
33TASKS FOR EVERY PHASE OF FLIGHT

ing, a pilot will sometimes respond to checklist items 
based on recollection, or out of habit, instead of actu-
ally checking. If you notice a discrepancy, point it out. 
If you say, “Landing Gear?” and the pilot responds 
“Down and Locked,” but you see they are still up, 
state the fact: “The gear handle is still up.”

Keep track of your place in a checklist by using 
your finger. If the checklist gets interrupted (say, by a 
call from air traffic control), continue where you left 
off. If you lose your place, play it safe and start over.

After a few flights, you’ll know when each check-
list should be called for. If it seems like your pilot for-
got, offer a reminder.

Checklists are organized by phase of flight (typ-
ically something like: Preflight Inspection, Before 
Takeoff, Climb, ... Before Landing, After Landing, 
and Securing Aircraft.) There are also “Non-normal” 
and “Emergency” checklists for critical actions when 
things go wrong (page 59). 

Read a Checklist

Pilots use checklists to make
sure that all of the airplane’s 

switches, buttons, knobs, and oth-
er controls are configured proper-
ly for each phase of flight. Many 
pilots use checklists as “do” lists—
they read an item, then do it, read 
the next item, and so on. An alter-
native (used by virtually all airline 
crews) is configuring the airplane 
using a memorized pattern, or 
“flow,” and then referencing the 
checklist to ensure nothing was 
missed.

You can help with either sys-
tem. When your pilot calls for a 
specific checklist—“Before Take-
off checklist”—read the name of the checklist, then 
read each item in sequence, waiting for the pilot’s re-
sponse:

Pilot: “Before Takeoff Checklist, please”
You: “Before Takeoff Checklist. Parking Brake?”
Pilot: “Set.”
You: “Seat Backs?”
Pilot: “Secure.”

... and so on. 
When you reach the end of a checklist you say, 

“Before Takeoff Checklist complete.”
If this was a do-list, the pilot would perform 

each action as you read it off. If it was a true checklist, 
the pilot would simply verify each item was done (or 
do it with a slightly abashed look on his or her face). 
Running checklists is a great way to get more familiar 
with the airplane. In time, you can even verify that 
the pilot’s response to each item is accurate. 

During a busy time like the approach to land-

CHECKLISTS: STEP-BY-STEP

• When the pilot calls
for a checklist, read 
the checklist name, 
and then the first item.

• Verify the accuracy
of the pilot’s response 
and then continue to 
the next item.

• When you reach the
end of a checklist, say 
“[Checklist Name] 
Complete.”

Your aircraft and pilot may use a 
digital checklist that’s integrated 
into an app or the aircraft sys-
tems. Most let you check off each 
item as it is completed, which is 
great if you leave and come back 
to a checklist. Sometimes it’s eas-
ier for a pilot to run digital check-
lists solo rather than with help. 
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