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FOR THE NEXT GENERATION
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"For the kids nobody saw coming."
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DEDICATION
For the kids nobody saw coming.

The ones who sat in classrooms that never mentioned their name.
The ones whose parents worked two jobs and still could not afford flight lessons.

The ones who looked up every time a plane flew over
and felt something they could not yet name.

This book is named for you.
To my three children — you are the reason I never quit.

Everything I built, I built so you would know that impossible is just a word.
To Lt Col George Hardy — Class 44-H-SE, 332nd Fighter Group — Tuskegee  

Airman (June 8, 1925 – September 24, 2025).

You flew twenty-one combat missions over Germany  
so that one day, a kid from Jamaica who arrived in Brooklyn with nothing

could build a school that opens that same sky to everyone.
You were the youngest Red Tail at 19. The last combat pilot at 100. Your baton is  

in good hands, sir. The sky you opened is still open.

To Flight Officer Daniel Keel — Class 45-G-TE, 477th Bombardment Group — 
Tuskegee Airman. One of only five to earn the triple airman rating: pilot, navigator,  

and bombardier — 103 years young. He whose quiet courage proved that every  
barrier has a ceiling, and every ceiling has a way through.

To Tevin Brown, Tyson Mickie, John Humphreys, Ahviyona Floyd, Earl Johnson,  
Bella Bryant, and every student who walked through the

door at MAA, not knowing if they belonged —
you were the hidden treasure all along.

It takes a village to get one student to the sky — and it will take a village to get a  
million. This book was never about us. We are not the destination. We are only the  
beacon, the siren, sounding the good news and pointing the way — back to the elders  
who lit this path first, and forward to the legacy still being built by hands that will  

never ask whose name is on the cover.

“I Am Because We Are.” — Ubuntu
“It’s ALL About the Kids.” — Flight Plan 2030
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FOREWORD

FOREWORD
When I was fourteen years old, I wanted to fly so badly that I couldn't 

wait for the rules to catch up with me. In the United States, I was too young 
to  solo  a  powered  aircraft  —  so,  to  my  parents'  surprise,  I  ran  a 
“GoFundMe” campaign the old-school way: I wrote to more than 100 
aviation companies asking for sponsorship to get to Canada, where I could 
legally solo. Over 93 of them turned me down. But I raised the funds, and I 
soloed a powered airplane at fourteen. Not because I was special, and not 
because the door was open. It wasn't. I heard "no" 93 times before I ever 
heard "yes," and I refused to believe "no" was the final answer. That's one 
of the first things I tell anyone who wants a career in aviation: a "no" isn't a 
verdict — it's feedback. Take it, grow from it, and it will become invaluable 
on your aviation journey.

Here is what I've learned in the decades since, traveling this country as 
the FAA's Ambassador for Aviation & Space Education and meeting tens 
of thousands of students: the talent was never missing. The map was.

Ricardo Foster and Bruce Blashka have written the map.

I say this everywhere I go, and I'll say it to you now: aviation's lack of 
preparation in workforce development has created the opportunity of a 
lifetime for the next generation. The industry did not build enough pilots, 
mechanics,  controllers,  dispatchers,  or drone operators — and now it 
needs all of them, urgently, at salaries that put young people on a direct 
path to the top tier of American earners. Doors that were bolted shut for a 
hundred years are standing wide open. The question is no longer whether 
there's room for you in aviation. The question is whether anyone ever 
handed you the blueprint to walk in.

But we have to be honest about the biggest barrier, because you and 
your family already know what it is: cost. The price of flight training stops 
more dreams than any checkride ever will. That's exactly why I founded 
AviationStart.org — a free resource that has aggregated more than $20 
million in aviation  scholarships and uses AI to match students to the 
awards they actually qualify for. The money to train exists. Most people 
were simply never told where it was.
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And that's what makes this book different. What Ricardo and Bruce 
have built isn't a collection of stories — it's a system. Prepare before you 
ever start the engine, so every expensive hour in the airplane confirms what 
you already know instead of teaching it  for the first time. Turn every 
credential into an asset that funds the next one. Follow the sequence, and 
the sequence delivers. Pair that system with the funding in Chapters 10 and 
11, and you have what I never had at fourteen: the most efficient pathway 
into an aviation career that has ever been put in a young person's hands.  
Not the easiest — efficient. Every dollar working. Every hour counting. 
No wasted motion between where you're standing and where you're going.

So let me speak directly to the student holding this book — and to the 
parent reading over their shoulder. This path is real. The careers are real.  
The money to get there is real. The system in these pages works, and the 
people behind it have spent their lives proving it, one student at a time, 
standing on the shoulders of the Tuskegee Airmen who proved it first.

You don't need permission to believe aviation is yours. But if you're 
waiting for it anyway — consider this it.

The sky isn't the limit. It's the launchpad. Turn the page.

— Jamail Larkins, Founder, AviationStart.org

FAA Ambassador for Aviation & Space Education
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PREFACE

PREFACE
The Desert and the Oasis
In Bruce's voice · The story that made him say yes

There is an old story about a man dying of thirst in the desert. He 
crawls for miles through the sand, his lips cracked, his vision failing. And 
then, from the top of a dune, he sees it. An oasis. Green. Water. Life.

He does not make it. Not because the oasis was not real. Not because 
he did not have the strength. But because nobody had ever told him it was 
only one hundred feet away.

That is the story of aviation education in America.

Eighty percent of student pilots quit. Not because flying is too hard. 
Not because they could not have made it. Because nobody showed them 
the map. The oasis was one hundred feet away. They just did not know.

I spent forty years watching this happen.

I have seen schools fail for lack of preparation, lack of planning, lack 
of continuity, and a lack of basic business skills. My plan — this book — is 
based on observations of the successful and the unsuccessful.

“A Good Plan Today is Better than the Perfect Plan Next 
Week.”

— MAJ Bruce “BOMBER” Blashka

When Ricardo Foster called and described Mission Aviation Academy, 
what it does, who it serves, and why it works, I recognized something rare. 
He is not running a flight school. He is running a pipeline. He built the 
whole  system:  the  ground  school,  the  simulator,  the  aircraft,  the 
scholarships, the mentors, the career maps, the community.

I said yes to this book because I spent forty years watching students 
fail to find the oasis. This book is the sign that says: one hundred feet. 
Keep going.

MAJ Bruce “BOMBER” Blashka, USMC (Ret.)
Naval Aviator & Naval Flight Instructor · Aviation Education Specialist
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WHAT DRIVES THE 
MISSION – Ricardo Foster
I went to Naval flight school. And I failed out.

In 1989, I walked into a Navy recruiter's office and signed my name to 
something I didn't fully understand yet. E-1. ABH. Aviation Boatswain's 
Mate Handler. The person who moves aircraft on the flight deck — 
chains them down, marshals them to the catapult, makes sure the pilot 
can launch and land. I was not a pilot. I was the person who makes pilots 
possible.

That failure at Naval flight school didn't end my aviation career. It started 
it — because it forced me to find every other room in the building.

Twenty-eight years later, I retired from the United States Navy as a 
Lieutenant Commander. I had served on USS Enterprise. I had worked 
inside U.S. Central Command and U.S. Special Operations Command. I 
had flown in and around aircraft for my entire adult life — not as a pilot 
at first, but as someone who understood what made the whole system 
work.

Along the way, two men changed what I thought was possible. Lt. Col. 
George Hardy — who soloed at Tuskegee when the Army Air Corps was 
still arguing about whether Black pilots could perform under pressure — 
became my personal mentor, one on one. Flight Officer Daniel Keel, 
whom I came to know through the General Daniel "Chappie" James 
Chapter of Tuskegee Airmen, Inc. in Orlando, is part of that same 
lineage. They didn't just teach me aviation. They handed me a lineage.

When I retired in 2018, I could have stopped. Instead, I built Mission 
Aviation Academy — because every kid who walked through our door 
reminded me of the E-1 I used to be. 

This book is what I wish someone had handed me at eighteen.
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HOW I CAME TO LOVE 
FLYING
Somebody has probably already told you it isn’t realistic. That flying is for 
people with money, or connections, or a father who flew. Maybe they said 
it kindly. Maybe you haven’t told anyone at all, because you already know 
the face they would make.

I know that face. I was told the same thing, in a different accent, a long 
way from here.

So let me tell you where this started.

I was eleven years old, and I was leaving the only home I had ever 
known.

My parents had bought four tickets on a 747: my sister, my brother, my 
father,  and  me.  Somewhere  over  the  Caribbean,  Jamaica  disappeared 
beneath the clouds and did not come back. Seven miles up, headed toward 
a country I had only heard about, I understood for the first time that the 
world was bigger than my block, and that I was capable of crossing all of it.

That was my first flight. It gave me the sky. It would take six more 
years for the sky to give me back a reason.

I was an inner-city kid in Brooklyn by then, and I had tested into one 
of the only aviation programs in New York City, August Martin High 
School, all the way out in South Jamaica, Queens, named for the first Black 
commercial  airline pilot  in American history,  a  school most kids who 
wanted in never got the chance to attend. Getting in was the easy part. 
Getting there was two trains and two buses, one way, every single morning.

And  even  after  everything  it  took  just  to  get  there,  I  watched 
something that made my stomach turn:  instructors who weren’t  really 
teaching. Time-building toward their own airline careers, burning through 
my flight hours shooting the breeze instead of giving me what I’d earned 
the hard way just to be sitting in that seat. I noticed. I was seventeen, and I 
noticed, and I made myself a promise: one day, this ought to be better. One 
day, I would do something about it.
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I was seventeen, on a training flight out of Islip Airport, Long Island, 
in an aircraft that felt like nothing more than a kite with an engine bolted to 
it.

And then an F-18 came up from below me.

It did not fly past. It went straight up — a wall of sound and speed that 
I felt in my chest before my eyes even caught up to what was happening. 
My  little  trainer  shuddered  in  its  wake.  And  in  that  half  a  second, 
something that started on a 747 over the Caribbean, and hardened on a 
two-train, two-bus commute through Brooklyn, finally had a name.

I wanted to fly jets. For the Navy.

Years  later,  August  Martin’s  aviation  program shut  down.  Busing 
inner-city kids two hours each way to fly was expensive, and expensive 
things that serve poor kids are always the first to go. I never got to keep 
that promise where I made it. So I kept it somewhere else.

Nineteen ninety-eight.  A Cessna 150, and the moment every pilot 
remembers whether they want to or not. My instructor climbed out of the 
airplane, told me to fly three touch-and-goes to a full stop, and to come 
back and pick him up. That was it. That was the whole briefing. And then I 
was alone in the airplane for the first time in my life, and it was not fear I 
felt. It was majestic. It was freedom, plain and total, the kind you don’t 
have words for until you’ve had it.

I thought that was the beginning of everything. It was — just not the 
way I expected.

I went to Naval flight school. And I failed out.

Say that plainly, because it deserves to be said plainly: the dream that 
started with an F-18 shaking my training aircraft over Long Island did not 
survive contact with Navy flight school. I did not become a Naval Aviator.

They offered me a way to stay in the jet anyway: a slot as a Naval Flight 
Officer, the backseat, radar and weapons instead of the stick. I said no. 
Fast. Almost before they finished asking. Because somewhere in me was a 
simple, stubborn line I’d carry for the rest of my life: live your destination 
— don’t ride in the rear seat. So I set my heart on conquering it a different 
way entirely: for God and country and, as I’d find out only years later, for 
others too.
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I did not quit. I just refused to take the seat that would have let me quit 
quietly, disguised as a consolation prize.

I became a Naval Intelligence Officer instead, and found myself flying 
anyway,  just  from a different  seat  than either  one they’d  offered me: 
attached to an F/A-18 Super Hornet fighter squadron, doing the work that 
keeps aviators alive on the way into hostile territory and on the way back 
out.  Not the stick.  Not the radar scope. But the mission: planning it, 
protecting it, watching over the same kind of jet that had shaken my little 
trainer years before.

It wasn’t the dream exactly as I’d pictured it  at seventeen. It was 
something better: proof that turning down the easy version of a dream 
doesn’t mean losing it. It means holding out for the version that’s actually 
yours.

Years later, I bought my own airplane. Finished the license the Navy 
didn’t get to finish for me. Built a home on an airpark so the sky would 
never be more than a few hundred feet from my front door.

And I started a club.

Not for myself. For the kid I used to be, riding two trains and two 
buses on faith alone just to sit in a cockpit seat. This time, every hour in 
that seat would actually teach something. This time, no kid would have to 
choose between the dream and the trip it took to reach it.

This book is that promise, kept, in print. It exists because a program 
that gave one Brooklyn kid his start didn’t survive, and because that kid 
grew up and refused to let the promise die with it.

Now it’s your turn. Not to fly jets, necessarily. Not everyone will, and 
that was never really the point. Your turn to find the version of the F-18 
that’s waiting for you, and to trust that even if the door that opened it 
closes behind you, there’s always another way through.

You are not the only one who’s had that half-second.

Ahviyona had hers the day a flight school told her she wasn’t cut out 
for it. Eight months later, at her third school, she’d earned seven ratings 
and a certificate to teach the next kid who gets told the same lie. Tevin had 
his on a solo flight that went sideways, and came out the other side with a 
line worth remembering: even when the approach is messy, you can always 
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go around. Caden had his staring down a future he couldn’t picture, until 
aviation gave him a direction nobody else had offered. And Tyson had his 
at seventeen, a private pilot certificate in hand, no idea yet what to do with 
it, before he learned that a certificate is only the first mile of a much longer 
runway.

Different half-seconds. Same sky. Same door, opening for each of 
them the way it opened for me on a training flight out of Islip, seventeen 
years old, engine buzzing, life about to change.

This is theirs. This is yours next.

Ricardo Foster as a teen and as LCDR, USN (RET). MAA.

LCDR Ricardo “TATTOO” Foster, USN (Ret.)
Founder & CEO · Mission Aviation Academy · Lutz, FL

Mentored by Tuskegee Airmen, Lt Col George Hardy (Class 44-H-SE, 332nd Fighter Group)  

& Flight Officer Daniel Keel 
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INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION
The Prototype — Why MAA Works
The aviation professional shortage is the greatest economic 
opportunity in American history for underserved communities.  

This book is the map.

It started with a day. Aviation Kids USA had organized a school-wide 
STEM event at Pinecrest Academy in Wesley Chapel, Florida, and Ricardo 
Foster showed up to volunteer, one adult aviation addict among many. 
He’d brought a real plane, a flight simulator, and a fleet of drones. But that 
afternoon he did more than show them off: he taught, he engaged, he 
shared.  Ailerons  and  rudders,  wings  and  stick,  the  gauges,  the 
aerodynamics of flight.  He had those kids climbing in and out of the 
aircraft,  laughing,  hooked.  He  walked  away  with  an  unshakeable 
conviction: that the kids inside that building deserved to see the sky from 
the inside.  Most had never met a pilot,  never imagined themselves as 
engineers or air traffic controllers, never been told a career in aviation was 
theirs to claim. He made them a promise that day: to turn their curiosity 
into a path they could actually walk. This book is that promise.

That  was  September  23,  2020.  Five  years  later:  300,000+  lives 
impacted. 730 FAA credentials:  a combination of drone TRUST (The 
Recreational UAS Safety Test) certificates, Part 107 (Remote Pilot [drone]) 
credentials, Private Pilot solos, Private Pilot certificates, and Light Sport 
Repairman (LSRM) certificates. 1,380 students flown. A fourteen-year-old 
soloed a motor glider. A thirty-five-year-old walked in with zero hours and 
enrolled the same month. $750,000 raised. A Tuskegee P-51 paint scheme 
on the training aircraft. This book.

The numbers hide a harder truth. For every student who made it, 
others did not, and almost none of them quit because they could not fly. 
Nationwide,  eighty percent of student pilots walk away before earning 
their certificate. Not for lack of talent. For lack of a map. That is the 
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problem this book solves, and the promise it keeps to you. What follows is 
the system that solved it at MAA, and the blueprint for using it yourself.

Bruce calls it the Calibrated Eyeball. The Tuskegee Airmen called it Mastery. Bruce calls it the  
Three-Room Method. They are the same principle: nothing should surprise you in the cockpit,  
because you prepared for it first. This book was built on that principle. So were the Tuskegee  
Airmen, known as the Red Tails.

The Three Principles

“Principle One: Nothing is introduced for the first time in the cockpit.”
The cockpit is a laboratory. Not a classroom. Every concept, every 

procedure,  every  emergency  response  goes  into  Room One  first:  the 
classroom. Then Room Two, the simulator. Only then does the student 
enter Room Three, the sky. The cockpit validates what has already been 
learned. It does not teach.

“Principle Two: The system, not the individual, creates the outcome.”
MAA does not succeed because of one great instructor. It succeeds 

because the sequence is designed. Any student who follows the sequence 
gets the result. The system is the product.

“Principle Three: Every student who walks in the door is a hidden treasure.”
The 80 percent dropout rate in aviation is not a talent problem.¹ It is a 

systems problem. The students who quit were not unable to fly. They were 
unable  to navigate  a  system that  was never  designed for  them. MAA 
redesigns the system. The talent was always there.

What This Book Is
This book is the map that 80 percent of student pilots who quit never 

had. It is the argument that aviation is the most accessible high-income 
pathway for underserved youth in America right now. It is proof, through 
the Tuskegee legacy, BLS-verified salary data, and actual student stories, 
that this path is real and replicable. Every chapter answers one question: 
how does  this  prove  that  the  pilot  shortage  is  the  greatest  economic 
opportunity in American history for underserved communities?
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What This Book Is Not
This is not a flight training textbook. Every maneuver and procedure 

in these pages exists to serve the argument, not to replace a syllabus. This is 
not a memoir. Ricardo’s story appears where it proves the point; the point 
is not the story. This is not a general career guide. There are fifteen aviation 
career tracks in Chapter A, but every one of them is here because it answers 
the same question: how does someone from a community that has been 
told aviation is not for them build a career — and a life — in the sky? And 
this is not a nonprofit pitch. Mission Aviation Academy’s work is the 
evidence. This book is the argument the evidence proves.

Why No Other Book Does This
Aviation career books exist. Flight training textbooks exist. Tuskegee 

Airmen histories exist. Books about career advancement for Black and 
Latino professionals exist. Not one of them combines all four, and none of 
them does it with BLS-verified salary data, a named Tuskegee Airman 
mentor,  a  722-credential  proof  record,  and  a  $20  million  scholarship 
database pointed directly at the reader. The white space this book occupies 
is not a niche. It is a gap that has been open for one hundred years. The 
aviation professional shortage finally makes filling it urgent. This book is 
the answer to that urgency.
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The Four Stages: Access, Asset, Leverage, Legacy

Every chapter in this book moves a student through one of four 
stages.  Understanding  the  stages  before  you  read  the  chapters  is  the 
difference between reading a training manual and reading a blueprint for 
your life.

STAGE 1 — ACCESS. A student walks into Free Guest Saturday at 
Mission Aviation Academy in Lutz, Florida, with nothing. No credentials. 
No connections. No flight hours. Aviation has never given them anything. 
That changes the moment they walk through the door. Access is not a gift. 
It is an on-ramp. MAA built the on-ramp. You walk through it.

STAGE 2 — ASSET. At 16, a student passes the FAA  Part 107 
knowledge test. The FAA issues a Remote Pilot Certificate with their name 
on it. It goes on a federal database. It is a balance sheet item. A credential. 
An asset. Nobody can revoke it without a hearing. Nobody can repossess 
it.  At  17,  they  add  a  Private  Pilot  Certificate.  At  18,  a  Commercial 
Certificate. Each credential compounds the one before it, and together 
they make a career. The wealth ladder is not metaphorical. It is a literal 
sequence of assets with dollar values attached.

STAGE 3 — LEVERAGE. The student who lists "Mission Aviation  
Academy — Tuskegee Airmen Legacy Program" on an NROTC application is 
borrowing against a reputation that took decades to build. The student 
who walks into a Delta Propel interview with a Part 107, 35 logged hours, 
and a Ground School completion from a Tuskegee-legacy academy is not 
just a candidate. They are a signal. They used the network. They deployed 
the credential. That is leverage. You did not build the reputation. You 
earned the right to use it. Use it.

STAGE 4 — LEGACY. Ahviyona  Floyd was a student. Now she 
holds  three  flight instructor certificates at  age 19 and teaches the next 
student's Stage 1. She did not just earn her ratings. She came back to teach 
them. The day a student you have never met earns their Part 107 because of 
something you built (a program you started, a school you donated to, a 
curriculum you licensed), that is legacy. The blueprint replicates. The cycle 
closes. Not caring who gets the credit. That was never the point.
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A Note on Who this Book is For: 

This book and this program are for every underserved 
kid, every career-changer, every veteran, every race, every 
zip code. The Tuskegee Airmen are the standard we teach 
to, not a gate on who gets in.

MAA's students are majority white. “Underserved” in this 
book means economic and geographic barriers, not race. The 
Tuskegee Airmen legacy is taught throughout as a standard of 
excellence  (discipline,  preparation,  and  earning  a  place  on 
merit), not a membership requirement. 

Every student who walks through the door is held to 
that standard, and every student who reads this book is 
invited to meet it.

"MAA didn't give us a scholarship. It gave us a blueprint — and  
then handed us the tools to build something nobody could repossess."

Access. Asset. Leverage. Legacy. 

The four stages are the architecture of this book. 

Every chapter belongs to one of them. 

By the time you finish, you will have navigated all four.
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How to Use This Book

Read it in sequence the first time. 

After that, use it as a reference. 

Chapter A maps every aviation career. 

A career in aviation is not one path. It is dozens of them, 
and the right  one is  the one that  matches who you 
actually are, not who you think you're supposed to be. 
This book will not tell you which path to choose. It will 
show you what every real path actually costs, actually 
pays, and actually requires, so the choice you make is a 
clear one, not a guess.

Chapter 1 shows you the math. 

Chapters 2 through 9 walk you through the training 
system. 

Chapter 10 funds the dream. 

Chapter 11 is the complete scholarship guide. 

Appendix  E is  the  month-by-month  scholarship 
calendar. Start there the day you decide you want to fly.
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Why You Should Trust This Blueprint
Everything in this book stands on a verified record.

722   FAA credentials earned

1,380   students flown

300,000+   lives impacted across 24 countries

$750,000+   raised

Not aspirational. Documented. This is the foundation the blueprint is built on.
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The Roadmap
How does a student with no aviation 

background move from curiosity to a career?

Purpose comes first. The credential comes second. Every track 
in this book exists to answer one question: once you know 

why you want to fly, build, direct, or fund, what is the fastest 
honest way to get there?

This book answers that question in four stages. 
Every chapter belongs to one of them.

Stage 1 — ACCESS   Chapters A–1 

— Walk through the door.

Stage 2 — ASSET   Chapters 2–6 

— Earn the credentials that compound.

Stage 3 — LEVERAGE   Chapters 7–10 

 — Turn credentials into network and income.

Stage 4 — LEGACY   Chapter 11 + Appendices 

— Replicate the blueprint for the next student.

By the time you finish, you will have navigated all four.  

Start anywhere.  
Start today.
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CHAPTER A
Aviation Is Bigger Than the Cockpit
For this book, aviation careers are organized into eight broad families; 
each contains multiple occupations and entry routes.

Eight Career Families. Every One a Million-Dollar Pathway.  

Most people hear “aviation career” and picture a pilot. That is like 
hearing  “medical  career”  and  picturing  only  surgeons.  The  aviation 
industry employs more than 10 million people in the United States alone. 
Pilots are one category. There are seven others, and several of them pay 
just as well.

Inspecting an aircraft, Queensland, Australia, 1940. Public Domain.
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The Eight Career Families

CAREER 
PATH

ENTRY 
SALARY

PEAK SALARY PATH 
TO $1M

Airline Pilot 
(ATP)

$90K–$120K $500K+ senior captain 
(confirmed Delta/American, 
2025)

12–15 
years

Air Traffic 
Controller

$60K–$70K 
trainee

$140K–$250K (w/ mandatory 
OT)

8–10 
years

Aviation 
Maintenance 
A&P

$45K–$55K $80K–$120K+ (senior/IA) 15–18 
years

UAS / Drone 
Operator

$42K–$55K $100K–$155K+ 
(DoD/commercial)

10–15 
years

Aircraft 
Dispatcher

$50K–$65K $90K–$130K 12–15 
years

Avionics 
Technician

$50K–$65K $85K–$110K+ (senior/lead) 15–18 
years

Certified Flight 
Instructor

$40K–$50K $80K–$150K+ (chief 
instructor/owner)

12–15 
years

Military Aviator $85K–$110K 
pay + 
allowances

O-6+ $200K–$300K+ total 
comp

20–25 
year 
career
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CONFIRMED 2025 SALARY DATA 

— MAJ Bruce “BOMBER” Blashka, USMC (Ret.)

Airline Pilot (ATP) national median: $226,600 (BLS Occupational 
Employment and Wage Statistics, May 2024). This is the typical figure: half of 
all airline pilots earn more, half earn less.

In late 2025, both Delta and American Airlines publicly stated that their 
senior pilots were making approximately $500,000 annually, plus up to 
another $250,000 in pensions and profit sharing. This is the labeled senior 
widebody-captain total-compensation ceiling at a major carrier, not the 
median.

ATC with mandatory overtime: up to $250,000 annually. Not aspirational. 
Documented.

Part 107 Commercial Drone Pilot average: $130,916 (ZipRecruiter, May 
2026).

Aviation Maintenance A&P median: $78,680 (BLS May 2024); senior level 
with overtime: $100,000–$120,000+; experienced senior technicians with 
overtime documented above $150,000. See Chapter 10 for full breakdown.

Typical Entry Point

Same eight families, one practical question: where can you start, how fast, and 
what does it require? Every path below opens without a college degree.

CAREER PATH STARTING 
SALARY

TRAINING TIME COLLEGE 
DEGREE

Drone Pilot (Part 
107)

$42K–$55K ~2 weeks of study Not 
required

Aircraft Dispatcher $50K–$65K 5–8 weeks Not 
required

A&P Mechanic $45K–$55K 18–24 months Not 
required

Air Traffic 
Controller

$60K–$70K FAA Academy + 
OJT

Not 
required
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CAREER PATH STARTING 
SALARY

TRAINING TIME COLLEGE 
DEGREE

Commercial Pilot $50K+ (CFI) 18–24 months Not 
required

Avionics 
Technician

$50K–$65K 12–18 months Not 
required

Military Aviator 
(Warrant Officer 
track)

$45K–$55K 12–18 months Not 
required

Certified Flight 
Instructor

$40K–$50K 18–24 months Not 
required

Sources: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Outlook Handbook (2025); FAA. Training times are  
typical ranges; individual timelines vary.

IN BRUCE'S OWN WORDS — THE STANDARD: 

“As a young flight student, I had an instructor who did several 
potentially fatal things in the helicopter. He disregarded ATC 
clearance for what he thought should happen, and we started 
to turn in front of a 737 on final into Pensacola Regional. The 
controller had to have been watching us, because as soon as it 
was evident we'd turned the wrong way, he started screaming: 
‘Turn right, turn right. Commercial heavy inbound.’ 

On  another  flight  west  of  Pensacola,  there  are  several 
antennas that tower over 1,500 feet. He decided to fly next to 
the top of one that was about 2,000 feet high — and I mean 
next to it. We were within fifty feet of the top, at 2,000 feet. A 
deliberate move, but more accurately, a near miss. 

There were other, less traumatic events, but I made note of 
how to conduct a flight, especially as an instructor. Did I ever 
do stupid things in a helicopter? Yes. 

Did I ever do stupid things as a flight instructor? Never.” 
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— MAJ Bruce “BOMBER” Blashka, USMC (Ret.)

Start With Your Aptitudes

Eight families, one question left: which one is yours? You do not have 
to guess. Aptitude, the way your brain is naturally wired, is largely set by 
early adolescence and is a strong predictor of which technical work will feel 
like a fit. An aptitude assessment such as  YouScience measures traits like 
spatial  visualization  (the  core  aptitude  behind  piloting),  sequential 
reasoning, and numerical reasoning, then maps them to real careers. And 
knowing  yours  early  matters:  in  YouScience’s 2025  Post-Graduation 
Readiness Report, 77 percent of graduates said they would have been more 
engaged in school if they had understood their aptitudes and career options 
sooner. Discover yours first. Then use the chapters ahead to act on it.
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The Part 107 Fast Track

The fastest federal commercial credential in aviation is the Part 107 
Remote  Pilot  Certificate.  Available  at  age  16.  No  medical  certificate 
required. No flight hours required. A knowledge test. MAA students pass 
it at the 90th–95th percentile.

Average preparation: 6–8 weeks. Average earning potential: $130,916 
per year. A federal commercial credential, earned before you can vote, that 
pays six figures. The knowledge test itself carries a fee, about $175, but for 
Florida families enrolled through a Step Up For Students scholarship, that 
testing  fee  is  an  eligible  expense,  covered  the  same  way  books  and 
curriculum are. See Chapter 10 for the full funding breakdown.

Every MAA student, regardless of their ultimate goal, begins with the 
drone pathway. It builds airspace knowledge, FAA familiarity, and systems 
thinking  that  every  aviation  career  requires.  And  it  provides  the  first 
credential. Something tangible. Something that changes how a student sees 
themselves.

Every career track in this chapter is a different entry point to the same 
Entrepreneurial Assembly Line™. The credential is different. The salary is 
different. The timeline is different. But the mechanism is identical: earn the 
federal credential, use it to generate income, use the income to fund the 
next stage, build something that teaches others to do the same. 

There is no wrong track. 

There is only the track that fits where you are standing today.
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Eight Tracks. Eight Students. All of Them Real.

Every career family in this chapter has a face behind it. These are the 
students MAA built the pipeline for. Their names are placeholders; the real 
students  are  in  the  process  of  confirming permission for  print.  Their 
stories are not placeholders. Every detail below is the category truth: the 
age, the credential, the earnings, the path. When the name is confirmed, it 
will replace the bracket. The story does not change.

Have a Plan B
Aviation  journalist  Kathryn  Creedy  has  covered  the  airline  and 

aerospace industries for forty years, and she has watched this pattern repeat 
every decade: a furlough-inducing economic crisis eventually comes. Since 
2000 alone, the industry has weathered four of them (the dot-com bust, 
9/11, the Great Recession, and Covid), and airlines have ceased to exist 
entirely since deregulation. None of that is a reason to avoid this career. It 
is a reason to plan ahead. Build a Plan B alongside the aviation career you 
are  building:  a  second  certification,  a  cross-trained  skill,  a  stackable 
credential that keeps you working even in a down cycle. The pilots and 
mechanics who weather a furlough best are the ones who saw it coming.

—  From a conversation with  Kathryn Creedy,  aviation journalist  and President,  
National Coalition for Aviation & Space Education
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Track 1 — Airline Pilot: Tyson Mickie

“In 2025, the FAA issued a record 20,069 commercial pilot  
certificates — more than double the 9,200 issued in 2015.”

Source: FAA U.S. Civil Airmen Statistics, 2015 & 2025.

For my current position, you can list me as a Commercial Airline Pilot. 
Before becoming an airline pilot, I also flew executives in private aircraft, 
which gave me a real-world view of professional aviation before stepping 
into the airline world.

“Before Infinity Aero Club, aviation was everything I wanted 
my life to become. My very first words were ‘the moon’ as I 
pointed at an airplane flying overhead. From the time I was a 
kid, I aspired to be in the sky, and I did everything I possibly 
could to make that dream a reality. 

I came to Infinity Aero Club with my private pilot certificate, 
which I earned at 17 years old, but at that point I only knew 
the basic foundation that flight training gives you.

Infinity Aero Club showed me how much larger the aviation 
world really is. I still remember my first meeting with you. 
You showed me what  Infinity  Aero Club was  doing,  the 
impact  it  was  having  on  the  community,  and  the  doors 
aviation could open beyond simply flying an airplane. That 
really resonated with me. It sparked a fire in me to keep giving 
back to aviation and to help grow that same passion in the 
next generation. 

During my time with Infinity Aero Club, I volunteered for a 
summer while also renting aircraft  and flying consistently. 
That experience pulled me deeper into the business side of 
aviation. I learned how opportunities are created, how money 
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moves  in  aviation,  who  you  need  to  talk  to,  and  how 
important relationships are. Through  Infinity Aero Club, I 
learned the art of networking. Because we were pushing for 
grants,  scholarships, and donations, I had to learn how to 
build  real,  lasting  relationships  with  people  from  every 
background. I formed connections with people I never would 
have  met  otherwise,  including  highly  successful  and 
influential people across the country. At that point, I was only 
20 years old. The moment everything clicked was when I 
started applying those lessons outside of Tampa. I was flying 
cross-country flights to places like Jacksonville, Saint Simons 
Island, Tallahassee, and Daytona Beach, while also using the 
networking skills I learned to build connections beyond my 
local airport. That experience gave me more than flight time. 
It  gave  me  real-world  exposure  to  complex  airspace, 
advanced flight planning, decision-making, aircraft control, 
and the professional side of aviation.

I would not be anywhere near where I am today without 
Infinity Aero Club. They helped me see aviation as more 
than a dream. They showed me it could become a 
profession, a network, a business, and a way to inspire the 
next generation. I owe it to them to continue that mission 
by helping, inspiring, and cultivating future aviation 
professionals the same way they did with me.”

— Tyson Mickie, Commercial Airline Pilot, MAA Alumni

The number behind the story: airline pilot median $226,600 (BLS May 
2024). Delta and American senior captains: $500,000+. Corporate pilot 
flying a Gulfstream G650: $278,000–$367,000. Career earnings, age 23–60: 
$8.5 million to $22 million. 

No four-year degree required for the certificate. The ATP takes 1,500 
hours. Tyson is proof that the pipeline works, and that it starts with the 
willingness to show up.
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A Second Voice — Tevin Brown, Student Pilot

“Before joining Infinity Aero Club two years ago, aviation 
was just a distant dream; something I looked up at with awe, 
but never truly knew how to reach. Becoming a student 
pilot completely shifted my perspective, showing me the 
incredible, life-changing impacts of discipline, focus, and 
responsibility. 

While the aviation world opened my eyes, it was Infinity 
Aero Club that truly transformed my entire mindset, taking 
a sky-high dream and turning it into a grounded, achievable 
reality through an incredible community.

That transformation came full circle on my solo day on 
Saturday, March 21st. Being up in the sky by myself for the 
very first time was entirely surreal and freeing; realizing that 
you are the one completely in control of the aircraft brings 
an unmatched sense of pure liberation and confidence. If I 
could leave readers with one definitive piece of advice from 
my journey so far, it's a lesson that applies both in the 
cockpit and in life:

Even if an approach is bad and it’s messy on the way down, 
you can always go around.”

— Tevin Brown, Student Pilot, Infinity Aero Club

Tyson's story shows where the pipeline leads. 

Tevin's  shows  where  it  starts:  the  first  solo,  the  first  taste  of  full  
responsibility  in  the  air,  and  the  same  discipline  that  will  carry  him, 
credential by credential, toward the career Tyson is already living.
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Reality Check: The Hiring Queue

The record-certificate number above is real, and it is also only half the 
story. The FAA issues commercial pilot certificates faster than airlines can 
hire captains, because hiring is not capped by how many pilots exist. It is 
capped by how many aircraft, gates, and routes an airline actually has. 
Commercial certificates hit a record 20,069 in 2025. Airline Transport Pilot 
certificates, the one that actually gets a pilot into an airline seat, fell for a  
third straight year, from 11,218 in 2023 to 7,714 in 2025.

That gap is not a warning sign. It is math you can plan around. The 
ATP takes 1,500 hours. Most pilots build those hours as flight instructors, 
charter pilots, or corporate pilots (paid flying, not a holding pattern) before 
an airline seat opens up. The wait is real. It is also predictable, and every 
pilot ahead of you has walked the same queue.

One more honest note: some pilots build an entire career at a regional 
airline rather than moving on to a major, and that's a legitimate path, not a 
consolation prize. A regional captain's seniority, schedule, and quality of 
life can outweigh a major's paycheck, depending on what a pilot actually 
wants from the job. Both are the airline career this book is describing.
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Track 2 — Air Traffic Controller: The Pathway

Not everyone in aviation wants to fly the airplane. Some want to run 
the sky. Air traffic control is one of the highest-paying careers in aviation 
that requires no four-year degree, and there are two ways in.

The civilian route begins with airspace and phraseology knowledge, 
which a motivated student can build early through  ground school and 
radio-simulation tools long before formal training. The federal on-ramp is 
the FAA’s Collegiate Training Initiative (CTI), offered through partner 
community  colleges;  graduates  earn  an  ATC  pre-employment 
recommendation. From there comes FAA Academy selection, and a first 
facility assignment that can mean handling 200 or more aircraft a day at an 
approach-control  position.  No  pilot  certificate  required:  a  different 
aptitude, a different seat, the same sky.

The military route puts a controller in the seat years earlier. Every 
branch trains and employs air traffic controllers — the Air Force’s 1C1X1 
career field, the Navy’s Air Traffic Controller (AC) rating, and the Army’s 
15Q, among others — and controllers who separate carry real  facility 
experience the FAA recognizes, often converting directly into a civilian 
assignment without repeating the CTI pipeline. 

Michael Stephens is proof of where that door can lead. He enlisted in 
the U.S. Air Force as an air traffic controller straight out of high school, 
inspired, he has said, by seeing fighter planes up close on the flight line,  
then went on to serve as a captain and trial counsel in the U.S. Army's  
Judge Advocate General's Corps and as a Special Assistant U.S. Attorney, 
earn a J.D. from American University's Washington College of Law, and 
complete Harvard Business School's Advanced Management Program. 

Mr. Stephens spent nearly a decade as Tampa International Airport's 
Executive Vice President and General Counsel before being named CEO 
in April 2025, the fourth person to hold the role, and the first African 
American CEO in the airport's history. He started as a young enlisted 
airman working airplanes on a scope. He ended up running one of the 
busiest airports in the country. The career families in this chapter are real 
and worth pursuing, but airport careers themselves are just as compelling, 
and just as worth exploring.
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The number behind the story: ATC median $144,580 (Source: BLS 
May  2024;  figures  vary  by  locality  and  experience).  With  mandatory 
overtime,  up  to  $250,000  annually.  Supervisor  Operations:  $174,320 
starting.  Air  Traffic  Manager:  $202,231–$228,000.  District  Facilities 
Manager ceiling: $212,621. Full federal benefits, FERS pension, TSP with 
employer  match.  FAA actively  hiring with incentives  for  GS-9/11/12 
entry level as of June 2026.  faa.gov/jobs/career_fields/aviation_careers 
The career nobody talks about, because nobody built the pipeline to it 
from a Title I high school. That’s the gap this book exists to close.

Track 3 — Aviation Maintenance Technician (A&P): 
The Pathway

The aircraft maintenance path rewards the student who likes to take 
things apart and understand how they work. It can start young, with engine 
models, ground-school fundamentals, and the language of airframes and 
powerplants, long before a full certificate is possible. There are two ways to 
the same A&P certificate, and one of them pays from day sixteen.

The  fast  start  is  the  Light  Sport  Repairman  Certificate  with  a 
Maintenance rating (LSRM), earned through a 15-day, 120-hour FAA-
accepted  course;  Hangar  777  (hangar777.aero)  is  one  of  the  FAA-
recognized providers.  The LSRM grants  privileges  similar  to  an  A&P 
mechanic with Inspection Authorization, though limited to Light Sport 
and Experimental  Light  Sport  aircraft.  The  moment  it's  in  hand,  the 
graduate is eligible to work for pay, in flight schools, maintenance shops, 
LSA manufacturers, and the emerging eVTOL/UAS industry, instead of
sitting in a classroom with no income for the next year and a half. Every 
hour on that paid job counts as FAA On-the-Job Training toward the full 
Airframe & Powerplant certificate: 14 CFR 65.77 allows 18 months of 
documented  practical  experience  for  a  single  rating,  or  30  months 
concurrently for both. That is the same A&P certificate the traditional 
route takes twenty-one months to reach; except this way the student is 
earning a paycheck the entire time instead of paying tuition with none.

The  traditional  route  is  the  formal  FAA-approved  Aviation 
Maintenance Technician (AMT) program, offered at community colleges 
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across Florida, running roughly twenty-one months to an A&P certificate 
with no income along the way. First jobs commonly land around $52,000 
either way; add an Inspection Authorization rating and a few years of 
experience, and $88,000 is realistic. In January 2026, CNBC called it the 
number one best-paying job in America that requires no four-year degree.

The number behind the story: A&P median $78,680 (BLS May 2024). 
Senior  technicians  with  overtime:  $100,000–$120,000+.  Corporate 
aviation  and  DoD  contract  A&P:  $150,000+.  Fortune  magazine, 
November 2025: the United States has approximately half the aviation 
mechanics it needs. The shortage is not in the cockpit. It is in the hangar, 
and this is the path into it.

The certificate is the floor, not the ceiling. Technology keeps changing 
what a mechanic needs to know, and the technicians who keep rising are 
the ones who keep stacking credentials  on top of the A&P: avionics, 
composites, an  inspection  authorization,  whatever  the  shop's  fleet 
demands next. An A&P who can work across multiple aircraft types and 
systems is harder to furlough and easier to promote than one who stopped 
learning the day the certificate arrived.

A Real Voice — 
Caden, Aviation Maintenance Technician

“Before aviation, I spent a lot of time trying to figure out what 
path I wanted to take in life. Growing up, I watched my family 
face financial struggles, and I knew I wanted to build a future 
that offered both stability and purpose. When I discovered 
aviation,  everything  clicked.  For  the  first  time,  I  found 
something that challenged me, inspired me, and gave me a 
clear direction. 

Infinity Aero Club played a significant role in helping me 
develop  both  personally  and  professionally.  Through  the 
organization, I was given opportunities to work with students 
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as a simulator and ground instructor, helping introduce young 
people  to  aviation  and  guiding  them  through  the 
fundamentals  of  flight.  Teaching  students  not  only 
strengthened my own aviation knowledge, but also taught me 
how important mentorship and education are to the future of 
our industry.

Aviation gave me direction when I was searching for my 
path in life. Infinity Aero Club helped me realize that 
success in aviation is not just about earning certificates or 
building hours — it is about continuous learning, helping 
others grow, and giving back to the next generation of 
aviators.”

— Caden, Aviation Maintenance Technician, MAA Alumni

Currently working as an Aviation Maintenance Technician while actively 
building flight hours toward a Commercial Pilot Certificate and Airframe 
& Powerplant certification, Caden's path is  the dual-track this chapter 
describes in practice: wrench in hand, yoke in reach, and a certificate stack 
that keeps growing.

Caden's move for you this week: 

Look up one FAA-approved Aviation Maintenance Technician school 
within 90 minutes of where you live. Write down the name, the address, 
and what the application requires. 

You don't have to apply today. You have to know where you're going.
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A Real Voice — 
Jake Leonard, CFI/CFII, A&P, Missionary Pilot to Peru

“I was fresh out of high school, working in Peru, and the trips 

 into the jungle took days each way by boat. Hundreds of 
miles. That is where the dream of aviation was born — not in 
a hangar, but on a river, doing the math on how much of my 
life was going to be spent getting somewhere.

My ministry partner and I split it.  He would get his pilot 
certificate. I would get my mechanic rating. I did not plan on 
an A&P at all. I started as an independent Rotax maintenance 
technician, because we knew we would start with a light sport 
airplane and a Rotax engine. Then we ended up buying not 
one but two ultralight-type light sport airplanes that needed 
rebuilding, and suddenly I needed to be a pilot too.

We rebuilt both of them under the supervision of an A&P. So 
I started keeping a mechanic logbook and counting the time 
toward my own certificate. It took many months across two 
years, because we would work on them for a stretch and then 
go back to the mission field. It was a lot of work. More than 
anything, it was a great education.

Then COVID happened while I was on the field. When I 
finally made it back to the United States, I went back to flight 
training and worked for the same A&P who had supervised 
us,  and  that  finished  out  the  time  requirement  for  my 
apprenticeship. In that same stretch I picked up higher pilot 
ratings, including my CFI. Honestly, the hardest part of every 
rating I hold was the book study. For the A&P, at the end of 
the apprenticeship, I went to Baker's School of Aeronautics in 
Tennessee for the written tests and then the oral and practical.
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Track 4 — Commercial UAS / Drone Entrepreneur: 
Earl Johnson

Earl Johnson, EJ, came up through Mission Aviation Academy as a 
volunteer.  He  earned  his  FAA  Part  107  Remote  Pilot  Certificate,  to 
support MAA's mission to expose kids to aviation and STEM, and instead 
of  stopping  there,  he  kept  climbing:  he  became  MAA's  lead  drone 
instructor and is  now its Director,  teaching the credential  he had just 
earned.  Then he built  a  business  around it:  his  own drone company, 
running commercial jobs and training paying clients. Today EJ works as an 
aerospace engineer, is training toward his Private Pilot Certificate, and still 
teaches the next class of drone students at MAA. Serving the community as 
a volunteer opened the door. Everything after it, EJ built.

EJ is the whole framework in one person. The service to others as a 
volunteer was Access. The Part 107 credential was the Asset. The business 
and the engineering career are Leverage. And teaching the next student, 
handing down the credential that started him, is Legacy. He did not just 
move through the pipeline. He turned around and became part of it. That 
is the pace, and the arc, this book is written for.

Written permission on file from Earl Johnson.

The  number  behind  the  story:  Part  107  average  salary  $130,916 
(ZipRecruiter, May 2026). Defense sector UAS operators: $215,000. The 
federal commercial credential is available at sixteen. It does not require a 
medical. It does not require a flight school. It requires a knowledge test and 
the willingness to show up.

EJ's move for you this week: 

Go to the FAA's IACRA website and create your account. Then pull up 
the Part 107 Airman Knowledge Test prep on FAA Safety and give 
yourself 30 minutes with the practice questions. 

The certificate that changed EJ's life takes about three weeks to study for. 
Start the clock.
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Track 5 — Aircraft Dispatcher: The Pathway

Here is a question most people never think to ask: what happens to a 
flight before the pilot ever gets in the seat? An aircraft dispatcher happens. 
FAA regulations require that every commercial flight under Part 121 be co-
dispatched by a certificated dispatcher who shares legal responsibility for 
the safety of the flight with the captain; neither one can release the flight 
without the other's signature. Before departure, the dispatcher builds the 
flight plan from scratch: choosing the route and cruising altitude against 
winds,  weather,  and  airspace  restrictions;  pulling  METARs,  TAFs, 
SIGMETs,  and NOTAMs to  spot  hazards  along  the  way;  calculating 
exactly how much fuel the flight needs for the route, the reserves, and at 
least one alternate airport; and running the weight-and-balance numbers so 
the aircraft's passengers, cargo, and fuel stay inside its certified limits. Once 
the aircraft is airborne, the dispatcher's job is not done. They track the 
flight in real time, watch weather and traffic developments along the route, 
and have the authority to redirect,  delay,  or cancel  a flight outright if 
conditions turn unsafe, the same authority the captain holds on the flight 
deck. The path to that certificate is short and has no hidden gates: an FAA-
approved dispatcher course runs about 200 hours, roughly six weeks, and 
there is no four-year degree, no  medical certificate, and no flight-hour 
requirement.  A first  job at  a  regional  carrier  commonly  starts  around 
$52,000; with experience at a major airline, $100,000–$130,000 is realistic.

The  number  behind  the  story:  Aircraft  Dispatcher  median 
approximately $60,000–$70,000 entry, $90,000–$130,000 senior at major 
carriers. The certificate requires passing an FAA  knowledge test and a 
practical. The path is six weeks of focused study, and almost nobody tells  
students from under-resourced high schools that it exists. This book does.
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Track 6 — Avionics Technician: The Pathway

This is a track co-author Bruce Blashka knows from the inside. Bruce 
started as a Marine Corps avionics repairman in 1978, maintaining and 
repairing aircraft systems, and that enlisted electronics background became 
the foundation for everything that followed: an ROTC scholarship, wings, 
a CFI certificate, and a career with Gleim. His path is the proof that the 
technical  track  is  real.  It  often  begins  the  same  way:  a  JROTC  or 
AFJROTC program, or enlisting directly in any of the armed forces that 
trains  aircraft  avionics  technicians  (the  Navy's  Aviation  Electronics 
Technician (AT) rating, the Marine Corps' Aircraft Avionics Technician 
MOS,  the  Air  Force's  Avionics  career  field,  or  the  Army's  aircraft 
electronics maintenance track), each of which introduces the basics of 
aircraft systems, followed by a two-year avionics program at a technical 
college.  Certificate  in  hand  around  age  twenty,  a  starting  salary  near 
$48,000  is  typical;  with  a  Line  Maintenance  Authorization,  roughly 
$81,390, the BLS median; and with a DoD clearance and defense-sector 
placement, $120,000 or more.

The  number  behind  the  story:  Avionics  Technician  BLS  median 
$81,390.  Defense  and  government  contractor  ceiling:  $120,000+.  The 
military electronics background that Bruce started with in 1978 is the same 
background  that  launches  this  career  today.  AFJROTC and  NROTC 
programs are the feeder, and hands-on aviation programs like MAA help 
bridge classroom theory to the technical trade.

Bruce's move for you this week: 

Search "FAA Part 147 Aviation Maintenance Technician school" plus 
your state. Then search "avionics technician apprenticeship" plus your 
nearest metro area. 

Write down three results. One of them may be near your front door.
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credential, career, and the next kid behind you.

Avionics is the track most students overlook, not because the 
work is small  but because it's  invisible.  Every glass panel, 
every GPS unit, every autopilot that keeps a modern aircraft 
in the air passes through hands like Garcia's before it ever 
reaches a cockpit. It is precision work, it pays well, and it does 
not require a four-year degree, only the discipline to learn it 
right the first time.
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performing CSPI students in their senior year. Selectees train alongside 
Navy  and  Marine  students  at  Pensacola,  then  report  to  the  Aviation 
Training  Center  in  Mobile,  Alabama,  for  aircraft-specific  qualification. 
Pilots already trained by another service can come across through the 
Direct Commission Aviator program.

Army ROTC cadets and West Point graduates compete for it too — 
Aviation is one of the branches they can be matched to through the Army's 
talent-based branching process, qualified by a flight-aptitude test and a 
flight physical approved at Fort Rucker before the branching board meets, 
and what they go on to fly is the subject of the next paragraph. 

Two  obligations  belong  in  the  plan  before  anything  is  signed. 
Branching Aviation carries a flight-training service obligation measured in 
years, and it sits on top of the obligation that comes with the commission 
itself,  which runs three to five years depending on the commissioning 
source. Cadets who take the Branch of Choice option (trading extra service 
for better odds of landing Aviation) add roughly three more years, and the 
Army has ruled those years are served consecutively rather than alongside 
the flight-training clock. The graduate-school option is generally treated as 
running alongside it instead. Plan on something in the range of ten to 
thirteen years of active duty from commissioning, and treat that as a range 
rather than a quote: the Army reinterpreted how these obligations overlap 
in 2023 and extended hundreds of serving aviators by three years in the 
process. Get the current terms from the contract, in writing, before signing 
it. What the officer track does deliver is a defined ladder. 

The Army rotary-wing route runs through two different doors.  A 
commissioned Army aviation officer flies helicopters too, under the same 
four-year-degree  requirement  and the same ROTC, OCS,  or  academy 
pipeline as the fixed-wing officer track above. 

But the Army also runs the one program in the entire U.S. military that 
puts someone in a cockpit without a college degree at all: Warrant Officer 
Flight Training (WOFT). Its High School to Flight School pipeline takes 
high school graduates straight into helicopter training: apply as a senior, 
enlist at eighteen, complete Basic Combat Training and Warrant Officer 
Candidate School, then report to flight school at Fort Rucker, Alabama. 
No bachelor's degree required. No prior flight hours required, though a 
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Part  107  and logged  hours  strengthen the  packet  the  same way  they 
strengthen an ROTC application. The selection window runs from age 
eighteen to thirty-three, and there is no minimum enlisted rank to apply; a 
Sergeant (E-5) already in uniform can apply for WOFT directly, subject to 
the flight-aptitude testing, ASVAB, medical, and clearance standards laid 
out in The Enlisted Flight Path: Army later in this chapter.  Eligibility 
requirements and selection criteria are subject to change; verify current 
standards with Army Recruiting before applying.

The third runway skips the cockpit altogether and flies from a ground 
station. The Army lets an enlisted soldier do this job directly: its enlisted 
unmanned aircraft systems operators fly tactical drones including the MQ-
1C Gray Eagle, and the job requires no college degree, no prior flight 
hours, and no Private Pilot Certificate. The Marine Corps runs an enlisted 
seat as well, straight out of high school and with no commission, though on 
the MQ-9A the enlisted Marine crews the sensor seat while the aircraft 
commander is an officer, so it is a seat in the aircrew rather than the pilot's 
chair. Occupational specialties, test scores, and screening standards for 
both services are laid out in The Enlisted Flight Path sections later in this 
chapter. 

The Air Force runs it differently: the RPA pilot who flies the MQ-9 
Reaper is a commissioned officer, commissioned the same way as any 
other Air Force pilot (Officer Training School, AFROTC, or the Air Force 
Academy, all requiring a four-year degree), and here the Part 107 and a 
civilian Private Pilot Certificate genuinely shorten the pipeline. That officer 
seat is the rule but not the whole rule: the Air Force also maintains a 
narrow enlisted remotely piloted aircraft pilot career field, covered in The 
Enlisted Flight Path sections later in this chapter. Treat it as an exception 
rather than a plan: nobody enlists into it, selection runs through periodic 
boards the Air Force opens and closes as manning requires, and it is not a 
route anyone should count on. New RPA pilot training normally runs well 
over a year; candidates who arrive with a civilian pilot certificate already in 
hand move through it faster. 

The Navy offers one more variation on this runway, and it may be the 
one this book's drone track points toward most directly: the Air Vehicle 
Pilot, a warrant officer flying the carrier-based MQ-25 Stingray. That seat 
asks  for  neither  a  bachelor's  degree  nor  four  years  of  college  before 
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commissioning. The Navy AVP pathway, with its education, testing, and 
clearance requirements, is laid out in full later in this chapter. 

Every one of these doors — enlisted with the Army or Marine Corps, 
commissioned with the Army, Navy, Marines, Air Force, or Coast Guard, 
or a warrant officer with the Army or Navy — starts with the same Part 
107 credential this book already has a fourteen-year-old studying for.

Three runways. Same sky. Flown any of them by someone who was 
once a teenager asking how to get there.

The number behind the story: Military aviators earn base pay plus 
flight pay plus housing allowance plus all benefits, whichever runway they 
take. In 2026, on the officer side, an O-3 (Lieutenant, USN) with flight pay 
and BAH in a high cost-of-living area earns $110,000–$130,000 in total 
compensation at year four; an O-6 (Captain) with twenty years: $200,000+ 
in total compensation, with a pension at twenty years of 50 percent of base 
pay for life. On the warrant officer side, a Chief Warrant Officer 3 (CW3) 
with flight pay and BAH commonly earns $100,000–$140,000+ in total 
compensation (2026 DoD pay tables). 

On the drone-pilot side, Army enlisted unmanned aircraft systems 
operator enlistment bonuses run $15,000–$30,000 depending on current 
manning  needs,  and  RPA-qualified  officers  draw  Aviation  Career 
Incentive Pay on top of base pay once winged. The credential that opens 
every door: a Part 107 Remote Pilot Certificate, with the test taken as early 
as fourteen and the certificate issued at sixteen, six weeks of study, and the 
willingness to show up to a Free Guest  Saturday at  Mission Aviation 
Academy.

Track 8 — Certified Flight Instructor: 
Ahviyona Floyd

Ahviyona  Floyd earned her flight instructor credentials at Blueline 
Aviation, and by nineteen she held three of them — CFI, CFII, and MEI 
— along with more than 300 logged flight hours. She now volunteers and 
teaches at MAA in Tampa, Florida.

The instructor rating is the credential most students skip on the way to 
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“The beginning of my journey was anything but smooth. The 
first school I attended paired me with an instructor I didn’t 
click with, and eventually I was let go from the program — 
they told me I wasn’t cut out for it. I cried that week telling my 
parents what happened, but even though I was hurt, my spirit 
wasn’t broken. 

The very next day, I went looking for another school. At my 
third  school,  everything  came  together:  I  earned  seven 
certificates and ratings, from Private all the way to MEI, in the 
span of just eight months.

Don’t  make  quitting  an  option.  Although  life  will  throw 
things that stall you, divert you, or even knock you off your 
feet, staying firm to your goal and continually walking toward 
it will always lead you to it.”

— Ahviyona Floyd, CFI / CFII / MEI, age 20

Ahviyona was let go from her first flight school and told she wasn’t cut out 
for it. Eight months and seven certificates later, at her third school, she 
proved otherwise, and now she’s the one teaching the next student not to 
quit.

Ahviyona's move for you this week: 

Order your Private Pilot training materials. 
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The Entrepreneurial Assembly Line™ is Ricardo Foster's named system for how 
aviation credentials compound into businesses, businesses compound into networks, and  
networks compound into generational wealth. Stage 1: earn a federal credential. Stage 2: 
use that credential  to generate  income.  Stage 3:  use that income to fund the next  
credential. Stage 4: teach someone else to do it. The assembly line never stops. It just adds 
workers. A student who earns a Part 107 at 16, uses it to launch a drone business at  
17, earns a  Private Pilot Certificate at 18, becomes commercial rated and a CFI,  
charging students to learn what they learned, has activated the full assembly line. The  
wealth does not come from one credential. It comes from the compounding sequence.

The chapter you are about to read proves the math on Stage 1. Every 
chapter after it adds a rung to the ladder.

If you are reading this at 17 wondering whether aviation is actually 
possible for someone like you, this chapter has the number. The math is 
real. Read it all the way through.

John  Humphreys was fourteen years old when he soloed a motor 
glider at Zephyrhills Municipal Airport (KZPH). His instructor was Rand 
Vollmer, CFIG. His program was Mission Aviation Academy.

He is not a prodigy. He is not an exception. He is what happens when 
a fourteen-year-old is placed in a system designed to succeed, not to sort 
out who can from who cannot.

The $22 Million Airline Career

A regional airline first officer earns approximately $90,000–$120,000 
in year one. By year five at a major carrier: $150,000–$200,000. By year ten, 
a captain earns $250,000–$350,000. By year fifteen, a senior captain at 
Delta  or  American  earns  $500,000  annually,  a  figure  both  carriers 
confirmed in late 2025.

Add pension. Add profit  sharing.  Add health benefits.  Add travel 
benefits that carry into retirement. Over a thirty-year career: $22 million in 
total compensation. Conservative estimate.

Is This Career AI-Proof?
Ask the question before someone else asks it for you. On July 13, 
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2026, more than two hundred of the world's leading economists, including 
sixteen Nobel laureates and researchers from Anthropic, OpenAI, and 
Google DeepMind, put their names to a public statement most of them 
would never have signed five years earlier: an admission that they don't yet 
know how bad this is going to get.

Their warning was simple. Artificial intelligence, they wrote, could 
drive an economic transformation larger than the Industrial Revolution, 
but one arriving in years, not decades. “Steam, electricity, and computers 
each gave societies decades to adapt,” said economist Anton Korinek, one 
of the statement's organizers. “AI may give us only a few years.”

Buried inside that statement was a number that should stop every 
parent, counselor, and nineteen-year-old reading this book: real-time labor 
data from Stanford economist Erik Brynjolfsson shows employment for 
workers age twenty-two to twenty-five in AI-exposed occupations already 
shrinking more than four percent a year. Not a forecast. Not a model. A 
measurement, happening now, in jobs that were supposed to be the safe 
ones, the ones you went to college for.

Here is what almost nobody is saying out loud: the career path this 
book is about was never the fallback option. It was the hedge.

An FAA-certificated  Airframe & Powerplant mechanic.  An airline 
pilot. An air traffic controller. A licensed drone operator. These are not 
jobs a language model can do from a server farm. They require a body in a 
hangar,  hands on an engine,  a license the federal  government spent a 
hundred years building the legal architecture to protect. No FAA, EASA, 
or other major aviation regulator has approved single-pilot operations for 
any commercial passenger aircraft above nineteen seats as of 2026, and 
even the most aggressive proposals on the table still keep two pilots for 
takeoff and landing. While the four-year-degree, screen-based career track 
is being quietly reshaped by a technology that reads and writes as well as 
most college graduates, aviation's licensure wall is doing exactly what it was 
built to do.

This is not a claim that aviation careers are “AI-proof.” No honest 
measurement supports that word, and this book won't use it. What the data 
supports is narrower and just as powerful: structurally low AI exposure, 
protected  by  federal  licensure,  in  a  field  where  demand  is  growing 
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independent of anything AI does next: a global pilot shortage projected at 
500,000 by 2040, with a mechanic and air traffic controller shortfall behind 
it.

This book is not a hedge against the AI transformation everyone is 
suddenly talking about. It was the hedge all along. What's changed is that 
two hundred Nobel laureates and leading AI researchers just made it a lot 
easier to prove.

The 40-Hour Robbery

The FAA requires 40 hours of flight time to earn a  Private Pilot 
Certificate. The average student spends 65 to 80 hours getting there. That 
gap — 25 to 40 extra hours — costs $4,000 to $8,000. It is pure waste. Not 
because the student was not trying. Because the sequence was broken.

For underserved students, that gap is not an inconvenience. It is the 
reason they quit. The Three-Room Method eliminates the gap. Students 
who arrive at the aircraft with simulator-level proficiency log fewer dual 
hours, solo sooner, and reach certification faster.
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The Tuskegee Standard

The Tuskegee Airmen flew more than 15,000 sorties and became the 
most requested escort in the entire Fifteenth Air Force. Bomber crews who 
flew beside those Red Tails knew what they had. The German Air Force 
(Luftwaffe) knew it too. They called them the Schwartze Vogelmenschen: 
the Black Bird Men. As Lt Col George Hardy declared, “You can’t turn 
your back on your own country.” They flew so that a generation of hidden 
treasures would never again be told the sky had limits. They achieved that 
record because their training was precise, their preparation was relentless, 
and their standard was non-negotiable.

Tuskegee Airmen, Ramitelli, Italy, March, 1945. Public Domain.
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The 1% Code: 
Six Traits That Built the Original Tuskegee Blueprint

The Tuskegee Airmen were not born into advantage. They were born into 
opposition. What separated them from everyone else was not talent. It was 
a code. Six traits they lived by, that aviation demands of every serious 
student, and that this book teaches whether you realize it or not. Ricardo 
Foster delivered these traits in a speech in the presence of Daniel Keel, the 
same man whose name appears in the dedication of this book. 

Inspired by Dr. Myron Golden, Tampa, FL. 

Learn them. You will need every one before your first solo.

Trait I — Purpose Over Popularity
No one is impressed by how much you know about airplanes until you can 
land one. The student who trains for purpose — to earn a certificate, to get 
hired, to change their economic trajectory — outperforms the student who 
trains to sound impressive. Every Gleim unit completed at midnight, every 
simulator hour, every failed mock exam retaken the next morning: these 
are not glamorous. They are purposeful. Purpose is what keeps you in the 
room when everything else says quit.

Trait II — Focus on Value Creation
The CFI who loves watching students click creates more value than the 
one who shows up for the hour log. The  Part 107 pilot who delivers 
footage the client actually uses creates more value than the one who just 
flies. Value creation is not a business concept. It is a flight training concept. 
The  Tuskegee Airmen did not just fly missions. They proved a nation 
wrong on every one. Every flight you take should be worth something to 
someone beyond yourself.

Trait III — Mastery: Practicing Until It Becomes Second Nature
Bruce  calls  it  the  Calibrated  Eyeball.  Bruce  calls  it  the  Three-Room 
Method.  The  Tuskegee  Airmen called  it  Mastery.  They  are  the  same 
principle: nothing should surprise you in the cockpit, because you prepared 
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for it first. The student who reads the lesson, watches the video, flies the 
simulator, and then enters the aircraft has already done this maneuver a 
hundred times. The aircraft does not teach them. It confirms what they 
already know. That is mastery. Not a gift. The result of deliberate, repeated 
preparation done before the stakes arrive.

Trait IV — Persevering Persistence
Most student pilots quit. Not because flying is too hard, but because one 
bad lesson, one failed mock exam, or one weather-canceled week kills the 
momentum. The Tuskegee Airmen flew under actual enemy fire and never 
once asked if the mission was worth continuing. The student who fails the 
knowledge test and schedules the retake the same week they get their score 
back is not demonstrating failure. They are demonstrating the fourth trait. 
Aviation will test your persistence. Repeatedly. The pilot who earns the 
certificate is not the most talented in the room. It is the one who did not 
stop.

Trait V — Positive Presence in the Face of Problems
Every flight has a problem. A crosswind that was not in the forecast. An 
ATC instruction that required a readback of something new. The pilot who 
locks up when the situation changes is not ready for the certificate. The 
pilot who reads the situation, finds the solution side, and executes: that is 
who the Tuskegee Airmen were in the air. Practice finding the solution side 
now, while the cost of the wrong answer is a go-around, not an emergency. 
Flip the script.

Trait VI — Producing the Pinnacle of Profits
The  Tuskegee  Airmen  flew  for  a  legacy  that  would  open  doors  for 
generations they would never meet, including you. An airline captain at 
$250,000–$500,000 per year is in the top 1 to 5 percent of all American 
earners. A 17-year-old with a  Part 107 certificate and a drone business 
already earns more than the average American household. The Tuskegee 
Airmen  produced  a  legacy.  Aviation  has  turned  that  legacy  into  an 
economic pipeline. This book is the map into it.
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These six traits are the foundation. This book teaches you how to fly the aircraft. The  
companion volume, The 1% Mindset: Lessons from the Tuskegee Airmen (coming  
soon), teaches you how to fly your life. Both titles will be available through Mission  
Aviation Academy.

“You must know, and be able to execute procedures, without 
delay.”

— Lt Col George Hardy, Class 44-H-SE, 
332nd Fighter Group, Tuskegee Airmen

Reverend Reginald A. Davis, CDR USNR (Ret.), stands as the third 
living anchor in the Tuskegee Airmen lineage that frames this book. His 
connection to the Airmen is not symbolic. It is personal, formative, and 
woven through every stage of his aviation journey.

As a freshman at Tuskegee Institute, Davis enrolled in Air Force ROTC, 
where his flight instructor was C. Alfred “Chief” Anderson, the same 
instructor who trained the original Tuskegee Airmen during World War II 
and  famously  flew  First  Lady  Eleanor  Roosevelt  on  her  historic 
introductory flight. Anderson owned a small laundromat next to campus 
and offered Davis his first flight lessons in exchange for cleaning out the 
washers  and  dryers,  a  humble  beginning  that  echoes  the  grit  and 
determination of the Airmen themselves.

During his AFROTC training, Davis was personally inspected by General 
Daniel “Chappie” James, the first Black four-star general in U.S. military 
history. Years later, as a Captain for American Airlines, he had the privilege 
of piloting a Boeing 757 flight with original Tuskegee Airman Colonel 
(Brigadier General) Charles McGee aboard as a passenger, a full-circle 
moment connecting his own career to the legacy that inspired it.

Davis went on to serve 21 years in the United States Navy Air Reserve, 
retiring as a Commander carrier jet pilot and Aeronautical Engineering 
Duty Officer.  He later flew the Boeing 777 for American Airlines on 
domestic and international routes, accumulating more than 10,000 flight 
hours across military and commercial platforms.
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As a member of the General Daniel “Chappie” James Chapter of Tuskegee 
Airmen, Inc., Davis continues the Airmen's mission through the Speakers 
Bureau, presenting to schools, churches, colleges, and civic organizations. 
His work introduces young people to aviation, STEM, and the legacy of 
the  Airmen  whose  shoulders  he  stands  on  (Hardy,  Keel,  McGee, 
Anderson, and James) and whose values he carries forward.

In  this  book,  Davis  stands  not  only  as  a  contributor,  but  as  a  living 
continuation  of  the  Tuskegee  story,  a  modern  embodiment  of  the 
discipline, service, and excellence that define the Airmen's legacy.

Rev. Reginald A. Davis, CDR USNR (Ret.)
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The Government / Federal Track — A Parallel Six-Figure Path
The Tuskegee Airmen did not just prove Black pilots could fly. They 

proved a place in federal service could be earned on merit, not granted as a 
favor, and that legacy runs directly into the opportunity below. It does not 
require a cockpit.

The Aviation Wealth Ladder table shows the airline pilot track. It is 
not the only one. The federal government, through the FAA, employs over 
14,000 air traffic controllers, thousands of aviation safety inspectors, and 
hundreds of airway transportation systems specialists. No four-year degree 
required  for  most.  Entry-level  Air  Traffic  Controllers  earn  $70,000–
$100,000. Supervisors earn $157,000–$228,000. FAA District Managers 
earn up to $212,000.  The full  federal  aviation career  breakdown is  in 
Chapter 10.
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The Aviation Wealth Ladder — One Career. One Percent at a Time.

AGE MILESTONE CREDENTIAL ANNUAL 
INCOME 

POTENTIAL
14 Glider Solo (14 CFR §61.83) Student Pilot First entry in 

your logbook
16 Private Pilot Certificate (Glider) 

+ Part 107 Remote Pilot 
Certificate

PPG / Part 107 $35K–$55K 
(drone work, 

part-time)
16–
17

Part 107 Business Launch LLC Owner $40K–$80K 
(drone 

entrepreneur)
17 Private Pilot Certificate + 

Instrument Rating (Airplane) If 
you earned your Private Pilot and 
someone told you that was enough, 
they were wrong. This chapter is the 
difference between a weekend license 
and a career.

PPL / IR Weather-
capable, career-

eligible

18 Commercial Pilot Certificate 
(Glider) + Commercial Pilot 
Certificate (Airplane) + CFI-
Glider + CFI-Airplane (no 
added flight hours required for 
CFI-Glider) If you are wondering 
how you go from student to 
professional, this chapter is the bridge.  
It is shorter than you think.

CPG / CPL / 
CFI-G / CFI-A

$45K–$80K 
from airplane 
work (charter, 
pipeline, ag) + 

paid CFI 
income. Glider 

rungs alone: 
$45K–$70K 

stacked (tow + 
rides + CFI-G, 

full season), 
market-

observed, not 
BLS. See 

Appendix B.
21 Restricted ATP Eligible (14 

CFR §61.160): military pathway 
750 hours, approved 4-year 
aviation degree 1,000 hours, 
approved 2-year degree 1,250 
hours

R-ATP Regional Airline 
First Officer 

ONLY. The R-
ATP does not 

authorize acting 
as Captain at 

any hour count. 
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AGE MILESTONE CREDENTIAL ANNUAL 
INCOME 

POTENTIAL
Pay while 

building the 
remaining 

hours: $50K–
$90K.

23 ATP Eligible, unrestricted 
(1,500 total flight hours, 14 CFR 
§61.159, the minimum for every 
pilot, R-ATP or not)

ATP Regional Airline 
First Officer, 
now Captain-

eligible: $70K–
$130K

28–
30

Regional Captain, or First 
Officer at a Major carrier. 
Captain upgrade at a major 
airline is not automatic at 1,500 
hours; it typically requires 
several additional years and 
thousands more hours as a First 
Officer, set by each airline's own 
seniority system

Captain / FO $150K–$250K 
(Top 5% of 

earners)

30+ Major Airline Captain ATP $250K–
$500K+ (Top 
1% of earners)

Lifeti
me

Airline Career (avg 35 years) Legacy $3.5M–$22M+ 
career earnings

Source: FAA Aerospace Forecasts + Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2025. Income figures represent general industry  
research and averages.

The top 10 percent of American earners make $169,000+ per year. (All salary 
figures in this chapter use BLS Occupational Outlook Handbook data, May 2024, 
unless otherwise noted. Airline pilot median: $226,600. A&P mechanic median: 
$78,680.  Air  traffic  controller  median:  $144,580.)  The  top  5  percent  make 
$339,000+.  The top 1  percent  make $889,000+.  The top 0.1  percent  make 
$3,000,000+ annually. Aviation is not a path to the median. It is a direct path to 
the top: from underserved communities, without a four-year degree, starting at 
age 16 with a Part 107.
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CHAPTER 2
Room One: Ground School
C. Alfred “Chief” Anderson, Tuskegee’s Chief Instructor, built 
Room One before any of it had a name. 

In 1941, he ran the ground school at Tuskegee Institute with no 
precedent, no pipeline, and an Army Air Corps that was actively running 
the math on how long it would take for the program to fail. 

Nine hundred and ninety-two Tuskegee Airmen later, the math 
was settled. 

What you are about to study, they studied first. They passed. So 
will you.

E6B Flight Computer. Public Domain via Wikimedia Commons.
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Why This System Works

Room One is built on a specific teaching principle, and it is worth 
understanding before you start. Most exam preparation is designed to get 
you past the test: study the likely questions, learn the patterns, pass. The 
method behind this ground school was built on the opposite premise: that 
a  student  who  passes  by  pattern-matching  has  earned  the  credential 
without the knowledge, and that comprehension has to come first, with the 
exam result as the byproduct. Everything in the eleven lessons that follow 
is sequenced to that standard. You are not being taught to pass a checkride. 
You are being taught to fly, and the checkride is what confirms it.

"From Cocoon to Butterfly: the magical metamorphosis from 
flight student to Pilot." 

— MAJ Bruce "BOMBER" Blashka, on what the Gleim 
system is actually doing when it works correctly

Room One. The eleven lessons that build the foundation everything else stands on.

The  Gleim  Private  Pilot  Syllabus,  7th  Edition,  2nd  Printing 
(December 2022), contains eleven ground lessons. At MAA, students work 
through those lessons in sequence: read the chapter, watch the Sporty’s 
video, complete the chapter exam, and pass the stage test at the end of each 
phase. You read the chapter. You watch the video. You take the exam. You 
pass the stage test. Eleven times, in sequence, until the material stops being 
something you memorized and becomes something you know.

Students  who  follow  the  sequence  consistently  pass  the  FAA 
Knowledge Test at the 90th–95th percentile. Students who shortcut it pay 
for it later, in money, in hours, and sometimes in the cockpit.

Industry veterans have made the same case from the other side of the 
training desk. Jamie Beckett, a CFI since 1991 and the AOPA Foundation's 
High School Aero Club Liaison, has written that flight schools with a 70–
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80 percent dropout rate are not managing a hard training problem. They 
are managing a poorly run business, one that too often skips the one tool 
that fixes it: a written, sequenced syllabus, followed lesson by lesson. That 
is the entire premise behind Room One.

The Eleven Ground Lessons

LESSO
N

SUBJECT STAGE TEST

1 Airplanes and Aerodynamics

2 Airplane Instruments, Engines, 
and Systems

3 Airports, Air Traffic Control, and 
Airspace

4 Federal Aviation Regulations

5 Airplane Performance and Weight 
& Balance

⭐ Stage One Knowledge Test

6 Aeromedical Factors and 
Aeronautical Decision Making

7 Aviation Weather

8 Aviation Weather Services

9 Navigation: Charts and 
Publications

10 Navigation Systems

11 Cross-Country Flight Planning ⭐ Stage Two + End-of-Course 
Test
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The Hidden Problem: 
Book Smart, Chokes Under Pressure

FROM BRUCE — GLEIM AVIATION

If a student does well in their ground school studies and the 
associated chapter exams, but fails the FAA Knowledge Test, 
there is a problem with confidence. This needs to be reviewed 
in light of the ground school performance.

A student who is book smart but chokes under pressure will  
show similar performances in the cockpit. This can be fatal if 
not identified and corrected. Getting the student to perform 
under pressure is the key.

Remember the Bail-Out Checklist.

He who hesitates is lost.

— MAJ Bruce "BOMBER" Blashka, USMC (Ret.)

The simulator is the training ground for pressure performance. Timed 
scenarios. Unexpected emergencies. Distraction drills. These are not done 
to punish the student. They are done to build the neural pathways that will 
protect their life in the cockpit.

The Read-Watch-Do Cycle
  
▸ READ: The assigned Gleim chapter. Not skimmed. Read.

▸  WATCH: The assigned Sporty’s Learn to Fly video for that lesson.

▸  DO: The chapter exam. Wrong answers analyzed: why wrong, which 
regulation applies.
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WHAT YOU’VE ACCOMPLISHED

You’ve worked the Gleim ground school the way Dr. Gleim designed it, 
for  lasting mastery  rather  than a  passing score,  and you have Bruce’s 
checklist for making the most of every study hour.

WHAT’S NEXT

Chapter 4 puts ground and simulator together in the air: the step-by-step 
path to winning your Private Pilot certificate.

A Note about Learning Products and Methods: 

Mission Aviation Academy does not endorse any particular aviation learning system or 
imply that one provider is superior to another. In its experience, however, learning  
products from Gleim, Sporty’s, and King Schools have each been helpful resources for  
students pursuing aviation careers and work well within their curriculum.  

MAA encourages  learners  to  consider  their  individual  goals,  learning  preferences,  
instructor guidance, and available resources when selecting study materials.
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CHAPTER 3
Room Two: The Simulator 
– Build Your Mini Sim
The Tuskegee cadets flew the PT-17 Stearman before they ever 
touched a P-40 or a P-51. That was not a limit. That was the 
system. 

Deliberate progression — low stakes before high stakes, controlled 
environment before open sky — was the training discipline that 
produced the most decorated fighter group in the European Theater. 

You are not starting slow. You are starting right.

If your parents think a $600 simulator is expensive, show them this 
chapter.  

The Air Force spent millions proving it works. You can prove it at 
home.

MAA’s Simulator Room. Photo by MAA.
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Room Two. 

The laboratory where you stop making mistakes that can kill. 
“NOTHING should EVER be introduced for the first time 
in the cockpit. It is a laboratory, not a classroom. Sequence, 
structure, and format are everything.”

— MAJ Bruce “BOMBER” Blashka, USMC (Ret.)

The  USAF  Pilot  Training  Next program  added  100  hours  of  VR 
simulator time to the standard curriculum. The result: graduates logged 57 
percent more total flight hours in a shorter program. The Embry-Riddle 
PILOT program produced a 30 percent reduction in time to first solo. The 
data is clear. The method is proven
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Budget Sim Setup — Confirmed Pricing

CONFIRMED PRICING 

— MAJ Bruce “BOMBER” Blashka, USMC (Ret.), Aviation Education 
Specialist

COMPONENT COST RECOMMENDATION

Gleim XFTC with X-
Plane 12*

$199.95 
MSRP

Confirmed by Bruce. Home simulator 
backbone for all MAA students.

Logitech/Saitek Yoke 
+ Throttle Set

~$200 Budget tier. Fully adequate for ground 
school level.

Logitech Rudder 
Pedals

~$200 Budget tier. Fully adequate for ground 
school level.

Total Budget Setup ~$600 Everything needed to begin. Save the 
rest for flight time.

*Requires X-Plane 12 install, $59.99, 
https://www.x-plane.com/desktop/buy-it/

“For a budget sim, Logitech is good. I do not think that the more 
expensive controllers at this level will provide a discernible 
difference. Save the cash for flight time.”

— MAJ Bruce “BOMBER” Blashka, USMC (Ret.)

The tiers  below reflect  MAA’s  2026 setup:  one  proven approach 
among several, not the only way to build Room Two. Simulator hardware 
and pricing shift fast, so treat this as a snapshot: scan the QR code for the 
current, continuously updated equipment list 
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Tier 2 — Intermediate (for committed students approaching 
solo)

Honeycomb Alpha Yoke + Bravo Throttle Quadrant: approximately 
$500–$600.  Significantly  improved  tactile  feel.  Appropriate  once  the 
student has confirmed they are committed.

HTC VIVE Focus Vision VR simulator: an immersive virtual-reality 
trainer for the committed student approaching solo. It is a VR training aid, 
not an FAA-approved device,  in the same technology category as the 
USAF Pilot Training Next program. Every session is recorded for debrief 
playback, so the student can review exactly what happened and why.

Tier 3 — FAA-Approved BATD (at MAA)

The Gleim Basic Aviation Training Device (BATD) at MAA is FAA-
approved: sessions logged on it count toward the flight-time requirements 
for a certificate or rating, within the limits the FAA sets. It is the device that 
turns ground practice into loggable, standards-based training.
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The Plan-Prepare-Fly Protocol:
The Gleim BATD — Not a One-Trick Pony

Most students encounter the  Gleim Aviation Training Device as a 
Private Pilot simulator. They finish the checkride, stop using it, and move 
on. That is the wrong approach, and Bruce will tell you so directly.

"The Gleim BATD is NOT a One-Trick Pony." 

— MAJ Bruce "BOMBER" Blashka, USMC (Ret.)

The Gleim Basic Aviation Training Device (BATD), also called the 
Gleim Flight  Experience  Trainer,  began as  the  Gleim X-Plane  Flight 
Training Course: an inexpensive simulation software tutorial designed to 
help Private Pilot students learn flight maneuvers and procedures in a low-
cost environment. The X-Plane course was the genesis. The BATD is the 
evolution.

Here is how the Gleim BATD actually works, as described by Bruce :

When a student initiates the appropriate syllabus flight, the computer 
becomes a virtual CFI. It previews the specific maneuvers or procedures 
for that flight, provides the flight parameters, and then coaches the student 
back if those parameters are exceeded. After the flight, the performance 
criteria are displayed alongside the vertical and horizontal flight profile. 
The student can see exactly where they were too high, too low, too fast, or 
too slow. They can identify which areas need more practice before they 
ever step into a real aircraft.

The  Private  Pilot  tutorial  takes  the  student  through  every  flight 
outlined in the Gleim Private Pilot syllabus. There is no limit to the number 
of times a student can fly each lesson. Used aggressively and effectively, the 
student will typically need only fine-tuning once in the actual airplane. The 
maneuvers  are  not  new.  The  aircraft  environment  is  new.  That  is  a 
fundamentally different and far more efficient use of flight training dollars.
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After the Private Pilot Checkride: 
The BATD Keeps Working

Upon  successful  completion  of  the  Private  Pilot  practical,  the 
checkride, the student can continue using the BATD for their Instrument 
Rating and Commercial Certificate training. The tutorials for those ratings 
do not exist in the same structured form as the Private Pilot course. What 
does exist is the Gleim syllabus and the Gleim flight maneuvers books.

"The syllabus is the road map — Where You Are Going. The 
Maneuvers book tells you how to accomplish each segment 
of that journey." 

— MAJ Bruce "BOMBER" Blashka, USMC (Ret.)

For Instrument and Commercial training on the BATD, the student 
prepares each flight exactly as they would prepare for an actual flight: 
planning for the same intersections, airways, approaches, and final landing, 
then executing that flight on the  BATD. The approach plate is briefed 
before the flight. The holding pattern is flown to the published parameters. 
The ILS is flown to decision altitude. Everything practiced in the BATD is 
practiced at the standard the FAA will test.

This will save an enormous amount of time and money. It will make 
the actual time in the aircraft more productive and more enjoyable. The 
student arrives at the airport having already flown the lesson. The  CFI 
spends the hour refining what is already functional rather than introducing 
what is entirely new.

That is The Three-Room Method operating at full efficiency. Room Two is 
not a warm-up. It is the training. Room Three is the validation. The Gleim 
BATD is the instrument that makes Room Two work.

For information on the  Gleim  BATD, the X-Plane Flight Training 
Course, and the full Gleim Aviation product line: gleimaviation.com
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▸  PLAN: Brief the flight. Review every procedure. Know the airspace. 
Understand the weather.

▸  PREPARE: Run every procedure on the ground before flying it in the 
sim. Emergency checklist cold. ATC calls scripted.

▸  FLY: Minimum three repetitions of every maneuver. Five if not yet 
second nature. Session recorded.

The protocol is not optional. It is the reason the simulator produces 
results instead of just logging hours.

Eye-Ball Calibration
There is a skill the simulator builds that no amount of ground school 

produces: A long-standing Navy & Marine Corps concept known as “eye-
ball  calibration”.  The  ability  to  see  the  runway  and  know,  without 
instruments, whether you are high or low, fast or slow, lined up or drifting. 
It comes from repetition. From sitting in the seat and flying the same 
approach until the picture is automatic.

This  is  where  emergency  procedure  mastery  is  built.  Not  in  the 
cockpit. The T-34 story in Chapter 9 makes clear what happens when it is 
not built first.

WHAT YOU’VE ACCOMPLISHED

You’ve built Room Two, a home simulator for a few hundred dollars, and 
learned why every maneuver is rehearsed there until it is automatic, long 
before it ever costs you aircraft time.

WHAT’S NEXT

Chapter 4 takes you into How to Win Private Pilot, where the knowledge 
behind every one of those maneuvers gets locked in for good.
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CHAPTER 4
Room Three: From Drone to Cockpit
– How to Win Private Pilot
Lt. Col. George Hardy soloed at Tuskegee when the Army Air Corps 
was still arguing about whether he should be allowed to try. He did 
not argue back. He flew. 

Years later, when I was the one who didn't know if I belonged in a cockpit, he told me  
something I carry into every preflight: "The airplane doesn't know who you are. It only  
knows what you do." Do the preflight. Do it right. Go fly.

If you have ever sat in a car and thought about how far you could see 
from a thousand feet up, you are already thinking like a pilot. This 
chapter makes it real. 

The drone first. Then the airplane. Then everything changes.

Professional-spec drone in flight. Mission Aviation Academy.
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Every MAA student who pursues a Private Pilot Certificate starts with 
the drone. Not because it is a regulatory prerequisite; it is not. But because 
Part  107 builds  the  airspace  knowledge,  FAA familiarity,  and systems 
thinking that makes the Private Pilot pathway faster and cheaper.

A student who has passed the Part 107 exam has already studied more 
airspace law, weather theory, and FAA regulation than most Private Pilot 
students have when they sit for the PAR. They start ahead.

Cessna 172 cockpit. Mission Aviation Academy.
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The Club's Cessna 172B — The Background

Before any of these numbers mattered, someone had to believe the 
airplane would fly again. The club's Cessna 172B sat grounded for eight 
years  before  it  did.  Victor  Young,  Tampa-based  serial  entrepreneur, 
Managing Partner of Morgan Auto Group, Chairman of the Board at 
Moffitt Cancer Center, and founder of the Victor Young Foundation, is 
the reason it's back in the air. His career spans more than two decades in 
automotive (BMW of Sarasota, Lamborghini Sarasota), film production, 
spirits, and technology: a pattern of building things, not a single lucky win. 
He  also  co-founded  Florida  Youth,  Inc.,  which  funds  youth 
entrepreneurship and mentoring programs across Tampa Bay, the same 
community MAA serves. 

The  Foundation's  support  started  small  and  kept  showing  up on 
schedule: $10,000 in October 2024, followed two months later by a formal 
pledge of $100,000 to MAA. Then came $20,000 in March 2025, and 
another $20,000 in March 2026 to send the aircraft to the paint shop in 
Lakeland for its Tuskegee Airmen P-51 Mustang livery. That is $50,000 
delivered against the pledge, on time, every time. MAA is now fundraising 
for an avionics and upholstery upgrade to bring the aircraft fully showcase-
ready. It is the same aircraft that carries the Red Tail Roost Flying Aviation 
Tribute name across the Hidden Treasures Tour, honoring the legacy it 
was restored to represent.

Quick reminder before the numbers:

The Part 107 credential from Chapter A is still paying (commercial 
drone pilots average $130,916 a year), and that income is exactly what 
funds the flight  hours ahead.  If  drones interested you more than the 
cockpit so far, this is where the two connect. 

Now memorize these numbers cold.
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What Every Student Knows Cold

THE CLUB'S 1960 CESSNA 172B 

V-SPEEDS AND OPERATING STANDARDS 

V-SPEED / SETTING VALUE WHEN USED

Vr — Rotation speed 60 MPH Liftoff speed on the takeoff 
roll

Vy — Best rate of climb 85 MPH Normal climb after takeoff

Vx — Best angle of climb 78 MPH Obstacle clearance + 
emergency forced landing

Normal approach (flaps 
20°)

70 MPH Standard VFR approach to 
landing

Short-field approach (flaps 
30°–40°)

60 MPH Short runway or obstacle 
clearance required

Pattern power (downwind 
leg)

~2,100 RPM Maintain pattern altitude on 
downwind

Descent power (abeam 
the numbers)

1,500–1,700 
RPM

Begin descent on the 
downwind leg

Stall speed — clean 
configuration

~50 knots Know this. No exceptions.

Stall speed — full flaps ~43 knots Know this. No exceptions.

Engine: Continental O-300-D ONLY — NEVER Lycoming. 

Instruments: Analog six-pack ONLY — NEVER G1000. The club's Cessna 
172B has no glass panel. Know the difference before you sit in the left seat.
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Bruce’s 7-Step Calibrated Eyeball Landing Sequence

The approach to landing is where most student pilot hours go wrong. 
The flare is mistimed. The sight picture is wrong. The student goes around, 
again and again, spending money instead of building skill. Bruce’s 7-step 
‘Calibrated Eyeball’ sequence replaces abstract instruction with visual 
references every student already knows, before they ever sit in an airplane.

Step 1: The Calibrated Eyeball — Airspeed
Hold your hand out flat, sideways, between your eyes and the horizon. 
When the cowling sits one finger-width below the horizon: that is 120 
knots. When the cowling is at the horizon: 99 knots. One finger-width 
above: approximately 70 knots. Bruce calls this “getting your eyeball to 
know what  airspeed  is  without  looking  inside.”  No instruments.  Just 
calibrated vision.

Step 2: Bank Angle Calibration
Before entering the pattern, the student calibrates two pictures: what 15 
degrees of bank looks like from inside the cockpit, and what 30 degrees 
looks like. The goal is to move the eyes outside and keep them there. 
“That’s absolutely critical for a private pilot,” Bruce says. “They have to 
know how to fly based on the outside, knowing what’s going on inside by 
those telltale signs outside.”

Step 3: Abeam the Numbers — Cut the Power
At the abeam position, 180 degrees from the runway threshold, the student 
reduces power. What they are doing is not just a mechanical step. They are 
reading the aircraft with their whole body. The vibration changes. The 
engine sound softens. The nose settles. “The body is calibrated to that,” 
Bruce says. “They know what it looks, smells, like the whole nine yards.”

Step 4: Through the 90 — Clear, Look, Continue
Before reaching the 90-degree point on base, the student glances in briefly 
to verify proximity to the runway number. At the 90: look left (in a left-
hand pattern) to confirm the runway is clear. Look right to check for 
interloping traffic. Then continue.
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“Think of it like driving a car into a Home Depot parking 
spot. It is more visual than you think.”

— MAJ Bruce “BOMBER” Blashka, USMC (Ret.) 
— on his 7-step ‘Calibrated Eyeball’ landing sequence
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✈ BRUCE SAYS — THE BLUEPRINT FOR GETTING IT DONE

Put in 10 hours a week: 7 to 10 PM on Tuesday and Thursday, and 8 to 
12 on Saturday. Done that way, you finish ground school in 4 to 6 weeks. 
This aggressive approach keeps you inside the material continuously. You 
do not waste time relearning old content, as you would if you cracked the 
books only 2 to 3 hours a week. The student who studies intensively 
finishes faster, retains more, and spends less money overall because they 
are not paying a CFI to re-explain what they should have locked in during 
ground school.

Before you start flying: have $8,000 to $10,000 set aside and available. 
When the money is ready, fly 3 to 5 times a week. At that pace, you 
complete the Private Pilot Certificate in 8 to 10 weeks of flight training. 
The student who flies once a week takes 12 to 18 months and spends more 
money, because every lesson begins with a review of what was forgotten 
since the last one. Flying is a perishable skill in its early stages. The schedule 
is not about convenience. It is about building the neural pathways that 
make the maneuvers automatic before the checkride.

And if you can, buy or build a simulation device. This gives you the 
option to greatly accelerate your training and hone your skills before you 
ever start the engine on the club's Cessna 172B. 

Gleim has a Private Pilot tutorial flight training program that takes you 
through every flight in the PP syllabus. When you get to the actual 
airplane,  you  are  simply  doing  what  you  have  already  done. 
gleimaviation.com/simulation
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Finding and Evaluating a Flight School

Every  flight  school  makes  the  same  promises.  Here's  what  actually 
separates a good one from a bad one. You may not live near MAA, so ask 
these questions before you hand over a deposit to your local school.

- Part 61 vs. Part 141: Part 141 schools follow an FAA-approved 
structured syllabus and can qualify for reduced minimum hours; 
Part 61 is more flexible but less structured. Neither is automatically 
“better”; ask which one fits how you learn.

- Instructor availability: ask whether instructors are full-time or part-
time, and whether they have other duties that pull them away from 
teaching.

- Fleet size and safety record: ask how many aircraft they operate, 
what types, and about their safety history.

- Real cost transparency: ask for a total estimated cost to certificate, 
not just the hourly rate.

- Look for the AOPA Flight Training Experience Award icon, an 
annual,  survey-based recognition of the best flight schools and 
instructors nationally and by region.
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Find a School Near You — Free, Live Tools

Rather than a printed list that goes out of date the day this book ships, use 
these free tools that are updated continuously:

- AOPA Flight School Finder (aopa.org) — search by state,  zip 
code, or school name; flags current award-winning schools.

- AOPA's “Choosing a Flight School” guide (aopa.org/training-and-
safety/learn-to-fly) — the full evaluation framework this section is 
built on.

- EAA Young Eagles Flight Plan (eaa.org) — if you're 13–19 and 
have taken a  Young Eagles  flight,  this  unlocks a  free Sporty's 
private pilot ground school course (a $299 value) and a free first 
flight lesson at a school of your choice.

Note: 

These are independent third-party resources,  not MAA programs.  We 
point to them because they are actively maintained and free to use, not 
because we're paid to recommend them. 

Always verify a school's current FAA certification directly before enrolling 
or paying any deposit.
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Making the Most of Your Time — 
Bruce’s Complete Student Checklist

Bruce Blashka sends the following framework to every student who 
registers on the Gleim Aviation website and requests a demo. It is, in his 
words, a mini blueprint, designed to address the issues that are typically 
unknown to a new student. 

Every item below has been tested against real student outcomes across 
forty years of instruction.

GROUND SCHOOL SCHEDULE▸  10 hours per week: 7–10 PM Tuesday and Thursday + 8 AM–
noon Saturday.▸  At that pace: ground school complete in 4–6 weeks.▸  Why aggressive works: you stay inside the material. You do not 
relearn. You build.

FLIGHT TRAINING BUDGET▸  Have $8,000–$10,000 ready before your first flight lesson.▸  Fly 3–5 times per week. Certificate in 8–10 weeks.▸  Flying once per week = 12–18 months and more money. 
Perishable skill in early stages.

SIMULATION▸  Buy or build a sim device. Greatly accelerates training and hones 
skills. gleimaviation.com/simulation▸  Gleim Private Pilot tutorial: takes you through every flight in the 
PP syllabus.▸  When you get to the actual airplane, you are doing what you have 
already done.
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ORAL AND PRACTICAL EXAM PREPARATION▸  Gleim Digital Pilot Examiner: gleimaviation.com/digital-pilot-
examiner▸  Career Pilot Training Logbook: gleimaviation.com/shop/career-
pilot-training-  logbook▸  FAA Knowledge Test ACS Code Cross-Reference — know the 
standard, not just the answer.

CHECKRIDE RESOURCES▸  Jason Blair, DPE — the standard reference for what happens at a 
checkride: jasonblair.net▸  Examograms: examograms.com/articles/blair01.htm▸  DPE Resources: dperesources.com▸  Cost of a failed checkride: ayersaviation.com/  dpe-checkrides — 
read this before the oral.▸  Jason Blair podcasts on YouTube: find the CFII episode. Watch 
the whole thing.

FREE TOOLS▸  Gleim E6B Flight Computer — free, interactive, projector-ready: 
aviation.gleim.com/resources/e6b-flight-computer-instructions

SCHOLARSHIPS▸  AviationStart.org: the largest free aviation scholarship database in 
America.▸  AI Scholarship Finder: aviationstart.org/ai-scholarship-finder
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CHAPTER 5
Instrument Rating
The  332nd  Fighter  Group  flew  bomber  escort  missions  from 
Ramitelli,  Italy,  across  the  Mediterranean  and  into  the  heart  of 
occupied Europe — no GPS, no moving map, no margin for error. 

They navigated by chart, clock, and compass over water that could kill them if they got it  
wrong. 

The skill you are about to learn kept 200 American bomber crews 
alive over Ploesti and Berlin. Learn it like it matters that much.

A private pilot without an instrument rating is like a house without a 
roof.

Alex Beltyukov from commons.wikimedia.org 16788528

The Private Pilot Certificate is real. It is a federal license. It is proof 
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that you can fly. It is also incomplete.

A Private Pilot who cannot fly in clouds is a fair-weather pilot. They 
are grounded by overcast, diverted by weather that a trained instrument 
pilot flies through safely. They are limited to days that cooperate, and 
weather does not cooperate on a schedule.

The Instrument Rating is not optional for anyone who intends to use 
their license professionally. It is the roof. Without it, the house stands, but 
it cannot protect you from what is coming.

Here is the reason why. A classic study backed by the AOPA Air Safety 
Institute found that a pilot without instrument training loses control of the 
aircraft within 178 seconds of flying into clouds, less than three minutes. 
VFR flight into instrument conditions carries an 86 percent fatality rate. 
That is not a statistic about bad pilots. It is a statistic about untrained ones. 
The Instrument Rating is the difference between those two numbers.

“As a Marine Corps pilot, you may find yourself in less-than-
ideal situations. The Marine Corps does an excellent job of 
preparing you to fly when the world around you is literally 
blowing up — flying becomes second nature. Knowing and 
trusting the gauges in front of you as your only lifeline is the 
difference between mission success and a smoking crash site.
 
We tried to brief every contingency, but you can't cover them 
all. In four very vivid instrument meteorological condition 
memories — two above the Arctic Circle in Norway, one in 
central North Carolina, one over the Ohio-Indiana border — 
things did not go as planned. The intense training beforehand 
made the reaction and recovery a fairly smooth event. 

Now put yourself in a small  Cessna 172, or a smaller sport 
aircraft, and have your departure delayed to the point that at 
best you'll get home right at sunset. Sea fog rolls in, you lose 
reference  to  the  horizon,  with  no  identifiable  landmarks 
below. You are out of luck. This is why you need to be an 
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instrument-rated pilot. 
I've had many discussions with experienced pilots about the 
crash that killed John F. Kennedy Jr., his wife, and his sister-
in-law — attributed to his lack of instrument training.” 

— MAJ Bruce “BOMBER” Blashka, USMC (Ret.)
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The Same Method, Higher Stakes

The Three-Room Method does not change for the  Instrument Rating. 
The lessons are different. The standards are tighter. But the sequence is 
identical: Room One first, Room Two second, Room Three validates.

At  MAA,  advanced  instrument  training  is  conducted  with  Erik 
Meredith, CFI-II, at Zephyrhills Municipal Airport (KZPH). The aircraft, 
the airspace, and the procedures build on what the student already knows 
from Private Pilot training.

The Cost vs. Career Benefit Argument

The Instrument Rating costs between $8,000 and $15,000. Here is the 
math on the other side of that investment.

A  commercial  pilot  without  an  instrument  rating  is  grounded  by 
weather more than 80 days per year in Florida alone. An instrument-rated 
pilot files an IFR flight plan and flies. The weather that cancels a VFR-only 
pilot’s workday is a non-event. Divided over a 35-year career, the $8,000-
$15,000 cost of the rating is $229-$429 per year. The ROI is not marginal. 
It is foundational.

The Grade-12 Track and the Instrument Rating

At  MAA,  advanced  instrument  training  is  conducted  with  Erik 
Meredith, CFI-II, at Zephyrhills Municipal Airport (KZPH), a busy, non-
towered training  airport  with  published  ILS approaches  and real  IFR 
conditions.  The  student  who arrives  at  KZPH has  already  flown the 
approaches in Room Two. They are not learning what an ILS is. They are 
practicing what they already know.

The standards are defined by the FAA Instrument Rating Airplane 
Airman  Certification  Standards  (IR-ACS).  Oral  examination:  weather 
theory,  instrument  interpretation,  IFR  regulations,  flight  planning. 
Practical  examination:  partial-panel  approaches,  holding  patterns, 
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precision instrument approaches to FAA minimums. Everything built in 
Room One and Room Two first.

71



YOUR AVIATION BLUEPRINT

IFR Approach Plates – Reading the Chart

An instrument approach procedure chart is the navigation document 
for a precision or non-precision approach in instrument conditions. Every 
approach plate contains the same elements: the plan view (approach from 
above), the profile view (approach from the side), the minimums section 
(ceiling  and visibility  to  land),  and the  briefing  strip  (airport,  runway, 
frequency, identifier). Available free through ForeFlight, Garmin Pilot, or 
the FAA at aopa.org/training-and-safety/students/weather/how-to-read-
approach-plates.

Every MAA instrument student briefs an approach plate before flying 
it in the simulator. They know the decision altitude before they brief. They 
know the missed approach before they begin. Nothing introduced for the 
first time in the cockpit. By the time they fly the ILS RWY 01L at Tampa 
International for the first time in an aircraft, they have already flown it forty 
times at home.

Erik Meredith – CFI-II, KZPH

Erik Meredith holds CFI and Flight Instructor Instrument ratings. His 
students arrive from private pilot training. They leave with instrument 
currency and the proficiency the IPC requires. The transition from X39 to 
the busier traffic pattern and published approaches at KZPH is deliberate. 
The radio discipline, sequencing, and traffic density are more demanding, 
even though both fields are non-towered. The student trained on the Three-
Room Method arrives prepared for the environment, not surprised by it.

The student who earns an Instrument Rating before turning eighteen 
holds a credential most adults who have been flying for years do not have. 
That changes a college application, a military consideration, and a career 
trajectory in ways that are difficult to overstate.
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"A private pilot without an instrument rating is like a house 
without a roof. The structure is there. The foundation is solid. 
But the first storm that comes will test everything. Build the 
roof." 

— MAJ Bruce "BOMBER" Blashka, USMC (Ret.)

WHAT YOU’VE ACCOMPLISHED
You’ve  added  instrument  flying  (approaches,  plates,  and  real  IFR 
currency), the rating that makes your certificate work in the weather, not 
just around it.

WHAT’S NEXT
Chapter  6  turns  your  certificate  into  a  paycheck:  the  Commercial 
certificate, and the community-college bridge that helps fund it.
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CHAPTER 6
Commercial Certificate
Getting paid to fly. The bridge that makes it affordable.  

The machine that feeds itself.

Commercial Pilot Certificate. Federal Aviation Administration (FAA).

The Commercial Pilot Certificate is the point at which aviation stops 
being a hobby and becomes a career. It allows you to be compensated for 
flying. Regional airline. Charter.  Cargo. Corporate.  Survey. Agriculture. 
Pipeline.

It requires 250 hours of total flight time. For a student who has already 
earned Private Pilot and Instrument Rating, the additional flight time is the 
primary cost. The ground training is largely complete. The question is: how 
do you log those hours affordably?
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The Community College Bridge — Bruce’s Model

THE COMMUNITY COLLEGE PATHWAY — 

by MAJ Bruce “BOMBER” Blashka

A less traditional route to a professional pilot career is the 
community college. High school STEM aviation programs 
tend to attract AP students. The plan is to coordinate your 
high school STEM Aviation program with your community 
college.

AP credits save time and money, making the flight training 
path more affordable. Grant and scholarship funds can be 
applied to aviation classes, and the typical expenses of going 
away to college are reduced. Credits at a community college 
tend to be less expensive than traditional aviation schools, 
and there are no dorm and cafeteria fees. You live and eat at 
home.

The win: you are now a CFI, teaching at the same school you 
trained at. The pipeline that feeds the whole program keeps 
you  busy  in  the  cockpit  teaching  the  next  students.  The 
machine feeds itself.

Mission  Aviation  Academy  (MAA)  is  actively  developing 
aviation pathway and feeder programs through partnerships 
with FAA Part 141 flight schools, community colleges, and 
leading aviation universities. These partnerships are designed 
to significantly reduce both the time and cost required for 
aspiring  pilots  to  progress  from  non-traditional  training 
environments into structured two-year and four-year aviation 
degree programs.

75



YOUR AVIATION BLUEPRINT

Current and prospective educational partners include Pasco-
Hernando  State  College  (PHSC)  as  a  prospective  feeder 
pathway,  and  Embry-Riddle  Aeronautical  University 
(ERAU), creating streamlined pathways that provide students 
with  access  to  flight  training,  college  credit,  workforce 
development  opportunities,  and  direct  connections  to 
aviation careers. 

Through this model, MAA aims to make aviation education 
more  accessible,  affordable,  and  achievable  for  the  next 
generation of pilots and aerospace professionals.
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Part 61 vs Part 141 — Cost Comparison

FACTOR PART 61 (MAA) PART 141 (FLIGHT 
ACADEMIES)

Hours to 
Commercial cert

250 hours 190 hours

Avg cost per 
flight hour

$150–$220 $200–$350+

Scheduling 
flexibility

High (student-paced) Low (structured blocks)

Community 
college option

Yes — MAA + PHSC path No (dedicated campus)

Total estimated 
cost

$35K–$55K $80K–$120K+

Best for Working students, SUFS/GI 
Bill, community-based 
learners

Students who can attend 
full-time, have full funding
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CHAPTER 7
CFI — The Self-Sustaining Pipeline
If you want to fly every single day and get paid while you build  
toward the airlines, this is the chapter nobody told you about.

The instructor who was once a student. 

The pipeline that feeds itself.

A CFI and her student, 1998. AHunt via Wikimedia Commons. 

The Certified Flight Instructor certificate is  the most undervalued 
credential in aviation education. Students pursue it to build hours toward 
their  ATP certificate.  What  they often miss  is  that  at  MAA, it  is  the 
keystone of the entire pipeline.

The  model:  MAA  trains  students.  Students  become  instructors. 
Instructors train the next class. Ricardo does not have to recruit instructors 
from outside. He grows them from within. The pipeline feeds itself, the 
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same way the 332nd Fighter Group built its own pilots.

The MAA Instructor Roster

FLIGHT OPERATIONS TEAM — MISSION AVIATION 
ACADEMY

INSTRUCTOR CREDENTIALS ROLE

Walter 
Matthews

CFI Flight Director & Program 
Director, ALL MAA programs. 
Primary CFI on the club's Cessna 
172B at MAA.

Ahviyona Floyd CFI / CFII / 
MEI

Primary instructor. Multi-engine 
qualified. Women in aviation 
pipeline.

Erik Meredith CFI-II Advanced flight training at KZPH. 
Instrument training and advanced 
procedures.

Rand Vollmer CFI-G Motor glider program at KZPH. 
Endorsed John Humphreys’ solo at 
age 14.

Phil Mednick CFI-LSA Advisory Board & Flight Mentor. 
Ricardo’s trusted sounding board.

The 1,500-Hour Question
Every hour logged as a working CFI-Glider counts toward that 1,500-hour 
total the same as any other category of flight time; under 14 CFR 61.159, 
the aggregate ATP total-time requirement does not distinguish glider hours 
from airplane hours.

The  Airline Transport Pilot certificate requires 1,500 hours of total 
flight time. That is the gate to the major carriers. The answer to how to log 
those hours affordably: instruction.
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A  CFI  logs  pilot-in-command  time  on  every  instructional  flight. 
Teaching is not a detour to the airlines. It is the highway. At $50–70 per 
hour and 500–800 instructional hours per year, a busy CFI logs meaningful 
time while getting paid to do it.

At MAA, the CFI who was once a student does not just log hours. 
They close the loop. They walk into the same classrooms where they once 
sat, stand at the front, and show the next student where the oasis is.
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CHAPTER 8
The MAA Pipeline
If you are in high school right now and think you missed the window, you did not.  

The window opens at 14. This chapter shows you exactly where you 
are standing. 

The grade-by-grade pathway from Pinecrest to the airlines.

Introducing a new group of students to aviation at MAA. Photo by MAA.

Flight Plan 2030. One million lives. Ten million dollars. By 2030. That 
is not a marketing slogan. It is a mission with a math.
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Before There Was a Program

Long before Mission Aviation Academy existed, the idea that would 
become it was already being tested, quietly, by a handful of people who 
believed a motor glider could do more than teach kids to fly. Rand Vollmer 
and Phil Mednick were two of them.

Rand's flying career began in 1971. By the time he sat down with 
Ricardo Foster to talk about what Infinity Aero Club could become, he had 
already trained well over a hundred glider pilots and soloed four of them 
before their sixteenth birthdays. Phil brought a different kind of expertise 
and the same conviction: that the earliest possible entry into aviation, done 
right, produces the strongest possible pilots.

The conversation wasn't about buying an airplane. It was about a 
pathway: how a fourteen-year-old could solo, how a sixteen-year-old could 
hold a certificate, and how the same aircraft that got them there could keep 
teaching them long after. What emerged from that partnership wasn't a 
shortcut. It was a syllabus: deliberate, safety-first, and built on years of 
thinking Rand and Phil had already done before Ricardo ever asked the 
question out loud.

John Humphreys is the proof. He soloed at fourteen, with Rand and 
Phil both in the aircraft beside him at different stages of his training, and 
Ricardo on the ground watching a plan become real.

But John's solo is only the most visible part of what these two men 
have  given.  Since  iACT's  founding  in  2021,  Rand  and  Phil  have 
volunteered their time, their aircraft, and their own money. Phil has flown 
more than 250 people, Rand more than 150, donating the fuel and the 
hours themselves so that every one of those flights could be offered free. 
Five years of quietly covering the cost so a child who couldn't otherwise 
afford it could still feel what it's like to leave the ground.

That's the story every student in this program hears first, not because 
it's remarkable, though it is, but because it's true, and because two men 
gave freely of themselves long before anyone was watching,  and long 
before there was a program at all.
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Callout Box — The Vollmer Pathway
Three Aircraft. Three Certificates. One Ladder to CFI.

Rand Vollmer didn't just endorse John Humphreys' solo. He mapped the 
entire cost structure of getting there, building on data he first shared in 
2010 with Brandon Thompson, Col, USMC (Ret.), Pilot, whose Embry-
Riddle capstone research on Part 61 motorglider training operations is 
among the earliest documented studies of this exact model.

A quick word on the aircraft, because students always ask: a motorglider 
and a glider are not the same thing. A glider has no engine; it's towed or 
winch-launched into the air and flies purely on lift. A motorglider, like the 
Pipistrel Sinus, has an engine: it takes off under its own power, and a 
student can fly it powered or shut the engine down and soar it like a pure 
glider,  in the same flight.  Both aircraft  earn the same FAA certificate 
(Private Pilot–Glider, Commercial Pilot–Glider), but the motorglider is 
what makes this pathway possible, because one aircraft delivers both glider 
time and genuine powered airplane time.

This isn't one ladder. It's three, and each one costs more to reach the 
instructor level, which is exactly why the motorglider comes first.

Rung 1 — Glider (Sinus). Motorglider solo at 14. Private Pilot–Glider at 
16, 10 hours minimum, the fewest hours to any full FAA pilot certificate in 
American aviation. Commercial Pilot–Glider at 18, 25 hours total.  CFI-
Glider  adds  no  hours  beyond  that.  All-in,  checkride  fees  and  books 
included: $6,880–$8,050.

Rung 2 — LSA (Alpha Trainer / ICP Savannah S). Sport Pilot certificate at 
17, 20 hours. CFI with a Sport Pilot Rating (CFI-S) requires 150 hours total 
flight time (14 CFR 61.411), most of it self-built, solo, once the Sport Pilot 
certificate is in hand. All-in: $22,475–$26,425.

Rung 3 — Airplane (the club's Cessna 172B). Private Pilot at 17, the FAA 
minimum  age;  no  student  reaches  it  earlier.  40  hours  minimum. 
Commercial Pilot–Airplane requires 250 hours total, the same ladder every 
professional pilot climbs.  Full  ladder:  ~$31,700–$32,200 through  CFI-
Airplane.

Rand's own ballpark for a student running the glider ladder alone, all-in: 
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roughly $5,000 by 16, offset to functionally zero by summer Part 107 drone 
earnings between 16 and 18. From 18 to 21, that same student is a paid 
flight instructor running a drone business earning $60,000 to $80,000 a 
year, funding the LSA and Airplane ladders out of income, not debt.

A note on equipment: not every Light Sport Aircraft is built the same. A 
Technically  Advanced  Airplane  (TAA),  with  glass  panel,  moving-map 
GPS, and autopilot, counts toward specific FAA requirements a steam-
gauge aircraft cannot, including up to 10 hours of the Commercial Pilot 
certificate's  instrument  training  (14  CFR  61.129(j)).  A  TAA-equipped 
Alpha  Trainer,  or  a  comparable  TAA-equipped  S-LSA  like  the  ICP 
Savannah S, delivers real credit toward Rung 3's requirements that a non-
TAA LSA cannot.

Airplane-category Commercial Pilot and  CFI certificates are a separate 
track requiring 250 total flight hours under 14 CFR 61.129, roughly six 
times what the glider ladder logs by 18. That's not a gap in the plan. It's the 
next chapter of it: this book picks up exactly here, building those hours as a 
paid instructor rather than paying for them.

Powered motorglider hours from Rung 1 credit in full toward Rung 2's 
100-hour powered-aircraft requirement under 14 CFR 61.411.

Glider. LSA. Airplane. Three certificates deep, three paid stops on the way 
to the cockpit that pays $226,600 a year.

This track starts at 13. It does not end there. Any student, 13 or 30, enters 
this same sequence at whatever step fits where they are standing today. The 
age milestones are FAA minimums, not a ceiling on who this book is for.

— Rand Vollmer, CFI-Glider, Colonel, US Army (Ret.), 
Soaring Subject Matter Expert, DARPA Drone Program

Rand's move for you this week: 
Find your nearest SSA-affiliated glider club using the Soaring Society of 
America's club locator at ssa.org. 

Most clubs offer a first flight for under $100. At 14, you can solo. At 16, 
you can certificate. The clock is already running.
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The Grade-by-Grade Pathway

AGE / 
GRADE

CREDENTIAL 
TARGET

MAA PROGRAM

Age 4–8 / Pre-
K–2nd

FAA TRUST 
Certificate

Peewee Flyers: hobby drones, 
discovery flights, Ricky the Explorer 
read-alouds

Age 8–14 / 
3rd–8th

TRUST + Drone 
Builder Badge

Drone Bootcamp: Drone Soccer, 
simulator intro, Part 107 preparation 
begins

Age 14 / 9th 
Grade

Glider Solo 
(optional)

Motor Glider at KZPH with Rand 
Vollmer CFIG. John Humphreys 
precedent.

Age 14–16 / 
9th–11th

Part 107 Remote 
Pilot

Drone Part 107 + AppsBuiltWithAI! 
+ JROTC Aviation Discovery track

Age 16–17 / 
11th–12th

FAA Private Pilot 
Cert.

PPL Ground School (11 Gleim units) 
+ Gleim BATD simulator + the club's 
Cessna 172B at MAA

Age 17–18 / 
12th+

Instrument Rating Erik Meredith CFI-II at KZPH + IFR 
approach plates + AviationStart 
scholarship

Age 18–22 / 
College/CC

Commercial + CFI PHSC/HCC community college 
bridge + AI Startup Factory + 
teaching cadets

Age 22–23 / 
Launch

ATP / Airlines / 
ATC

United Aviate, Delta Propel, FAA 
ATC, Academy/ROTC commission, 
or A&P/dispatch path
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The Grade-12 Track: 
What the Air Force, Navy, & Marine Corps Already Know

The United States military has been running this experiment for eighty 
years. The Tuskegee Airmen completed primary flight training before most 
of them were old enough to vote. 

The Navy has had both enlisted and officer Naval Aviators through 
different  periods  starting  in  WWI,  although  the  last  enlisted  aviator 
(known as Naval Aviation Pilots – NAP retired in the early 1980s). Today, 
the Navy's ROTC scholarship program continues commissioning officers 
from university campuses, as it has since 1926. There is also a new Navy 
flying category, the AVP (Air Vehicle Pilot), who are commissioned as 
Warrant Officer and flying large UAVs.

The  Marine  Corps  has  been  producing  Naval  Aviators  from  its 
enlisted ranks since World War I, and also had enlisted Aviators, along with 
the Navy and Coast Guard, through the end of the Korean War. 

The conclusion from all three services is identical: if you put the right 
system around a motivated young person before they graduate high school, 
you do not just change their trajectory. You change everything that comes 
after it.

MAA's Grade-12 Track is built on the same principle. Not inspired by 
it. Built on it. The sequence below is not aspirational. Every milestone in it 
has been reached by an MAA student.
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The Air Force Model: 
Pilot Training Next

In 2017, the United States Air Force faced a pilot shortage of more 
than 2,000 aviators. The response was Pilot Training Next, a program that 
compressed the standard 52-week undergraduate pilot training program by 
adding 100 hours of virtual reality simulation before students ever touched 
a live aircraft. The result, published by the Air Force Research Laboratory: 
graduates logged 57 percent more total flight hours in a shorter program. 
Not 5 percent. Not 10 percent. Fifty-seven.

The lesson the Air Force proved with $20 million in VR hardware, 
MAA replicates with a $600 Gleim simulator setup in a student's bedroom. 
Room Two exists because the Air Force proved it works. The cost of the 
hardware has dropped. The principle has not changed.

ROTC pathways  at  the  Air  Force  begin  in  high  school  through 
AFJROTC (Air Force Junior ROTC), present in over 900 high schools 
nationwide. Students who complete four years of AFJROTC and earn the 
highest cadet rank (Cadet Colonel) are eligible for an AFROTC scholarship 
that covers full tuition, fees, and a monthly stipend. The scholarship is 
renewable for four years. The obligation is four to eight years of active 
service as a commissioned officer, with pilot training priority for those who 
score above the 25th percentile on the PCSM (Pilot Candidate Selection 
Method) and pass a flight physical.

The path for a high school junior who is enrolled in AFJROTC today: 
complete  AFJROTC,  earn  a  commission  through  AFROTC  or  the 
Academy, qualify for Undergraduate Pilot Training (UPT) at Vance AFB, 
Laughlin  AFB,  or  Columbus  AFB,  and graduate  with  a  military  pilot 
certificate, 200+ logged hours, and a career earning $85,000–$140,000 in 
active duty pay, housing allowance, and flight pay in year one. When they 
separate  after  eight  years:  200+  flight  hours,  a  military  ATP  waiver 
pathway, and the profile that every major airline’s veteran hiring program is 
designed to recruit.
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The Air Force Model: 
Undergraduate Combat Systems Officer Training Next  

Just as Pilot Training Next reimagined how the Air Force builds pilots, 
UCT Next, launched Fall 2018 at the 479th Flying Training Group, NAS 
Pensacola,  reimagined how it  builds  Combat  Systems  Officers.  Same 
AETC innovation DNA. Different seat in the aircraft.

Simulator-forward sequencing. Instead of stacking academics first and 
simulators later, UCT Next pushes high-fidelity sim time (the T-25 CSO 
Advanced Training Device and T-1A Operational Flight Trainer) to the 
front of the syllabus, so students build systems fluency before they ever 
need it airborne.

Distributed T-6 sorties. Flight sorties are spread across the syllabus 
rather than clustered, reinforcing skills incrementally instead of cramming.

Crew  integration  focus.  Because  a  CSO's  entire  job  is  managing 
mission systems with a pilot or aircraft commander, UCT Next builds crew 
coordination  into  training  from  the  start  rather  than  treating  it  as 
something picked up later at the Formal Training Unit.

Track-specific tailoring. Students are routed earlier toward Weapons 
Systems Officer, Electronic Warfare Officer, or Navigator tracks based on 
airframe assignment: fighter (F-15E), bomber (B-1B/B-52), mobility/ISR 
(C-130, E-3, E-8, RC/OC-135), or special operations/CSAR (MC-130, 
AC-130, HC-130J, U-28).

The numbers: roughly 210 training days, about 11 months, from start 
to wings for the primary pipeline, with follow-on tracks (Weapons Systems 
Officer  training  for  fighter/bomber  assignment)  extending  further 
depending on airframe.

The  Air  Force  is  willing  to  rebuild  a  legacy  training  pipeline  around 
simulation, sequencing, and integration rather than tradition for tradition's 
sake. Not all who fly are pilots. This training opens the door to the CSO 
seat: the mission commander who runs sensors, weapons, and navigation 
on multi-crew aircraft. 

A CSO’s career doesn’t stop at UCT Next graduation. It climbs the 
same kind of ladder the pilot rating structure follows. CSO Wings are 
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earned at UCT Next graduation, roughly eleven months in. Senior CSO 
comes at seven years of aeronautically rated service,  and Master CSO 
(increasingly called Command CSO, to standardize the naming with the 
Command Pilot designation) at fifteen. And for the rare few, there is a rung 
above even that: the CSO-Astronaut insignia, awarded to CSOs assigned to 
NASA crewed spaceflight programs who reach the Senior or Master level 
and complete at least one spaceflight.

This isn't a consolation-prize seat next to the pilot. It's its own full 
career, with its own progression, its own wings, and, for the rare few, its 
own path to space. 

A  CSO who  stays  in  can  command  flying  squadrons,  operations 
groups, and wings the same way a pilot can, which is exactly why the rating 
changed from "Navigator" to "Combat Systems Officer" in the first place: 
the job had already outgrown the old name.
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The Navy and Marine Corps Model: 
The Path Through NAS Pensacola:  
Naval Aviator

The  United  States  Navy  trains  its  aviators  at  Naval  Air  Station 
Pensacola, Florida, the Cradle of Naval Aviation. The program begins with 
Aviation Preflight Indoctrination (API),  six weeks of academics, water 
survival,  and  physiology  training.  It  continues  through Primary  Flight 
Training in the T-6B Texan II, then Advanced Training in either the T-45C 
Goshawk (jets), T-44C Pegasus (maritime/multi-engine), or TH-73 Lakota 
(helicopters). Total: approximately 18 months from API to designation as a 
Naval Aviator.

MAJ  Bruce  “BOMBER”  Blashka  walked  this  exact  path. 
Commissioned at Marquette University through Navy ROTC in 1984. 
NAS Pensacola in 1985. Naval Aviator Wings in 1986. CFI certificate in 
1993. He did not go to a flight school. He went through the system. Then 
he came back to teach the next generation. That is the Tuskegee model in 
direct form.

For a high school student, the Naval pathway begins in one of three 
ways: appointment to the United States Naval Academy (Annapolis), an 
NROTC scholarship at a participating university, or enlistment followed 
by a Naval Aviator Candidate program. The NROTC scholarship is the 
most accessible; it is a competitive application available to any high school 
senior  with  a  3.0+  GPA,  qualifying  SAT/ACT  scores,  and  medical 
eligibility. It pays full tuition, fees, books, and a monthly stipend at over 
160  universities.  The  Marine  Corps  option  flows  through  the  same 
NROTC pipeline, diverging at commissioning when the officer selects a 
Marine ground or aviation MOS.

What MAA does for students on this pathway: Part 107 gives them an 
FAA credential before their NROTC application is even submitted. A 
Private Pilot Certificate, earned at age 16 or 17 with MAA, places them in 
the top fraction of a percent of NROTC applicants. No other high school 
activity, sport, or academic distinction signals aviation aptitude as clearly as 
a completed FAA certificate. It is the difference between an applicant who 
says they want to fly and one who already does.
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The Navy and Marine Corps Model: 
The Path Through NAS Pensacola:  
Naval Flight Officer

The Naval Flight Officer follows the same first gate as the Naval 
Aviator: both report to Naval Air Station Pensacola for Aviation Preflight 
Indoctrination  (API),  six  weeks  of  academics,  water  survival,  and 
physiology  training.  The  paths  diverge  immediately  after.  Where  the 
Student Naval Aviator moves toward the stick and throttle, the Student 
Naval Flight Officer moves toward the systems, the radar, the tactical 
picture, and, in many airframes, command of the mission itself.

All NFOs begin Primary training at VT-10, NAS Pensacola, flying the 
T-6A Texan II, the same aircraft as their pilot counterparts but with the 
syllabus  weighted  toward  navigation,  communication,  and  systems 
management rather than stick-and-rudder skills. From there, NFOs select 
into  one  of  four  pipelines:  Strike  Fighter,  Airborne  Early  Warning, 
Maritime Patrol, or TACAMO. Strike Fighter selects continue at VT-86 
into the T-45 Goshawk, ultimately flying backseat in the F/A-18 or EA-
18G Growler. The other three pipelines advance through VT-4, leading to 
the E-2 Hawkeye, the P-8 Poseidon, or the E-6B Mercury. Total time from 
API to winging: approximately 18 to 24 months, depending on pipeline.

For  a  high  school  student,  the  pathway  into  NFO training  runs 
through the identical three gates as the Naval Aviator track (the Naval 
Academy,  an  NROTC scholarship,  or  Officer  Candidate  School  after 
enlistment),  with  the  aircraft-and-mission  selection  happening  after 
Primary rather than before commissioning. This means a student doesn't 
have  to  decide  "pilot  or  NFO"  at  seventeen.  They  build  the  same 
foundation and the Navy sorts the pipeline later, based on performance 
and need.

What MAA does for students on this pathway: the case is, if anything, 
stronger for NFO-track students than pilot-track ones.  Part 107 and a 
Private Pilot Certificate demonstrate aviation aptitude and systems fluency, 
exactly  what  a  Strike  Fighter  or  Maritime  Patrol  selection  board  is 
screening for, without requiring a student to have already decided they 
want to be the one flying the aircraft. It signals readiness for either one.
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The Navy Model: 
Air Vehicle Pilot (UAS Operator)

The path to becoming a Warrant Officer Air Vehicle Pilot (AVP) 
begins  where  the  drone  pathway  meets  federal  opportunity.  WO1 
designator 7371 selectees attend Officer Candidate School in Newport, 
Rhode Island, then train as prescribed by the Chief of Naval Air Training. 
The designator was created to crew the MQ-25 Stingray, the Navy's first 
carrier-based unmanned aircraft, built to refuel the carrier air wing in flight, 
with qualified AVPs planned to operate additional platforms beginning 
with the MQ-4C Triton. This is a Navy designator only. The Marine Corps 
has no AVP equivalent; its unmanned seats are enlisted, and they appear in 
The Enlisted Flight Path: Navy & Marine Corps. 

Two gates decide most packages before any flying starts: a minimum 
score  of  96 on the Selection of  Unmanned Aerial  Systems Personnel 
Battery  (SUAB).  Note:  Part  107 study can provide useful  background 
exposure but should not be treated as equivalent preparation for the SUAB 
or as a predictor of selection success, and security clearance eligibility to 
sensitive compartmented information standards, which cannot be waived. 
Applicants also submit a  personal  statement and two reference letters 
speaking to technical acumen, and enlisted applicants must have fewer 
than twelve years of total service at commissioning.

For MAA's Grade-12 Track students, the AVP pathway is a direct line 
from a Part 107 Remote Pilot Certificate earned at 16 to a Navy Warrant 
Officer commission as early as eighteen, and typically by twenty-two. Part 
107  study  (weather  theory,  airspace  regulations,  systems  knowledge) 
transfers directly to the Selection of Unmanned Aerial Systems Personnel 
Battery (SUAB). 

A student who has already passed the  Part  107 written exam has 
studied the same core material the SUAB draws on. MAA's 90th–95th 
percentile  Part 107 pass rate establishes that baseline. But SUAB isn't a 
knowledge  test  like  Part  107.  It's  an  aptitude  assessment, checking 
technical  reasoning,  situational  judgment,  and  decision-making  under 
pressure.  The student who has already passed  Part 107, flown  drones 
operationally,  and  completed  advanced  ground  school  enters  SUAB 
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knowing the vocabulary, understanding the concepts, and recognizing the 
scenarios. The test becomes an assessment of thinking, not memorization.

The pathway:  Part 107 (age 16) → two-year associate's degree via 
community college bridge with AP/JROTC credit,  the program's hard 
education  requirement (16–18  with  dual  enrollment,  18–20  on  the 
standard timeline) → SUAB exam and OCS selection (eligible from 18; 
commissioning  must  occur  before  the  32nd  birthday)  →  Officer 
Candidate School, Newport → a 15- to 18-month training pipeline → 
designation as AVP → minimum 7-year active duty obligation running 
from the date of winging, with annual compensation of $70,000–$90,000.

The  strategic  advantage: a  22-year-old  with  a  Warrant  Officer 
commission and federal UAS designation has reached what most graduates 
spend a decade pursuing. The 7-year obligation concludes at 29, the exact 
point at which military-trained AVPs enter a civilian market with acute 
demand from defense contractors and intelligence agencies, commanding 
$150,000–$250,000+ annually.

The Part 107 credential opens the door. The Associate's degree and 
SUAB score open the gate. The commission is the ticket.
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The Enlisted Flight Path
Your Enlistment Is a Flight Plan: Navy & Marine Corps

Not every path to the cockpit begins at a university flight desk. For 
some of the best-prepared aviators in the world, it begins with four years in 
the back of a military aircraft, as an enlisted crewman, sensor operator, or 
flight engineer, before they ever sat in the left seat. If you are reading this at 
seventeen, eighteen, or twenty and wondering whether you have already 
missed the window this book keeps describing at fourteen and sixteen, you 
have not. This path does not care how young you started. It cares whether 
you are willing to start now.

The United States Navy designates a family of enlisted ratings built 
around  flying.  Naval  Aircrewman  (AW)  is  the  umbrella  designation, 
divided into five service ratings: Operator (AWO), the sensor operator on 
maritime  patrol  aircraft;  Mechanical  (AWF),  the  flight  engineers  and 
loadmasters  on  fixed-wing  transport  and  command  aircraft;  Avionics 
(AWV), the in-flight technicians and airborne communicators;  Tactical 
Helicopter (AWR) on the MH-60R; and Helicopter (AWS), which includes 
the naval rescue swimmer. The enlisted aircrewman does not just ride 
along. They are a required crew member, logging flight time in aircraft that 
most civilians will never touch.

The Marine Corps runs the same idea on its own terms. Enlisted 
Marines crew the aircraft as aerial observers and gunners (MOS 6199) and 
as helicopter and tiltrotor crew chiefs (6173 on the CH-53, 6174 on the 
UH-1, 6176 on the MV-22), and they fly the KC-130J as airborne radio 
operators,  in-flight  refueling  observers,  and  loadmasters  (7382).  The 
unmanned side is enlisted too. MOS 7314 takes a Marine straight out of 
high school into the unmanned aircraft mission with no college and no 
commission,  and 7316 covers  the  small  systems.  What  7314 asks  for 
instead of a degree is a high General Technical score on the ASVAB, one 
of the steepest thresholds required of any enlisted Marine,  along with 
normal color vision, a flight physical to Navy and Marine Corps medical 
standards, and eligibility for a secret clearance. From there it is the ordinary 
enlisted route: recruiter, contract, boot camp, then MOS school. On the 
MQ-9A in the VMU squadrons the enlisted Marine crews the sensor seat 
while the aircraft commander is an officer, so this is a seat in the aircrew 
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rather than the pilot's chair. The rule to plan around is simple: flying a 
manned Marine aircraft requires a commission. Note also that Marine 
MOS 7371 is  Aerial  Navigator-Trainee;  it  is  not  the  Navy's  7371 Air 
Vehicle Pilot designator, and the two should never be read as the same job.

One more seat in that aircrew is worth naming, because it carries the 
most portable credential in this chapter. The Search and Rescue Medical 
Technician,  a  hospital  corpsman  who  enters  through  the  Advanced 
Technical Field program, completes a 27-week advanced course on a six-
year enlistment, and is NATOPS-qualified to that crew position, is a fully 
qualified naval aircrewman who leaves with EMT-Paramedic certification. 
That corpsman crews search and rescue and medical evacuation missions 
for both Navy and Marine Corps aviation, which is how Marines field a 
flight medic without having a rating of their own. Door 1 applies here with 
unusual force: a paramedic license and GI Bill-funded flight training are 
not competing plans.

One standing caution about every number in this section. Qualifying 
scores, screening standards, and even which specialties are open to new 
enlistees  shift  from year  to  year  with  service  manning  and  policy.  A 
minimum that held for last year's contract may not hold for yours, and 
selection cutlines move with each board. Treat the figures here as planning 
figures, and confirm the current standard with a recruiter or the service's 
own personnel office before building a timeline around it.

That flight experience, accumulated over a single four-year enlistment, 
opens two doors simultaneously, and both of them lead to a cockpit.

DOOR 1 — GI Bill + VR&E Funded Flight Training:  

The Post-9/11  GI Bill (Chapter 33) covers FAA-certified flight 
training at approved programs. A veteran separating after a four-
year enlistment carries full GI Bill eligibility. If a service-connected 
disability  affects  career  options,  Veteran’s  Readiness  & 
Employment (VR&E, Chapter 31) can fund training at a higher 
reimbursement ceiling, sometimes covering costs the GI Bill alone 
cannot. 
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Stack those benefits with a 529 plan funded during service (now 
covering FAA-certified flight training under federal law as of July 4, 
2025), and the path from, for example, an E-4 with several hundred 
logged flight hours to a  Commercial  Pilot  Certificate may cost 
nothing out of pocket. See Appendix I for GI Bill flight training 
contacts and VR&E eligibility checklist.

DOOR 2 — The Officer's Seat:  

Enlisted  flight  experience  is  among  the  strongest  assets  a 
commissioning candidate can carry.  Track 7 states the hard rule 
correctly: every commissioning pipeline requires a four-year degree 
first. What it does not say is that the Navy will pay for that degree 
while a Sailor stays on the payroll. Seaman to Admiral-21 (STA-21) 
sends selected enlisted Sailors to college full time at their current 
paygrade, keeping full pay, allowances, and advancement eligibility, 
plus an annual education voucher of up to $10,000 paid directly to 
the school for tuition, fees, and books, with the Sailor covering 
anything above that ceiling. It is open to all ratings and carries 
dedicated Pilot and Naval Flight Officer options; applicants must 
be at least nineteen and not past their thirty-second birthday at 
commissioning, and the Pilot option incurs an eight-year obligation 
from the date of winging. 

It is competitive: in one recent cycle, for example, roughly four 
hundred  board-eligible  packages  produced  fewer  than  sixty 
selections, and packages are routinely lost to missing test scores, a 
missing commanding officer's endorsement, or fitness standards 
rather than to weak flying records. 

Marines use the Enlisted Commissioning Program and the Marine 
Enlisted Commissioning Education Program (MECEP), open to 
Sergeants and above who are academically qualified. 

An aircrewman with, for example, over a thousand hours in a P-8 
Poseidon does not arrive as a beginner. They arrive understanding 
crew resource management, instrument meteorological conditions, 
and multi-crew operations. That is not a typical applicant. That is a 
recruited one.
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Both doors are legitimate. Both paths are achievable. The question is 
not which one is better. It is which cockpit the individual wants to reach 
first, and what timeline fits their life. Either way, the enlistment was not a 
detour from aviation. It was the first phase of a flight plan that was already 
underway.

Military families: see Chapter 10 and Appendix I for how to stack GI 
Bill,  VR&E,  529  flight  training  benefits,  and  AviationStart.org 
scholarship funding. The resources exist. The combination that eliminates  
out-of-pocket cost is real. The question is whether you map it before you  
separate or after.
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The Enlisted Flight Path
Your Enlistment Is a Flight Plan: Army

Track 7 laid out the Army's warrant officer route into a cockpit, the 
one program in the United States military that puts a person in the pilot's  
seat without a college degree. What it did not cover is the seat directly 
behind that cockpit, and how many Army aviators started their careers in it. 
If you are seventeen, eighteen, or twenty, and the High School to Flight 
School window closed before you were ready to walk through it, the Army 
has not finished offering you a way in.

Army  aviation  runs  on  the  15-series.  Most  of  those  military 
occupational  specialties  are  maintenance  (powerplant,  powertrain, 
airframe, avionics, armament), but several put a soldier in the air as a non-
rated crewmember. A 15T on the UH-60 Black Hawk and a 15U on the 
CH-47 Chinook serve as crew chiefs and flight engineers, required crew on 
aircraft that do not launch without them. The 15W unmanned aircraft 
systems operator flies tactical  drones from a ground station: no college 
degree, no prior flight hours, and no Private Pilot Certificate required, 
just a qualifying ASVAB Surveillance and Communications score of 102 or 
higher and eligibility for a security clearance. One detail matters more than 
the alphabet soup: in Army aviation, crew chief and flight engineer are 
positions, not ranks. On the aircraft, position and rank are separate; a 
junior soldier can hold a seat that a sergeant does not.

One  more  seat  deserves  naming,  because  it  produces  the  most 
portable credential in this chapter. A 68W combat medic who earns the F2 
identifier becomes a critical care flight paramedic, and the Army trains that 
seat  to  a  civilian  standard  on  purpose:  National  Registry  Paramedic 
certification first, then critical care training that makes the soldier eligible 
for the Flight Paramedic Certified exam, then the aviation crewmember 
course that puts them on the aircraft. Entry to 68W runs off a Skilled 
Technical  composite  of  107.  Civilian air  ambulance operators  hire  on 
exactly those certifications, and Door 1 still applies on top of them.

Four years of that work produces two things a recruiter cannot hand 
anyone:  logged  flight  time,  and  a  documented  maintenance  record. 
Together they open three doors.
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DOOR 1 — GI Bill + VR&E Funded Flight Training:  

The Post-9/11  GI Bill (Chapter 33) covers FAA-certified flight 
training at approved programs, and a soldier separating after a four-
year  enlistment  carries  full  eligibility.  If  a  service-connected 
disability affects career options, Veteran Readiness

and Employment (VR&E, Chapter 31) can fund training at a higher 
reimbursement ceiling than the GI Bill alone will reach. 

Stack either against a 529 plan funded during service (now covering 
FAA-certified flight training under federal law as of July 4, 2025), 
and the civilian certificates can cost nothing out of pocket. Army 
crewmembers arrive at this door with an advantage worth naming: 
their flight time is rotary-wing, and the civilian helicopter market 
hires. See Appendix I for GI Bill flight training contacts and 
the VR&E eligibility checklist.

DOOR 2 — The In-Service WOFT Packet:  

Track  7  covered  the  civilian  path  into  Warrant  Officer  Flight 
Training. The in-service packet is a different animal, and it is the 
one an enlisted soldier is built to win. Any military occupational 
specialty may apply, and there is no minimum rank. The hard gates 
do not move: a General Technical score of 110 with no waiver, a 
qualifying score on the Selection Instrument for Flight Training, a 
Class 1 flying-duty medical examination, a secret clearance with no 
interim substitutes, and an age between eighteen and thirty-three at 
the convening of the board. 

Then  comes  the  requirement  no  outside  applicant  can 
manufacture: a letter of recommendation from a currently serving 
Army aviator in the grade of CW3 through CW5. A soldier on a 
flight line works beside those officers every day. Flight school itself 
runs at Fort Rucker, Alabama.

DOOR 3 — The Maintenance Record as Federal Credential

The same record that strengthens a flight-school packet is also a 

99



YOUR AVIATION BLUEPRINT

federal credential in waiting. Under 14 CFR 65.77, documented 
practical  experience  can  substitute  for  aviation  maintenance 
technician  school:  eighteen  months  for  a  single  rating,  thirty 
months  for  both  Airframe and Powerplant.  An FAA Aviation 
Safety Inspector at a Flight Standards District Office evaluates the 
evidence and, if it holds, endorses Form 8610-2 authorizing the 
written, oral, and practical tests. 

The Joint Service Aviation Maintenance Technician Certification 
Council can issue a Certificate of Eligibility that streamlines that 
review. Two warnings worth more than the rest of this box: time 
spent in training, or in a supervision-only code, does not count 
toward the months required, and the maintenance-tracking system 
will not prove the experience. The training records will. Pull them 
before separating, not after.

Three doors, and none of them cancel the others. A soldier can fund 
civilian certificates with the  GI Bill while still competing for a warrant 
officer board, and carry an A&P certificate into either life. The enlistment 
was never a detour from aviation. It was the first phase of a flight plan 
already underway.

One standing caution about every number in this section. Qualifying 
scores, screening standards, and even which specialties are open to new 
enlistees  shift  from year  to  year  with  service  manning  and  policy.  A 
minimum that held for last year's contract may not hold for yours, and 
selection cutlines move with each board. Treat the figures here as planning 
figures, and confirm the current standard with a recruiter or the service's 
own personnel office before building a timeline around it.

Military families: see Chapter 10 and Appendix I for how to stack GI 
Bill,  VR&E,  529  flight  training  benefits,  and  AviationStart.org 
scholarship funding. The resources exist. The combination that eliminates  
out-of-pocket cost is real. The question is whether you map it before you  
separate or after.
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The Enlisted Flight Path
Your Enlistment Is a Flight Plan: Air Force

The Air Force has a name for enlisted people whose job is to fly: 
Career  Enlisted  Aviator.  Not  aircrew  support.  Not  maintenance  that 
occasionally goes airborne. Aviator. If you are reading this at seventeen, 
eighteen, or twenty and the officer pipelines in Track 7 feel like a door that 
needed a college plan you did not have, this is the career field that does not 
ask for one.

Career  Enlisted  Aviators  fly  as  flight  engineers,  loadmasters,  and 
boom operators passing fuel through a flying boom to another aircraft in 
flight; as airborne mission systems and sensor operators; as aerial gunners; 
as survival, evasion, resistance, and escape specialists; and as the remotely 
piloted aircraft sensor operator who sits beside the officer flying the MQ-9. 
One caution  when researching  this:  the  Air  Force  consolidated  these 
specialty codes into the 1A1XX career field in 2024, so older lists of five-
character codes found online no longer match what a recruiter sees on 
screen. Ask by role, not by code.

One more flying seat sits inside the medical career field. An aerospace 
medical service technician who earns the aeromedical evacuation shred 
flies as a non-career enlisted aviator on aeromedical evacuation crews, and 
a  separate  paramedic  shred  carries  National  Registry  Paramedic 
certification;  graduates  of  the  entry-level  course  already  leave  with 
NREMT-Basic. Read it the way you read Door 3 below: the flying shred is 
earned after you are already in, not guaranteed by an enlistment contract. 
What it delivers if you get it is a portable license, and Door 1 stacks on top 
of it.

A four-year enlistment in any of those seats produces logged flight 
time in aircraft most civilians will never board. It opens three doors.

DOOR 1 — GI Bill + VR&E Funded Flight Training: 

The Post-9/11  GI Bill (Chapter 33) covers FAA-certified flight 
training at approved programs, and an Airman separating after four 
years carries full eligibility. Veteran Readiness and Employment 
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(VR&E, Chapter 31) can fund training at a higher reimbursement 
ceiling where a service-connected disability affects career options.

Stack either with a 529 plan funded during service (now covering 
FAA-certified flight training under federal law as of July 4, 2025), 
and  the  path  from,  for  example,  a  staff  sergeant  with  several 
hundred logged hours to a Commercial Pilot Certificate may cost 
nothing out of pocket. Maintenance-side Airmen have a second 
conversion available  under  14 CFR 65.77,  trading documented 
practical experience for authorization to test for an FAA Airframe 
and Powerplant certificate. See Appendix I.

DOOR 2 — The Officer's Seat, Paid For:  

Track  7  states  the  rule  accurately:  Officer  Training  School, 
AFROTC,  and the  Air  Force  Academy all  require  a  four-year 
degree before commissioning. What it does not say is that the Air 
Force runs programs specifically to put that degree in an enlisted 
Airman's  hands:  the  Airman  Scholarship  and  Commissioning 
Program,  Scholarships  for  Outstanding Airmen to ROTC, and 
Leaders  Encouraging  Airman  Development,  which  nominates 
Airmen directly to the Academy. 

Aircrew experience is not a neutral line on those applications. An 
Airman who has already flown in instrument conditions, briefed a 
crew, and executed emergency procedures in the aircraft is not a 
typical applicant. That is a recruited one.

DOOR 3 — The Narrow Exception:  

The Air Force also maintains an enlisted remotely piloted aircraft 
pilot career field, 1U1X1, with tracks for the RQ-4 and the MQ-9. 
Read this box as an exception, not a plan. 

Nobody enlists into this career field. It is not offered consistently, it 
carries no guarantee, and the Air Force has opened and closed it as 
manning requires rather than running it on a predictable annual 
cycle. Selection comes through Air Force Personnel Center boards 
that  weigh  a  Pilot  Candidate  Selection  Method  (PCSM)  score 
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alongside  whole-person  factors  from  the  member's  record. 
Published  board  results  have  shown,  for  example,  an  average 
selected PCSM near 73 with selects ranging roughly from the mid-
fifties to the mid-nineties, historical figures that vary by board and 
are not a standing cutline.

Anyone  weighing  this  door  should  confirm the  current  board 
schedule and requirements directly with AFPC rather than trusting 
any printed number, including this one, and should build a career 
plan that still works if the door never opens.

All three doors are legitimate. The question is not which is better. It is 
which cockpit you want to reach first, and what timeline fits your life. 
Either way, the enlistment was not a detour from aviation. It was the first 
phase of a flight plan already underway.

One standing caution about every number in this section. Qualifying 
scores, screening standards, and even which specialties are open to new 
enlistees  shift  from year  to  year  with  service  manning  and  policy.  A 
minimum that held for last year's contract may not hold for yours, and 
selection cutlines move with each board. Treat the figures here as planning 
figures, and confirm the current standard with a recruiter or the service's 
own personnel office before building a timeline around it.

Military families: see Chapter 10 and Appendix I for how to stack GI 
Bill,  VR&E,  529  flight  training  benefits,  and  AviationStart.org 
scholarship funding. The resources exist. The combination that eliminates  
out-of-pocket cost is real. The question is whether you map it before you  
separate or after.
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The Enlisted Flight Path
Your Enlistment Is a Flight Plan: Coast Guard

The Coast Guard is the smallest of these doors and the one that 
deserves the most honest description. Its aviation community is measured 
in  hundreds,  not  thousands.  Its  aircraft  fly  search  and  rescue,  law 
enforcement, and disaster response missions that put a crew over open 
water on the worst day of a stranger's life. And its two doors are not the 
same size, which is exactly why the reader who is seventeen, eighteen, or 
twenty needs to see them side by side before choosing.

Three  enlisted  ratings  carry  Coast  Guard  aviation.  The  Aviation 
Maintenance Technician (AMT) works engines, powertrain, rotor systems, 
and structures. The Avionics Electrical Technician (AET) works power, 
communications, navigation, autoflight, and sensor systems. The Aviation 
Survival Technician (AST) maintains survival and rescue equipment and 
serves as the helicopter rescue swimmer, the person who goes into the 
water. None of these are ground jobs. All three fill aircrew positions: flight 
mechanic,  sensor  and  systems  operator,  basic  aircrewman,  rescue 
swimmer. Coast Guard enlisted aircrew are required crew, logging real 
flight hours.

One note for anyone looking for a Coast Guard flight medic: there is 
not a separate one, because the Aviation Survival Technician already fills 
that role. The rescue swimmer is EMT-qualified, so in this service the 
medical credential rides along with the rating rather than sitting in a rating 
of its own.

Four years of that produces flight time, a maintenance record, and a set 
of stories. Where it leads depends on which door you walk through, and 
they are built to different widths.

DOOR 1 — GI Bill, VR&E, and the A&P Conversion:  

This is the wide door, and for a Coast Guard veteran it is the 
stronger one. The Post-9/11  GI Bill (Chapter 33) covers FAA-
certified flight training at approved programs; Veteran Readiness 
and Employment (VR&E, Chapter 31) can fund it  at  a  higher 
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reimbursement ceiling where a service-connected disability affects 
career options; and a 529 plan funded during service now covers 
FAA-certified flight training under federal law as of July 4, 2025. 

AMTs and AETs have a second conversion most people never hear 
about: under 14 CFR 65.77, documented practical experience can 
substitute  for  aviation maintenance  technician  school  (eighteen 
months  for  a  single  rating,  thirty  for  both  Airframe  and 
Powerplant), with an FAA Aviation Safety Inspector evaluating the 
evidence and endorsing Form 8610-2 to authorize testing. 

The Joint Service Aviation Maintenance Technician Certification 
Council  can  streamline  that  review.  Pull  your  training  records 
before  you  separate;  the  maintenance-tracking  system  will  not 
prove your experience to the FAA. See Appendix I.

DOOR 2 — The Officer's Seat:  

This door is real but narrow, and pretending otherwise would waste 
a reader's  years.  Every Coast  Guard aviator is  a  commissioned 
officer. There is no warrant officer pilot program and no enlisted 
cockpit, so the four-year degree requirement holds, through the 
Coast Guard Academy, Officer Candidate School, or the College 
Student  Pre-Commissioning  Initiative.  And  unlike  the  other 
services, a commission by itself does not guarantee flight school: 
non-academy officers compete at selection boards that convene 
twice a year. 

The one route that guarantees a school seat up front is the Wilkes 
Flight Initiative, offered to high-performing CSPI students in their 
senior  year.  Prior  military  aviators  can  enter  through  Direct 
Commission Aviator. What enlisted aircrew time buys here is not a 
shortcut around the degree. It is a record that makes a board notice 
the name on the package.

Both doors are legitimate. They are simply not interchangeable, and 
the honest advice is to plan for the wide one while competing for the 
narrow one. Either way, the enlistment was not a detour from aviation. It  
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was the first phase of a flight plan already underway.

One standing caution about every number in this section. Qualifying 
scores, screening standards, and even which specialties are open to new 
enlistees  shift  from year  to  year  with  service  manning  and  policy.  A 
minimum that held for last year's contract may not hold for yours, and 
selection cutlines move with each board. Treat the figures here as planning 
figures, and confirm the current standard with a recruiter or the service's 
own personnel office before building a timeline around it.

Military families: see Chapter 10 and Appendix I for how to stack GI 
Bill,  VR&E,  529  flight  training  benefits,  and  AviationStart.org 
scholarship funding. The resources exist. The combination that eliminates  
out-of-pocket cost is real. The question is whether you map it before you  
separate or after.
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The Civilian Auxiliary Model:
Civil Air Patrol (CAP)

Civil Air Patrol was founded in December 1941, one week before 
Pearl Harbor, when a coalition of civilian pilots decided the country didn't 
need to ask them twice. By the end of World War II that coalition had 
grown to more than 150,000 members  who flew over  500,000 hours 
patrolling  the  American  coastline,  credited  with  sinking  two  enemy 
submarines before the U.S. Air Force existed as its own branch. In 1948, 
CAP became that  branch's  official  civilian  auxiliary.  It  never  stopped 
scaling:  today  CAP  operates  a  fleet  of  more  than  550  aircraft,  flies 
approximately  112,000  hours  a  year,  and  performs  90  percent  of  the 
continental United States' inland search-and-rescue missions, a volunteer 
force doing work most people assume only the military does.

The cadet pipeline runs underneath all of it. Every cadet under 18 is 
entitled to ten free orientation flights, five glider and five powered, before 
they've paid a dime in flight training or held a certificate of any kind. Only 
15 percent of CAP cadets ever complete the leadership and aerospace 
testing required for the Billy Mitchell Award. Those who do enter the Air 
Force at the pay grade of E-3 instead of E-1, skipping two enlistment ranks 
before basic training is even finished, worth roughly $5,000 in additional 
pay over a four-year enlistment before the first promotion board ever 
meets.

CAP proved the principle one squadron at a time: flight exposure 
before adulthood changes trajectory. MAA's PeeWee Flyer Club runs the 
same math six years earlier. By the time a student is CAP-eligible at twelve, 
the sky isn't a new idea being introduced. It's a place they've already been.

The path for a twelve-year-old who joins a CAP squadron today: 
complete  the  cadet  leadership  and aerospace  curriculum,  log  ten  free 
orientation flights before turning 18, and, for the 15 percent who reach the 
Billy Mitchell Award, walk into a recruiter's office already holding an E-3 
enlistment grade and a file that AFROTC and Academy admissions boards 
are instructed to weigh favorably. Ten free flight hours. Two enlistment 
ranks skipped. Zero tuition paid. That's the return on a Saturday-morning 
meeting nobody charged for.
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The Civilian Auxiliary Model:
Coast Guard Auxiliary Aviation (AUXAIR)

The Coast Guard Auxiliary began by law in 1939 as the Coast Guard 
Reserve. In 1941, Congress split the organization in two, a military Reserve 
and a civilian Auxiliary, and Auxiliary aviation has operated ever since. 
Today AUXAIR runs 18 squadrons from Puerto Rico to Hawaii, flying 
alongside  24  active-duty  Coast  Guard  Air  Stations  on  Maritime 
Observation Missions, search and rescue, pollution response, and coastal 
security patrols. When assigned to a mission, an Auxiliary aircraft is legally 
considered  a  Coast  Guard  aircraft,  and  its  volunteer  pilot  is  legally 
considered a Coast Guard pilot.

AUXAIR runs two tracks, and only one of them requires a pilot's 
certificate. Pilots progress by Pilot-in-Command hours alone: 200 hours 
for Copilot, 500 for First Pilot, 1,000 hours plus an instrument rating for 
Aircraft Commander. AUXAIR doesn't teach anyone to fly. It takes hours 
a pilot already logged flying banner tows, flight instruction, or weekend 
cross-countries, and converts them into search-and-rescue qualification. 
The non-pilot track, Observer and Air Crew, requires none of that. No 
PPL, no logged hours, no aircraft. Just a written open-book exam, water 
survival training, and a willingness to be the person scanning the water at 
500 feet.

For MAA students still building hours toward a certificate, Observer 
and Air Crew are a way to be useful in the air before they're rated to fly it, 
the same principle behind CAP orientation flights, applied to a 17-year-old 
and older volunteer instead of a twelve-year-old cadet. For MAA graduates 
who are already rated, AUXAIR is where logged hours become search-and-
rescue credentials no civilian logbook carries on its own.

The path for an MAA graduate with a fresh Private Pilot Certificate: 
join as an Observer or Air Crew while building hours, cross 200 hours PIC 
and step up to Copilot, cross 500 and become First Pilot, cross 1,000 with 
an  instrument  rating  and  reach  Aircraft  Commander.  It  is  the  same 
certificate progression most pilots run through anyway, except this version 
comes with SAR case credit, federal liability coverage, and a mission log 
that says they didn't just build hours. They used them.
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The Grade-12 Track at MAA — 
Year by Year

This is the sequence. Every milestone below has been reached by an 
MAA student. The student in ninth grade reading this page is not looking 
at a future. They are looking at a plan.

▸  Age 14 / 9th Grade: FAA TRUST Certificate. Part 107 preparation 
begins. Drone Bootcamp enrollment. Motor glider solo available at KZPH 
with Rand Vollmer CFIG, the John Humphreys precedent. First logbook 
entry. First federal credential on the way.

▸  Age 15–16 / 10th–11th Grade: Part 107 Remote Pilot Certificate. 
Federal  commercial  drone credential.  Average preparation:  6–8 weeks. 
MAA 90th–95th percentile pass rate.  JROTC Aviation Discovery track 
active.  AviationStart.org scholarship  search  open.  Ground  school 
simulation via Gleim XFTC begins.

▸  Age 16–17 / 11th Grade: Private Pilot  Ground School. Eleven 
Gleim lessons. Simulator sessions on the Basic Aviation Training Device 
(BATD)  at  MAA,  FAA-approved;  sessions  count toward  certificate 
requirements.  AFJROTC or  NROTC application submitted if  military 
pathway is selected. First flight training hours logged in the club's Cessna 
172B with Walter Matthews or Ahviyona Floyd.

▸  Age 17–18 / 12th Grade: Private Pilot Certificate checkride. This is 
the milestone that changes everything. A Private Pilot Certificate before 
high school graduation puts this student in a category that includes fewer 
than 0.2 percent of their graduating class nationally. ROTC scholarship 
applications list  it.  College aviation program applications list  it.  Every 
major  airline’s  cadet  program lists  it.  And AviationStart’s  $20  million 
scholarship database has specific awards that are only open to students 
who already hold an FAA certificate.

▸  Age 17–18 / 12th Grade (advanced track): Instrument Rating. Erik 
Meredith  CFI-II  at  Central  Florida  Flight  Training  at  Zephyrhills 
Municipal  Airport  (KZPH).  For  the  student  who  soloed  early,  the 
instrument rating is achievable before graduation. A student who holds a 
Private Pilot Certificate and an  Instrument Rating before age 18 is the 
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applicant every aviation university, every ROTC board, and every airline 
cadet program is competing to recruit.

▸  Age  18–22  /  College  or  Community  College:  Commercial 
Certificate. CFI Certificate. The community college bridge (AP credits, no 
dorm fees, Part 141 coordination with PHSC and HCC) keeps costs low 
while hours build. The CFI teaches the next class. The pipeline feeds itself.

▸  Age 22–23 / Launch: ATP eligible at 1,500 hours. Regional airline 
First Officer: $70,000–$130,000.  United Aviate.  Delta Propel. American 
Eagle pathway. FAA ATC application. ROTC commission as a military 
aviator.  Or:  stay  at  MAA  as  a  senior  instructor  and  build  the  next 
generation  while  earning  $50,000–$80,000  and  logging  hours 
simultaneously.
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Program 1 — Infinity Aviation Cadet Program

The Infinity Aviation Cadet Program is the primary youth pathway 
through MAA, operated through Infinity Aero Club Tampa Bay (iACT). 
The  Community  Service  Incentive  applies  to  all  levels:  10  hours  of 
community service converts to 1 hour of flight training credit, up to a 10-
hour limit. This is not a discount. It is the Tuskegee model: you invest in 
the community; the community invests in your flight training.

★  BRONZE WINGS — Aviation Cadet 2nd Class

Requirements: Active MAA membership. FAA Part 107 Remote Pilot 
Certificate  ground  school  completed  and  written  exam  passed.  Five 
community service hours logged.

What this means in the Access → Asset → Leverage → Legacy arc: 
the student has crossed the Access threshold and is beginning to build their 
first Asset. The Part 107 written exam passed is the proof that Room One 
is working. The Bronze Wings are the first visible signal, worn, displayed, 
photographed, that this student is on the pipeline.

★★  SILVER WINGS — Aviation Cadet 1st Class

Requirements: Active MAA membership. FAA Private Pilot written 
exam passed. Solo flight completed in accordance with FAA requirements. 
Ten community service hours logged.

What this means in the arc: the student has crossed the first major 
threshold of the Asset stage. A solo flight is not a simulation. It is the FAA-
documented moment when a student pilot is the sole occupant of an 
aircraft and proves that the training transferred. The solo flight is the 
credential  that  opens  every  door  in  the  Grade-12  Track:  ROTC 
applications,  AFJROTC competitive awards, airline cadet pre-screening. 
Silver Wings signal: this student has done something most adults have 
never done.

★★★  GOLD WINGS — Aviation Cadet Edge

Requirements:  Active  MAA  membership.  FAA  Private  Pilot 
Certificate  earned  (not  just  the  written;  the  full  certificate,  checkride 
passed). "Edge" project completed.
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The “Edge” Project — MAA Value-Added

The "Edge" project is Ricardo Foster's requirement that every Gold 
Wings cadet build something beyond the certificate. A drone business plan. 
A  JROTC aviation curriculum proposal.  A community outreach event 
organized and executed. A scholarship application submitted. 

The project requirement is what separates the Cadet Gold Wings from 
any other youth aviation credential in the country. The certificate proves 
you can fly. 

The Edge project proves you know what to do next.  That is  the 
Leverage stage, activated.

"Wearing these wings is not the end of the journey. It is the 
proof that the journey is real."

— LCDR Ricardo "TATTOO" Foster, USN (Ret.)
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Program 2 — Naval Sea Cadet Aviation Training

The United States Naval Sea Cadet Corps (USNSCC) is the official 
naval youth organization of the United States Navy and Marine Corps. 
MAA partners with the USNSCC to deliver aviation training aligned to the 
Sea Cadets’ mission, discipline, and advancement structure. Sea Cadets 
who complete the MAA aviation track earn wings that are recognized 
within their USNSCC unit hierarchy.

★  BRONZE WINGS — Naval Sea Cadet

Requirements: FAA Part 107 Remote Pilot Certificate ground school 
completed  and  written  exam passed.  This  is  the  foundational  federal 
credential for every Sea Cadet entering the MAA aviation track. The Part 
107 pass demonstrates academic discipline under FAA standards; the same 
standard the military uses to evaluate aviation aptitude.

★★  SILVER WINGS — Naval Sea Cadet

Requirements:  FAA  Private  Pilot  ground  school  completed  and 
written  exam passed.  Solo  flight  completed  in  accordance  with  FAA 
requirements. The solo flight requirement mirrors the standard applied to 
Navy ROTC midshipmen pursuing aviation designators. A Sea Cadet who 
achieves a solo flight before their NROTC application is submitted has the 
single most differentiating credential available to a high school applicant.

★★★  GOLD WINGS — Naval Sea Cadet

Requirements: FAA  Private Pilot Certificate earned. Full  checkride 
passed. This is the terminal credential for the Sea Cadet aviation track at 
MAA. A Naval Sea Cadet who holds a  Private Pilot Certificate before 
commissioning, or before graduating high school, is in a category with 
fewer than 0.2 percent of their peers nationally. The Gold Wings are the 
proof.

For Sea Cadets pursuing the naval aviation path: present the Gold 
Wings certificate alongside your NROTC scholarship application, your 
Naval  Academy  application,  or  your  Enlisted-to-Officer  program 
application. It communicates, without a word of explanation, that your 
aviation aptitude has already been validated by the FAA.
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Program 3 — Military ROTC “You Can Fly” Program

The "You Can Fly" Program is MAA’s dedicated pathway for JROTC 
and college  ROTC students  across  all  service  branches:  Army,  Navy, 
Marine Corps, Air Force, Space Force, and Coast Guard. It applies the 
same Community Service Incentive as the Cadet Program (10 hours of 
service = 1 hour of flight training credit, 10-hour maximum) and uses the 
same  three-tier  wings  system.  The  program’s  name  comes  from  a 
statement,  not  a  slogan.  Every  ROTC cadet  who has  been  told  that 
aviation is reserved for a certain kind of student (a certain background, a 
certain school, a certain zip code) is the student this program was designed 
for. You can fly. The wings are the proof.

★  BRONZE WINGS — ROTC You Can Fly

Requirements: FAA Part 107 Remote Pilot Certificate ground school 
completed and written exam passed. For ROTC cadets, the Part 107 has a 
specific strategic value: it is a commercial UAS credential that is directly 
applicable  to every branch’s  drone and ISR (Intelligence,  Surveillance, 
Reconnaissance) programs. An Army ROTC cadet who lists a Part 107 on 
their branch preference form is communicating aviation aptitude in the 
language the Army actually uses in 2026.

★★  SILVER WINGS — ROTC You Can Fly

Requirements:  FAA  Private  Pilot  ground  school  completed  and 
written  exam passed.  Solo  flight  completed  in  accordance  with  FAA 
requirements. For Air Force ROTC cadets specifically: the Private Pilot 
written exam score and the solo flight are both inputs in the PCSM (Pilot 
Candidate Selection Method), the primary metric used to determine pilot 
training eligibility.  Every AFROTC cadet who completes Silver Wings 
before  their  PCSM evaluation  has  a  documented,  FAA-verified  flight 
experience record that improves their score.

★★★  GOLD WINGS — ROTC You Can Fly

Requirements: FAA  Private Pilot Certificate earned. Full  checkride 
passed.  For  any  ROTC  cadet  across  any  branch:  the  Private  Pilot 
Certificate  is  the  single  most  impactful  pre-commission  credential 
available. It demonstrates the discipline to complete a federal aeronautical 
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certification process. It demonstrates the ability to perform under pressure 
(the  checkride  oral  and  practical).  And  it  communicates,  to  every 
commissioning  board  that  reviews  the  application,  that  this  officer 
candidate already knows what it means to be accountable for the life of an 
aircraft and its occupants.

"I  commissioned  as  a  2nd  Lieutenant,  USMC in  1984.  I 
earned my Naval Aviator Wings at NAS Pensacola in 1986. 
The foundation was built  before I  ever got to Pensacola. 
Build the foundation now." 

— MAJ Bruce "BOMBER" Blashka, USMC (Ret.)
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The three-tier Bronze, Silver, Gold wings system was designed for 
aviation training tracks. But the Access → Asset → Leverage → Legacy 
framework applies identically to every STEM, AI, and entrepreneurship 
pathway MAA and the Hidden Treasures Network offer. A student who 
earns a drone credential and launches a business is moving through the 
same four stages as a student who earns a  Private Pilot Certificate. The 
credential is different. The arc is the same.

MAA uses the same wing structure for three additional tracks; the only 
difference is that the wings are one-winged, not two-winged: the STEM 
Innovator Track, the AI Builder Track, and the Entrepreneur Assembly 
Line Track. At each level, the student earns a physical wing pin, identical in 
form to the aviation wings but different in color coding, plus a digital badge 
for  portfolios,  LinkedIn  profiles,  college  applications,  and scholarship 
submissions.

The physical wing pin matters. It is not a certificate you file in a folder. 
It is something you wear, photograph, and show. Every JROTC cadet who 
walks into a recruiting office wearing a wing pin with a federal credential 
behind it is communicating something that a transcript cannot. The wings 
are the visible proof that the credential is real.
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Program 4 — STEM Innovator Wings

★  BRONZE — STEM Cadet (Color: Blue/Bronze)

Requirements: Complete MAA STEM Orientation. Pass the FAA Part 
107 written exam (demonstrates the aeronautical knowledge required for 
the FAA Remote Pilot Certificate). Complete a STEM project proposal: 
one page, problem statement, proposed solution, technology used. Five 
community  service  hours  in  STEM education (tutoring,  demo events, 
Ricky the Explorer read-aloud at a school).

What  it  signals:  This  student  can  identify  a  real-world  problem, 
propose a technology-based solution, and pass a federal knowledge test. 
That combination is the foundation of every STEM career from aerospace 
engineering to defense contracting.

★★  SILVER — STEM Builder (Color: Blue/Silver)

Requirements: Build and demonstrate a functioning STEM project 
(drone,  sensor  array,  AI  model,  robotics  component,  or  approved 
equivalent). Present to a panel of two MAA instructors or community 
judges.  Earn  a  recognized  certification  in  a  STEM  tool:  Python 
fundamentals, CAD basics, data analysis, or FAA Remote ID compliance. 
Ten community service hours.

What it signals: This student has moved from proposal to prototype. 
They can build something that works and explain why it works. That is the 
Asset stage: a demonstrable skill on a portfolio.

★★★  GOLD — STEM Innovator (Color: Blue/Teal)

Requirements: Complete and deploy a STEM project that serves a real 
community need. Document outcomes: how many people used it, what 
problem it solved, what it cost to build. Present at a public event (MAA 
tour stop, school STEM fair, or Hidden Treasures Network event). Mentor 
one Bronze-level STEM Cadet through their project proposal.

What it signals: This student has completed the full Entrepreneurial 
Assembly Line™ in STEM form. They built something real, deployed it 
for real impact, documented the outcomes, and brought the next student 
in. That is Legacy, activated at age 17.
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Program 5 — AI Builder Wings

★  BRONZE — AI Cadet (Color: Purple/Bronze)

Requirements:  Complete  the  MAA  AI  Literacy  Module  (prompt 
engineering, AI tool identification, ethical use framework). Use an AI tool 
to complete a real task: scholarship search automation, flight planning 
assistance,  business  plan  draft,  or  social  media  content  calendar. 
Document  the  process  and  the  outcome  in  a  one-page  report.  Five 
community service hours.

What  it  signals:  This  student  understands  what  AI  tools  can and 
cannot do, has used one to produce a real output, and can articulate the 
process. In 2026, that is the baseline skill for every professional career from 
aviation to medicine to finance.

★★  SILVER — AI Builder (Color: Purple/Silver)

Requirements: Build or customize an AI-powered workflow for a real 
MAA  or  community  need  (scholarship  matching,  tour  stop  logistics, 
student enrollment follow-up, content generation). Present the workflow 
to  Ricardo  or  Corian.  Demonstrate  that  it  saves  measurable  time  or 
produces measurable output. Earn a recognized AI certification: Google 
AI Essentials, Microsoft AI Skills, or approved equivalent. Ten community 
service hours.

What it signals: This student is not using AI. They are building with it. 
The  Silver  AI  wing  is  the  credential  that  opens  internships  at  tech 
companies, defense contractors, and aviation firms that are integrating AI 
into every operation.

★★★  GOLD — AI Innovator (Color: Purple/Teal)

Requirements:  Deploy  an  AI-powered  product  or  service  that 
generates measurable value for a real user or client. This can be a paid 
project, a nonprofit tool, or a school/community application. Document: 
what the tool does, who uses it, what it costs to run, what value it creates. 
Present at a Hidden Treasures Network event or MAA Hidden Treasure 
Tour stop. Mentor one Bronze AI Cadet.

What it signals: This student has commercialized AI. They are building 
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what other students are using. That is the definition of Leverage in the AI 
economy, and it is available at age 16 with the tools that exist today.
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Program 6 — Entrepreneur Assembly Line™ Wings

★  BRONZE — Founder Cadet (Color: Bronze/Black)

Requirements: Identify a business opportunity in aviation, STEM, or 
community  services.  Complete  a  one-page  Business  Model  Canvas 
(problem,  customer,  solution,  revenue  model).  Open a  business  bank 
account or digital payment account (Cash App Business, PayPal Business, 
or equivalent). Five community service hours as a vendor or organizer at a 
community event.

What it signals: This student has moved from consumer to builder. 
The  Bronze  Founder  Cadet  wing  is  the  moment  the  Entrepreneurial 
Assembly Line™ starts. Every subsequent credential, every subsequent 
dollar, compounds from this foundation.

★★  SILVER — Founder Builder (Color: Silver/Black)

Requirements: Generate at least $500 in documented revenue from a 
legitimate business activity (drone photography, tutoring, content creation, 
repair  services,  food vending,  or approved equivalent).  File a business 
registration  (Florida  LLC  or  DBA,  or  equivalent  in  student's  state). 
Maintain a simple income/expense record for 60 days. Ten community 
service hours, at least five hours mentoring or assisting another Bronze 
Founder Cadet.

What it signals: This student has generated real income from a real 
business. $500 is not the goal. It is the proof that the mechanism works. 
The  Silver  Founder  Builder  wing  is  the  credential  that  scholarship 
committees, ROTC boards, and college admissions officers cannot find 
anywhere else in a high school applicant’s file.

★★★  GOLD — Founder Edge (Color: Gold/Teal)

Requirements:  Scale  the  business  to  at  least  $2,500 in  cumulative 
documented revenue OR employ or sub-contract at least one other person 
OR  license  a  skill  or  product  to  another  user.  Complete  the  MAA 
Entrepreneurial Assembly Line™ capstone: a five-minute presentation to 
a panel that covers what the business does, what it costs, what it earns, 
what the next stage is, and who it will mentor. Present at a public MAA or 
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Hidden Treasures Network event.

What it signals: The Gold Founder Edge graduate is the proof of 
concept for the entire MAA model. They built something. It generates 
income. It employs or mentors someone else. They can explain it in five 
minutes to any audience. That is the  Entrepreneurial Assembly Line™ 
completed. That is Legacy, active and replicating.

123



YOUR AVIATION BLUEPRINT

The Wings, The Badges, and the Portfolio

Every wing level, in every program, produces three artifacts: a physical 
wing pin worn on a uniform or lanyard, a digital badge for LinkedIn and 
portfolio submissions, and a one-page credential summary for scholarship 
applications and college essays.

The wing pin is the visible signal. The digital badge is the verifiable 
credential. The one-page summary is the story. Together, they give the 
student something no GPA alone can provide: a documented record of 
what they built, what it cost, what it earned, and who they mentored. That 
is the portfolio that opens the doors this book is about.

For enrollment in any MAA wings program: 

See the Contact and Enrollment section at the back of this book.

SUFS-eligible for qualifying Florida families. 

See Chapter 10 for funding options.
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The JROTC Connection: 
What Every School Counselor Needs to Know

There are more than 3,400 JROTC programs across the United States 
serving more than 500,000 cadets annually. 

Of those programs, fewer than 15 percent have any direct connection 
to  an  FAA-credentialing  pipeline.  The  students  in  those  programs, 
overwhelmingly from Title I schools, overwhelmingly from underserved 
communities, overwhelmingly the exact demographic the pilot shortage is 
most  urgently  reaching  for,  are  learning  discipline,  leadership,  and 
citizenship. 

They are  not  learning that  a  Part  107  Remote Pilot  Certificate  is 
available to them at age 16, requires no college, costs nothing through 
SUFS for  eligible  Florida families,  and opens a  career  track that  pays 
$130,000 within five years.

That is the gap MAA fills. The JROTC instructor who reads this book 
and contacts Ricardo at  missionaviationacademy.org. They are getting a 
pipeline. Curriculum licensing begins at $2,500 per year (Bronze tier) and 
includes ground school content, simulator protocol, and student credential 
tracking aligned to FAA standards. The students who complete it are not 
just  JROTC graduates.  They  are  FAA certificate  holders  with  federal 
credentials and a documented pathway to a career that pays $226,600 at the 
median and $500,000 at the top.

The  Tuskegee  Airmen  were  selected  from  ROTC  programs  and 
civilian pilot training programs in the early 1940s because someone built a 
pipeline that the rest of the military refused to build. Lt Col George Hardy 
flew twenty-one combat missions at nineteen years old because someone 
decided to build it anyway. 

This is the same work. The pipeline is the mission. 

The Grade-12 Track is the map.
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The USNA Connection: 
STEM Pipeline to Annapolis

One  contact  note  from  Bruce,  added  for  the  JROTC  instructor 
reading this chapter: the United States Naval Academy (USNA) is also a 
STEM connection for aviation and aerospace education partnerships. If 
your  JROTC program is  positioned to connect students to the Naval 
Academy’s STEM outreach pipeline, that is the conversation to start. A 
student who enters the USNA STEM pathway with a Bronze or Silver 
Wings  credential  from  MAA  arrives  as  a  candidate  who  has  already 
validated their aviation aptitude through the FAA. That is not a common 
applicant. That is a recruited one.

Contact for USNA STEM partnership development: Ricardo Foster 
has  the  direct  contact.  Reach  him  at  (833)  FLY-STEM  · 
admissions@missionaviationacademy.org.

"The introduction of knowledge should NEVER happen in 
the airplane. Get it right before you ever sit in the left seat." 

— MAJ Bruce "BOMBER" Blashka, USMC (Ret.)
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The 1000-School Curriculum Roadmap

The  model  scales  because  the  curriculum  is  the  product.  The 
instructor trains the instructor. The school trains the school. That is the 
Tuskegee model. The 332nd did not win the war with one squadron. They 
won it by building a pipeline.
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CHAPTER 9
Emergency Procedures
Flight Officer Daniel Keel trained for engine failures in wartime aircraft maintained  
under combat conditions, with parts that were sometimes unavailable and mechanics  
working through the night to have the airplane ready by dawn. He was 21 years old.  

He was Class 45-G-TE of the Tuskegee Airmen, and he learned this checklist when  
getting it wrong meant dying over enemy territory. You are learning it so that if an engine  
quits over a Florida field, you land the airplane and walk home.

If you ever wondered what separates the pilots who survive from the 
ones who do not, it is one word: prepared. This chapter builds that.

The checklist that saves your life. 
Written in blood. Memorized cold.

Sample Emergency Checklist – Cessna 172S. Public Domain.
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Bruce  Blashka  has  been teaching  emergency  procedures  for  forty 
years. He does not teach them as a section of  ground school that gets 
covered and forgotten. He teaches them the way his instructor taught him: 
like your life depends on it. Because it does.

The Highway Analogy

When a car has a problem, you pull over. When an aircraft has a 
problem, you are already in the environment where mistakes are fatal. 
There is no shoulder on the highway at 3,000 feet. This is why procedures 
are  memorized,  not  referenced.  This  is  why  the  simulator  practices 
emergencies until the response is automatic.
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My Depth of Knowledge Written in Blood —
The T-34 Story

THE T-34 STORY — IN BRUCE’S OWN WORDS

“While in flight school, another student had an unavoidable 
accident.  His  instructor  died  with  him.  He  had  almost 
completed his bail-out checklist. Almost.

My instructor was a close friend of the instructor who was 
killed. As a result, my instructor required all of his students to 
know the bail-out checklist stone cold. Anytime he saw one of 
his students — in the hallway, in the cafeteria, on the flight 
line — we had to spit out the procedures without delay.

To this day, forty years later, I cannot forget them. 

This is  how every student needs to prepare for flying — 
whether a recreational pilot or an airline captain. 

You must  know,  and be able  to  execute  procedures, 
without delay.”

— MAJ Bruce “BOMBER” Blashka, USMC (Ret.)
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THE CAPTAIN LUCAS STORY — IN BRUCE’S 
OWN WORDS

“On September 29, 1980, Marine Captain Dean “Leave ‘em” 
Lucas was flying another T-34C trainer a few miles north of 
Brewton, Alabama with a student, 2nd Lt. Steven Hoenie, in 
the front seat. They struck a ten-pound turkey buzzard at 
speed. The carcass exploded through the windscreen.

Hoenie was knocked unconscious. Glass from the shattered 
canopy struck Lucas in the face and temporarily blinded him. 
When his sight returned, he found his student slumped and 
unresponsive, dead weight pinning the stick. He could not 
control  the  aircraft.  His  mouthpiece  was  gone  —  no 
communication. To Captain Lucas, his student was dead and 
the aircraft was going in.

He did what his training required. He bailed out.

Seconds  later,  Hoenie  regained  consciousness.  He  found 
himself alone at 1,200 feet with a dead buzzard rolling around 
the cockpit and an empty back seat. He righted the airplane, 
flew it to the practice field at Brewton, and landed it safely.

Lucas was picked up north of Brewton with a concussion and 
severe eye lacerations. Hoenie was hospitalized with a broken 
collarbone and facial cuts. Lucas had executed his emergency 
procedures exactly as trained — with the information he had, 
in the time he had, under conditions that give you no room to 
improvise.

In the squadron, they called him “Leave ‘em” — not as a 
slight, but as a tribute. Because he did exactly what every 
aviator must be prepared to do: execute the checklist cold, 
even when it costs. The checklist is not a suggestion. It is 
the reason people survive.”

— MAJ Bruce “BOMBER” Blashka, USMC (Ret.)
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The man (or woman) who hesitates is lost. The cockpit does not give 
second chances to students who learned procedures casually. The bail-out 
checklist is a metaphor for everything in aviation training: if it matters 
enough to be in the checklist, it matters enough to know cold.
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When I  entered the  U.S.  Navy  Aviation Officer  Candidate  School  in 
Pensacola,  Florida,  a  plaque  near  the  entrance  to  the  Indoctrination 
Battalion displayed a quote that immediately captured my attention:

“It is incumbent upon those of us in Naval Aviation to be prepared for that 
unfortunate but inevitable reality that the next time out of the chocks, you 
may have to lay it all on the line.”

During classroom instruction, one of our instructors shared a story from 
the Vietnam War that brought that quote to life.

An A-4 attack pilot was striking a target when an explosion in the cockpit 
severely  injured  his  arm  and  hand.  The  damage  to  the  aircraft  and 
instrument panel was so extensive that his mangled hand became trapped 
in the wreckage.

As he headed back toward his aircraft carrier, the pilot quickly realized that 
a safe landing was impossible. Ejection was his only chance for survival. 
Yet there was one terrible obstacle: before he could eject, he had to free 
himself from the cockpit.

Knowing that every second mattered, the pilot took out his survival knife 
and severed the portion of his trapped hand that held him captive. He then 
successfully ejected and was recovered alive.

The instructor's purpose in telling that story was not to emphasize the 
horror of the injury, but the incredible capacity of human beings to act 
decisively when survival is on the line. His lesson was simple:
When the moment comes, you can do what you have to do.

That  quote  and that  story  remained with me throughout  my aviation 
career. They reinforced a principle that applies not only to military aviation, 
but to life itself: preparation precedes performance.

The countless  hours  spent  studying emergency procedures,  rehearsing 
contingencies,  memorizing  checklists,  and  mentally  preparing  for  the 
unexpected are not academic exercises. They are investments in survival 
and success.
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When a crisis arrives, there is rarely time to think through every option. 
Instead,  you  fall  back  on  your  training,  your  discipline,  and  your 
preparation.

That is why the lesson was never about whether adversity would come. 
The lesson was that through preparation, anticipation, memorization, and 
execution,  you position yourself  to  do what  must  be  done when the 
moment arrives.

Not if the time comes, but when.

The human spirit is capable of extraordinary action when the moment 
demands it, but only when the mind has already been conditioned to act.
Throughout my career as a naval aviator, Navy commander, and later as an 
airline pilot, I learned that emergency procedures are not simply checklists. 
They are promises we make to ourselves before adversity arrives. Every 
hour of study, every simulator session, every emergency drill, and every 
memorized procedure is an investment in a future moment we hope never 
comes.

As a student at Tuskegee Institute, I had the privilege of learning from 
Charles Alfred "Chief" Anderson, the instructor who trained many of the 
original Tuskegee Airmen. The lesson he embodied, and the lesson carried 
throughout the Tuskegee legacy, was that excellence is never accidental. 
Confidence comes from preparation. Discipline comes from repetition. 
Success comes from doing the work before the crisis arrives.

The Tuskegee Airmen understood that principle. They earned a reputation 
for excellence because they prepared relentlessly. They knew that when the 
moment of truth arrived, there would be no time to begin learning. There 
would only be time to perform.

That  is  the  real  purpose  of  emergency  training.  Not  fear.  Not 
memorization for its own sake. Preparation. Because when the unexpected 
happens, you will not rise to the occasion. You will fall back on your 
training.
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And if you have prepared well, that will be enough.

— Rev. Reginald A. Davis, CDR USNR (Ret.)
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EMERGENCY BOLDFACE STEPS

FORCED 
LANDING 
(POWER OFF)

1. Airspeed — best glide per POH
2. Mixture — IDLE CUT-OFF
3. Fuel Selector — OFF
4. Ignition — OFF
5. Flaps — AS REQUIRED (full flaps 
recommended)
6. Master Switch — OFF once landing assured
7. Doors — UNLATCH prior to touchdown
8. Touchdown — SLIGHTLY TAIL-LOW 
ATTITUDE

FIRE IN 
FLIGHT 
(ENGINE)

1. Mixture — IDLE CUT-OFF
2. Fuel Selector — OFF
3. Master Switch — OFF
4. Cabin Heat & Air — OFF (except overhead 
vents)
5. Airspeed — 100 MPH, descend to extinguish
6. Forced Landing — EXECUTE

CABIN OR 
ELECTRICAL 
FIRE

1. Master Switch — OFF
2. Avionics Power — OFF
3. All Other Switches — OFF (except ignition)
4. Cabin Heat & Air — OFF
5. Fire Extinguisher — AS REQUIRED

Ventilate cabin after fire is extinguished.

DITCHING 1. Transmit MAYDAY — 121.5 MHz
2. Radio — SECURE OR JETTISON
3. Heavy Objects — INTO WIND / PARALLEL 
TO SWELLS
4. Approach — 20°–40°
5. Airspeed — 70 MPH up / 65 MPH down
6. Doors — UNLATCH prior to touchdown
7. Attitude — LEVEL, face into swells

After touchdown: EVACUATE, inflate vests and raft.
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Source: Gleim quick-reference emergency procedure cards, based on the 1960–61 Cessna 172B  
Owner’s Manual (the club's Cessna 172B). 

Priority, always:   Aviate, Navigate, Communicate   — in that order.   

Aviate first: fly the airplane,  establish the correct airspeed before 
doing anything else. 

Navigate second, once airspeed is attained: pick the landing spot, 
turn toward it, fly the pattern to get there. 

Communicate third: transmit the emergency call, squawk 7700 if 
able, and only after the airplane is flying and pointed somewhere safe.
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Engine Out: The ABCDE Memory Aid:

Walter Matthews, CFI, teaches this sequence to every MAA student as 
the memory-item backbone behind the boldface steps below.

A — Airspeed: Pitch for best glide (78 MPH flaps up / 65–75 MPH 
flaps down).
B — Best Landing Site: Identify the best landing area.
C — Checklist: Immediate action memory items first; POH if time 
permits.

D — Declare: Squawk 7700; MAYDAY on 121.5 MHz.
E — Execute: Execute the landing.

The MAYDAY call, in order:

“MAYDAY, MAYDAY, MAYDAY” — the distress signal.

“This  is  [Station/Aircraft  Identification]”  — e.g.,  Skyhawk One-Two-
Three-Alpha-Lima.

Nature of the emergency — e.g., engine failure, fire on board, lost.
Pilot's intentions — e.g., attempting a forced landing in a field, requesting 
vectors to the nearest airport.

Position, altitude, and heading — e.g., 15 miles north of St. Petersburg at 
3,000 feet, heading 180.

Additional details — e.g., fuel remaining, number of people on board.
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Every MAA student, before their first solo, demonstrates emergency 
procedures  in  the  simulator  without  reference  to  notes.  Three  times 
minimum. Five times if not yet automatic. The procedure is the safety net. 
The simulator builds the net before the student flies without it.
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CHAPTER 10
Funding the Dream
The first Black military aviators in American history were funded by a Congressional  
appropriation of $3.5 million for an "experiment" their own government expected to fail.  
The 332nd Fighter Group flew 1,578 combat missions and proved the investment on  
every one of them. 

Depending on your qualifications, you have access to 529 plans, the GI 
Bill, VR&E, WIOA, SUFS, and scholarship pipelines those men could not 
have imagined. 

The question is not whether the money exists. 

The question is whether you go get it.

The 1912 Glenn Curtiss Flying School Class at San Diego. Public Domain via Wikimedia.
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The Entrepreneurial Assembly Line™ runs on fuel. This chapter is the fuel 
chapter.  Every  funding  source  below  (SUFS,  GI  Bill,  AviationStart 
scholarships, corporate sponsors, airline cadet programs) exists to remove 
the one barrier that stops most students before Stage 2: the cost of the 
credential.  Once the credential  exists,  the assembly line can start.  The 
credential generates income. The income funds the next credential. The 
barrier is the cost of the first one. This chapter removes it.

If money is the only thing standing between you and a cockpit, this  
chapter removes it. Completely. 

The money exists. This is where you find it.

The money exists. The question is whether you know where to  
look, and whether you ask for what you actually need.

The most common reason students give for not pursuing aviation is 
money. They are not wrong that aviation is expensive. But here is what 
most students do not know: the money to cover most of that already exists, 
in databases they have never been given the address to.

142



CHAPTER 10 — FUNDING THE DREAM

The Question Nobody Asks

FROM BRUCE — A LESSON IN BOLDNESS

“A  coworker  was  starting  a  youth  program  and  held  a 
fundraiser event. One of the invitees — a retired ER surgeon 
— asked  her  how much she  needed.  She  replied,  “Well, 
$500.”

The  doctor  replied  that  $500  was  not  sufficient  for  her 
program, and asked her again: how much do you really need?

“$10,000,” was her response. He gave her half, and offered to 
help her raise the difference.

Be Bold. If you go, go big. In the world of youth aviation — the inner city 
kids, the Hidden Treasures — there will never be too much money.”

— MAJ Bruce “BOMBER” Blashka, USMC (Ret.)

The lesson is not just about fundraising. It is about how students and 
parents think about what they deserve to ask for. Most people ask for the 
minimum they think they can get. 

The question nobody asks is the real one: what do you actually need? 
Ask that. Then ask for it.

AviationStart.org — Start Here Before Anything Else
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JAMAIL LARKINS, FAA AMBASSADOR FOR AVIATION & SPACE 
EDUCATION

aviationstart.org
jamail@aviationstart.org  

706-284-2076

AviationStart.org is the largest free aviation scholarship database in the 
country. Over $20 million in scholarships. One free AI-powered search tool. 
24,000+ registered students. 1,100+ events. 68,000 students reached. FAA-
sponsored since 2005. No fee. No subscription. Free for every student and 
family in America.

Barrington Irving did not have it easy. Born in Jamaica, raised in Miami, he 
was rejected by more than 50 airlines and aviation organizations over the two 
years leading up to his historic 2007 flight. He spent three years raising 
$300,000 in parts donations from 50 companies to build his own airplane. In 
2007, at 23 years old, he flew solo around the world, the youngest person and 
the first Black pilot to ever do so. He did not have the connections. He did 
not have the credentials they said he needed. He had the work ethic, the 
persistence, and Trait IV. If someone tells you the door is closed, find the 
window. If the window is locked, build your own airplane.

Jamail Larkins soloed at age 14 after more than 90 rejection letters. He spent 
the next two decades dismantling the barrier for everyone who came after 
him. The FAA designated him their first-ever Ambassador for Aviation and 
Space Education because of what he built.

Register before you apply to any other scholarship. The AI matching tool 
finds scholarships tailored to your profile in seconds. Update your profile 
every time your flight hours increase. New matches appear as you grow.

DreamLaunch Tour: 60,000+ students reached. NBC, Fox & Friends, David 
Letterman, USA Today. Co-events with Mission Aviation Academy’s Hidden 
Treasure Tour planned for 2026–2027.

SUFS — Step Up for Students (FLORIDA ONLY)
THE NEW DEFINITION
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Step Up For Students changed the question. The old model funded 
school districts to run every school the same way for everyone. Step Up’s 
model funds the student, and lets the family decide where that funding 
goes. That one shift is what makes a customized aviation pathway possible. 
A Florida family can now direct scholarship dollars toward the training that 
actually fits their child’s goals (a discovery flight, ground school, simulator 
time, a STEM or drone program) instead of whatever a single building 
happened to offer. The dollars follow the student, not the system.

How the funding works in practice is below. Because eligibility rules change, 
always confirm current details with official Step Up For Students guidance at 
stepupforstudents.org. The goal is to help your family plan within the rules, not around  
them.

None of this exists by accident. John Kirtley moved from Iowa to Fort 
Lauderdale at sixteen, built a thirty-year career in Tampa private equity 
(Florida Capital Partners, KLH Capital, and now Keswick Partners), and in 
1998 started the Children's Scholarship Fund of Tampa Bay to get low-
income kids into private K–8 schools. What he saw in the demand for 
those scholarships convinced him the model needed to scale statewide. In 
2001, he successfully lobbied the Florida Legislature to create the nation's 
first statewide corporate tax credit scholarship program, the mechanism 
that became Step Up For Students, and the reason SUFS dollars can pay 
for a drone credential or a flight hour today.

“John, you convinced me to stay in Florida. Why leave, when we can make a greater  
impact at home than chasing something bigger somewhere else.”

— Ricardo Foster, LCDR USN (Ret.), Founder & CEO, Mission Aviation Academy

Florida is a leader — probably the leader — in the country toward this new  
definition of public education: raising taxpayer dollars to educate children and letting  
parents direct those dollars to different providers and different delivery methods that best  
serve their children’s needs.
— John Kirtley, Founder & Chairman, Step Up For Students (Tampa Bay Times; U.S. 
Senate HELP Committee hearing)

The Funding Mechanism That Makes the Part 107 Free

Step Up For Students (SUFS) is not a scholarship you apply for. It is a 
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state-funded  Education  Marketplace  Account  that  Florida  families 
activate, and MAA invoices directly. The family pays zero out of pocket. 
The  state  pays  MAA.  The  student  earns  the  credential.  That  is  the 
mechanism.

THE 30-SECOND SUFS TEST: 

Are you a Florida family homeschooling your student? 

Does your student have an IEP or documented disability? 

- If yes to either: you almost certainly qualify. 

Call (833) FLY-STEM or visit missionaviationacademy.org. Do not 
finish this chapter first.

WHAT   SUFS COVERS AT MAA:  

▸  Part 107 Remote Pilot Certificate prep — fully covered under 
FES-UA and PEP

▸  Private Pilot Ground School — fully covered as an approved 
enrichment course

▸  Drone Bootcamp — covered under FES-UA electives (added 
2025–26 rule change)

▸  Simulator training sessions — lab fees and materials, covered

▸  Curriculum materials and books — covered

FUNDING AMOUNTS (2025–26):

▸  PEP (Grades K–3): $8,304 per year

▸  PEP (Grades 4–12): $7,563–$7,716 per year

▸  FES-UA (disability / IEP): $10,000–$34,000 per year

HOW TO ACTIVATE:

Step 1: Go to stepupforstudents.org and create a family EMA 
account.

Step 2: Search "Infinity Aero Club" in the EMA Marketplace.
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Step 3: Reserve funds for the current quarter.

Step 4: Call (833) FLY-STEM or visit missionaviationacademy.org. 
An MAA representative will walk you through the rest.

QUARTERLY CYCLES: January · April · July · October. Miss the 
enrollment window and you wait three months. The October cycle opens 
the moment this book publishes. Do not miss it.

See the Contact and Enrollment section at the back of this book.

MAA has been an approved an approved Step Up For Students (SUFS) provider as  
of January 2026 (provider status, eligible expenses, and scholarship amounts should be  
verified directly with Step Up For Students before enrolling). 730 FAA credentials  
have been issued. Every dollar of SUFS funding that comes through MAA produces a 
federally credentialed student. That is the return on investment.

529 Plans Now Cover Flight Training
The Law Changed on July 4, 2025

On July 4, 2025, Section 70414 of H.R. 1 was signed into law, codified 
as 26 U.S.C. § 529(f). For the first time in the history of the 529 education 
savings plan, FAA-certified flight training is now a qualified education 
expense. Families that have been saving for college can now direct those 
tax-free dollars toward a Private Pilot Certificate, an Instrument Rating, a 
simulator course,  or any other FAA-approved training,  with the same 
federal tax treatment previously limited to tuition at a four-year university.

What qualifies at MAA (as of July 2025):

▸  Ground school instruction (online and in-person, including 
Gleim XFTC)

▸  FAA-approved simulator training sessions (BATD hours at 
MAA)

▸  CFI flight instruction hours (logged toward FAA certificate 
requirements)
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▸  Required aviation headsets, tablets, and training equipment

▸  Required software subscriptions (ForeFlight, Garmin Pilot, 
XFTC)

▸  FAA written knowledge test fees and checkride (DPE) fees

How to use it:  contact your 529 plan administrator and request a 
qualified  expense  budget.  MAA provides  itemized  documentation  on 
request.  Your  administrator  processes  the  withdrawal  as  a  qualified 
education expense, federal and Florida state income tax-free. Confirm with 
your CPA and plan administrator; rules vary by state and plan. Contact 
Mission  Aviation  Academy  at  (833)  FLY-STEM  or  visit 
missionaviationacademy.org for the 529 Flight Training Documentation 
Package.

The federal education funding picture (April 2026):

“The income levels that the federal law allows are,  in my 
opinion, pretty generous — 300 percent of the area’s median 
income, which in Florida will be anywhere up to probably 
$250,000.” Florida graduation rates have climbed from under 
50 percent in 1981 to over 90 percent today as school choice 
and  accountability  have  combined  to  lift  outcomes 
statewide.”

— John Kirtley, Step Up For Students 

(Florida TaxWatch Policy Forum, April 21, 2026)

For military families: a 529 plan funded during active service, even a  
small monthly contribution, now becomes a post-separation flight training  
fund at zero additional tax cost. Stack it with the GI Bill and VR&E 
(Chapter  10  and  Appendix  I)  to  potentially  eliminate  out-of-pocket  
training cost entirely. The full framework for how to build this stack is the  
subject of Book 2: The Debt-Free Blueprint (2027).
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YOUR FUNDING STACK

Most families qualify for more than one source. Do not pick 
one. Stack them. Map what your family is eligible for, in order:

  ☐ Step Up For Students — Florida families (PEP or 
FES-UA)

  ☐ GI Bill / VR&E — veteran and military families
  ☐ AviationStart.org — free AI scholarship finder, $20M+ 

database, open to every U.S. student

  ☐ Workforce programs — WIOA and employer tuition 
support

  ☐ Local, industry & aviation-organization 
scholarships

Then turn to Appendix E and put every deadline on the calendar. The  
money exists. The families who get it are the ones who map the stack early.

Contact Mission Aviation Academy (MAA) for details.

stepupforstudents.org
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Veterans: GI Bill and VR&E

Post-9/11  GI  Bill  (Chapter  33):  covers  full  tuition  and  fees  plus 
monthly  housing  allowance.  VR&E  (Chapter  31):  covers  service-
connected  disabled  veterans,  with  enhanced  benefits  for  100  percent 
disabled veterans. Apply at va.gov/education.
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The Other Six-Figure Doors: 
Aviation Careers Beyond the Cockpit

The pilot shortage gets the headlines. But aviation is not a one-track 
industry.  It  employs  mechanics,  engineers,  controllers,  inspectors, 
dispatchers, managers, and cybersecurity specialists, most of them earning 
six figures, most of them accessible without a four-year degree. 

CNBC named aircraft mechanic the number one best-paying job that 
does not require a college degree in January 2026. Fortune reported in 
November  2025  that  the  U.S.  has  approximately  half  the  aviation 
mechanics it needs. The opportunities listed below are not consolation 
prizes  for  students  who could not  become pilots.  They are legitimate 
wealth-building pathways in their own right, and several of them pay more 
than the airline pilot track during the first ten years of a career.

CAREER TRACK ENTRY 
REQUIREMENT

SALARY RANGE (2025–2026)

Airline Pilot (Major) ATP + 1,500 hrs. $226,600 BLS median → $400K+ senior
Cargo Pilot 
(FedEx/UPS)

ATP + type rating $350,000–$400,000+ senior captain

Corporate / Charter 
Pilot

CPL + instrument $100,000–$250,000

A&P Mechanic / 
AMT

18–24 months, NO 
degree

$78,680 median → $300K+ with OT

Avionics Technician FAA cert, 2-yr 
program

$81,390 BLS median

Air Traffic Controller FAA Academy / 
military

$144,580 median → $228K supervisor

FAA Aviation Safety 
Inspector

Aviation 
experience req.

$94,544–$188,392*

FAA Airway 
Transportation Sys. 
Spec.

Electronics/
military path

$60,000–$212,621

Aircraft Dispatcher FAA cert, ~6 
weeks

$40K entry → $120K+ senior

Commercial UAS / Part 107 + $79K avg → $215K defense
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CAREER TRACK ENTRY 
REQUIREMENT

SALARY RANGE (2025–2026)

Defense Drone experience
Airport Operations / 
Management

Associate’s degree 
path

$45K entry → $140K+ mgmt.

Aerospace Engineer BS Engineering 
(degree req.)

$77K entry → $145K+

Flight Attendant Airline training 
program

$25K entry → $80K+ senior

Commercial Space 
Operations

Emerging, STEM 
background

Growing — Space Guardian pathway

Aviation 
Cybersecurity

IT + aviation 
background

$100,000–$170,000

Sources: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Occupational Outlook Handbook (May 2024), FAA.gov Jobs (June  
2026), ZipRecruiter, Fortune, CNBC. Full breakdown with entry pathways and federal track details in Chapter  
10.

*FAA Aviation Safety Inspector — Entry-Level Hiring 
(June 2026)

The FAA is actively recruiting Aviation Safety Inspectors across three 
tracks  (Manufacturing,  Operations,  and  Communications/Navigation 
Aids) and is offering hiring incentives to entry-level candidates at the GS-9, 
GS-11, and GS-12 grade levels. This is not a future opportunity. As of June 
3,  2026,  positions  are  open  and  posted  at 
faa.gov/jobs/career_fields/aviation_careers.

WHAT EACH ASI TRACK DOES:

▸  Manufacturing  ASI:  Inspects  aircraft,  aircraft  parts,  avionics 
equipment, and manufacturing facilities. Issues production and original 
airworthiness certifications. Every new aircraft that enters U.S. airspace has 
been touched by a Manufacturing ASI.

▸  Operations ASI: Provides flight oversight of certificated air carriers 
and commercial operators. The FAA is recruiting pilots specifically for this 
track  and  offering  hiring  incentives  at  GS-9/11/12  entry  level.  Prior 
military or commercial flight experience is the qualification pathway. This 
is a federal career for the pilot who wants to stay in aviation without staying 
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in the cockpit full-time.

▸  Communications  Technician:  Maintains  and  repairs  Motorola, 
ITT,  and  General  Dynamics  radios,  Radio  Communications  Link 
Repeaters,  Low Density Radio Communications Link Repeaters,  Small 
Tower Voice Switches, Enhanced Terminal Voice Switches, Digital Voice 
Recorder  Systems,  and  Digital  Audio  Legal  Recorders.  This  is  the 
electronics  and  communications  track,  accessible  from  a  military 
communications background or an avionics certificate.

▸  Navigation Aids Technician:  Maintains and repairs  Instrument 
Landing Systems (ILS),  VHF Omnidirectional  Range (VOR),  Doppler 
VOR, Tactical Aircraft Control and Navigation (TACAN), and Distance 
Measuring Equipment (DME). This is the NavAid track; every instrument 
approach in the country depends on technicians in this role.

GS PAY GRADES — ENTRY-LEVEL ASI (2026):▸  GS-9: $66,036–$85,844 per year (entry, with incentives available)▸  GS-11: $79,955–$103,941 per year▸  GS-12: $95,833–$124,580 per year▸  Full performance (GS-13 and above): $114,044–$188,392 per year

Federal benefits apply to all grades: health insurance, dental, vision, 
federal pension (FERS), Thrift Savings Plan (TSP) with employer match, 
paid leave, and veterans’ preference in hiring. For the 100 percent disabled 
veteran:  additional  hiring  preferences  and  reasonable  accommodation 
provisions apply.

CURRENT OPEN POSITIONS (Active  postings  as  of  June  3, 
2026):▸  Supervisory Air Traffic Control Specialist (Air Traffic Manager) — 
Fort Worth, TX: $202,231–$228,000/year▸  Supervisory Air Traffic Control Specialist (Operations Supervisor) 
— Charlotte, NC (CLT): starting $174,320/year
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▸  Air  Traffic  Control  Specialist  (Staff  Support  Specialist)  — 
Charlotte, NC (CLT): starting $157,382/year▸  Supervisory Air Traffic Control Specialist (Operations Supervisor, 
MSS-2) — LaGuardia, NY: starting $191,373/year▸  Supervisory  Aviation  Technical  Systems  Specialist  (District 
Facilities Manager) — Honolulu, HI: $137,221–$212,621/year▸  Supervisory  Airway  Transportation  Systems  Specialist  (SSC 
Manager) — Louisville, KY: $111,779–$173,292/year

"These are not aspirational numbers. These are active job 
postings. The FAA is hiring right now, offering incentives 
right now, and the pathway starts with the same credential 
this book is built around: aviation knowledge and a federal 
application.  The  student  who  reads  this  page  and  does 
nothing  with  it  will  spend the  rest  of  their  life  watching 
someone else do the job." 

— LCDR Ricardo "TATTOO" Foster, USN (Ret.)

Full FAA listing and application: 
faa.gov/jobs/career_fields/aviation_careers
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Direct link to Operations ASI track: 

faa.gov/jobs/career_fields/aviation_careers#collapse4691
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CHAPTER 11
Complete Scholarship Guide
If you have fifteen minutes and an internet connection, you have everything you need to 
start your scholarship search today. Turn to aviationstart.org first.

100+ sources. Organized by category. Month-by-month calendar in 
Appendix E.

Chapter 10 told you the money exists.  
This chapter gives you the map.  

Success. Via Wikimedia Commons, SanderSpek. (Free for commercial use).

Start with AviationStart.org — aviationstart.org· 
jamail@aviationstart.org · 706-284-2076. 

Register free, use the AI tool, then use the tables below.
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One resource that very few students know about: AIRBY. The AIRBY 
database  (getairby.com/scholarships)  aggregates  aviation  scholarship 
opportunities across hundreds of organizations and updates in real time. It 
functions as a search engine specifically for aviation scholarships. Type in 
your age, certificate level, and location, and it returns matches you would 
never find through a general Google search. Add it to your scholarship 
toolkit alongside .AviationStart

All information verified as of June 2026. Amounts, deadlines, and 
eligibility  change  annually.  Always  verify  directly  with  the  sponsoring 
organization.

Flight Training Scholarships

SCHOLARSHIP AMOUNT DEADLINE WEBSITE

EAA Ray Aviation 
Scholarship

$10,000 Feb 28 (opens 
Jan 1)

eaa.org/ray

AOPA You Can Fly 
Scholarship

$2,000–
$5,000

Mar 31 aopa.org/scholarships

Sporty’s Annual 
Scholarship

$2,500 Varies sportys.com

NAFI Mentor 
Foundation

$3,000–
$10,000

Varies nafimentor.org

AviationStart.org (AI 
Match)

$20M+ 
database

Always open aviationstart.org
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Women in Aviation Scholarships

SCHOLARSHIP AMOUNT DEADLINE WEBSITE

WAI Annual 
Conference 
Scholarships

$500–
$50,000+

Feb 1 (varies) wai.org/scholarships

Ninety-Nines 
Scholarships

$3,000–
$6,000

Jan 31 ninety-nines.org

Brave Bess “Never 
Stop Learning” 
(MAA)

Varies Annual — 
Sep

missionaviationacademy.org

OBAP Women in 
Aviation

$2,500–
$5,000

Feb–Mar obap.org/scholarships

Diversity and Underserved Community Scholarships

SCHOLARSHIP AMOUNT ELIGIBILITY WEBSITE

Tuskegee Airmen 
Inc. (TAI)

$1,500–
$3,000

Check your 
regional chapter

tuskegeeairmen.org

OBAP Scholarships $2,500–
$10,000

Multiple aviation 
career tracks

obap.org

Tuskegee 1st Top 
Gun Trophy 
(MAA)

Varies Fighter pilot 
pathway. Skill-
based.

missionaviationacademy
.org

Hispanic 
Scholarship Fund

$500–
$5,000

Aviation track 
qualifies

hsf.net

UNCF Aviation 
Scholarships

$3,000–
$10,000

HBCU students, 
STEM focus

uncf.org
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Military and Veteran Programs

PROGRAM BENEFIT ELIGIBILITY CONTACT

GI Bill Chapter 
33

Full tuition + 
BAH

Veterans + eligible 
dependents

va.gov/education

VR&E Chapter 
31

Full tuition + 
subsistence

Service-connected 
disability

va.gov

AAA (Army 
Aviation 
Assoc.)

$1,000–$4,000 Army aviators and 
dependents

quad-a.org

DoD 
SkillBridge

Full pay 
maintained

Active duty last 
180 days

skillbridge.defense.gov

SBA Boots to 
Business

Free training Transitioning 
military

sba.gov

Professional Aviation Organizations

SCHOLARSHIP AMOUNT ELIGIBILITY WEBSITE

NBAA Business 
Aviation

$1,000–
$5,000

Professional 
aviation focus

nbaa.org/scholarships

ATCA (Air Traffic 
Control Assoc.)

$2,000–
$10,000

ATC career 
track

atca.org

NATA Safety 1st 
Foundation

$2,500–
$5,000

Maintenance + 
flight ops

nata.aero

Vertical Flight 
Foundation

$5,000 Helicopter / 
vertical lift

vtol.org

PAMA Foundation $1,000–
$2,000

Aviation 
maintenance 
A&P

pama.org

EAA Young Eagles 
Flights

Free first 
flight

Ages 8–17, 
gateway to 

eaa.org
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SCHOLARSHIP AMOUNT ELIGIBILITY WEBSITE

aviation

For  the  complete  month-by-month  application  calendar 
with all deadlines, preparation tips, and full-year reference table, 
see Appendix E.
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The Blueprint Lives in You
Access. Asset. Leverage. Legacy. 

These four stages are the architecture of this book. Every chapter belongs 
to one of them. By the time you finish, you will have navigated all four.

But the real transformation isn’t that you’ll understand the blueprint. 
It’s that you’ll become it.

The blueprint begins in these pages. It continues in your decisions, 
your actions, your leadership. And one day, because of what you build, 
someone else will begin their own journey through the same four stages.

That’s when the blueprint no longer lives in this book. It lives in you.

A Word Before You Turn the Page

I have spent months inside this book — not as a pilot, not as an 
educator, but as a researcher who kept asking a single question: what does a 
student actually need to know before they can take the first step?

What I found in the research and in the people — the instructors, the 
students, the Tuskegee legacy behind every lesson — is that the system 
works  when  someone  believes  it  should.  Ricardo  built  a  system that 
believes it should. John documented it. The Gleim curriculum carries the 
standard. And you are holding the result.

The appendices that follow are not extra reading. They are the tools. 
They were built because someone asked the question and did not accept a 
vague answer. Read them carefully. Highlight the sections that apply to you 
now. Dog-ear the pages you will need in three months. Return to this book 
when the next credential is in sight.

This book is more than information. It is a blueprint. The sky is not the 
limit. It is the launchpad. Now it is time to begin building.
— Matthew Hemphill, Research & Development Collaborator and Freelance Publisher ▪
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APPENDIX A
Checkride — The Moment Everything Is Tested
If you have done the work — and you have — this chapter is your final brief.  

Walk in like you belong there.  

Because you do.

The checkride is not a test of how much you know. 

It is a test of whether you belong in the airplane.

Every hour you logged, every unit you completed, every simulator session 
and mock oral  exam:  they  all  come down to  one  morning  with  one 
Designated Pilot Examiner (DPE) at one airport. This chapter gives you 
everything you need to walk in prepared and walk out certificated.

Know Your DPE — Bruce’s Recommendation
Bruce was direct about this: "The podcasts you hear him do on YouTube 
easily shows anybody that Jason  Blair is 100 percent a guy you’d want 
across the table from you. Especially that CFII one." Jason Blair is a former 
NAFI chairman, active  DPE, and one of the most respected voices on 
checkride preparation in the country. His blog and the Examograms article 
he wrote are required reading before your oral exam.

The Cost of a Failed Checkride
A failed checkride is not just an ego hit. It has real financial consequences. 
Ayers Aviation has published a breakdown of the full cost of a failed 
practical test, including DPE fees, retest fees, additional instruction, and 
the scheduling delay. Read it before you schedule. It will motivate your 
preparation better than anything else in this book. ayersaviation.com/  dpe-
checkrides
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Checkride Prep Resource Stack

RESOURCE WHAT IT COVERS WHERE TO FIND IT

Jason Blair Blog DPE perspective, oral 
prep, checkride culture

jasonblair.net

Examograms 
Article

Blair’s checkride 
philosophy

examograms.com/articles/
blair01.htm

DPE Resources Find and contact a DPE dperesources.com/contact

Ayers Aviation Cost of a failed checkride 
breakdown

ayersaviation.com/dpe-
checkrides

Gleim Digital 
Pilot Examiner

AI-powered oral exam 
simulator

gleimaviation.com/digital-pilot-
examiner

FAA ACS Cross-
References

KT questions mapped to 
ACS codes

aviation.gleim.com/ACSXRefs

Gleim ACS PAR 
6C (PDF)

Official ACS standards 
document

gleim.com/public/aviation/
acs/
Gleim_Aviation_ACS_PAR_6C
.pdf

FAA Knowledge Test — ACS Code Cross-Reference

Every question on the FAA Private Pilot Knowledge Test is tagged to 
an Airman Certification Standards (ACS) code. The ACS code tells you 
exactly which standard the question is testing.  Gleim publishes a cross-
reference  table  that  maps  every  FAA  knowledge  test  question  to  its 
corresponding ACS code, so you know not just what the answer is, but 
what skill or knowledge area it represents.

This matters for the oral examination component of the  checkride. 
The  DPE  (Designated  Pilot  Examiner)  uses  the  ACS  as  the  testing 
framework.  A  student  who  understands  the  ACS  codes  behind  their 
knowledge test answers arrives at the oral examination with a map of 
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exactly what will be tested and at what standard. That student does not get 
surprised.

"The ACS code is the standard. Not the question. Not the 
answer.  The standard.  Know the standard and you know 
everything." 

— MAJ Bruce "BOMBER" Blashka, USMC (Ret.)

Gleim  Aviation  Private  Pilot  ACS  cross-reference:  gleimaviation.com 
Direct link: gleimaviation.com/shop (search "ACS-6B") 

See the resource appendix for product information.

Oral Exam Framework — ACS Task Codes
Every question a DPE asks in the oral exam maps to a task code in the 
Private Pilot Airman Certification Standards (ACS FAA-S-ACS-6C). Your 
study guide,  instructor  outlines,  and  Gleim materials  are  all  organized 
around these codes. When a DPE asks about weather minimums, that is 
ACS Area of Operation X, Task A. When they ask about weight and 
balance, that is ACS Area of Operation III, Task B. Know the ACS. Know 
what you will be asked before you walk in the door. That is the Three-Room 
Method applied to the  checkride: you have already done this before the 
stakes are real.
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Day-of Checklist

✓  Student  pilot  certificate  (or  driver’s  license  if  BasicMed)  and 
government ID

✓  Logbook with  all  required  hours  endorsed  by  a  Mission  Aviation 
Academy Certified Flight Instructor (CFI)

✓  Pre-Solo Written Exam on file with CFI signature

✓  Medical certificate (3rd Class or BasicMed)

✓  Completed IACRA application (FAA tracking number in hand)

✓  Aircraft documents: AROW (Airworthiness, Registration, Operating 
handbook, Weight/Balance)

✓  Current  charts,  TFRs  checked,  weather  briefing  obtained  and 
documented

✓  Cross-country flight plan completed and filed

✓  E6B and plotter

✓  DPE fee (confirm amount in advance)

You are ready. You have been in the room. You have done this. Walk 
in like you belong there — because you do.
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Infinity Aero Club's Cessna 172B 
Quick Reference Card

Keep this with your logbook. Know everything on this page cold.

This information is for convenience only.  

Refer to the aircraft's official Airplane Flight Manual (AFM) or Pilot's 
Operating Handbook (POH) for official aircraft information.
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THE CLUB’S 1960 CESSNA 172B SKYHAWK — 

AIRCRAFT SPECIFICATIONS

ITEM DATA

Registration Withheld for owner privacy

Year / Model 1960 / Cessna 172B Skyhawk

Engine Continental O-300-D (NOT Lycoming — 
never confuse these)

Horsepower 145 hp, 6-cylinder, horizontally opposed, 
carbureted

Instruments Analog six-pack ONLY (no G1000, no glass 
panel)

Fuel type 100LL aviation gasoline

Fuel capacity 42 gallons total (21 gallons per wing)

Max Takeoff Weight 
(MTOW)

2,200 lbs.

Cruise speed ~106 knots (~122 mph)

Service ceiling ~13,100 feet MSL

Vr — Rotation speed 60 MPH

Vy — Best rate of climb 78 MPH

Best glide — flaps UP 78 MPH

Best glide — flaps 
DOWN

65–75 MPH

Vx — Best angle of 
climb

56 MPH

Normal approach 
(flaps 20°)

70 MPH

(Continued next page)

Short-field approach 60 MPH
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MEMORY  AIDS  —  KNOW  THESE  BEFORE 
SOLO

Pre-takeoff  check:  CIGAR  TIS —  Controls, 
Instruments,  Gas,  Attitude,  Run-up,  Takeoff  brief, 
Information  (ATIS/AWOS),  Safety  (seats,  doors, 
seatbelts).

In  the  pattern:  GUMPS —  Gas  (fullest  tank), 
Undercarriage (fixed — confirm visual), Mixture (rich), 
Propeller (fine pitch), Seatbelts (secure).

Engine failure: Pitch for best glide (78 MPH flaps up / 
65–75  MPH  flaps  down)  →  best  landing  area  → 
checklist  →  squawk  7700  →  declare  emergency  on 
121.5 MHz.

CTAF call  format  at  X39: “Tampa  North  Traffic, 
Cessna  November  Seven  Four  Eight  Zero  X-ray, 
[position in pattern], [intention], Tampa North.”
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Emergency Procedures - Standard Operating Reference

The following emergency procedures are based on standard Cessna 
172 series  operating procedures and FAA-approved training materials. 
These supplement - and do not replace - the Pilot Operating Handbook 
(POH) for  the club's Cessna 172B.  When the POH is available, the POH 
governs.

These steps hold across the Cessna 172 series in Navy (NATOPS)-
style  boldface:  numbered,  memorized,  no  reference  to  notes.  Exact 
airspeeds  vary  by  year  and  model;  the  club's Cessna  172B's  specific 
numbers are in the Quick Reference Card earlier in this book. 

EMERGENCY BOLDFACE STEPS (TYPICAL C-172 SERIES)

ENGINE 
FAILURE IN 
FLIGHT

1. Airspeed — best glide (typically 65–80 MPH 
depending on model/weight)
2. Mixture — RICH
3. Fuel Selector — BOTH
4. Ignition Switch — BOTH
5. Magnetos — CYCLE
6. Primer — LOCKED

If engine does not restart: select a suitable landing area, 
execute Forced Landing below. Confirm exact best-glide 
speed against the POH for the specific aircraft.

ENGINE 
FAILURE 
AFTER 
TAKEOFF

1. Airspeed — nose up / nose down per POH
2. Mixture — IDLE CUT-OFF
3. Fuel Selector — OFF
4. Ignition — OFF
5. Flaps — AS REQUIRED
6. Master Switch — OFF

Land straight ahead. Do not turn back unless specifically 
trained and altitude allows.

FORCED 
LANDING 

1. Airspeed — best glide per POH
2. Mixture — IDLE CUT-OFF
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EMERGENCY BOLDFACE STEPS (TYPICAL C-172 SERIES)

(POWER OFF) 3. Fuel Selector — OFF
4. Ignition — OFF
5. Flaps — AS REQUIRED (full flaps 
recommended)
6. Master Switch — OFF once landing assured
7. Doors — UNLATCH prior to touchdown
8. Touchdown — SLIGHTLY TAIL-LOW 
ATTITUDE
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EMERGENCY BOLDFACE STEPS (TYPICAL C-172 SERIES)

FIRE IN 
FLIGHT 
(ENGINE)

1. Mixture — IDLE CUT-OFF
2. Fuel Selector — OFF
3. Master Switch — OFF
4. Cabin Heat & Air — OFF (except overhead 
vents)
5. Airspeed — increase to descend and extinguish
6. Forced Landing — EXECUTE

CABIN OR 
ELECTRICAL 
FIRE

1. Master Switch — OFF
2. Avionics Power — OFF
3. All Other Switches — OFF (except ignition)
4. Cabin Heat & Air — OFF
5. Fire Extinguisher — AS REQUIRED

Ventilate cabin after fire is extinguished.

DITCHING 1. Transmit MAYDAY — 121.5 MHz
2. Radio — SECURE OR JETTISON
3. Heavy Objects — INTO WIND / PARALLEL 
TO SWELLS
4. Approach — shallow, into wind
5. Doors — UNLATCH prior to touchdown
6. Attitude — LEVEL, face into swells

After touchdown: EVACUATE, inflate vests and raft.

Amber = engine/forced landing 

Red = fire 

Teal = ditching

"He who hesitates is lost. The bail-out checklist must be stone 
cold." 

— MAJ Bruce "BOMBER" Blashka, USMC (Ret.)
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ABCDE - The Five-Emergency Framework

In any emergency:

Aviate (fly the aircraft first). 

Brief (identify the emergency). 

Communicate (declare if needed). 

Decide (select best option). 

Execute (the checklist). 

In that order.  
Every time.
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Emergency 1 - Engine Failure in Flight 
(Above Pattern Altitude)

Step 1:  Pitch for best glide immediately.  The club's 
Cessna 172B: 78 MPH. The airplane is now a glider. Glide 
ratio approximately 9:1. At 1,000 feet AGL: 1.5 miles range. 
At 3,000 feet AGL: 4.5 miles. Know your altitude before this 
happens.

Step  2:  Select  a  landing  area. Into  the  wind,  largest 
available, lowest obstruction on approach end. Roads, parking 
lots, any flat surface long enough. Flying into trees at 78 MPH is 
not acceptable.

Step  3:  Run  restart checklist (time  and  altitude 
permitting). Fuel selector: BOTH. Mixture: RICH. Carburetor 
heat: ON 30 seconds, then OFF. Primer: IN and LOCKED. 
Ignition: LEFT, RIGHT, BOTH. If the engine does not restart: 
accept this. Continue the forced landing.

Step 4: Squawk 7700. Emergency code on transponder. 
Radar facilities will see it.

Step 5: Declare on 121.5 MHz. "MAYDAY MAYDAY 
MAYDAY,  aircraft  type  and  registration,  position,  altitude, 
nature of emergency, souls on board, fuel remaining."

Step 6: Execute the landing. Seatbelts tight. Mixture idle-
cutoff on short final. Master OFF on short final. Touch down as 
slowly as possible.
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Emergency 2 - Engine Failure on Takeoff 
(Below 500 Feet AGL)

‘The  Impossible  Turn’  demands  respect,  not 
avoidance. MAA trains students to practice this maneuver at a 
minimum  of  800  to  1,000  feet  AGL,  building  the  timing, 
coordination, and judgment required before ever attempting it 
at lower altitudes. Do not attempt ‘the impossible turn’ until 
you have established that competency in practice. The goal 
is not to forbid the maneuver. The goal is to never attempt it 
without  having  already  done  it  correctly.  Signed  training 
authorization on file: Walter  Matthews, MAA Flight Director 
and CFI.

If you have practiced the turn at 800 to 1,000 feet AGL and 
established your personal minimum altitude for this aircraft and 
your current skill level, and if the altitude and terrain allow: the 
180-degree turn toward the departure runway is a viable option 
and may be better than flying into terrain. 

The judgment comes from training. 

The training happens before the emergency.
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CASE STUDY: RICHARD McSPADDEN — 
OCTOBER 1, 2023

Richard McSpadden was AOPA Air Safety Institute’s Senior 
Vice President,  a former F-15 pilot,  and Commander and 
Flight Leader of the U.S.  Air Force  Thunderbirds.  He held 
5,800 flight hours. He created AOPA’s Early Analysis video 
series specifically to teach pilots what goes wrong. 

He wrote and filmed multiple pieces on  ‘the impossible 
turn’: studying it, testing it, warning about it. He taught that 
the maneuver is viable when practiced at altitude with a   CFI  . 
He taught that it becomes fatal when the pilot encounters it 
for the first time, at low altitude and in an emergency.

On October 1, 2023, McSpadden died in a Cessna 177RG at 
Lake Placid Airport, New York. He was a passenger; former 
NFL player Russ Francis was flying as Pilot in Command. 
The purpose of the flight was an aerial photography mission 
for  AOPA  Pilot  magazine.  During  takeoff,  the  engine 
produced partial power. At low altitude, Francis attempted a 
180-degree turnback to the runway. The aircraft exceeded its 
critical angle of attack and entered an aerodynamic stall from 
which no recovery was possible.

The NTSB final report, released September 30, 2025, cited 
contributing factors: the pilot had not calculated weight and 
balance before the flight (the aircraft departed forward of its CG 
limit),  high density altitude reduced climb performance, and 
the aggressive low-altitude maneuvering to turn back resulted 
in a stall at an altitude too low for recovery.

McSpadden had  spent  his  career  teaching  pilots  the 
exact principle Walter Matthews teaches MAA students: 
practice the maneuver    at altitude  , with a    CFI,    before   you   
need it. 

The pilot who doesn’t encounter the maneuver in an 
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emergency for the first time is the one who survives. 

That lesson is written in blood. 

Read it once and do not repeat the exam.
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Emergency 3 - Fire in Flight
Engine fire: 

 Fuel selector: OFF
 Mixture: IDLE CUTOFF
 Master switch: OFF
 Throttle: CLOSED
 Cabin heat & air: CLOSED
 Best glide speed
 Execute forced landing immediately
 Do not attempt restart

Electrical fire: 

 Master switch: OFF 
 All avionics and electrical switches: OFF
 If smoke   clears  : identify the fault by turning 

switches on individually 
 If smoke   persists  : declare emergency, land 

immediately

Cabin fire: 

 Halon extinguisher immediately
 Close all vents
 If smoke persists: land immediately 

Know where the extinguisher is in the club's Cessna 
172B before every flight.
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Emergency 4 - Electrical Failure (‘N-L-U’)

The club's Cessna 172B has an analog six-pack - airspeed, 
altimeter,  VSI,  attitude  indicator,  heading  indicator,  turn 
coordinator. All function with zero electrical power .

In VMC: 

 Navigate visually 
 Land at nearest airport
 Use light gun signals if towered

Light gun sequence: 

 Steady green (cleared to land)
 Flashing green (return for landing)
 Steady red (do not land)
 Flashing red (airport unsafe)
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Emergency 5 - Loss of Oil Pressure (‘R-M-D-S’)

Oil pressure below green arc (25 PSI minimum): 

 Reduce power immediately
 Monitor oil temperature 

o If temperature rising, the engine is losing 
oil. 

o A Continental O-300-D without oil will seize 
in minutes. 

o Do not wait for confirmation. Act   
immediately.

 Declare emergency 
 Select landing area 

181



YOUR AVIATION BLUEPRINT

Pattern Emergencies at X39

CTAF at X39: 123.075 MHz. 

Engine failure on downwind: 

 Turn base immediately, shorten the pattern

Engine failure on base: 

 Turn final immediately

Engine failure on final: 

 IF short of runway, accept the grass overrun area 
adjacent to runway 14/32 

Know this before every flight.
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APPENDIX B
Start Here — Your Aviation Blueprint 
Decision Tree
Where do you begin?  
Answer three questions and you have your path.

QUESTION 1 — HOW OLD ARE YOU RIGHT NOW?

QUESTION 2 — WHAT IS YOUR SCHOLARSHIP 
SITUATION?

QUESTION 3 — WHAT IS YOUR GOAL?

Read on. The path is before you.
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QUESTION 1 — HOW OLD ARE YOU RIGHT 
NOW?

Ages 4–8:
Peewee Flyers program. Hobby drones + Ricky the 
Explorer read-alouds + discovery flights. Every Free 
Guest Saturday, 10AM–2PM at MAA. First visit free.

Ages 8–14:
Drone Bootcamp. FAA TRUST certificate + Drone 
Soccer + simulator intro + Part 107 prep. Tier 1 or 
Tier 2 MAA membership.

Ages 14–16:
Part 107 Remote Pilot. First federal commercial 
credential. 6–8 weeks. Then Private Pilot Ground 
School. Tier 2 or Tier 3 membership. Ages 13–16 can 
also start the Motor Glider Fast Track; see below.

Ages 16–18+:
Part 107 + Private Pilot Ground simultaneously. 
[Current session schedule — see 
missionaviationacademy.org for dates] SUFS covers 
both.

Adult / Veteran:
Start with a 15-minute orientation call. Call (833) 
FLY-STEM. SUFS, GI Bill, VR&E, and WIOA all 
apply depending on your situation.

184

https://missionaviationacademy.org/


APPENDIX B — START HERE — DECISION TREE

The Motor Glider Fast Track — 
In Rand Vollmer's Own Words

Rand Vollmer, the CFI-Glider who runs MAA's motor glider program, has 
trained more than 100 glider pilots, including three first-time solo students 
on their fourteenth birthday. Here is how he pitches the fastest, lowest-cost 
path in this entire book.

“So, a gung-ho, hot shot young student can start flying a week 
before his or her 14th birthday, solo a glider on their 14th 
birthday, accumulate at least 10 total hours of flight time, take 
their PPG check ride on their 16th birthday, (also, pick up the 
Part  107  Remote  Pilot  Certificate  on 16th  birthday  for  a 
couple hundred dollars); fly for another 27 hours in the motor 
glider, then fly 3 hours as a student in an airplane (under the 
hood, cross country, at night) and take their PPL check ride at 
age 17, and finally, on their 18th birthday, take check rides to 
complete their Commercial Glider and  CFI Glider ratings. 
No additional flight time is required.”

Total Five Ratings: PPG, Part 107 Remote Pilot Certificate, 
PPL, CPG, CFI-G.”

— Rand Vollmer, CFI-Glider, on the Motor Glider Fast Track

THE PLAN — ballpark realistic costs, all in, in Vollmer's own numbers:

Age 13–16: 20 hours at $200/hour plus $1,000 misc. = $5,000.

Age 16–18: 20 hours at $200/hour plus $2,000 misc. = $6,000, less $6,000 
in summer drone earnings = $0.

Age 18–21: 1,460 flight hours at no cost: you are a flight instructor with a 
drone business earning $60,000 to $80,000 a year. Use the income for your 
Multi-Engine and Instrument ratings.
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Age 21+: You are an ATP. Money in the bank, no debt, and the sky is the 
limit.

Every glider hour counts toward the 1,500 total hours required for an ATP 
certificate.

And no rung of this ladder requires an FAA medical certificate. From the 
first  solo  at  fourteen  through  Commercial  Glider  and  CFI-Glider, 
including the check rides themselves, the glider category is exempt. A flight 
instructor in an airplane must hold a medical to act as pilot in command. A 
CFI-Glider does not. 14 CFR 61.23(b).

A note on glider money: the Bureau of Labor Statistics does not track the 
glider  trades,  so  the  figures  here  are  market-observed  [MKT]  as  of 
September 2026 (aggregator data, published operator rates and instructor 
reporting), not federally verified [BLS] numbers like the airline figures in 
Chapter 1. Stated the way this book states airplane CFI rates ($25–45 
school-employed, $45–85 independent):  a CFI-Glider earns $20–30 an 
hour employed by a club or commercial operation and $40–60 an hour 
contracted directly by students. A commercial glider ride pilot earns $25–
40  per  ride  flight  and  $150–400  per  operating  day:  $16K–25K for  a 
weekend season, $28K–40K for a full one. Tow pilots average about $22 
an hour, most between $17 and $24, and many clubs pay in free flight time 
and tailwheel hours instead of cash. All of it is seasonal and regional; a year-
round climate and a busy ride operation are the difference between the 
bottom and the top of every range. One pilot running all three lines at one 
operation for a full season grosses $45,000–$70,000, at or near the national 
median for all occupations, at eighteen to twenty-one, with no degree, 
while logging the hours the ATP requires. That is why the Wealth Ladder 
shows the age-18 money coming mainly from airplane work: the glider 
rungs are the cheapest way up the ladder and they pay, but the ceiling is the 
airplane.

A note on the maintenance rung: the Light Sport Repairman certificate 
with a Maintenance rating covers SLSA, ELSA and experimental amateur-
built  aircraft,  and is currently earned through a two-week course. The 
requirements are expected to change under MOSAIC. Both the LSRM and 
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the A&P require the applicant to be 18, but the practical-experience clock 
has no minimum age; the 30 months of documented experience for an 
A&P can be logged years before the certificate can be issued. 14 CFR 
65.71, 65.101.

A note  on timing:  this  glider-first  fast  track  reaches  the  Private  Pilot 
Airplane checkride at 17, slightly later than the standard non-glider MAA 
track's 16–17 window. The trade is time spent building real stick-and-
rudder proficiency in a glider years earlier, at a fraction of the cost.

A note on rates:  hourly figures in this  book reflect  national  averages: 
approximately $200/hour for LSA-category aircraft (roughly 5 gallons per 
hour fuel burn) and $250/hour for Cessna 172-category aircraft (roughly 
8–9 gallons per hour), with a typical national range of $185–$300/hour 
depending  on  region,  aircraft  condition,  and  individual  flight  school. 
Confirm current local rates before budgeting a training plan.
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QUESTION 3 — WHAT IS YOUR GOAL?

I want to fly recreationally:

Private Pilot Certificate. Tier 2 or 3 membership. SUFS 
eligible. Timeline: 12–18 months.

I want a commercial aviation career:

PPL → IR → CPL → CFI → ATP. 5–8 years. $22M 
career. MAA builds the full pathway.

I want to fly drones commercially:

Part 107 Remote Pilot. 6–8 weeks. $130K average salary. 
Federal credential at 16.

I want an aviation career without flying:

A&P Mechanic, ATC, Aviation Management, Aerospace 
Engineering. All mapped in Chapter A.

I want my school / co-op / JROTC to have this 
curriculum:

Curriculum licensing: Bronze $2,500 to Platinum 
$35,000/year. See the Contact and Enrollment section at 
the back of this book.
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APPENDIX C
Acknowledgments
This book began as a phone call on May 28, 2026. Sixty-seven minutes. Bruce  
Blashka on one end. Ricardo Foster on the other.  

Bruce called what Ricardo built “the prototype.” He had spent forty years waiting to 
see it. Ricardo called Bruce because he needed someone who had seen enough schools 
succeed and fail to know the real difference.  

This book is the result of that call.

We are not the experts here. We are the guides — and every mile of this  
runway was paved before we ever reached it.  

If you find anything in these pages worth keeping, the credit belongs to the 
giants whose shoulders we stand on. Chief among them: the  Tuskegee 
Airmen, who proved the door was never closed. It was simply waiting for 
someone brave enough to walk through it.
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From Ricardo “TATOO”   Foster:  

To Lt Col George Hardy — Class 44-H-SE, 332nd Fighter Group, Tuskegee  
Airmen — and to Flight Officer Daniel Keel: you did not just mentor me. You 
redirected the trajectory of my life and the lives of every student who has ever walked  
through the door at MAA. 

Everything I know about standard, about excellence, about what it means 
to show up prepared — I learned it watching you live it. You were the 
youngest Red Tail at 19. The last combat pilot at 100. Your baton is in good 
hands, sir. The sky you opened is still open.

To Bruce “BOMBER” Blashka — my CFI Daddy, my co-author, my brother  
in Christ. You called what I built “the prototype.”  

That word kept me going on the days when the funding was short and the 
critics were loud. This book exists because you said yes in sixty-seven 
minutes.

From Bruce “BOMBER”   Blashka:  

Over a lengthy career, I thank my wife and children for their unwavering support,  
especially as I flew to Cuba, just fourteen days prior to Christmas 1990. I must also  
recognize the love and influence of my parents. 

My father, a Purple Heart recipient earned in the frozen mountains of 
Korea, instilled in me pride in our nation and the duty to serve — and 
despite  his  multiple  combat  wounds,  his  support  for  me to enter  the 
United States Marine Corps never faltered.

“It’s ALL About the Kids.” — Flight Plan 2030

191



YOUR AVIATION BLUEPRINT

Thirty-six years in aviation, twenty-eight in uniform and eight more 
after  it,  taught  me that  no one builds  anything alone.  I  started flying 
because my mother, an educator, opened a door with one airplane ride and 
a glimpse of what was possible, and because August Martin High School 
gave a Brooklyn kid an aviation-focused classroom to walk into.  That 
single door changed the trajectory of my life.

Mission Aviation Academy began on the mission field in Tampa, 
door-knocking to share the gospel of Jesus Christ. In that work, I asked 
God a direct question: Could ministry, business, and aviation exist under 
one roof? The desire that answered that question came from the joy of 
helping others come to Christ, and it became my reason for wanting to 
teach  young  people  aviation  they  could  carry  onto  the  mission  field 
themselves, as pilots and mechanics serving others.

It took about five years for that desire to become real. In 2020, it 
took shape as a flying club, the same year my own children left Florida, and 
God met that ache by showing me how to serve other kids: thousands of 
them, one at a time.

I am deeply grateful to my church family and my pastor, Kerry 
Nance of  Southside  Baptist  Church,  Tampa,  Florida,  who carried me 
forward,  mentoring me through Bible reading and my own walk,  and 
mentoring my children to Christ.

Again, I offer my deepest gratitude to Lt.  Col.  George  Hardy, 
Brigadier General Charles McGee, and Flight Officer Daniel Keel, Red 
Tails veterans who did not just mentor me; they redirected the trajectory of 
my life and the lives of every student this Academy has ever served. I am 
honored to share this lineage with Reverend Reginald Davis, whose own 
Tuskegee story stands beside mine in this book.

What began as faith-driven outreach has become Mission Aviation 
Academy: more than 300,000 lives reached across the U.S. and Caribbean, 
and still counting. Every credential a student earns is a continuation of a 
legacy I was only ever asked to steward, not to own.
I remain humbled by the privilege of serving this mission and the young 
people it was built for.

— Ricardo Foster, LCDR USN (Ret.)
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I offer my deepest gratitude to the men whose legacy shaped my life 
and opened the doors of aviation for me. As a freshman at Tuskegee 
Institute, I enrolled in Air Force ROTC and had the extraordinary privilege 
of being taught by Charles Alfred “Chief” Anderson, the same instructor 
who trained the original Tuskegee Airmen during World War II and who 
flew First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt on her historic flight. Chief Anderson 
gave me my first flying lessons in the most humble and generous way 
imaginable — in exchange for cleaning the washers and dryers at  his 
laundromat next to campus. His kindness and discipline set the foundation 
for everything that followed.

I also acknowledge General Daniel “Chappie” James, who inspected 
me as an AFROTC cadet and whose presence left  an imprint on my 
understanding  of  leadership,  excellence,  and  service.  Years  later,  as  a 
Captain for American Airlines, I had the honor of piloting a Boeing 757 
flight with original Tuskegee Airman Colonel (Brigadier General) Charles 
McGee aboard as a passenger — a moment that brought my journey full 
circle and reminded me that we stand on the shoulders of giants.

To the members of the General Daniel “Chappie” James Chapter of 
Tuskegee Airmen, Inc., thank you for entrusting me with the responsibility 
of carrying this legacy forward. Your mentorship, friendship, and example 
continue to guide my work with young people, my service in ministry, and 
my commitment to preserving the history of the Airmen who changed the 
course of our nation.

I am profoundly grateful to be part of this lineage — not only as a 
pilot  and  officer,  but  as  a  steward  of  a  story  that  still  inspires  new 
generations to rise.

— Rev. Reginald A. Davis, CDR USNR (Ret.)
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The SUFS Integration — (FLORIDA ONLY)
Why Every Stop Is an Enrollment Event

Step Up For Students is the co-presenting partner of the Hidden Treasures  
Tour because SUFS is already cited in this book as the funding mechanism 
that makes the Part 107 pathway free for eligible Florida families. 

The Red Tail Roost carries the SUFS brand on its fuselage because every 
student who sees that aircraft at a Florida school deserves to know that 
their  Part 107, their  ground school, and their  simulator training can be 
covered by state scholarship funds they already qualify for. 

The tour is the book made physical. 

The enrollment table is the book made actionable.

Every family that activates a SUFS EMA account at a Hidden Treasures  
Tour stop is a direct outcome of the mission this book documents.

 

That is not a sponsor relationship. That is alignment.
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2026-27 Red Tail Roost Tour Stops — 

[STOP 1] — Mission Aviation Academy, Lutz, FL —— BOOK 
LAUNCH DAY. Free Guest Saturday format. Ricardo + Bruce + Jamail 
Larkins.  First  copies  of  the  book distributed.  SUFS enrollment  open. 
Target attendance: 200+.

[STOP 2] — Title I High School, Hillsborough County — 

JROTC orientation + Grade-12 Track presentation + book preview + 
SUFS screening. Target: 150 students.

[STOP 3] — Title I High School, Pasco County — 

Same format as  Stop 2.  Armwood / Freedom  JROTC programs. 
Target: 150 students.

[STOP 4] — Pasco-Hernando State College (PHSC), Wesley 
Chapel — 

Book signing +  SUFS ITA pathway demonstration + community 
college bridge presentation. Target: 100 students and parents.

[STOP 5] — Hillsborough Community College (HCC), Tampa 
—Same format as Stop 4. Evening event. Parents welcome.

[STOP 6] — Church / Community Center (St. Paul's model), 
Tampa Bay area — 

Evening event. Families only. SUFS application support session. Ricky 
the Explorer for younger children. Target: 75 families.

[STOP 7] — Airshow / Fly-In, Central Florida — 

Red Tail Roost static display + book table + discovery flight sign-ups. 
Target: 500+ attendees.

[STOP 8] — Tuskegee Airmen Inc. — Gen. Chappie James Jr. 
Chapter event, Tampa — 

TAI chapter presentation + book signing + veteran  SUFS/GI Bill 
screening. Target: 100 attendees.

TOUR SCHEDULE IS SUBJECT TO CONFIRMATION. 
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Final dates and venues posted at hiddentreasuresnetwork.org/tour 

To bring the Hidden Treasures Tour to your school, JROTC program, or 
community: missionaviationacademy.org
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APPENDIX E
Month-by-Month Aviation Scholarship 
Calendar

Aviation scholarship deadlines cluster around the academic calendar and fiscal year 
cycles. This calendar maps the deadlines that matter. Set phone reminders for every 
deadline in your window.  

Register at aviationstart.org first - Free, AI-powered, $20M+ 
database - before reading this calendar.

January - Open Season for Spring Deadlines
AOPA Foundation scholarships open January through March. Fly 

Now  award  and  category-specific  awards  (women,  minorities,  flight 
training).  Average:  $3,000-$10,000. Requirements:  active flight training, 
AOPA  student  membership  (free),  two  letters,  personal  essay. 
aopa.org/training-and-safety/students/financial-assistance

NBAA  Foundation Scholarship  Program  opens  January  for 
corporate aviation track students. Average: $1,500-$5,000. Requirements: 
3.0  GPA,  recommendation  letter,  career  goals  essay. 
nbaa.org/  scholarships

OBAP Ace Academy applications open January.  Full-scholarship 
residential aviation program. Priority: Black students ages 14-18. No flight 
experience required. Travel, housing, and program costs covered. obap.org

February - Aviation History Month + Tuskegee Legacy 
Awards

Tuskegee  Airmen  Inc.  -  Dr.  Theodore  W.  Caesar  Memorial 
Scholarship. February through March. Award: $1,500-$3,000. Essay on 
Tuskegee  Airmen  legacy,  two  letters  of  recommendation. 
tuskegeeairmen.org/  scholarships

Experimental  Aircraft  Association  (EAA) scholarships  - 
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application window February 1 through February 28. 50+  scholarships 
including  the  Ray  Aviation  Scholarship  (up  to  $11,000  toward  flight 
training). eaa.org/  scholarships

Women in Aviation International (WAI) scholarships - February 1 
through October 1. $1.2 million+ annually across 100+ awards. Open to 
women at any training stage. wai.org/  scholarships

March - Spring Deadline Crunch
PAMA Foundation Scholarship - Professional Aviation Maintenance 

Association.  Open  through  March  31.  Award:  $1,000-$2,000. 
Requirements:  enrollment  in  FAA-approved  A&P  program. 
pama.org/foundation

Embry-Riddle scholarships - application deadline March 1 for fall 
enrollment. Multiple endowed awards for underrepresented students. Up 
to full tuition. embry-riddle.edu/  scholarships

AviationStart.org featured spotlight - check the AI scholarship finder 
for awards closing before April  1.  Many donors fund on a fiscal year 
beginning April 1.

April - Summer Program Season
Ninety-Nines Inc. - International Organization of Women Pilots. 

District scholarship awards April through June. Average: $3,000-$6,000. 
ninety-nines.org/  scholarships

AFA (Air  Force Association) scholarship awards for  AFJROTC 
cadets - April deadline for district-level awards. Contact your AFJROTC 
instructor for unit details.

May - Airline Pipeline Program Applications
United Airlines Aviate Program - peak processing month for fall 

cohort. Requirements: private pilot certificate, 3.0 GPA, U.S. citizenship. 
Career  path  from  student  pilot  to  United  Airlines  First  Officer. 
united.com/aviate

Delta  Air  Lines  Propel Program  -  May  cohort  decisions. 

199

https://united.com/aviate
https://ninety-nines.org/
https://AviationStart.org/
https://embry-riddle.edu/
https://pama.org/foundation
https://wai.org/
https://eaa.org/


YOUR AVIATION BLUEPRINT

Requirements: private pilot certificate, college enrollment, U.S. citizenship. 
Conditional employment offer upon ATP. delta.com/propel

American  Airlines  Cadet  Academy -  rolling  applications. 
Requirements:  private  pilot  certificate,  age  18+,  high  school  diploma. 
Covers  all  training  costs  from  PPL  through  ATP  with  employment 
guarantee. aa.com/cadet

June - Summer Scholarship Season
AIAA Foundation scholarships - June deadline. Requirements: GPA 

3.0+,  STEM  aviation  or  aerospace  focus.  Awards:  $2,000-$10,000. 
aiaa.org/  scholarships

MAA SUFS Window - Q4 applications (April-June) close June 30. 
Florida SUFS families should submit FES-UA or PEP applications before 
June  30.  SUFS  Coordinator  at  MAA: 
admissions@missionaviationacademy.org

July - Mid-Year Review
EAA  AirVenture  Oshkosh -  held  late  July.  On-site  scholarship 

announcements  and  donor  networking.  Bring  your  logbook,  FAA 
credentials, and scholarship materials. Donors at AirVenture write checks 
on the spot for prepared students.

August - Fall Semester Launch
GETAIRBY  database  review  -  getairby.com/  scholarships  tracks 

awards  not  in  other  databases.  Run  a  second  search  for  September-
October deadlines.

Local community foundation awards - Hillsborough, Pasco, Pinellas, 
and  Polk  county  community  foundations  offer  aviation  STEM 
scholarships with August-September deadlines. Search your county name 
plus  "community  foundation  scholarship"  and  "STEM."  These  are 
undersubscribed because few students know they exist.
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APPENDIX E — MONTH-BY-MONTH AVIATION SCHOLARSHIP CALENDAR

September - Fall Cycle Opens
OBAP annual scholarship cycle opens September 1. Begin preparing 

the  OBAP application  for  spring  submission.  The  students  who  win 
started preparing in September.

Tuskegee Airmen Inc. - chapter-level scholarship applications open 
September for spring awards. Contact the Gen. Chappie James Jr. Chapter 
through tuskegeeairmen.org.

October - Peak Application Month
EAA scholarship applications  open  October  1.  50+  awards.  $1 

million+ in total disbursement. Deadline: February 28. The student who 
starts in October submits a better application than the student who starts 
in February. eaa.org/  scholarships

WAI  annual  scholarship cycle  -  October  applications  for  the 
following year. The largest annual aviation scholarship disbursement in the 
world for women in any stage of training. wai.org

November - Year-End Giving Season
Scholarships funded by individual donors - not foundations - are 

most  frequently  awarded  in  November  and  December.  Check  your 
AviationStart dashboard weekly in November. These appear and close fast.

December - Reset and Plan
December is not an application month. It is a planning month. 

Write the essays in December. Gather the letters. Request the transcripts. 
The student who submits a January application in the first week wins over 
the student who submits in the last week.

Full-year  resource:  aviationstart.org/ai-scholarship-finder - 
register free, set your profile, let the AI identify every award for which you 
are eligible. $20 million+ database. Built for you.
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APPENDIX F — AVIATION GLOSSARY

BasicMed - Alternative to FAA medical certificate for private pilots. Requires 
a physical exam by any state-licensed physician within four years and an online 
medical course.

Training Concepts and Methods
ACS - Airman Certification Standards. The FAA document defining exactly 

what a student must know and do to pass a checkride. Replaced the Practical Test 
Standards in 2016. Every chapter in this book is aligned to the Private Pilot ACS.

BATD - Basic Aviation Training Device. FAA-approved flight  simulator 
that logs training time toward certificate requirements. MAA’s Gleim BATD is 
FAA-approved; the HTC VIVE Focus Vision is a VR training aid, not a BATD.

Calibrated Eyeball - MAJ Blashka's term for the visual skill of reading the 
approach  to  landing  without  relying  on  instruments.  Built  in  the  simulator. 
Confirmed in the aircraft.

DPE - Designated Pilot Examiner. FAA-designated examiner authorized to 
conduct practical  tests  for pilot  certificates and ratings.  Administers the oral 
examination and flight test on checkride day.

IACRA - Integrated Airman Certification and Rating Application. The FAA 
online system for pilot certificate applications. Required before your checkride.

Plan-Prepare-Fly  -  MAA's  three-step  simulator  protocol.  Plan  the  flight 
before sitting down. Prepare every procedure on the ground. Fly the session with 
minimum three repetitions of every maneuver.

Solo - A flight in which the student is the sole occupant. First solo is the 
defining milestone of private pilot training. Minimum age 16 for powered aircraft.

Three-Room Method - MAA's core training philosophy from MAJ  Blashka. 
Room One: Classroom (know WHAT). Room Two:  Simulator (know HOW). 
Room Three: Sky (validate). Nothing introduced for the first time in the cockpit.

Knowledge Test (Written) - FAA test required for each certificate and rating. 
Private Pilot: 60 questions, 70 percent minimum passing score. Taken at FAA-
approved testing center.

Logbook - Official record of a pilot's flight experience. Required by 14 CFR 
61.51. Every flight, simulated approach, solo flight, and instructor endorsement 
must be recorded. A legal document.
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Aircraft and Equipment
AROW  -  Airworthiness  certificate,  Registration,  Operating  handbook, 

Weight and balance. The four documents legally required in the aircraft during 
flight.

Continental  O-300-D  -  The  engine  in  the  club's  Cessna  172B.  145 
horsepower,  6-cylinder,  horizontally  opposed,  carbureted.  NOT a Lycoming. 
Know your engine.

ELT  -  Emergency  Locator  Transmitter.  FAA-required  device  that 
broadcasts on 121.5 MHz and 406 MHz after impact. Know where it is in the 
club's Cessna 172B. Know how to manually activate it.

G1000 - Garmin glass cockpit avionics suite. The club's Cessna 172B does 
NOT have a G1000; it has an analog six-pack. Know the difference.

Club aircraft  -  The MAA training aircraft.  1960 Cessna 172B Skyhawk. 
Registration withheld for owner privacy. Home base: X39 ( Tampa North Aero 
Park).  Engine:  Continental  O-300-D, 145 hp.  Analog six-pack ONLY. Fuel: 
100LL, 42 gallons. Status June 2026: in paint (Tuskegee P-51 scheme). Returns 
July 2026.

POH - Pilot Operating Handbook. The manufacturer's official operating 
manual for a specific aircraft. For the club's aircraft: Cessna 172B POH (D880-
13). The legal authority for its operations.

Six-Pack - The six primary flight instruments on an analog panel: Airspeed 
Indicator, Attitude Indicator, Altimeter, Turn Coordinator, Heading Indicator, 
and Vertical Speed Indicator.

V-speeds -  Specific  airspeeds for  specific  operations.  The club's  Cessna 
172B: Vr (rotation) 60 MPH, Vy (best rate of climb) 85 MPH, Vx (best angle/best 
glide) 78 MPH, Vfe (flap extension) 100 MPH. Know all of them cold.

XFTC - Gleim's X-Plane Flight Training Course. Home simulator software 
for  MAA  Room  Two.  Price:  $199.95  MSRP.  Confirmed  by  MAJ  Blashka. 
gleimaviation.com/simulation

Airspace and Navigation
AGL - Above Ground Level. Altitude measured from the surface directly 

below. Pattern altitude at X39: 1,000 feet AGL.

ATIS - Automatic Terminal Information Service. Continuous broadcast of 
recorded airport weather and operational information. Updated hourly. Listen 
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before calling the tower.

CTAF - Common Traffic Advisory Frequency. Radio frequency for position 
announcements at non-towered airports. At X39: 123.075 MHz. Announce every 
approach, pattern entry, and departure.

Class D Airspace - Controlled airspace surrounding airports with operating 
control towers. Requires two-way radio contact and ATC clearance to enter. 
Tampa International (KTPA) is Class B. KZPH and X39 are both non-towered.

Class G Airspace - Uncontrolled airspace.  X39 is surrounded by Class G 
below 700 feet AGL. No ATC clearance required. Pilots are solely responsible for 
separation.

IFR - Instrument Flight Rules. FAA regulations under which aircraft may be 
flown in instrument meteorological conditions. Requires instrument rating, IFR-
equipped aircraft, and ATC clearance.

ILS -  Instrument Landing System. Precision approach system providing 
lateral (localizer) and vertical (glideslope) guidance. Decision altitude for most ILS 
approaches: 200 feet AGL.

MSL  -  Mean  Sea  Level.  Standard  altitude  reference  in  aviation.  Your 
altimeter reads MSL. Field elevation at X39: approximately 66 feet MSL.

NOTAM - Notice to Air Missions. Official notices of changes to procedures, 
airspace restrictions, or hazards. Check before every flight. faa.gov/NOTAMS

TFR  -  Temporary  Flight  Restriction.  Area  where  flight  is  temporarily 
restricted. A TFR violation is a federal offense. Check before every flight. Tampa 
Bay hosts TFRs regularly.

VFR - Visual Flight Rules. FAA regulations for flight using visual reference. 
Minimum Class G VFR: 1 statute mile visibility, clear of clouds. Class E: 3 miles, 
500 below/1,000 above/2,000 horizontal from clouds.

Vx vs. Vy - Vx: best angle of climb (greatest altitude gain per horizontal 
distance). Use for obstacle clearance. Vy: best rate of climb (greatest altitude gain 
per unit of time). Use for normal climb. The club's Cessna 172B: best glide speed 
(78 MPH flaps up / 65–75 MPH flaps down), Vy 78 MPH.
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Funding and Programs
AviationStart  -  The  largest  aviation  scholarship  aggregator  in  the  U.S. 

Founded by Jamail Larkins, FAA Ambassador for Aviation and Space Education. 
Free registration. AI-powered matching. $20 million+ database. aviationstart.org

GI Bill - Veterans education benefit administered by the VA. Chapter 33 
(Post-9/11)  covers  tuition,  housing allowance,  and book stipend for  eligible 
veterans and dependents. va.gov/education

SUFS  -  Step  Up  For  Students.  Florida  scholarship  program  providing 
Education Marketplace Accounts. Programs covered: FTC, FES-UA, FES-EO, 
PEP, NWSA. MAA is an approved an approved Step Up For Students (SUFS) 
provider as of January 2026 (provider status, eligible expenses, and scholarship 
amounts should be verified directly with Step Up For Students before enrolling).

VR&E – Veteran’s Readiness & Employment. VA benefit (Chapter 31) for 
veterans with service-connected disabilities. Covers education and training for 
employment. va.gov/careers-employment/vocational-rehabilitation

WIOA - Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act. Federal workforce 
development funding available through Florida CareerSource centers.  Covers 
approved occupational training programs.

Organizations
AOPA - Aircraft Owners and Pilots Association. 400,000+ member pilot 

organization.  AOPA  Foundation  scholarship  program.  AOPA  Air  Safety 
Institute. aopa.org

EAA  -  Experimental  Aircraft  Association.  Hosts  AirVenture  Oshkosh 
annually. Young Eagles program (free flights for youth ages 8-17). 50+ annual 
scholarships. eaa.org

Gleim Aviation - Aviation  ground school and test preparation publisher. 
MAJ Bruce "BOMBER" Blashka: Aviation Education Specialist. Foundation of 
MAA Room One curriculum. gleimaviation.com

iACT  -  Infinity  Aero  Club  Tampa  Bay,  Inc.  The  501(c)(3)  nonprofit 
operating Mission Aviation Academy. Founded 2020 by Ricardo "TATTOO" 
Foster at Lutz, Florida. infinityaeroclub.org

MAA - Mission Aviation Academy. The operating name (DBA) of Infinity 
Aero Club Tampa Bay, Inc. 300,000+ lives impacted. 722+ FAA credentials. 
missionaviationacademy.org
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OBAP -  Organization  of  Black  Aerospace  Professionals.  Ace  Academy 
summer program, annual scholarship cycle, airline career mentoring network. 
obap.org

TAI - Tuskegee Airmen Inc. National organization honoring the Tuskegee 
Airmen  legacy.  Gen.  Chappie  James  Jr.  Chapter:  Ricardo  Foster's  affiliated 
chapter. Annual scholarship cycle. tuskegeeairmen.org

WAI - Women in Aviation International. Largest organization for women in 
aviation globally. Annual scholarship program: $1.2 million+ disbursed annually. 
wai.org
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APPENDIX G
The FAA Certificate Roadmap
Chapters 4 through 7 walked the pilot pathway one certificate at a time.  
Here it is at a glance: the full ladder from your first day of ground school 
to the airline transport pilot certificate, with the minimum requirement 
for each rung.

CERTIFICATE / 
RATING

REQUIREMENTS & NOTES

Student Pilot Age 16 (14 for glider/balloon); FAA medical 
certificate; no written exam required.

Sport Pilot Age 17 (16 for glider or balloon); 20 flight hours 
minimum; written knowledge test plus practical 
test. No FAA medical required; a valid U.S. driver's 
license will do. Limited to light-sport aircraft, day 
VFR, one passenger. 14 CFR 61.303–61.317.

Recreational Pilot Age 17; 30 flight hours minimum; FAA medical 
certificate; written knowledge test plus checkride. 
Limited to aircraft of 180 horsepower or less with 
four seats or fewer, one passenger, and within 50 
nautical miles of the departure airport without 
further endorsement. 14 CFR 61.96–61.101.

Private Pilot — Glider Age 16; 10 flight hours in gliders and 20 total glider 
flights; written knowledge test plus checkride. No 
FAA medical required, and none is required at any 
rung of the glider ladder, through Commercial 
Glider and CFI-Glider. The earliest route into 
powered flight is a self-launching motorglider, 
which is flown under these glider-category 
minimums. 14 CFR 61.103, 61.109(f), 61.23(b).

Private Pilot (PPL) ~40 flight hours minimum; written knowledge test 
plus checkride; fly for personal use, cannot be paid.

Instrument Rating (IR) Adds the ability to fly in clouds and low visibility; 
written knowledge test plus checkride.
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CERTIFICATE / 
RATING

REQUIREMENTS & NOTES

Commercial Pilot (CPL) 250 total flight hours; written knowledge test plus 
checkride; you can now be paid to fly.

Flight Instructor (CFI) Written knowledge test plus checkride; teach and 
build flight hours while getting paid.

Airline Transport Pilot 
(ATP)

1,500 total flight hours (750 for qualifying military 
pilots, 1,000 with an approved bachelor’s degree 
program); the airline ticket.

Source: Federal Aviation Administration, 14 CFR Part 61 certification requirements. Confirm current minimums 
with the FAA or your training provider before enrolling.
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APPENDIX H
The Next Runway
Emerging Frontiers in Aviation & Aerospace Careers

Chair flying: The practice of mentally rehearsing a flight procedure on 
the ground — running through every control input, checklist call, and 
aircraft response exactly as if you were in the cockpit. Military aviators 
and airline professionals use it before every flight to build muscle 
memory and sharpen decision-making before the wheels leave the 
ground.

Everything in this book (the discipline of chair flying, the value of a 
written certificate, the mentorship lineage running back to the Tuskegee 
Airmen) is built to outlast any single technology. 

This appendix exists so the book itself does the same. The sectors below 
are moving fast enough that a specific company timeline printed today 
may be outdated by the time you read this. The career pathways, skill 
foundations, and credential ladders are not.  

Read this appendix as a map of terrain that is opening up around 
the runway you already know how to find.

A Living Appendix

Regulations and timelines in Advanced Air Mobility, commercial 
space, and autonomous systems change monthly. For current status 
on the certifications referenced here, check the issuing authority 
directly (faa.gov) or visit the MAA resource page maintained 
alongside this book. Treat every date in this appendix as a snapshot, 
not a guarantee.

210

https://faa.gov/


APPENDIX H — THE NEXT RUNWAY

I.1 — Advanced Air Mobility & eVTOL
Advanced Air Mobility (AAM) is the umbrella term for a new generation of 
aircraft, most of them electric, highly automated, and capable of vertical takeoff 
and landing. Many fall into a brand-new FAA aircraft category called “powered-
lift.”  You  will  also  see  this  industry  called  Urban  Air  Mobility  (UAM)  or, 
informally,  “air  taxis.”  Whatever  it's  called,  the  FAA  has  already  built  the 
certification framework to fly it, train it, and maintain it, which means the career 
pathway exists today, even while the aircraft themselves are still working through 
final certification.

Where the Regulatory Ground Stands
1. The FAA issued its final rule for powered-lift operations in October 

2024,  establishing pilot  and instructor  certification requirements  and 
performance-based operating rules for the category.

2. A dedicated operating rule for powered-lift aircraft was finalized in 2026, 
completing the regulatory stack alongside the 2024 pilot-certification 
rule.

3. The FAA's  eVTOL Integration Pilot  Program is  running  real-world 
demonstration flights across multiple U.S. states, putting city, state, and 
federal regulators into the same room as manufacturers before full type 
certification is complete.

4. No U.S. manufacturer held a full FAA Type Certificate as of mid-2026, 
meaning  commercial  passenger  service  is  still  ahead,  but  the  pilot, 
maintenance, and operations credentialing pathway is already open and 
worth entering now.

Career Lanes Opening in AAM

ROLE ENTRY PATH KEY 
CREDENTIAL

MAA 
CONNECTION

eVTOL Pilot Existing pilot 
certificate + 
powered-lift 
category rating

Powered-Lift 
Category Rating 
(FAA, est. 2024 
SFAR)

Natural next step 
after PPL/CPL 
track

AAM A&P foundation A&P Certificate + Direct extension 
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ROLE ENTRY PATH KEY 
CREDENTIAL

MAA 
CONNECTION

Maintenance 
Tech

+ manufacturer 
type training

OEM type course of existing A&P 
pathway

Avionics / 
Systems 
Integration

Electronics 
background + fly-
by-wire training

Avionics cert. + 
DO-254/ARP475
4A familiarity

Bridges avionics 
coursework to 
next-gen aircraft

Vertiport 
Ground 
Operations

Airport/ramp 
experience, no 
aircraft cert. 
required

Employer-issued 
ops qualification

Entry-level, no 
prior credential 
needed

BVLOS Flight 
Coordinator

Drone operations 
background, 
trained not 
certificated

Operator-issued 
qualification under 
Part 108

Direct bridge 
from Part 107 
drone track

Sources: Federal Aviation Administration, powered-lift final rule (Oct. 2024) and Part 108 rulemaking. Confirm 
current status with the FAA before enrolling in any program.

The Drone-to-AAM Bridge: Part 108
For MAA students, the most immediate on-ramp isn't the eVTOL cockpit. It's 
the new regulatory framework governing large-scale drone operations, known as 
Part 108. This rule replaces the old case-by-case waiver system for Beyond Visual 
Line of Sight (BVLOS) flight with a standardized, scalable structure, and it creates 
entirely new job titles that didn't exist a few years ago.

5. Operations Supervisor — final authority for safe and secure operation of 
a  UAS fleet;  qualified through training and experience rather than a 
standalone FAA certificate.

6. Flight Coordinator — provides tactical oversight of active flights and can 
monitor multiple autonomous drones simultaneously.

7. Payload & Data Specialist, Ground Handling Crew, and Maintenance 
Technician roles round out the required personnel structure under the 
new rule.

None of these roles require a four-year degree. All of them are a direct, credential-stackable  
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extension of the Part 107 Remote Pilot Certificate track MAA already teaches, which makes  
this the single most “ready-to-teach-tomorrow” emerging pathway in this appendix.
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I.2 — Commercial Space
The commercial space sector is no longer a NASA-and-a-handful-of-contractors 
story. Private launch providers, satellite manufacturers, and in-space servicing 
companies are hiring at a pace the traditional STEM pipeline cannot fill, which is 
precisely the kind of gap a workforce-development pathway like MAA's is built to 
close.

Why This Sector Matters for MAA's Mission
8. Nearly half of all new hires in the U.S. space economy in 2024 were under 

age 35, a younger workforce than almost any comparable sector, and 
growing younger by the year.

9. More than half of private-sector space jobs require STEM skills, roughly 
double the national average across all industries, yet only about a quarter 
of the U.S. workforce holds formal STEM training.

10. Established technician-level credentialing already exists and is actively 
used  by  industry:  SpaceTEC  delivers  industry-recognized  space 
technician  certifications,  and  university-industry  partnerships 
increasingly embed students directly in applied space projects.

11. Several launch and space companies run structured apprenticeship and 
veteran-transition  programs,  including  partnerships  with  the  DoD 
SkillBridge program, a direct fit for MAA's veteran and Tuskegee-legacy 
audience.

Career Lanes Opening in Commercial Space

ROLE ENTRY PATH KEY 
CREDENTIAL

MAA 
CONNECTION

Launch / 
Range Ops 
Tech

Mechanical/
electrical trade 
background

SpaceTEC 
technician 
certification

Extension of 
A&P/maintenanc
e track

Spacecraft Mfg. 
Tech

Composites, 
precision 
assembly, or QA 
background

AS9100-aligned 
quality training

Ties to advanced 
manufacturing 
(I.4)

Mission Ops / 
Ground Control

Aviation ops 
background 

Employer-specific 
ops qualification

Strong fit for prior 
military ops/intel
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ROLE ENTRY PATH KEY 
CREDENTIAL

MAA 
CONNECTION

helpful, not 
required

Remote 
Sensing / Data 
Analyst

STEM 
foundation, 
geospatial or data 
coursework

Employer/
industry data 
certifications

Growth path for 
drone-data-literate 
students

Veteran 
Transition 
Track

Military service, 
any specialty

DoD SkillBridge 
placement

Direct alignment 
with OWR 
partnership 
pipeline

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau Quarterly Workforce Indicators (2026); PwC Emerging Space Businesses analysis;  
SpaceTEC industry certification program.

I.3 — Autonomous Systems, AI & Robotics
This is the one category in this appendix that isn't really a “sector” at all. It's the 
connective tissue running through every other one. Every pathway above, from 
eVTOL avionics to spacecraft manufacturing, now assumes a baseline comfort 
with automation, data, and software-defined systems. This is also the category 
most resistant to going out of date, because it describes a skill set rather than a 
specific job market.

What “AI-Ready” Actually Means for an Aviation Career
12. Systems literacy — understanding how automated flight,  detect-and-

avoid, and fly-by-wire systems make decisions, even for roles that never 
touch the code directly.

13. Documentation and standards discipline — familiarity with safety-critical 
software and hardware standards (such as DO-254 and ARP4754A) is 
increasingly a baseline expectation, not a specialty.

14. Cross-disciplinary communication — modern aerospace programs are 
executed by distributed, multidisciplinary teams; the ability to translate 
between mechanical, electrical, software, and operations functions is now 
a named hiring criterion, not a soft-skill afterthought.
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15. Human-machine teaming — as BVLOS Flight Coordinators are already 
discovering,  one  operator  increasingly  supervises  many  autonomous 
systems at once rather than one aircraft at a time.

Chair flying: The practice of mentally rehearsing a flight procedure 
on the ground — running through every control input, checklist call, 
and aircraft response exactly as if you were in the cockpit. Military 
aviators and airline professionals use it before every flight to build 
muscle memory and sharpen decision-making before the wheels leave 
the ground.

This appendix's core lesson is the same one this book already teaches: master the  
fundamentals, and the platform becomes secondary. A pilot who understands 
energy management, decision-making under uncertainty, and systems thinking 
will transfer that judgment to an autonomous flight deck, a mission-control 
console, or a manufacturing floor.  

The technology changes. The discipline does not.

I.4 — Advanced Manufacturing & Quality
Every aircraft in this appendix, eVTOL, spacecraft, or next-generation UAS, still 
has to be built, inspected, and certified by someone. The manufacturing side of 
this industry is facing a workforce shortage as severe as any pilot shortage the 
public hears more about.

The Scale of the Opportunity
16. The aerospace sector is carrying a backlog of roughly 5,000 undelivered 

aircraft industry-wide, alongside 15 percent annual attrition (more than 
double the rate of any other sector), and nearly a third of the current 
workforce eligible to retire within the decade.

17. The hardest positions to fill industry-wide include manufacturing and 
process engineers with AS9100 familiarity, quality managers and AS9100 
specialists, composites and structures technicians, and certificated MRO 
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technicians.

18. Growth in commercial  space and AAM manufacturing is  competing 
directly with traditional aerospace manufacturers for the same limited 
technician pipeline, which means credentialed entry-level talent has more 
leverage than at any point in recent industry history.

Career Lanes Opening in Advanced Manufacturing

ROLE ENTRY PATH KEY 
CREDENTIAL

MAA 
CONNECTION

Composites / 
Structures Tech

Trade or technical 
school 
background

Manufacturer-
specific 
composites cert.

Complements 
A&P airframe 
coursework

Quality / 
AS9100 
Specialist

Manufacturing or 
inspection 
background

AS9100 quality 
management 
familiarity

Pairs well with 
maintenance-track 
grads

Certificated 
MRO 
Technician

A&P Certificate FAA A&P + type-
specific training

Core existing 
MAA pathway, 
expanding 
demand

Source:  Talent  Traction  aerospace  workforce  analysis  (2026);  industry  backlog  and  attrition  figures  per  
Airbus/Boeing order data.
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I.5 — Emerging-Sector Credential Quick Reference
A single-page reference for advisors and students weighing a next step. This table 
complements,  and  does  not  replace,  the  core  FAA Certificate  Roadmap  in 
Appendix G.

CREDENTIAL ISSUING BODY SECTOR NOTES

Powered-Lift 
Category 
Rating

FAA AAM / eVTOL Added to an 
existing pilot 
certificate; est. 
under the 2024 
SFAR

Part 107 
Remote Pilot 
Cert.

FAA Drone / AAM 
bridge

Existing, stable 
credential; the on-
ramp to Part 108 
roles

Part 108 
Operator Roles

Employer-
qualified under 
FAA Part 108

Drone / BVLOS Trained/qualified 
positions, not 
standalone FAA 
certificates

A&P Certificate FAA Maintenance (all 
sectors)

Foundational 
credential across 
AAM, space, and 
traditional MRO

SpaceTEC 
Technician 
Cert.

SpaceTEC / 
industry 
consortium

Commercial Space Closest space-
sector equivalent 
to an A&P 
credential ladder

AS9100 
Familiarity

Industry quality 
standard (ISO-
aligned)

Advanced 
Manufacturing

Increasingly 
expected baseline, 
not a specialty 
add-on

DO-254 / 
ARP4754A 
Familiarity

Industry safety-
critical design 
standards

Avionics / 
Systems

Relevant to 
avionics and 
software-defined 
aircraft roles
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CREDENTIAL ISSUING BODY SECTOR NOTES

DoD 
SkillBridge 
Placement

U.S. Department 
of Defense

Veteran transition 
(all sectors)

Direct pipeline fit 
for MAA/OWR 
veteran 
partnership

Closing Note
None of these sectors replace the foundation this book is built on. They extend it. A student who 
leaves MAA with a Private Pilot Certificate, an A&P foundation, or a Part 107 rating in  
hand is not choosing between the runway and the launch pad. They are standing at a point where 
both are now reachable from the same first step. That has always been the promise behind this  
book's title. The sky was never the ceiling. It was the launchpad. This appendix is simply proof  
that the launchpad keeps getting bigger.
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reimbursement.  AOPA,  EAA,  and  SSA  all  offer  CAP  cadets  free 
memberships.  Start  here:  gocivilairpatrol.com (squadron  locator  and 
cadet program); flight funding runs through the CadetInvest application.

AUXAIR (U.S. Coast Guard Auxiliary Aviation) 
The  Auxiliary’s  aviation  arm  flies  search  patterns,  maritime 

observation, and logistics support in member-owned aircraft. It does not 
teach anyone to fly; it builds on certificates a pilot already holds. But it is 
one of the few places a low-time pilot can log real mission flying alongside 
Coast Guard operations. Pilot designations run on pilot-in-command time: 
roughly 200 hours for Co-Pilot, 500 for First Pilot, and 1,000 with an 
instrument rating for Aircraft Commander. Non-pilots are the other half 
of the program: Observer and Air Crew positions require no flight time at 
all, only the coursework, exams, and the annual egress and water-survival 
qualification  every  crew  member  completes.  Start  here:  cgaux.org 
(membership  and  district  contacts);  ask  for  the  district  Aviation  staff 
officer.

Military Experience to Civilian Credential
Military service does not only pay for training. In several career fields it 
substitutes  for  it.  The  conversions  below let  a  service  member  trade 
documented experience for a civilian license or certification an employer 
recognizes on day one. Each has its own paperwork, and every one of them 
rewards the person who gathers the records before separating rather than 
after.

FAA Airframe and Powerplant  (A&P) Certificate: Under  14  CFR 
65.77, documented practical experience can substitute for graduating an 
aviation  maintenance  technician  school:  eighteen  months  for  a  single 
rating,  thirty  months for  both Airframe and Powerplant.  An Aviation 
Safety  Inspector  at  a  Flight  Standards  District  Office  evaluates  the 
evidence and, if it holds, endorses FAA Form 8610-2, which authorizes the 
written, oral, and practical tests. Advisory Circular 65-30B is the governing 
guidance. Two cautions: time spent in training, or in a specialty code used 
only for supervision or inspection, does not count toward those months; 
and a maintenance-tracking system will not prove experience to the FAA. 
Training  records  will,  alongside  a  DD  Form 214  or  a  letter  from a 
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maintenance, executive, or classification officer certifying length of service, 
time in each specialty, and the make and model of aircraft worked.

Joint  Service  Aviation  Maintenance  Technician  Certification 
Council  (JSAMTCC): For  participating  maintenance  specialties  and 
installations, JSAMTCC maps military tasks to the FAA’s and can issue a 
Certificate  of  Eligibility  carrying  an  issuance  control  number,  which 
streamlines the district office review above. Where it is available, use it; 
where it is not, the documentation route still works.

National  Registry  Paramedic  (NRP): The  paramedic  certification 
behind every flight-medic seat in this book. Army flight medics are trained 
to this  level  as  a  matter  of  policy,  the  Air  Force carries  a  paramedic 
shredout inside its aerospace medical career field, and Navy Search and 
Rescue Medical Technicians finish their pipeline holding EMT-Paramedic. 
Entry-level medical technicians in several services leave initial training with 
EMT-Basic  through the National  Registry,  the first  rung of  the same 
ladder.

Flight  Paramedic  Certified  (FP-C)  and  Critical  Care  Paramedic 
Certified  (CCP-C): Both  are  issued  by  the  International  Board  of 
Specialty  Certification and both are  commonly  required to  work as  a 
civilian flight paramedic. Each is a written examination with prerequisites; 
the FP-C has no minimum education component and no practical skills 
test,  though  air  medical  or  critical  care  transport  experience  is 
recommended before attempting it. Army critical care flight paramedic 
training is built to make a soldier eligible for that exam.

Service credentialing programs: Each service maintains a credentialing 
catalog listing,  by occupational specialty,  rating,  or Air Force specialty 
code, exactly which civilian certifications the experience maps to: Army 
COOL, Navy COOL, and Air Force COOL, all reachable through the 
Department of Defense COOL site. Costs can often be funded: the GI Bill 
covers  many  credentialing  exams,  and  the  Army  separately  runs 
Credentialing Assistance under AR 621-5. Check the catalog for your own 
specialty before paying out of pocket.
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Requirements, funding rules, and participating specialties change. Every 
item above is a starting point for a conversation with an education services 
officer, a district office, or the certifying body itself, not a substitute for 
one. 

Scan the code for current links and contacts.
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APPENDIX J
The Tuskegee Airmen: A Condensed 
History
By Daniel Haulman, PhD — Air Force Historical Research Agency, 27 
April 2016. A work of the United States Government, in the public domain.

The Wright Brothers invented the airplane in 1903. By the end of 
1909, the Army had its first airplanes and its first pilots. For more than 
thirty years afterwards, however, there were no African American pilots in 
the  American  military.  Racism  was  the  primary  reason.  The  War 
Department did not allow African Americans to serve as military pilots for 
decades. This is the story of the first black military pilots in American 
history: the Tuskegee Airmen. The Tuskegee Airmen were not only the 
pilots, but also the ground personnel who served in their units or at their 
bases. They outnumbered the pilots more than ten to one.

One of the first group of Tuskegee Airmen, 1942-43. NARA. Public Domain.
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President Franklin D. Roosevelt fulfilled a 1940 campaign promise to 
allow African Americans to serve as military pilots in the armed forces of 
the United States. The Tuskegee Airmen story begins in March 1941, when 
the War Department activated the 99th Pursuit Squadron, later the 99th 
Fighter Squadron, at Chanute Field, Illinois. The unit had no pilots until a 
year later, after it moved to Tuskegee, where the pilots were trained.

Primary flight training, with mostly biplanes on grass runways, took 
place at Moton Field, a Tuskegee Institute facility under contract with the 
War Department. The flight instructors there were African Americans, 
many of whom had taught civilian pilot training at Tuskegee before 1941. 
Cadets who graduated from the primary training went on to basic and 
advanced flight training, which took place at a much larger Air Corps base 
called Tuskegee Army Air Field, a few miles northwest of Moton Field. 
The great majority of the flight instructors there were white. Colonel Noel 
F. Parrish commanded Tuskegee Army Air Field during most of World 
War II and immediately after the war.

Less than half the African American cadets who entered flying training 
at Tuskegee graduated from the advanced phase, and received their wings. 
At the same time, they became officers in the Army Air Forces. Almost 
1,000 African American pilots completed the flight training, some to be 
future fighter pilots, some to be future bomber pilots, some to be liaison 
pilots, and some to be flight instructors. The Navy and Marine Corps had 
no black pilots during World War II.

Most of the Tuskegee Airmen pilots served in two groups, the 332nd 
Fighter Group and the 477th Bombardment Group. Each of those groups 
eventually had four squadrons assigned.

The 99th Fighter Squadron was the first to deploy to combat overseas, 
in 1943, and at first, it was attached to various white fighter groups, in 
North Africa, in Sicily, and in Italy. They flew P-40s like those the Flying 
Tigers flew in eastern Asia. In early 1944, the 332nd Fighter Group also 
deployed to Italy, with its 100th, 301st, and 302d Fighter Squadrons. At 
first, they flew P-39s. Like the 99th Fighter Squadron, they flew mostly 
tactical air support missions to protect ground forces, or help them take 
out enemy targets.

All of the American fighter groups of World War II had three fighter 
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squadrons, except one. In the summer of 1944, the 99th Fighter Squadron 
was reassigned to the 332nd Fighter Group, making it the only fighter 
group in World War II with four squadrons. After June 1944, it had more 
squadrons, pilots and planes than the other fighter groups. Around the 
same time, the 332nd Fighter Group was reassigned from the Twelfth to 
the Fifteenth Air Force, which flew heavy four-engine bombers such as B-
17 Flying Fortresses and B-24 Liberators.

For the escort missions, the Tuskegee Airmen flew P-47s and then P-
51 Mustangs, with red tails, to distinguish them from the colors of the 
other six fighter escort groups of the Fifteenth Air Force. The Tuskegee 
Airmen are remembered most for their missions to escort bombers into 
central  Europe,  over  Germany,  Austria,  Hungary,  Czechoslovakia, 
Rumania, and other Nazi-occupied countries.

Sometimes the Tuskegee Airmen fighters were outnumbered not only 
by the number of bombers they had to protect, but also by the number of 
enemy fighters that emerged to attempt to shoot them down. Twenty-
seven of  the  Tuskegee Airmen-escorted bombers  were  shot  down by 
enemy aircraft, but that was better than the other fighter escort groups in 
the  Fifteenth  Air  Force,  which  lost  an  average  of  46  bombers.  The 
Tuskegee Airmen lost significantly fewer bombers than the average of the 
other groups. They lost bombers on only seven of the 179 bomber escort 
missions they flew for the Fifteenth Air Force. They proved beyond a 
shadow of a doubt that they could fly the most advanced combat fighters 
as skillfully and effectively as the white pilots.

The most memorable mission the Tuskegee Airmen flew was to Berlin 
on March 24, 1945, the longest mission ever flown by the Fifteenth Air 
Force. Three Tuskegee Airmen, 1st Lt. Roscoe C. Brown, 2nd Lt. Charles V. 
Brantley, and 1st Lt. Earl R. Lane, each shot down a German Me-262 jet 
that day. Another fighter escort group flying on the same mission also shot 
down five of the jets. It was not the first time American pilots shot down 
German jets, but it was the first time that the Tuskegee Airmen did so. 

The 332nd Fighter Group did not only fly bomber escort missions. 
They flew strafing missions as well, sometimes destroying enemy targets 
on the ground or on the sea. On one mission eight of their P-47s struck a 
German ship, and while it did not sink, it was effectively taken out of the 
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war.

By the end of the war in Europe, Tuskegee Airmen pilots had shot 
down 112 enemy airplanes. None of the  Tuskegee Airmen was an ace, 
since none of  them shot  down at  least  five enemy aircraft,  but  three 
Tuskegee  Airmen  each  shot  down  four  enemy  airplanes,  and  four 
Tuskegee Airmen each shot down three in one day. The 332nd Fighter 
Group and its squadrons also destroyed many other enemy aircraft on the 
ground and damaged many others in the air. Ninety-five Tuskegee Airmen 
earned Distinguished Flying Crosses.

The  bomber  pilots  who trained  at  Tuskegee  served  in  the  477th 
Bombardment Group and its four squadrons, the 616th, 617th, 618th, and 
619th. Since the group was activated late in the war, and it took longer to 
train bomber crews than fighter pilots, the 477th never deployed overseas, 
although it was training to go to the Pacific. It flew twin engine B-25s, the 
same kind of airplane the Doolittle Raiders had flown in the first attack on 
Japan. The B-25 had a five-man crew. Among the 477th Bombardment 
Group crew members were pilots, copilots, navigators, bombardiers, and 
gunners.

Although  the  477th  Bombardment  Group  did  not  enter  combat 
overseas, it should be remembered for a famous episode: the Freeman 
Field Mutiny. More than 100 black officers at Freeman Field, Indiana, 
refused to go along with a segregated officers’ clubs policy of its white 
commander, and were arrested and reprimanded. All the arrested African 
American officers were eventually exonerated, and the white commander 
was  replaced with  the  most  famous  Tuskegee  Airmen of  all:  Colonel 
Benjamin O. Davis,  Jr.,  who had earlier commanded the 99th Fighter 
Squadron and the 332nd Fighter Group. He had attended West Point, and 
his father, Benjamin O. Davis, Sr., was the first black general in the U.S. 
Army. Benjamin O. Davis, Jr. eventually became the first black general in 
the Air Force. The first four-star black general in the Air Force, or in any of 
the armed forces of the United States, was also a Tuskegee Airman. He was 
Daniel  “Chappie”  James,  who  had  been  a  member  of  the  477th 
Bombardment Group.

Although much of the Tuskegee Airmen story is about the pilots, most 
of the Tuskegee Airmen were not pilots, but served on the ground, as crew 
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APPENDIX K
The Aviation & Aerospace Career Pathway 
Guide

This  book  is  a  flight-training  blueprint.  The  Career  Pathway  Guide  is  its  
companion. 

Mission Aviation Academy's Aviation & Aerospace Complete Career 
Pathway Guide covers every lane in aviation and aerospace, cockpit or not 
(flight operations, aviation maintenance, UAS and drone operations, air 
traffic and safety, aerospace and defense, management and education), 
with what each credential costs, how long it takes, and what it pays, using 
BLS-verified wages and current FAA and industry workforce figures.

It is revised every edition (the current one is Fall 2026), which is why it 
lives outside the printed book. Salary tables, program lists and contact 
points change faster than a print run. Scan the code below for the current 
edition as a free download, or go to missionaviationacademy.org.

If the pathway you want is not in this book (the military career track, a 
maintenance  or  avionics  credential,  air  traffic  control,  aerospace 
engineering),  start  in  the  guide,  then  come  back  to  Chapter  10  and 
Appendix I for the funding stack.

Scan to access the Career Pathway Guide — 
missionaviationacademy.org/yab
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ABOUT THE AUTHORS

LCDR Ricardo “TATTOO” Foster, USN (Ret.)

Lieutenant Commander Ricardo “Tattoo” Foster, USN (Ret.), carries 
a living connection to the Tuskegee Airmen legacy, a lineage he shares with 
Reverend  Reginald  Davis  and  one  that  shaped  both  his  aviation 
philosophy and the mission behind this book. His relationship with Lt. 
Col. George Hardy, Brigadier General Charles McGee, and Flight Officer 
Daniel Keel was not symbolic; it was personal mentorship that redirected 
the trajectory of his life and the lives of the students he now serves.

Foster grew up in Jamaica, West Indies, and later moved to Brooklyn, 
New York with little more than faith and determination. Aviation was 
nowhere  in  his  world,  not  in  his  neighborhood,  his  school,  or  his 
imagination, until his mother, an educator, opened a door during a trip to 
the United States. One airplane ride gave him his first glimpse of what was 
possible. That glimpse became a beginning.

He entered aviation through August Martin High School in Queens, 
New  York,  an  aviation-focused  school  named  for  the  first  Black 
commercial airline pilot in U.S. history. From there, he enlisted in the 
United  States  Navy  in  1990  as  an  E-1  Aviation  Boatswain's  Mate 
Apprentice.  Over the next  28 years,  he earned his  way to Lieutenant 
Commander, serving as a Naval Intelligence Officer and completing a B.S. 
in Aviation Science (Magna Cum Laude) and an M.A. in National Security 
and Strategic Studies (Cum Laude) from the Naval War College.

His  military  career  spanned  aviation  operations,  intelligence,  joint 
service assignments, and fleet deployments across multiple commands, 
including  Strike  Fighter  Squadron  105  (VFA-105),  Naval  Auxiliary 
Landing Field Fentress, the Joint Operational Analysis Center, U.S. Central 
Command, Destroyer Squadron 40 under U.S. 4th Fleet, U.S. Fleet Forces 
Command,  and  U.S.  Special  Operations  Command  (SOCOM).  His 
shipboard service included tours aboard USS Nassau, USS Enterprise, USS 
Theodore  Roosevelt,  USS  Harry  S.  Truman,  USNS  Comfort,  USNS 
Spearhead, and USS Ronald Reagan, where he was a plank owner. After 
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retiring from the Navy, he completed eight additional years in civilian and 
commercial aviation.

Foster's aviation philosophy is grounded in three pillars: the discipline 
and excellence of the Tuskegee Airmen, the Ubuntu principle — “I am 
because we are” — and the faith that first sent him door-knocking on the 
mission field in Tampa.

It was on that mission field that Foster asked God a direct question: 
Could ministry, business, and aviation exist under one roof? The desire 
that answered that question became the origin of a vision to teach young 
people aviation they could carry onto the mission field themselves,  as 
pilots, mechanics, and servant-leaders.

That vision took shape over five years: first as a home with a landing 
strip, then as a flying club, and finally as Infinity Aero Club Tampa Bay, 
Inc.  (iACT),  now known as Mission Aviation Academy (MAA).  Since 
2020,  MAA has grown into a nonprofit  expanding access to aviation, 
STEM,  and  entrepreneurship  for  underserved  youth  and  veterans, 
reaching more than 300,000 lives across the U.S. and Caribbean.

Today,  Foster  leads  Flight  Plan 2030,  an  initiative  to  impact  one 
million youth globally by 2030, built on the belief that no student should be 
kept out of aviation by cost, geography, or circumstance.

“It’s ALL About the Kids.”
— LCDR Ricardo “TATTOO” Foster, USN (Ret.)

(833) FLY-STEM 
missionaviationacademy.org 

231

https://missionaviationacademy.org/




ABOUT THE AUTHORS & CONTRIBUTORS

Reginald A. “Reggie” Davis, CDR USN (Ret.) | 

Captain, American Airlines retired

Retired  American  Airlines  Captain  (Boeing  777).  Retired  U.S.  Navy 
Commander, 21-year career as Aeronautical Engineering Duty Officer. 
10,000+ flight hours. Member, TAI Speakers Bureau — General Daniel 
“Chappie” James Chapter, Tuskegee Airmen, Inc. 

B.S. Mechanical Engineering, Tuskegee University. 

M.A. Business Management, Central Michigan University.

Strategic Advisor, Mission Aviation Academy / HTN
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About the Contributors — Walter Matthews

Walter Matthews has logged more than 40 years teaching people to fly. 
As Mission Aviation Academy’s Flight Director and Program Director, he 
oversees every flight program the academy runs, the same role from which 
he reviewed and signed off on the emergency procedures in Appendix A, 
including the impossible-turn training minimum this book teaches. His 
name is on that training authorization because the words in Appendix A 
are not theory. They are what he has taught, and lived, in a Cessna 172 
cockpit for four decades.

“It's been a pleasure working with Ricardo and Mission 
Aviation Academy (formerly the Infinity Aero Club Tampa). 

I'm a firm believer in MAA's use of simulators to help 
cadets prepare to learn in an aircraft. Why? Because it simply 
works. If you need proof that preparing like that works, 
look at the military and airlines. Their pilots don't even sit in 
a live aircraft until they finish ground school and simulator 
events. 

I also love how this book is providing a blueprint to help 
people get started. The Blueprint's Appendix A provides 
valuable tools to help students prepare for their solo and 
checkride. I wish this Blueprint would have been available 
when I first entered the world of aviation almost thirty years 
ago. It is hard to put into words how the world of aviation 
has shaped my life. The lessons of resilience, 
resourcefulness, and unique perspective have made me a 
well-rounded person. 

I'm confident that this Blueprint will help me and all MAA 
instructors help students stay on track to achieve their flight 
dreams.”

— Walter Matthews, U.S. Navy (Ret.), 
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Certified Flight Instructor
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About the Contributors — Earl “EJ” Johnson

Earl “EJ” Johnson currently serves as an Engineer at Honeywell and is 
actively involved with  Infinity Aero Club Tampa Bay as a drone pilot, 
drone instructor, volunteer, and lifelong student.

Before joining Infinity Aero Club, EJ had been passionate about aviation 
since  childhood.  In  middle  school,  he  learned  the  basic  principles  of 
aerodynamics and the fundamentals of flight, which inspired him to join 
the Civil Air Patrol during high school.

After graduating, he enlisted in the United States Marine Corps, where 
he continued his aviation journey as an aircrew member aboard the UH-1N 
Huey helicopter. His military experience strengthened both his leadership 
skills and his commitment to serving others.

Joining Infinity Aero Club allowed EJ to align his passion for aviation 
with a greater purpose: helping those who may not otherwise have access 
to these opportunities. One of the most rewarding experiences has been 
traveling to different communities and introducing young people to the 
many career pathways within the aviation and aerospace industries. There 
is nothing quite like seeing the excitement in a child's eyes after building 
and launching their very first model rocket, moments that remind him why 
this mission matters and why investing in the next generation matters.

“With perseverance, we can reach the stars. Never give up. See it 
through.”

— Earl “EJ” Johnson, Engineer, Honeywell — Drone Pilot • 

Drone Instructor • Volunteer, Infinity Aero Club Tampa Bay
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About the Contributors — Erik Meredith

Erik  Meredith, MBA, is the Chief Flight Instructor and Owner of 
Central  Florida  Flight  Training  in  Zephyrhills,  Florida,  where  he  has 
provided flight instruction from Private through Professional Pilot since 
2021.

His career spans both instruction and operations. Meredith served as 
an  Adjunct  Professor  of  Aeronautical  Science  at  Embry-Riddle 
Aeronautical University, and as Chief Flight Instructor at International 
Aero Academy in Lakeland. Earlier in his career, he was Chief Pilot and 
Safety  Program  Coordinator  for  a  Part  135  on-demand  and  skydive 
operation,  where  he trained pilot  applicants  on FAA operations,  flew 
company Cessna 182s, Cessna 206s, and DHC-6 Twin Otters for day and 
night skydive and DoD contract operations, and served as final authority 
on all matters of flight safety. He also holds Part 135 on-demand captain 
experience with Central Air Southwest.

Meredith holds an MBA from Saint Leo University and has spent his 
career at the intersection of flight training, aviation safety management, 
and operational leadership, the same combination this book asks every 
reader to build toward.
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About the Contributors — Rand Vollmer

Colonel (Ret.) J. Rand Vollmer, USMA Class of 1974, served 30 years 
in  the  U.S.  Army,  Active  and Reserve,  as  an  Infantry,  Airborne,  and 
Ranger-qualified officer. His career took him from a Rifle Platoon Leader 
in the Panama Canal Zone through Battalion and Brigade-level commands, 
including  mobilizations  supporting  the  First  Gulf  War,  Peace 
Enforcement Operations in Bosnia, and Operation Iraqi Freedom, where 
he served as Chief of Operations at the Republican Palace in Baghdad's 
Green Zone. He retired in 2004 having earned the Legion of Merit, two 
Bronze Star Medals, two Meritorious Service Medals, and the Expert and 
Combat Infantry Badges.

Vollmer holds a B.S. from USMA at West Point and a Master of 
Science in International Relations from Troy State (Europe Campus). He is 
now an Aircraft Dealer, Certified Flight Instructor-Glider, Private Pilot, 
and  FAA  Light  Sport  Repairman  (LSRM)  for  airplanes,  gliders,  and 
weight-shift  aircraft,  flying  out  of  Zephyrhills  Airport,  where  he  runs 
MAA's motor glider program. Vollmer has trained more than 100 glider 
pilots, including three first-time solo students on their fourteenth birthday 
and more than a dozen CFI-Glider pilots. Among them, he flew the final 
flight that sent John Humphreys solo at fourteen, the flight that opens this 
book's founding story. He is most encouraged by the role gliders can play 
in reducing the time and cost of entry into an aviation career. Vollmer 
currently  serves  as  the  Soaring  Subject  Matter  Expert  on  a  Defense 
Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) drone program.
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About the Contributors — John R. Bayer

John R. Bayer has had a widely varied background, with 37 years of 
Navy  service,  24  of  those  enlisted,  including  ten  years  as  a  Naval 
Aircrewman, and thirteen years as a Navy Intelligence Officer. He has also 
served  his  community  as  the  vocational  instructor  in  multiple  youth 
aviation  programs  much  like  Mission  Aviation  Academy,  where  he 
facilitated the building of seven aircraft and taught a breadth of aviation 
subjects. 

His  background  also  includes  self-publishing,  and  work  as  a 
professional historian and screenwriter. He's looking forward to using the 
Three-Room Method, the same Tuskegee-rooted system taught throughout 
this book, for himself, to finally earn his pilot's certificate after a lifetime of 
aviation enthusiasm.
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Your Next Step Starts Now

You have read the map. Every chapter in this book pointed to the 
same destination: a career in the sky, built by someone who was told it was 
not for them, using a system designed specifically to prove that wrong. The 
question is not whether the path is real. The question is what you do next.

One of five. Pick the one that fits where you are today.

FIRST VISIT: Free Guest Saturday at Mission Aviation Academy 
(MAA), 10AM-2PM, every Saturday. First visit is free. Simulator, drones, 
and Ricardo. Every MAA program begins here. RSVP: Call (833) FLY-
STEM or visit missionaviationacademy.org for enrollment details.

SCHOLARSHIPS: Register at  aviationstart.org right now. Free. AI-
powered. $20 million in the database. Jamail Larkins built it for you. Use it.

SUFS  (Florida  families):   Call  (833)  FLY-STEM  or  visit 
missionaviationacademy.org. If your family qualifies for FES, FTC, or PEP 
funding, MAA programs may be fully covered. Ask first.

JROTC / SCHOOLS:   Curriculum licensing begins at $2,500 per year. 
Contact  Ricardo  at  admissions@missionaviationacademy.org.  Ground 
school  content,  simulator  protocol,  FAA  credential  tracking,  and 
instructor training included.

VETERANS: GI Bill Chapter 33, VR&E Chapter 31, and WIOA all 
apply to MAA programs depending on eligibility. Text Ricardo at 757-353-
8610.
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NEXT STEPS

Contact Mission Aviation Academy

Phone / Text: (833) FLY-STEM  |  757-353-8610

Email: admissions@missionaviationacademy.org

Websites: missionaviationacademy.org 

infinityaeroclub.org

Scholarships: aviationstart.org 

jamail@aviationstart.org 

706-284-2076

Address:

Mission Aviation Academy

4639 Birdsong Blvd, Lutz, FL 33559

"It's ALL About the Kids." - Flight Plan 2030
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Ricky the Explorer and the Tuskegee Airmen
Before the Blueprint, there was the boy. This is where the Ricky the Explorer series  

begins: a picture book for younger readers, carrying the Tuskegee legacy and Red Tail  
Roost spirit into a story a five-year-old can hold onto.

By Ricardo Foster, LCDR USN (Ret.). Available through Mission 
Aviation Academy.

Ricky the Explorer Takes a Magic Flight
Ricky is grieving the loss of his great-grandfather, William, the man he 

called William the Great,  when a neighbor's  restored P-51 becomes a 
doorway back to 1927. There, Ricky meets a boy named Billy, working in a 
hangar to help build the Spirit of St. Louis. By the time the plane's engine 
catches, Ricky understands who Billy really is, and carries home the same 
words his great-grandfather always told him: when a person puts their 
mind to it, pretty much anything can happen.

By Ricardo Foster. Coming soon through Mission Aviation 
Academy.

Scan to learn more about Ricky the Explorer — 
missionaviationacademy.org/ricky

The 1% Mindset: Lessons from the Tuskegee Airmen 
(BK-1) — Coming Soon

This book taught you how to fly the aircraft. The companion volume, The 
1% Mindset: Lessons from the Tuskegee Airmen (coming soon), teaches you how 
to fly your life. Six traits. Six chapters. The same framework that produced the 
Red Tails, applied to career, purpose, and the work of becoming the person the 
mission requires.

Available through Mission Aviation Academy. For bulk orders for JROTC 
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programs, schools, and corporate partners: 
admissions@missionaviationacademy.org

MAA Curriculum Licensing — 
For Schools, Co-ops, and JROTC Programs

Contact Mission Aviation Academy for Curriculum Licensing information. 
Every tier includes alignment to FAA standards, SUFS-eligible documentation, 

and access to the AviationStart scholarship pipeline. 

Contact: admissions@missionaviationacademy.org  | 
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Sponsorship, Partnerships & Bulk Orders — Nationwide 
and Global

This  book,  its  companion volumes,  and MAA's licensed curriculum are 
available for sponsorship, strategic partnership, and bulk purchase, anywhere in 
the United States or internationally. Whether the interest is funding scholarships, 
sponsoring a Hidden Treasures Tour stop, outfitting a  JROTC unit or school 
district with copies, or exploring a corporate partnership aligned with Flight Plan 
2030, one point of contact starts the conversation.

Contact: admissions@missionaviationacademy.org  |  (833) FLY-STEM

Published by Mission Aviation Academy
a d/b/a of Infinity Aero Club Tampa Bay, Inc. (iACT) · 501(c)(3)

4639 Birdsong Blvd, Lutz, FL 33559

(833) FLY-STEM  · 813-445-8889 · 

admissions@missionaviationacademy.org 

https://infinityaeroclub.org/mission-aviation-academy

“I Am Because We Are.” — Ubuntu
“It’s ALL About the Kids.” — Flight Plan 2030
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One million lives is one percent of one hundred million people who will  
never otherwise hear that this sky was built for them too.  

We are not the destination. We are the beacon — the siren sounding the  
good news, pointing back to the elders who lit this path first, and forward  

to the legacy still being built long after this book is closed.  

Not caring who gets the credit. That was never the point.
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