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GOT A MINUTE ? --MAYBE

Despite the more convenient location of the
weapons switches, time spent on them was longer
than anticipated. In fact, the average time for
weapons, IFF, and UHF switching was very
close. This contrasts with the results of my ques-
tionnaire in last year’s study. In the question-
naire, weapons switches were not seen as a prob-
lem, but IFF and UHF switches were.

Another surprise was the amount of time the
mental calculations took. A 900-foot altitude de-
viation resulted when a pilot became totally en-
grossed in the mental calculation.

That leads us to the question, What is an al-
lowable distraction time? We looked at that more

20

FIGURE 1

OCTOBER 1983



specifically in a second part of the experiment.
We asked the pilots to look away from the main
instruments and over their shoulder until told to
recover, simulating total distraction or occu-
pation in a secondary task. Each pilot was given
a look-away at wings level and at 30 and 60 de-
grees of bank angle. The results are shown here
in three scatter diagrams. The line on each dia-
gram is drawn to encompass all values; it is a
worst-case boundary.

The altitude deviations shown here did not in-
clude room for recovery. Because of the rates of
descent, in an actual situation an altitude loss of
500 feet could result in ground impact before re-

TAC ATTACK

covery was possible even if the starting altitude
was above 500 feet.

Times away from the instruments of less than
three seconds resulted in no noticeable deviations
from normal flying performance and occurred
routinely during normal instrument flight. But
the steepness of the worst-case line is surprising,
especially for wings-level flight. A loss of 500 feet
in 11 seconds leaves little room for error.

Last year, we asked the pilots how long they
thought they could be distracted in any one
interval without endangering themselves. The
average answer for an altitude of 500 feet above
the ground was conservative—six seconds for
level flight and about two seconds for maneu-
vering flight. But it shows that pilots expect a
greater difference between level flight and ma-
neuvering than may actually exist. The worst
case line at seven seconds shows a 200-foot devi-
ation in level flight and only a 250-foot deviation
for the same time at 60 degrees of bank.

We compared pilots statistically to see if better
trimming techniques or other differences between
pilots made some better able to maintain altitude
while looking away. But the differences were not
significant. It appears that good pilots are as bad
as bad pilots if they aren’t looking at the
instruments.

If we compare the results of our allowable-time
experiment with the results of our time-used ex-
periment, we can see that none of the selected
tasks could be done all at once without altitude
deviations. The pilots had to employ some sort of
strategy to do the tasks, even those tasks ex-
pected to be of short duration. The results also
show that some of the strategies used were not
working particularly well at times—witness the
wide altitude excursions.

Next month, we’ll take a look at those
strategies—what did and what did not seem to
work. —

Maj Gary Goebel, after more than four years as an A-10 in-
structor pilot at Davis-Monthan AFB, Arizona, was recently
transferred to the Air-to-Ground Operations School at Hurl-
burt Field, Florida. His earlier article, “Vigilance and Dis-
traction,” received wide attention and was recently reprinted
by the Royal Air Force’s Strike Command in their journal,
Flight Safety Review.
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THE TRAINER

the U-21. But I've told the trainee that. Maybe
he’ll figure it out yet.

GCA called for the clearance on the U-21 at
four miles. No response from the trainee. GCA
called again. Still no response.

I'd better help him out. I'll inform those F-15s
that they will be numbers 2 and 3 respectively be-
hind the U-21 and clear the U-21 to land . . . .
There, that should keep the trainee going and
highlight the fact that the F-15s are not going to

fit

A UH-1 from the south calls for landing. The
trainee clears him to land.

Oh no, this will be a simultaneous landing.
And he still has not figured out that the F-15s are
not going to make it behind the U-21.

The first F-15 in the four-ship breaks out on

his own. So do the second and the third. Two
more flights check in for the overhead.

That’s it. I'd better break out the F-15 on final
and find out where the rest of the F-15s are.

By the time the monitor intervened in this
situation, he had 12 F-15s in the traffic area
within three miles—all the same color, and no
one sure who was on first or second. So even the
watch supervisor got to talk on the frequency a
little.

TAC ATTACK

The sequence of events in this story is factual,
extracted from tape recordings. The thoughts of
the training monitor are hypothetical but are
based on information obtained from the person
involved. It may be Monday morning quarter-
backing, but the tapes of this episode sure leave
the impression that tower didn’t have a handle
on the traffic situation.

We have some of the best controllers in the
world—right? Right. But we all are sometimes
overextended when we're training for the posi-
tion. Although the trainer does not make all the
decisions for the trainee, the fact remains that he
or she is responsible for all of them and for their
impact on the ATC services provided.

It’s true that the trainee must be given enough
latitude to get the most benefit from the traffic at
the position, but that latitude cannot be justified
at the expense of the ATC service we provide. We
have to find a middle ground where the greatest
training benefit will be gained while we still pro-
vide the service required. Mistakes are normal in
the training situation; but we have to correct
them—all of them—in a timely manner.

In any ATC facility responsibilities are layered
three deep—watch supervisor, training monitor,
and trainee. We’d like the trainee to make all the
decisions, but at any given time one, or both, of
the others may have to step in. The point at
which the monitor or the watch supervisor should
intervene depends upon many factors, such as
equipment constraints, weather, traffic condi-
tions, airport conditions, and—probably most
important—the capabilities and experience of the
monitor. But the intervention must be made and
errors corrected before ATC services are ad-
versely impacted.

Training is an ongoing, never-ending way of
life in air traffic control. It’s important that
trainees be exposed to as many traffic situations
as possible to gain the most benefit from position
time. But let’s remember that our primary mis-
sion is the best possible ATC service for the
users. Positive control must be maintained at the
position at all times. We can only go so far out on
a limb before the trainee loses the Big Picture—
or more importantly, we do! s
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