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Introduction	

On	a	cold	December	morning	at	the	Orlando-Sanford	International	Airport,	I	arrive	at	the	
airport	with	a	flight	plan	I	completed	earlier.	Along	with	the	keys	and	logbook	for	the	plane,	I	tuck	
everything	under	my	arm	and	head	out	onto	the	tarmac	with	my	hands	deep	inside	my	pockets	to	
stay	warm.	I	pull	out	the	pre-flight	checklist	and	start	my	inspection	of	the	plane,	by	adjusting	the	
flaps,	manipulating	the	control	surfaces,	checking	the	oil	level,	even	the	fuel	sumps.	As	I	try	turning	
the	key	in	the	cockpit,	the	engine	starts	to	sputter	and	die	out.	I	prime	the	ignition	by	pumping	the	
lever	a	 few	 times	while	 shivering	 in	my	seat	and	waiting	 for	 the	heater	 to	kick	 in.	With	my	hand	
pumping	the	throttle	and	coursing	the	engine,	I	turn	the	key	again,	and	it	finally	starts.	The	steady	
roar	of	the	propeller	marks	the	start	of	a	great	day.	Tuning	the	radio	frequency	to	125.97,	I	 listen	
attentively	and	jot	down	the	weather	conditions	along	with	other	relevant	information,	then	switch	
to	123.97	to	request	clearance,	“Sanford	Clearance,	Skyhawk	9413H	at	Constant	requesting	VFR	to	
the	North	at	2,500	with	Echo.”	Once	I	get	the	go	ahead,	I’m	ready	to	fly.	

 
Summation of Relevant Research 

Normally,	the	important	role	that	literacy	plays	in	flight	goes	unnoticed,	but	after	extensive	
research,	 it	 becomes	 evident	 that	 literacy	 is	 ubiquitous	 in	 aviation.	 Two	 inquiries	 into	 literacy	
inscriptions	in	aviation	reveal	that	nearly	every	task	is	enhanced	with	their	incorporation,	and	how	
the	most	vital	 inscriptions	are	hand-drawn.	Evidence	of	 literacy	 in	different	activities	 that	 can	be	
tied	to	aeronautics	have	been	found	in	research	from	Roth	and	McGinn,	Halvey,	Hassan,	Hutchins,	
and	Witte.	

A	 revolutionary	 notion	 that	 expands	 our	 view	 on	 the	 reaches	 of	 literacy,	 coined	
“inscription,”	 offers	 additional	 depth	 to	 the	 definition	 of	 writing.	 	 The	 term	 replaces	
“representation,”	a	mental	designation	of	writing,	whereas	inscriptions	are	physical	pieces	that	may	
not	 necessarily	 be	 reducible	 to	 alphabetical	 text.	 In	 Wolff-Michael	 Roth	 and	 Michelle	 McGinn’s	
“Inscriptions:	 Toward	 a	 Theory	 of	 Representation	 as	 Social	 Practice,”	 they	 assign	 a	 set	 of	
characteristics	to	inscriptions,	mainly,	that	they	are	“materially	embodied	in	some	medium,	such	as	
paper	or	computer	monitors”	(37).	Inscriptions	are	crucial	to	aviation,	they	make	difficult	activities	
digestible	through	mediums,	such	as	diagrams,	graphs,	and	visual	illustrations.	

Handwritten	inscriptions	make	activities	exponentially	easier.	Madeline	Halvey,	 in	“Simple	
Forms	 of	 Dance	 and	Movement	 Literacy,”	 explores	 how	Briana,	 a	 ballet	 instructor,	makes	 use	 of	
handwritten	 inscriptions,	 “Briana	writes	 cast	 lists,	movement	words,	 positions,	 and	 ‘other	 things	
[she]	wants	to	emphasize’-all	of	which	are	supplemented	by	small	drawings’	to	visually	supplement	
her	 text”	 (30).	 These	 handwritten	 notes,	 diagrams	 and	 small	 pictures,	 are	 jotted	 down	while	 the	
class	is	in	session	such	that	is	uniquely	and	immediately	understandable	to	Briana.	The	notes	make	
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it	 possible	 for	 her	 to	 later	 verbalize	 corrections	 to	 the	 choreography.	 Comparable	 types	 of	
handmade	 inscriptions	 are	 seen	 throughout	 the	 logistics	 of	 flying,	 whether	 it’s	 jotting	 down	
weather	patterns,	specific	frequencies,	or	mental	diagrams	for	later	reference.	The	most	beneficial	
aspect	 of	 these	 inscriptions	 being	 handmade,	 and	 thus	 unique	 and	 individualized,	 is	 that	 each	 is	
solely	dedicated	to	streamlining	the	writer’s	task	at	hand.	
	 Another	uncovered	link	in	the	extensive	influence	of	inscriptions	is	greeting	cards.	Komysha	
Hassan	wrote	in	depth	about	how	greeting	cards	affected	her	life,	and	how	they	molded	her	into	the	
person	she	is	today.	In	her	article,	“More	Than	a	Marker	for	the	Passage	of	Time,”	she	asserted	that	
an	 inscription	 “is	 a	 communicative	 tool	 that	 is	 ‘dynamic	 and	 interactive,’	 providing	 a	 means	 to	
‘extend	the	functions	of	language’”	(3).	Furthermore,	Hassan	stresses	the	importance	of	personally	
generating	inscriptions	and	the	indispensable	aid	they	can	provide	to	an	activity.	Greeting	cards	are	
most	 effective	 when	 they	 are	 handwritten,	 and	 similarly,	 plans	 related	 to	 flying	 should	 be	 self-
generated.	Many	 pre-flight	 inscriptions	 for	 aeronautics	 are	 already	 self-made,	 and	most	 effective	
because	they	are	individualized.	

Stephen	 P.	 Witte	 contributes	 with	 his	 research	 in	 “Context,	 Text,	 Intertext:	 Toward	 a	
Constructivist	 Semiotic	 	 of	Writing”	by	questioning	 if	 a	 student’s	 guidebook	 to	 indigenous	plants,	
which	consisted	of	traditional	alphabetic	text,	photographs,	and	line	drawings,	should	be	studied	as	
writing	 and	 non-writing,	 rather	 than	 as	 a	 holistic	 product	 (246).	 	Witte’s	 findings	 challenge	 the	
limits	of	what	defines	and	 limits,	writing,	 and	additionally	 supports	Hassan’s	 argument	 that	 such	
instances	 of	 non-writing	 communication	 should	 be	 hand-drawn.	 Through	 personally	 making	
inscriptions,	 the	 undergraduate	 student	 streamlines	 his	 project	 with	 various	 text,	 drawings,	 and	
photographs,	all	of	which	complement	the	understanding	of	everyone	in	the	class.			

Edwin	Hutchins,	who	spent	time	aboard	a	U.S.	Navy	ship,	examined	the	role	of	inscriptions	
as	 a	 memory	 aid	 in	 distance,	 rate	 and	 time	 problems	 related	 to	 sea	 travel.	 Many	 areas	 of	
seamanship	 are	 quite	 alike	 to	 aviation,	 this	 area	 included.	 Edwin	 Hutchins	 asserts	 in	 his	 book	
Cognition	in	the	Wild	that	“the	task	performer	has	no	need	to	know	anything	about	these	relations,	
either	 implicitly	or	explicitly.	The	correct	 relationships	are	built	 into	 the	 tool;	 the	 task	performer	
simply	aligns	any	two	scales	to	constrain	the	value	of	the	third.	Even	more	important,	the	incorrect	
relations	 are	 ‘built	 out’	 —it	 is	 not	 possible	 to	 produce	 those	 relations	 with	 these	 tools”	 (151).	
Hutchins	 shows	 that	 inscriptions	 make	 performing	 complex	 tasks	 manageable	 in	 almost	 any	
activity.	

There	is	not	a	vast	amount	of	scholarship	addressing	aspects	of	literacy	in	flight,	however,	
Hutchins	is	one	of	the	few	who	have	examined	inscriptional	activities	taking	place	in	the	cockpit.	In	
Hutchins’	research	on	speed	bugs	in	modern	day	commercial	airliners,	he	touched	on	the	necessity	
of	inscriptions	in	his	article	“How	a	Cockpit	Remembers	its	Speed”	by	explaining		that	the	pilot	sets	
speed	 bugs	 to	 depict	 the	 desired	 airspeed	 and	 “impose	 additional	 meaningful	 structure	 on	 the	
image	of	the	ASI	(air	speed	indicator).	They	use	the	bugs	to	define	regions	of	the	face	of	the	ASI,	and	
they	associate	particular	meanings	with	those	regions”	(281).	These	regions	on	the	ASI	are	critical	
inscriptions	 for	 tracking	 speed	 and	 remaining	 within	 safe	 velocities.	 	 However,	 his	 research	
discusses	Navy	ships	at	sea	and	aviation	in	the	cockpit.	I	believe	that	inscriptions	are	just	as	crucial,	
if	not	more,	in	the	pre-flight	aspect	of	aviation.	

Hutchins	has	the	most	relevant	research	to	flight,	but	each	of	these	scholars	are	all	deeply	
involved	 in	 redefining	 the	 boundaries	 of	 literacy,	 expanding	 its	 presence	 to	 previously	 excluded	
activities,	such	as	ballet,	science	projects,	greeting	cards,	naval	ships,	and	aviation.	Each	scholar	has	
advocated	 the	 necessity	 of	 inscriptions	 in	 their	 activity	 and	 in	 my	 paper,	 I	 will	 analyze	 their	
importance	in	flying.		

The	purpose	of	my	study	is	to	explore	the	literacy	inside	aviation;	more	specifically,	in	note	
taking,	 flight	planning,	and	weather	preparations.	To	further	my	research	into	the	area	of	study,	 I	
will	 look	 into	 literacy	 activities	 related	 to	 flight	 and	 draw	 comparisons	 to	 answer	 the	 following	
questions:	How	important	is	literacy	to	an	activity	like	aeronautics?	How	do	inscriptions	aid	in	the	
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process	 of	 preparing	 for	 flight?	What	 benefits	 do	 handmade	 notes	 and	 inscriptions	 provide	 that	
make	them	so	helpful?	
 
Methodology 
	 For	my	research,	I	focused	on	personal	data	collected	from	my	own	flights.	Over	the	course	
of	 the	paper,	 I	will	 cover	 literacy	 throughout	my	history	 in	aviation	 including	classroom	training,	
flight	training,	and	mainly	literacy	in	aeronautical	pre-flight.	I	compared	data	that	I	gathered	from	
my	own	experience	 to	 that	 of	 other	 scholarly	 researchers	 to	 extend	 the	 conversation	 concerning	
literacy	as	well	as	the	use	of	inscriptions	in	flight.	I	compiled	various	media	containing	inscriptions,	
ranging	from	handwritten,	print,	and	digital,	all	of	which	I	personally	use	during	my	flights.	These	
include	 pre-flight	 checklists,	 flight	 plans,	 my	 personal	 notes,	 and	 weather	 charts.	 I	 chose	 these	
inscriptions	because	as	a	set,	they	provide	the	most	holistic	examples	of	literacy	in	aviation	
	 I	focused	specifically	on	inscriptions	centered	around	pre-flight	since,	in	the	cockpit,	there	is	
an	entirely	different	set	of	literary	elements	that	would	require	extensive	research	on	their	own.	By	
focusing	solely	on	pre-flight	inscriptions,	I	can	research	in	depth	their	benefits	and	necessity	to	my	
steps	required	before	taking	off.	I	keep	these	inscriptions	in	my	knee	board,	which	I	attach	to	my	leg	
to	use	in	the	cockpit.	 	Their	easy	access	allows	me	to	review	my	notes,	 in	addition	to	writing	new	
ones	while	in	flight.		
	 The	following	inscriptions	were	accumulated	over	the	course	of	4	years.	In	the	first	2	years,	
I	 learned	how	 to	use	 charts,	 diagrams,	 and	other	 aviation	 related	 inscriptions.	 Extensive	 training	
and	book	work	were	required	in	order	to	safely	operate	an	aircraft.	Over	the	last	2	years,	I	started	
flying	and	used	the	experience	to	learn	how	to	write	effective	types	of	aeronautical	inscriptions.	
 
Research into Aviation 

When	you	think	about	 flying,	 inscriptions	are	not	typically	something	that	comes	to	mind.	
However,	 this	 inscriptional	 literacy	 is	 a	 crucial	 part	 of	 flying	 an	 airplane.	 Inscriptional	 activities	
related	 to	 aeronautics	 are	 concealed,	 despite	 being	 extensively	 integrated	 into	 the	 fabric	 of	 the	
aeronautical	 study	 and	 practice,	 that	 even	 pilots,	 including	 myself,	 don’t	 recognize	 their	 sheer	
necessity.	 Inscriptional	 activities	 are	 evident	 in	 every	 aspect	 of	 aviation;	 some	 of	 the	 most	
important	reveal	themselves	before	the	aircraft	even	lifts	off	the	ground.	I	argue	that,	for	a	pilot,	a	
select	 few	necessary	 inscriptions	used	 to	 prepare	 for	 a	 flight	 can	mean	 the	difference	between	 a	
safe	 flight	and	a	 catastrophe.	The	 intricate	 inscriptions	which	aeronautics	demands	 facilitate	 safe	
piloting,	serving	as	the	very	backbone	of	each	flight.		

The	pre-flight	 checklist	 (Figure	1)	 is	 a	 simplified	guide	 for	airworthiness	 that	 streamlines	
walk	arounds	of	the	aircraft	while	on	the	tarmac.	The	checklist	ensures	airworthiness	by	validating	
each	 aspect	 of	 the	 plane	 is	 in	 working	 condition.	 It	 is	 the	 first	 artifact	 which	 made	 evident	 the	
involvement	of	inscriptions.	It	is	my	own,	invaluable	resource	with	signs	of	wear	from	its	heavy	use.	
This	checklist	is	the	type	of	inscription	that	conforms	to	the	characteristics	of	a	true	inscription.	In	
the	upper	left,	the	drawing	of	the	aircraft	has	a	series	of	connected	numbers,	which	correspond	to	
the	numbered	checklist.	They	demonstrate	the	 locations	where	I	should	be	while	performing	that	
particular	inspection.		In	“Inscriptions:	Toward	a	Theory	of	Representing	as	Social	Practice,”	Wolff-
Michael	Roth	and	Michelle	McGinn	expanded	on	 the	characteristics	of	 inscriptions	by	stating	 that	
“several	 inscriptions	 are	 easily	 combined	 and	 superimposed,	 leading	 to	 their	 heterogeneous	 and	
layered	 character”	 (38).	 This	 checklist	 concretizes	 a	 mental	 representation	 into	 a	 tangible	
inscription	that	adapts	to	its	purpose.	Included	in	the	figure	are	notes	which	remind	me	to	perform	
practices	 that	 I	 usually	 forget.	 For	 example,	 one	 part	 has	 “lights,	 camera,	 action”	 penciled	 in	
underneath	 the	 bottom	 of	 the	 “VFR	 line	 up”	 section.	 Without	 context	 or	 explanation,	 it	 may	 be	
perplexing,	 but	 it	 is	 a	 motto	 from	 my	 instructor	 reminding	 me	 to	 check	 the	 lighting	 elements	



STYLUS 10.1 | SPRING 2019 
	

	 28	

(lights),	the	transponder	(camera),	and	the	throttle,	fuel	mixture,	flaps,	trim,	and	fuel	valve	(action).	
Personal	 notes	 like	 this	 are	 something	 that	 goes	 over	 the	 head	 of	 others,	 but	 carry	 immense	
significance	for	the	individual.		

I	also	have	a	checklist	for	situations	such	as	engine	failure.	My	instructor	drilled	the	lesson	
into	me	to	memorize	the	inscriptions	well	enough	that	I	could	recite	them	step	by	step	in	a	matter	
of	seconds.	 In	urgent	 times	 like	an	engine	 failure	or	 imminent	collision,	being	a	good	pilot	means	
using	the	muscle	memory	of	memorized	actions	guided	by	inscriptions;	so	much	so	that	it	feels	like	
instinct.	 Through	 practicing	 engine	 failure	 countless	 times,	 it	 has	 become	 second	 nature	 to	
immediately	start	the	steps	that	I	have	so	deeply	memorized	throughout	my	practice.	

Weather	 data,	 collecting	 it	 and	 interpreting	 it	 is	 vital	 in	 preparation	 for	 flying.	Maps	 and	
drawings	of	changing	weather,	owed	to	their	visual	and	subjective	nature,	are	inscriptional.		Pilots	
need	 a	 high	 level	 of	 understanding;	 they	 need	 to	 be	 literate	 about	weather.	 An	 aviation	 forecast	
(Figure	2),	 is	so	complex	that	without	prior	knowledge	on	how	to	decode	the	chart,	one	wouldn’t	
recognize	 its	 function	as	a	 literary	device.	This	device	 is	 crucial	 to	 the	 safety	of	myself	 and	other	
pilots	from	its	predictions	of	weather	in	the	near	future.		

Figure	2:	A	chart	depicting	a	future	wind	and	rain	

Figure	1:	Pre-flight	checklist	used	to	ensure	airworthiness	of	an	aircraft.	
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This	chart	provides	a	forecast	for	a	set	time	and	displays	the	wind	conditions,	rain	chances,	
thunderstorm	 probability,	 and	 even	 icing	 conditions.	 Embedded	 inside	 this	 inscription	 are	 even	
more	 inscriptions;	 the	 backwards	 L’s	mark	wind	 direction	 and	wind	 speed,	 the	 illustrations	 that	
look	 like	a	capital	R	marks	thunderstorms,	and	the	 inverted	triangles	mark	rain	showers.	As	each	
illustration	darkens	in	color,	the	chance	of	the	depicted	weather	phenomena	increases.	I	use	these	
charts	before	every	 flight	 to	 take	a	 look	 into	what	 the	weather	may	 look	 like	when	 I	am	going	 to	
land.	

METAR’s	 (Figure	 3)	 are	 a	 string	 of	 numbers	 and	 complex	 abbreviations	 used	 to	 depict	
various	weather	 instances	happening	 in	 the	present.	METAR’S	 include	data,	 on	 the	airport	name,	
time	of	publish,	wind	speed	and	direction,	visibility	distance,	 significant	weather,	 cloud	coverage,	
temperature	 and	 dew	 point,	 and	 the	 altimeter	 setting	measured	 in	 inches	 of	mercury	 displaced.	
Figure	3	serves	to	aid	in	the	decoding	of	METAR’s	by	deciphering	the	dozens	of	abbreviations	that	
are	strung	together	to	make	the	report;	a	case	of	one	inscription	being	used	to	translate	another.		

	
Figure	3:	An	example	of	a	METAR	and	instructions	on	how	to	decode	them.	

	
I	 collect	 this	 data	 the	 morning	 of	 the	 flight	 and	 the	 moments	 just	 prior	 to	 taking	 off	 by	

listening	 to	a	 frequency	called	ATIS	 (Automatic	Terminal	 Information	Service).	While	 listening	 to	
the	 ATIS,	 I	 jot	 down	 the	 key	 points	 (Figure	 4)	 along	 with	 other	 information	 like	 important	
frequencies	and	clearances	from	air	traffic	control.	These	clearances	consist	of	frequencies	to	call,	
headings	to	follow,	and	altitudes	to	maintain.	Each	time	I	listen	to	the	ATIS,	an	identifier	is	given	to	
label	the	weather	information.	When	I	talk	to	air	traffic	control,	I	can	say	“with	___”	at	the	end	of	my	
transmission	 to	 inform	 them	 I	 am	 concurrent	 with	 the	 weather.	 These	 identifiers	 are	 different	
letters	of	the	phonetic	alphabet;	in	Figure	4	you	can	see	examples	of	these	identifiers	like	“Yankee”,	
“Quebec”,	or	“Oscar.”	Sometimes	I	draw	visual	geographical	diagrams,	like	the	one	at	the	bottom	of	
Figure	 4,	 of	 what	 is	 in	my	 head	 to	 help	me	 perform	what	 is	 required	 of	me	while	 flying,	 which	
supports	Roth	and	McGinn’s	notion	of	how	“inscriptions	can	be	merged	with	geometry”	(38).		
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Figure	4:	My	personal	flight	notes	

	
I	 view	 the	 weather-related	 inscriptions	 in	 Figures	 2,	 3,	 and	 4	 as	 arguably	 the	 most	

important	to	a	pilot.	Pilots	spend	months	using	inscriptions	like	these	to	learn	about	weather,	how	
to	foresee	it,	how	to	avoid	it,	and	if	worse	comes	to	worst,	how	to	escape	it.	A	good	pilot	will	spend	
countless	hours	scouring	over	textbooks	to	educate	themselves	with	text,	along	with	reviewing	the	
inscriptions	which	provide	an	indispensable	pedagogical	aid.		Throughout	each	of	the	inscriptional	
activities	I	have	taken	part	in,	those	are	the	only	ones	which	I	would	label	as	life	and	death.	

On	longer	flights,	I	spend	time	making	an	inscription,	essentially	from	scratch,	called	a	flight	
plan.	 Flight	 plans	 are	made	 as	 a	 safety	 precaution	 and	 are	 filed	 with	 the	 FAA	 (Federal	 Aviation	
Administration)	so	that	in	the	event	something	happened	while	flying	and	the	pilot	never	makes	it	
to	the	destination,	rescue	teams	know	where	to	look.	Roth	and	McGinn	claim	that	“inscriptions	are	
produced	to	keep	track	of	people”	which	in	this	case	is	proved	true	(45).	Flight	plans	also	act	as	a	
directional	aid	and	displays	which	way	to	turn	and	when	to	make	the	turn	assisting	in	the	journey	
from	point	A	to	point	B.	Pictured	above	(Figure	5)	is	an	example	of	one	of	my	flight	plans	where	I	
flew	from	KSFB	(Orlando-Sanford	International)	to	KCGC	(Crystal	River	Airport).	This	inscription	is	
jam-packed	with	 details,	which	 allows	me	 to	 understand	 estimated	 time	 arrival,	wind	 correction	
angle	(the	amount	of	degrees	I	must	turn	into	the	wind	to	fly	in	a	straight	line),	fuel	burn,	fuel	level,	
airspeed,	 groundspeed,	 altitude,	 and	 distance.	 On	 longer	 flights,	 a	 flight	 plan	 assists	 in	 the	
understanding	of	how	to	get	to	the	destination	and	what	inputs	I	need	to	enter	into	the	controls	to	
get	there.	Before	I	fly,	I	call	the	FAA	and	provide	all	information	on	the	flight	plan	with	my	route	and	
estimated	flight	time	in	order	to	provide	VFR	flight	following	provided	by	air	traffic	control.	Flight	
following	 is	 like	 the	 navigation	 voice	 in	 a	 GPS	 giving	 a	 person	 direction.	With	 this	 aid,	 following	
along	 with	 the	 GPS	 is	 one	 less	 thing	 I	 have	 to	 worry	 about	 in	 flight.	 By	 giving	 the	 FAA	 this	
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information,	 they	 are	 also	 able	 to	 determine	 where	 I	 may	 have	 crashed	 if	 any	 accidents	 occur	
during	the	flight.		

	

	
Figure	5:	One	of	my	previous	flight	plans	

	
Figures	 4	 and	 5	 are	 my	 two	main	 handwritten	 inscriptions	 that	 I	 produce	 from	 scratch.	

These	 two	 inscriptions	have	 to	be	handmade	because	 they	 rely	on	 a	 certain	number	of	 variables	
that	are	unknown	until	the	day	of	a	flight	including	wind	conditions,	altimeter	settings,	and	airport	
operations.	I	create	these	before	almost	every	flight	to	aid	me	in	the	cockpit	to	make	my	job	in	the	
air	 that	much	easier.	These	 inscriptions	allow	me	 to	 focus	on	 the	 complex	areas	of	 flight	 like	 the	
numerous	 instruments,	 communication,	or	other	 traffic	 in	 the	area	 instead	of	worrying	about	my	
heading	 or	 where	 the	 wind	 is	 coming	 from.	 This	 type	 of	 handmade	 inscription	 has	 saved	 me	
numerous	times	when	I	was	stuck	in	situations	where	all	of	my	focus	is	needed	elsewhere.	Having	
my	handwritten	inscriptions	written	in	front	of	me	allows	me	to	glance	at	it	without	having	to	think.	

This	analysis	proves	writing	is	much	more	complex	than	I	previously	thought.	As	a	pilot,	my	
inscriptions	have	shown	writing	 is	more	than	generic	pen	on	paper	text.	 Inscriptions	have	shown	
that	writing,	what	many	see	as	only	alphabetic	words	on	a	paper,	has	roots	that	expand	into	almost	
every	 aspect	 of	 a	 person’s	 daily	 life,	 which	 has	 shaped	 me	 into	 the	 successful	 pilot	 I	 am	 today.	
Experiencing	first-hand	just	how	much	writing	has	a	grasp	on	aviation	inspired	me	to	open	my	eyes	
into	writing	in	other	areas	of	my	life.	In	aviation,	I	have	found	them	in	everything	from	printed	pre-
flight	checklists	to	notes	I	scribble	down	in	an	aircraft	cockpit.	Writing	has	become	a	device	used	to	
provide	me	the	comfort	of	safety	every	time	I	take	off	and	head	into	the	air,	a	device	that	aviation	
would	 not	 be	 possible	 without.	 Without	 a	 handful	 of	 simple	 texts	 I	 would	 not	 be	 able	 to	 do	
something	as	complex	as	fly	an	airplane.		
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Discussion 
	 Over	 the	 course	 of	my	 research,	 I	 investigated	 flight	 logs,	 checklists,	weather	 charts,	 and	
handmade	notes.	These	examples	are	a	 select	 few	of	 the	many	practices	used	 in	aviation	which	 I	
find	include	literary	elements	through	the	form	of	inscriptions	or	traditional	alphabetic	text.	If	you	
look	 beyond	 these	 few	 examples	 and	 view	 aviation	 as	 one	 big	 picture,	 it	 becomes	 clear	 that	 the	
complexity	of	something	like	flying	a	plane	would	not	be	possible	without	some	form	of	literacy	at	
its	core.	This	literacy,	mainly	through	inscriptions,	is	the	very	center	of	aviation	and	what	makes	the	
whole	activity	possible.	

Throughout	my	research	I	 look	to	find	the	true	definition	of	writing.	 Is	alphabetic	text	the	
only	 form	of	 literacy	 there	 is?	 	Before	researching	 inscriptions,	 I	never	would	have	 imagined	that	
literacy	 could	 be	 found	 in	 forms	 other	 than	 books	 and	 essays,	 but	 with	 the	 introduction	 of	
inscriptions,	 literacy	is	everywhere.	I	believe	that	the	charts	and	handwritten	inscriptions	evident	
in	aviation	are	a	prime	example	of	an	extension	of	literacy.	In	studies	relating	to	inscriptional	use,	
Witte	 touches	 on	 an	 undergraduate	 student’s	 “guidebook	 to	 indigenous	 plants”	where	 he	 argues	
that	this	guidebook	should	be	considered	as	literacy,	including	the	pictures,	diagrams,	photos,	and	
alphabetic	 text.	 Pre-flight	 literacy	 contains	 much	 of	 the	 same	 inscriptions	 as	 the	 student’s	
guidebook	and,	in	some	places,	inscriptions	take	up	even	more	of	the	activity	than	actual	alphabetic	
text.		
	 A	different	extension	of	literacy	would	also	be	my	handwritten	inscriptions.	These	types	of	
inscriptions	are	dynamic	and	interactive	as	I	 formulate	these	notes	while	 listening	to	the	weather	
forecast	or	preforming	my	checklist	so	that	it	will	be	easier	for	me	to	perform	tasks	in	the	future.	
Similarly,	 Halvey	 discusses	 the	 amount	 of	 handwritten	 work	 she	 personally	makes	 in	 her	 ballet	
classes	 to	 later	 look	 back	 on	 and	 make	 corrections	 to	 her	 choreography.	 Her	 drawings	 are	
personalized	to	what	she	needs	to	benefit	herself	as	much	as	possible	when	looking	back	on	these	
drawings.	In	pre-flight	aviation,	this	 is	perhaps	the	biggest	type	of	 inscriptional	activity	that	takes	
place	in	preparation	for	a	flight.	I	develop	flight	plans,	jot	down	notes	to	read	while	flying,	and	relay	
information	to	air	traffic	controllers.	I	find	that	Halvey	and	Hassan’s	work	supports	my	finding	the	
handmade	inscriptions	are	the	most	beneficial	to	me.	

Inscriptions	 in	 flight	 are	 constantly	 changing	 as	 well.	 I	 always	 find	 myself	 penciling	 in	
additional	 details	 into	 inscriptions	 helping	 me	 remember	 an	 action	 I	 forget	 to	 do	 or	 a	 radio	
frequency	I	need	to	call	once	in	the	air.	I	make	notes	in	the	margins	of	my	checklists	and	flight	plans	
to	 make	 it	 easier	 to	 look	 back	 on	 later.	 Different	 form	 the	 aforementioned	 scholars,	 Hutchins’	
research	on	the	subject	is	more	closely	aligned	with	my	research.	This	finding	is	also	supported	by	
Hutchins	who	believed	pilots	implement	additional	meaning	on	inscriptions	to	further	their	ease	of	
use.	Hutchins	asserted	that	inscriptions,	or	what	he	referred	to	as	“tools”,	are	made	specific	to	the	
task	 at	 hand	 with	 incorrect	 relations	 built	 out.	 Charts,	 flight	 plans,	 and	 checklists	 are	 all	 made	
specific	to	the	task	at	hand	so	that	incorrect	results	cannot	be	given	while	being	used.		
	 In	 further	 research,	 I	 see	 my	 data	 expanding	 the	 conversation	 on	 literacy	 and,	 more	
specifically,	in	aviation	to	open	a	conversation	on	pre-flight	inscriptional	activity.	So	much	goes	into	
preparing	 for	 a	 flight	 that	 has	 been	 untouched	 by	 studies	 and	 can	 extend	 the	 topic	 of	 defining	
literacy.	I	believe	that	pre-flight	inscriptions	are	crucial	to	the	smooth	operation	of	an	aircraft	and	
that,	without	 this	 form	of	 literacy,	 flight	would	not	 be	 possible.	 Scholars	 like	Hutchins	 and	Witte	
who	are	looking	to	expand	the	definition	of	writing	should	turn	to	the	untouched	area	of	pre-flight	
aviation	to	define	the	very	basis	of	literacy.	
	 My	research	also	hopes	to	extend	not	only	the	definition	of	writing	but	how	it	 is	taught	to	
students	 in	 the	 future.	 Currently,	 writing	 is	 taught	 through	 reading	 text,	 analyzing	 the	 text,	 and	
formulating	an	essay	about	the	text.	My	research	on	inscriptions	in	aviation	proves	that	this	is	not	
the	only	writing	that	occurs	in	a	student’s	life.	Writing	is	seen	in	every	aspect	of	a	person’s	life	and	it	
would	make	sense	that	it	should	be	taught	that	way	too.	Students	should	research	literacy	in	areas	
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that	spark	 their	 interests.	Schools	provide	classes	 that	specialize	 in	certain	majors	 (ex.	Chemistry	
for	Engineering	majors).	My	proposition	is	to	introduce	English	classes	for	students	specializing	in	
their	major	or	field	of	interest.	As	a	pilot,	many	of	the	inscriptions	I	rely	on	while	planning	a	flight	
and	in	flight	took	months	of	learning	to	understand.	If	an	aspiring	pilot	could	take	classes	focused	
on	 aeronautical	 inscriptions,	 their	 understanding	 of	 inscriptions	 critical	 to	 the	 field	 would	
accelerate.	 English	 classes	 focused	 around	 aviation	 text	would	 increase	 knowledge	 of	 aviation	 as	
well	as	flight	performance.	
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