


The washback effect in 
Brazil: an investigation of 
Aviation English for pilots

Malila Prado

PhD Candidate

University of São Paulo



My background

• ESL Teacher since 1996

• Aviation English Teacher since 2008 (technicians, 
flight dispatchers, flight attendant, pilots)

• 4 international aviation English Teacher and rater
training courses

• ICAEA RG and GEIA member

• Teacher, Teacher trainer, material designer, rater, 
consultant

• MA 2015, PhD end of 2019



Why am I here?

• Washback effect – from training perspective
(aligned with other researches)

• Data discussion

• Personal pursuit



Washback effect (Scaramucci, 2004)
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Bailey, 1996, p. 
264



Why high stakes?

Accident in 
Canada 



Why high stakes? Native speakers 
- accomodation



Why high stakes?



Why high stakes?



ICAO, 2010

✓Native speakers – grandfather rights

✓Phraseology – not to be assessed

✓Radio communications – scope 

multinationality crew / manuals / training???

✓ANAC – compliant – Working Paper 2016



https://www.icao.int/Meetings/a39/Documents/WP/wp_249_en.pdf

- Level 6 lifetime 
license
- Review Scale
- Native speakers



5857 - 1703  replies
http://www.anac.gov.br/assuntos/setor-regulado/profissionais-da-
aviacao-civil/processo-de-licencas-e-habilitacoes/proficiencia-linguistica-
2/Resultadopesquisa2017divulgaoportalANAC.pdf



This is not what 
everyone else 
studies

I just want to know what 
ANAC wants to hear

I flew all my life 
internationally and now 
ANAC doesn’t allow me to

John Doe studied 
at xxx / website 
and got level 4

This test doesn’t assess 
phraseology

I just want to 
pass the test; I´ll 
learn English 
after



A comunidade aeronáutica, principalmente no Brasil, não está trilhando um 
caminho seguro em direção à proficiência do idioma inglês na radiocomunicação 
e, sim, um atalho. Busca-se um conhecimento mínimo necessário para passar 
nas bancas examinadoras em detrimento da proficiência plena. Mentalidade e 
comportamento precários para a realidade da atividade aérea.

Daniel Calazans, 2014, AeroMagazine

https://aeromagazine.uol.com.br/artigo/prova-
para-ingles-ver_1506.html



ANAC´S WEBSITE –
LIST OF SCHOOLS + 
GOOGLE SEARCH

YOUTUBE VIDEOS –
COMPETITION FOR 

MARKET

TEACHER EXPOSES 
HIS / HER KEY 

POINTS

27 SCHOOLS, 25 
WEBSITES, 11 

CHANNELS



Data analysis

• 6 websites do not mention aviation / 1 under maintenance / 

1 no website

• 6 websites also offer Phraseology / other courses – 4 have 

‘training for the test’ courses

• 8 websites only offer mock interview, simulados, mock tests, 

rehearsal activities to train to SDEA



Training is conducted through mock interviews, 
addressing and practicing answers to the most frequent 
questions of the exam Simulations to all 

steps of the test

We focus, through test format 
simulations, on the abilities which 
are necessary, so the pilot is 
prepared to take the ICAO / ANAC 
test

Our classes are directed 
towards the 4 parts of 
the ANAC test

We follow the dynamics based on 
the real structure of the test

With constant feedback from the exam centers, you will be 
updated on the questions made by the examiners 

Interactive audios very 
similar to the ones you will 
find in the test



Discussion 

• Wide range of vocabulary and grammar

• Do not use technical terms

• The examiner is not a pilot

• Far-fetched English

• Confusion between plain English x general English



Some phrases from videos…

• An aircraft with a blue tail and [company] livery

• In the background I can see some trees

• I think a spotter took this photo

• The well preserved airframe is still afloat, as it 
slowly sinks 

• The crew members demonstrated dexterity

• You only need the second conditional in the test

• Phraseology is wrong, don´t make intentional 
mistakes



Others…

• First and foremost, first of all // from my 
perspective from my point of view I think // 
however but // so therefore…

• If I were the pilot in this situation I would continue 
the takeoff then I would request an area to dump 
fuel…. Does your acft have a fuel dumping system? 
No my acft no have.



Work-related
Phraseology as input
Objective and clear language

+++ needs assessment, communicative 
approach, CBTL



the students reaching the end of their training not 

only are in a position to pass the licensing test, but 

also have effectively acquired the kind of practical 

proficiency that is required of them to handle non-

standard, abnormal and emergency situations (ICAO, 

2009, p. 20)



Kim, 2018

The analysis revealed that although the Russian pilot was viewed as having limited English

proficiency, the strategies he used to make himself understood were evaluated positively as

fulfilling the requirements of the professional role. By contrast, the Korean air traffic controller,

although not evaluated as having limited proficiency, was criticized for his lack of professional

knowledge. The discourse analysis and the feedback given by these expert informants highlight

not only the nature of the miscommunication arising in unexpected situations, but also the

multiple factors that may contribute to it. While language proficiency is clearly an issue, there

are many other sources of miscommunication that emerge during the exchange. These

findings are used to critique the narrow, language-focused oral proficiency construct as

articulated in the holistic descriptors and the rating scale stipulated by the International Civil

Aviation Organization (ICAO, 2010) as the basis for tests of aviation English worldwide.



MONTEIRO, 2019

Intercultural communications in aviation require a broader view of

communicative competence, including specific purpose language ability and

background knowledge (AE), the need to speak English as a lingua franca

and to adjust to the communicative needs at hand (ELF), to accommodate

and negotiate sociocultural differences and to solve misunderstandings

between members of different cultures, while at the same time sharing

responsibility for successful communication.



Conclusions

• This is a one-sided investigation – there needs to be 
more (other participants / products)

• Principles cannot be narrowed down to the test –
reflections on needs, syllabus design and *HOW* to 
teach (transfer control over the curriculum to the 
agency which controls the exam) (WALL, 2012)

• Current research and authentic material (reliable 
sources) 



AGÊNCIA NACIONAL DE AVIAÇÃO CIVIL. The need for revision of Annex 1 Language Proficiency 
SARPS for pilots and air traffic controllers A39-WP/249. International Civil Aviation Organization. 
Montreal, p. 1-4. 2016.

BAILEY, K. Working for washback: A review of the washback concept in language testing. Language 
Testing, v. 13, p. 257-279, 1996.

INTERNATIONAL CIVIL AVIATION ORGANIZATION (ICAO). Manual of Radiotelephony DOC 9432-
AN/925. Montreal. 2007.

INTERNATIONAL CIVIL AVIATION ORGANIZATION (ICAO). Guidelines for Aviation English training 
programmes (Cir 323-AN/185). International Civil Aviation Organization. Montreal. 2009.

INTERNATIONAL CIVIL AVIATION ORGANIZATION (ICAO). Manual of implementation of the language 
proficiency requirements (DOC9835-AN/453). 2nd. ed. Montreal: International Civil Aviation 
Organization, 2010.

KIM, H. What constitutes professional communication in aviation: Is language proficiency enough for 
testing purposes? Language Testing, v. 35, n. 3, p. 403–426, 2018.

SCARAMUCCI, M. Efeito retroativo da avaliação no ensino/aprendizagem de línguas: o estado da arte. 
Trabalhos em Lingüística Aplicada, Campinas, 2, 2004. 203-226.

SOUZA, P. R. E. Os componentes determinantes do efeito retroativo de um exame de proficiência em
inglês aeronáutico. In: SCARAMUCCI, M.; TOSQUI-LUCKS, P.; DAMIÃO, S. Pesquisas sobre inglês
aeronáutico no Brasil. Campinas: Pontes, 2018. p. 221-242.

WALL, D. Washback. In: FULCHER, G.; DAVIDSON, F. The Routledge Handbook of Language Testing. 
New York: Routledge, 2012. p. 79-82.


