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“Assessing the competences of air traffic controllers”
Portugal Case Study
The mission of the “Validating Trainers’ Non-Formal Learning” Project was to identify, analyse in detail and validate the successful tacit practices related to this work. 

In pursuit of this objective TTnet Portugal selected the air traffic controller training conducted by Empresa Pública Nacional de Navegação Aérea (State-Owned National Air Navigation Company – NAV, EP) for a case study.

Because of the constant evolution of the technologies used in navigation and communication systems and the resulting need for the progressive adaptation of the qualifications of the human resources who employ them, professional training is an important activity in this sector.

The need to attain high levels of competence and qualification and the constant requirement to update and perfect air traffic controllers’ knowledge have led the company to develop an important training process in which particular value is attached to the work of the trainer. 

Given the specific nature of the profession, most of the training is conducted in-house at NAV, EP and is given by professionals in the field who add a training role to their technical functions. 

Access to the position of trainer is optional and applicants are subjected to an assessment by a group of fellow trainers (college), who are responsible for recognising the competencies needed to engage in training work.

The combination in a single example of this set of practices, which is based on attaching value to the work of training and identifying, recognising and validating learning that is then used to give training and to confer promotions as a result of training work, was the reason why it was chosen as a case study.

The target group of this case were the Air Traffic Controller (ATC) professionals, of the Empresa Pública Nacional de Navegação Aérea (State-Owend National Air Navigation Company-NAV, EP).

The objective of the case was to understand the process that leads to the recognition of an air traffic controller’s ability to engage in teaching work within his/her profession.

The profession of air traffic controller requires very specific technical and operational skills that are constantly subject to the innovation and technological development that are inherent in the aeronautical world.

The need to adapt to this evolution in a timely way means that NAV, EP guides some of the people who know the environment best – the air traffic controllers themselves – towards the training role.

The use of these professionals as the prime actors in the training process is undoubtedly a good way of dealing with emerging needs, inasmuch as they are operational staffs who remain active in the profession at the same time as they work as trainers.

The company’s ATS Units (Training Nuclei of the various air traffic control bodies themselves) need a fixed number of Monitors. 

An Air Traffic Controller who is interested in gaining access to the Monitor’s function must actually apply for it and must have at least three years’ experience in the ATS Unit(s) in which there are vacancies.

Given that this position is a first step to the development of teaching skills, although it is a complement to the ATC’s primary profession, it is subject to a rigorous selection process designed to determine whether the candidate possesses the skills for the function and then to legitimate that knowledge. 

When a Unit has to replace or add to its staff, it issues an internal recruitment process reserved solely for the ATC’s who already belong to the Unit in question. 

Basic requirements are that:

·  The ATC must have received his/her Qualification (Operational Training) in the ATS Unit concerned and;

·  Have worked there uninterruptedly for at least three years.
The future Monitors are evaluated and selected by all the ATC’s who work as Monitors or Instructors in the ATS Unit in question, who meet in the presence of the Head of the Unit or his/her representative. This peer group (everyone in it works as a trainer) is called a “college”. The Head of the Unit’s role is to list the names of the candidates at the beginning of the session and to read out those elements of their CV’s that the CA states are requirements to be taken into account when a Monitor is chosen:

·  Number of years in the Unit (minimum three years);

·  Other ATS Units in which they have received Qualifications´;

·  Other functions that they have performed, the training they have completed: the Pedagogical Training for Trainers and the On-the-Job Training Instructor Courses;

·  Attendance record;

·  Candidate’s ability to explain things;

· His/her vocation as teacher is also taken into account.

The college requires a quorum of at least half its members to function. To be elected, a candidate must receive favourable votes from at least 2/3 of those present. Candidates are assessed and voted on one by one. If at the end of the process more than one candidate meets all the requirements and receives a positive vote from at least 2/3 of the voters, then the Head of the Unit makes the final choice. In doing so he/she must primarily consider seniority and specific trainer training, which, while not a mandatory requirement, is a decisive element in this particular situation.

Each member of the college must explain why he/she votes in favour of/against each candidate and these opinions are recorded in very brief minutes, which are drawn up on the basis of information noted by the Head of the Unit and to which both successful and unsuccessful candidates have access. In the event that any candidate disagrees with the statements made in the minutes, he/she is entitled to disagree and to appeal against the decision.

There are some informal aspects of the workings of the college that require consideration if we are to gain a better understanding of how it functions.

When Instructors, Monitors and the Head of an ATS Unit meet in the form of an “electoral college” to select one or more (depending on the number of vacancies in question) Monitors, what they bring with them is not a set profile for the task, but rather their actual experience working as air traffic control trainers. 

At the same time, their opinion of the candidates is not just established during the meeting of the college, but given that both the candidates and the members of the college work in the same Unit, over the course of at least three years of daily contacts during which the latter get to know all the former’s strong and weak points (the layout of the control rooms and the rotating shifts mean that everyone knows everyone else).

There is also another important fact that should be pointed out – the Monitors and Instructors who belong to the college are privileged actors in the process, in that they themselves give training, particularly in its complementary form, and thus witness and work with people’s difficulties and the recurrent and refresher training actions they take part in, and assess their competencies.

In short, the process can be considered subjective, but the importance of these informal aspects end up making it rigorous, mainly because there is a lot of dialogue and discussion of points of view and people tend to justify their votes.

If we specifically list the tasks a Monitor has to do, we reach the following conclusions:

·  capacity to adapt knowledge to the pedagogical needs;

·  capacity to adapt teaching interventions to the individual characteristics of each trainee;

·  capacity to manage the progression in their learning process;

·  sense of ethics and professionalism, creativity and openness to change; 

·  capacity to motivate trainees to adopt behaviour befitting the rules and practices of the profession;

·  capacity to develop team spirit;

·  ability to resolve problems and to take decisions; 

These are the capacities that are validated / recognized by the college and that allow the candidates to be recognized as Monitors.

It also interests to relate that since the moment where the air controllers obtain their qualification in an ATS Unit and begin to accumulate experience, air traffic controllers gain access to opportunities for professional promotion that are independent of their technical progress in the ATC career.The primary areas of opportunity in this respect are the supervisory and the training roles.

Also, there are some additional professional benefits enjoyed by ATC’s who engage in Training Work:

The Company Agreement (CA) between NAV, EP and the Air Traffic Controllers’ Union sets out the benefits applicable to air traffic controllers who exercise training functions. 

First and foremost it states that working as a trainer shall in no way prejudice any of the rights that are inherent in technical promotion as an ATC.

There are also Monetary benefits, that can be are divided into two situations:

For the period of time in which they are teaching theoretical or technical subjects at the Training Centre or any other equivalent place, ATC trainers (Monitors and Instructors) are entitled to the company’s current rate of pay for training functions. 

ATC trainers who train full-time and during normal working hours receive a monthly bonus, and are exempt from their normal working schedule.Periods of rest due in relation to the consecutive exercise of monitoring functions in OJT can be exchanged for equivalent cash payments.

The main benefits granted by this CA not only concern ATC trainers, but are also designed to respond to two specific issues in relation to which the training function affects the ATC career: the retirement age, and temporary or definitive suspension due to illness.

The maximum age limit for air traffic control work is 52, albeit it can be extended to 55 by individual agreement and to 60 for people who are in permanent training positions, with the advantage that as of the age of 55 trainers no longer need their ATC Qualification.

There is a productivity bonus for ATC’s who continue to work in the profession from the ages of 52 to 55 and who engage in complementary training activities.

The permanent or temporary end to an air traffic controller’s career due to illness is quite a frequent occurrence, inasmuch as the medical parameters governing the work are quite stringent and a professional can be stood down because of a health-related situation that would not have the same effect in most professions 

Accordingly, in the event of the definitive or temporary loss of licence due to illness – and as far as possible – an ATC can agree to carry on with training functions until the age of 52 or over. A productivity bonus is also awarded in these cases.

In addition to these formal benefits, there are other, tacit ones. One of these is the fact that thanks to their training work, ATC’s come into contact with other areas of the company and other training environments and are therefore able to learn new things and become interested in new subjects that are useful to the furtherance of their profession. 

In terms of conclusions we can say that NAV, EP pays particular attention to its Training Department and this is reflected in a complex system of infrastructures, processes, and material and human resources.

The company provides people who opt for the career of air traffic controller with a training process that is compatible with the needs of the profession: basic and qualifying training, which enables trainees to take the first step in the career, and updating and complementary training, which adjust and support professional advancement.

The conditions exist for carrying out a particular job within the overall profession of air traffic controller: working as a trainer.

This work is both valued and gives value to those who do it, thanks to the system of benefits applicable to the ATC profession (increase in maximum retirement age).

It is particularly visible due to the existence of two functions: that of Monitor and that of Instructor, who support on-the-job training actions (status)

The company allows controller/trainers to spend around 65% of their working time on training activities.It ensures that there is a sense of identity and belonging among the professionals who engage in training work (ATC Trainer Meetings).And it gives them the power to admit new members – COLLEGE

The work of training air traffic controllers at NAV, EP is thus a successful practice. The process of identifying, recognising and validating the learning of people who apply to be Monitors is democratic and informal and offers more advantages than disadvantages.

Lisbon, 30 November 2004

Paula Silva
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