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NOT FOR NAVIGATION 

Activity - Sectional Charts: Pilots navigate using sectional charts. Below is a sample sectional chart to 
be used as an example. Public airports are marked with red arrows. Private airports are marked with black 
arrows. (Note that the arrows are NOT part of the sectional chart but have been added so you can identify the 
airports easily. Can you find more airports? If so, mark the public airports with a red arrow and the private 
airports with a black arrow. HINT: Read about airports on the next page. 
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Airports:  What comes to mind when you think of an airport? Is it that huge terminal     
building where all of the big jet airliners come to exchange passengers? While that is one 
kind of  airport, there are many others. Look back at the segment of the sectional chart. There 
are nine blue and magenta circles representing public use airports where general  aviation  
airplanes and some commercial jet liners can land. There are also seaplane bases and 18 small 
private airpor ts, and that is just in one very small section of the United States. While 
most of us know about the big airports, it is the small airports where you will first learn to fly. 
We want to learn about these smaller airports. 

Small airports are vital to many communities, especially the rural communities and other hard 
to reach places like the mountains or islands where there is   insufficient space for a big jet   
airliner to land. As a pilot, you can land at any public use airport and be very close to the 
place and people that you really want to visit.  

Activity - My Closest Airport: Get a local sectional chart or aviation planning chart and lo-
cate your community on the chart.  Answer the following questions: 

 

1.What is the closest GENERAL AVIATION AIRPORT to my community?   
_______________ Approximately how far is it from my house? _________ miles. 

2. What is the closest COMMERCIAL airport to my community? ___________ 

________________________. How far is it from my house? __________miles 

Airport Features: All airpor ts have one thing in common: a runway. If an  airplane is  
going to land at an airport, a runway will be there for it to land on. But not all runways are the 
same. Runways can be long or very short; they can have a hard surface like concrete or       
asphalt, or a surface of dirt, grass, gravel, snow, or water.  

 

Some, but not all, airports have a control tower. The tower is the location for the air traffic 
controller (ATC) who can look out and see the airplanes on the ground and sometimes see 
them in the air as they are coming in for a landing. When there is a control tower, the pilots 
must communicate with ATC to get permission to taxi, take off and land. Communication is 
usually done by the radio but it can also be by light gun signals if the pilot has no radio. 
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Airport Features Continued:  Another thing that you find at an airport is a wind sock: a pole 
with a fabric sleeve that shows the direction the wind is blowing. At public airports there is a 
rotating beacon that comes on at night. The beacon flashes alternating green and white 
lights to indicate a public use airport. Beacons at military airports flash white, white, green. A 
white and yellow alternating light marks a lighted water airport. 

 

Today, it is common to have an automatic weather reporting station at the airport. You will see 
these marked on the charts as AWOS (Automated Weather Observation System) or ASOS 
(Automated surface Observation System). Other common features are: a terminal building that 
can be a large multi-level building or as small as a single room; a parking ramp or apron; 
hangars where the  airplanes park; businesses such as airplane mechanic, and a self   
fueling station where the pilots can pump fuel for their  planes. Finally, airpor ts most    
often have taxiways. There may be only one taxiway or multiple taxiways to serve multiple 
runways.   

 

Take a look below and you will see two very different airport diagrams: one for a large airport 
and one for a small, general aviation airport. 

York Airport Boston Logan InternaƟonal Airport 
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Airport Signs:  Imagine flying your  airplane or  a commercial jet liner  to a new and different airpor t 
every day. It’s just like arriving in an unfamiliar city by car. You are arriving at an unfamiliar airport and you 
will want to rely on the airport signs to direct you to a runway, taxiway and the parking area. Because people 
from all over the world use airports, a common code is used in airport signs. Thus people from different parts 
of the country and different parts of the world will readily  recognize the signs.  The Federal Aviation             
Administration (FAA),  the federal agency in charge of regulating airplanes, pilots and airpor ts, has  
developed a chart to help pilots acquaint themselves with the airport signs and their meanings. Think back to 
learning to read a key or legend. This is very similar. 

Signs can be either free standing or painted on the pavement. Note the colors of the signs on the chart.       
Generally, red background with white letters are  mandatory instruction signs. Black background with   yellow 
letters are location signs, which means “you are here”. Runways are marked with numbers that   correspond to 
the compass direction of that runway; taxiways are marked with   letters. Yellow background with black letters 
are information/direction signs. Black background with a white number shows the distance remaining on the  
runway, telling pilots how much runway is left before the end. 

Activity - Airport Signs: On the following page is the FAA char t about airpor t signs and 
their meanings. Use the chart to assist you in matching each sign below with its meaning. 
Place the letter of the sign in the box provided next to the meaning of the sign. 

 

1. Mandatory instruction sign   _____   A 

 

2. Runway location sign ____ 

        B 

3.  Informational sign ____ 

 

4.  Holding position sign _____    C 

 

5.  Taxiway location sign ____     

        D 

6.  Directional sign to a taxiway ____ 

         

        E 

 

 

        F 
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Runways:  All runways have a name and that name is typically a number. The number,        
expressed in two digits, corresponds to the magnetic compass direction that the runway is    
facing. For example: if a runway is facing SE at 120°, the name of the runway would be 12. 
When a runway faces N, or  360° then runway name is 36. Note these examples on the         
diagram below. 

 36 

 18 

Runway orientation is very important to pilots. Always remember that the runway name will 
correspond to the heading on your compass in the direction that the nose of the airplane is 
pointed. Also remember that a compass has 360°, so a  reciprocal heading (heading in the    
opposite direction) will be + or - 180°.  

 

Refer back to the airport diagrams of Boston Logan and York. Can you see the names of the 
runways on the diagram? Note the actual magnetic heading of the runways and note that they 
are rounded to the nearest 10° to make naming easier. 
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Activity - Runways:  Name all of the runways below by putting the number at each end of the 
runway. Remember that each runway has 2 ends and if you add or subtract 18, you will have 
the name of the runway at the other end! 
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Flying a Traffic Pattern:  Unlike when you are dr iving a car, there are no roads to guide 
an airplane to the airport. An airplane can  approach the airport from any direction and any    
altitude. If you can picture many airplanes converging on the same runway at the same time in 
a disorderly manner, you can see where there could be the possibility for an accident. It is for 
this    reason that the FAA has developed a standard traffic pattern when approaching an airport 
to land. Look at the diagram below to see the components of a traffic    pattern. 

1. Downwind leg. A flight path parallel to the landing runway in the opposite direction of 
landing.  

2. Base leg. A flight path perpendicular to the landing runway off its approach end and ex-
tending from the downwind leg to the intersection of the extended   runway centerline.  

3. Final approach. A flight path in the direction of landing along the extended runway cen-
terline from the base leg to the runway.  

4. Upwind leg. A flight path parallel to the landing runway in the direction of landing.  

5. Crosswind leg. A flight path perpendicular to the landing runway off its takeoff end.  

6. Departure leg. The flight path which begins after takeoff and continues straight ahead 
along the extended runway centerline. The departure climb  continues until reaching a point at 
least 1/2 mile beyond the departure end of the runway and within 300 feet of the traffic pattern 
altitude.   

Activity - Flying a Traffic Pattern: With a group of 5-6 study partners, pretend to be        
airplanes approaching an airport to land. Have one of the study partners act as ATC, calling out 
your tail number and giving directions on where to enter the pattern to land. Pilots: don’t      
forget: you have to talk to ATC. 

Diagram from FAR/AIM 
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1. The roadway for airplanes leading to a runway   ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ 

 

2. Person who directs airplanes at an airport   ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ 

 

3. Night light at airport that helps pilots recognize airport location  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ 

 

4. A flight path starting after take off and taking the airplane away from the airport 

 

                                                                          ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___     

 

5. Surface on which an airplane lands   ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ 

 

6. A flight path at a right angle to the landing runway off  the departure end 

                                                                                                      ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___     

7. A building where airplanes can park inside  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ 

8. The flight path in the direction of the landing  runway   

                                            ___  ___  ___  ___  ___       ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___        

 

9. Building at an airport where passengers wait to board an airplane 

                                         ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___       

10. Outside area where airplanes park     ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ 

 

11. A flight path at a right angle to the landing runway  ___  ___  ___  ___         ___  ___  ___       

 

12. Leg in the pattern opposite to the direction of  landing  

                                                                                        ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___       

Activity - Airport Double Puzzle: Please write the word for each definition. Then, write the letters from the 
circled spaces in the lines below.  Finally, unscramble the circled    letters to form a phrase. 

WORD BANK: 
 

APRON     BASE LEG  BEACON  CONTROLLER    CROSSWIND    DEPARTURE   
DOWNWIND   FINAL APPROACH    HANGAR    PATTERN       RUNWAY    TAXIWAY    
TERMINAL 

Circled letters: 

__   __   __   __   __   __   __   __   __   __   __   __ 

Arrange the letters above to form a two-word phrase.  

Hint: This is something you are likely to see at a big airpor t. 
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