
K1A Definitions of human behavior AIH Ch 2, p.2-1
K1B Instructor-learner relationship AIH Ch 2, p.2-1
K1C Motivation AIH Ch 2, pp.2-2 to 2-4
K1D Human needs (Maslow) AIH Ch 2, pp.2-5 – 2-8
K1E Defense mechanisms AIH Ch 2, pp.2-9 – 2-12
K2A Anxiety and stress AIH Ch 2, pp.2-12
K2B Impatience AIH Ch 2, p.2-12
K2C Worry or lack of interest AIH Ch 2, pp.2-13
K2D Physical discomfort / fatigue AIH Ch 2, p.2-13
K2E Apathy (inadequate instruction) AIH Ch 2, p.2-14
K3 Teaching the adult learner AIH Ch 2, p.2-17
K4A Basic elements of communication AIH Ch 4, pp.4-2 to 4-4
K4B Barriers to communication AIH Ch 4, pp.4-4 to 4-6
K4C Developing communication skills AIH Ch 4, pp.4-6 to 4-7
R1 Recognizing human behavior AIH Ch 2
R2 Barriers to communication AIH Ch 4, pp.4-4 to 4-6
S1 Human behavior / motivation examples —
S2A Serious abnormal emotional behavior AIH Ch 2, p.2-16
S2B Dealing with defense mechanisms AIH Ch 2, pp.2-9
S3 Effective communication (ground/flight) AIH Ch 4

VSL ACE Guide: Every ACS element links directly to the source material. Green buttons take you straight to the
right page in the AIH, AFH, and dozens of other FAA documents. Get the ACE Guide at vslaviation.myshopify.com


