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Jin: Non-Collegiate School Choice Factors for Student Pilots-A Comparative Study

Abstract

To assist with exploring strategies for effectively promoting vocational noncollegiate flight
schools to diverse student markets of nontraditional student pilots, traditional student pilots, and
teenage high-school-aged student pilots, this study compared and analyzed school choice factors
of marketing approaches, relevant people, institutional features, and training program features
that influenced these three groups of student pilots’ school selections. The study data was
collected via a survey questionnaire, and the sample included 176 participants. There were 42
choice factor survey items, and the participants were guided to rate the level of influence of each
factor on their school choice decisions. Descriptive statistics and one-way ANOVA methods
were utilized to analyze the collected data. According to the key findings, all three groups
highlighted the following factors as most influential on their school choice: training quality,
availability of flying opportunities, training costs, safety records of the programs, reputation of
flight instructors, the school’s overall reputation, length of time to complete the program,
scheduling flexibility, training capacity, and administration integrity. While the typical
discrepancies of the key findings among the three groups revealed that both traditional and
teenage student pilots considered relevant people of family members as having the most
influence. Nontraditional student pilots deemed institutional features of geographic proximity as
a key factor. Teenage student pilots emphasized institutional features of career placement as
relatively more influential. The ANOVA results showed that significant differences existed in
the influence of relevant people of school’s flight instructors and of family members.

Keywords: comparative research, nontraditional student pilot recruitment, traditional
student pilot recruitment, teenage student pilot recruitment, school choice factors, vocational

pilot training, marketing flight school training
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Introduction

According to the U.S. Employment and Training Administration (ETA, 2007),
educational institutions that provide vocational and technical degrees and certificates are
favorable for nontraditional, adult students. The ETA (2007) and National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES, n.d.) introduced that “the defining characteristic” of those nontraditional
students is that they are over the age of 24 (para. 1). Indeed, the U.S. Federal Aviation
Administration (FAA, n.d.) Civil Airmen Statistics of the consecutive years 2017-2022 did
reveal that a large component of the active student pilots fell under the age profile of
nontraditional students; as of December 31, 2022, this group of students made up 76.92%
(215,832) of the total active student pilot population, the number of active teenage student pilots
aged 14-19 represented 7.69% (21,567), and those who aged 20-24 accounted for 15.39%

(43,183) (see Figure 1).

Figure 1

Estimated Active Student Pilot Certificates Held by The Three Age Group of Holder

25 years of age and older 20-24 yearsof age ~ m 14-19 years of age

250,000 215,832
189,852
200,000 — 164,808
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101,249
100,000
38,573 39,659 41,178 43,183
50,000 (84107 3% 16.624 18,162 19,167 21,567
0 - - (| | | |
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Note. From “U.S. Civil Airmen Statistics, Annual Statistics 2017-2022,” by Federal Aviation

Administration, n.d., U.S. Department of Transportation. In the public domain.
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Despite a large pool of nontraditional student pilots in the entry-level programs in pilot
education, not to mention a very limited number of studies specifically focusing on those
nontraditional students’ school choice patterns, the existing literature on school choice generally
focuses on traditional students based upon their enrollment in colleges and universities for
academic, degree-based programs. Traditional students are commonly recognized as the primary
focus in higher education (ETA, 2007; Maringe & Gibbs, 2008), and they typically are 18-24
years of age and recent high school graduates (ETA, 2007; Kamer & Ishitani, 2021). Epperson
(2012) noted that vocational and technical education plays a pivotal role in providing practical
career training and supplying a sufficient quality workforce to assist maintaining the industry
employment rigor. Boeing’s (2022) pilot outlook proposed that the aviation industry needs to
focus on developing the pilot workforce in order to fill the expected position gaps for the large
cohort of retiring airline pilots.

To expand the pilot population base, one approach is to improve the understanding of
student pilots’ school choice patterns with the aim of advancing the promotion of training
programs to diverse student markets and enhancing the effectiveness of flight school recruiting
and enrollment efforts. The literature review showed a sparse number of studies that focused on
exploring strategies for effectively promoting flight schools and recruiting students by examining
student pilots’ choice patterns for flight schools. Of the civilian flight training schools, the U.S.
Government Accountability Office (2011) reported that vocational noncollegiate flight schools
make up 95% of the training schools. Hence, the purpose of this study is to compare and analyze
school choice factors (e.g., tuition, location, campus activities, and reputation of the school) that

influenced vocational noncollegiate flight school selections between groups of nontraditional
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student pilots (age profile of 25-34), traditional student pilots (age profile of 19-24), and teenage
student pilots (age profile of 15-18).
Literature Review

Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka (2016) stated that in the higher education marketplace,
students’ personal and group characteristics (e.g., traditional students, nontraditional adult
students) and their perceptions and preferences about schools, contribute to the basis of student
market segments for school recruiters to develop appropriate recruitment strategies. Hemsley-
Brown and Oplatka (2016) proposed a research model for higher education school choice (see
Figure 2). This model was developed based on the theory that student characteristics affect how
they perceive various school choice factors (e.g., tuition, location, campus activities, and
reputation of the school) in shaping their expectations for school life, which ultimately
contributes to students’ determination in selecting a certain school (Chapman, 1981; Hemsley-

Brown & Oplatka, 2016; Hoyt & Brown, 2003).

Figure 2

The Research Model for Higher Education School Choice

Student Attitudes Toward School
Characteristics —| School Choice Factors | _|  Choice Decision
(e.g., nontraditional adult students, (e.g., tuition, location, campus activities,
traditional students) and reputation of the school)

Note. Adapted from The Simple Research Model of Higher Education Consumer Choice of
Institution by Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka, 2016, p. 124; “A Model of Student College Choice,”
by D.W. Chapman, 1981, Journal of Higher Education, 52(5), pp. 490-505; “Identifying College

Choice Factors to Successfully Market Your Institution,” by J.E. Hoyt and A.B. Brown, 2003,
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College and University, 78(4), pp. 3-10; and An analysis of college choice factors that influence
the decision of students to enroll in the airway science-professional pilot program at Kansas

State University (Publication No. 3098174) by M.A. Melvin, 2003.

Of student characteristics, researchers including Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka (2016),
Kallio (1993), and Kotler and Fox (1995) stressed that people make choices according to their
different life stage experiences and circumstances, and “age as an indicator of life stage”
(Kallio,1993, p. 99) has been identified as a distinguishing variable in respect of students’
attitudes toward various factors affecting their school choice decisions. As such, students in
higher education are generally categorized as traditional students and nontraditional students by
distinguishing their age profiles as the typical evidence (ETA, 2007; NCES, n.d.). Traditional
students in general are between 18 and 24 years of age (ETA, 2007; Kamer & Ishitani, 2021);
some researchers also categorize students aged 18 to 21 as traditional students (ETA, 2007,
Paulsen, 1990). This group of students normally are recent high school graduates, enrolled as
full-time students, and financially dependent (ETA, 2007). Traditional students are gaining
greater attention in higher education (ETA, 2007; Maringe & Gibbs, 2008) as they account for a
large percentage of the total higher education student population (Maringe & Gibbs, 2008;
Postsecondary National Policy Institute, 2023). As for nontraditional students, as mentioned
previously, the ETA (2007) and NCES (n.d.) asserted that being over the age of 24 is the
distinctive characteristic for this group; in addition, other common characteristics for
nontraditional students are that they are more likely to be financially independent, employed, and
have dependent(s).

Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka (2016) and Hoyt and Brown (2003) suggested school

operators, when reaching and recruiting such different student market segments, consider
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adapting marketing approaches and stressing communication messages according to students’
different preferences, expectations, and needs when they choose a school. For example, when
reaching the market segment of nontraditional students, based upon Hutchens’ (2016) study of
nontraditional student enrollment behavior for colleges, recruiters could emphasize the school’s
specific majors, education cost, quality of faculty, and access to faculty. In addition, the ETA
(2007) and Kallio (1993) also recommend that nontraditional students who have dependent
children would very much appreciate schools that provide temporary on-campus child-care
services while they are taking classes. As for traditional students’ perspectives on factors that
influenced their selections of higher education institutions, according to Stolzenberg et al.’s
(2019) survey, these students generally considered the school’s academic reputation, graduates
getting good jobs, campus activities, and financial aid as the key choice factors; additionally,
they emphasized school marketing approaches of internet-based advertising and word-of-mouth
referrals as the two most influential (Martirano, 2017). For high school students who plan to
further their education, when considering a college, they typically evaluate choice factors of
program options, cost, and financial aid to determine a school (Pampaloni, 2010; Walton, 2014);
moreover, students reported that school marketing approaches of tour/open house and school’s
websites greatly affected their decision-making (Pampaloni, 2010).
Research Gap and Significance of the Study

Maringe and Gibbs’ (2008) “Marketing Higher Education” pointed out that the
nontraditional student market segment of the age profile of 25-35 is gaining focus as an
important market potential, though traditional students (age profile of 18-24) are generally
acknowledged as the primary focus (ETA, 2007) since they represent a larger portion of the total

higher education student population (Maringe & Gibbs, 2008; Postsecondary National Policy

https.//commons.erau.edu/jaaer/vol33/iss1/3
DOI: 10.58940/2329-258X.1988



Jin: Non-Collegiate School Choice Factors for Student Pilots-A Comparative Study

Institute, 2023). Yet, in the pilot education field, according to the FAA’s (n.d.) Civil Airmen
Statistics for the consecutive six years 2017-2022, there were more active student pilots who fell
under 25-34 years of age, accounting for about 35.44% of the total active student pilot
population, than those who fell under 14-24 years of age, accounting for approximately 26.43%.
Accordingly, it is crucial to investigate school choice patterns for the student pilot market
segment of the age profile of 25-34.

The FAA’s (2020) “Youth Access to American Jobs in Aviation Task Force” reported
that fewer high school students aspired to pursue a career as a pilot. To effectively attract youth
for pilot training, one method is to identify this group of students’ choice patterns for flight
schools. Hence, it is necessary to study those students who aspired to become career pilots (i.e.,
airline pilots) and enrolled in their initial pilot programs when they were 15-18 years of age,
matching the general student high-school-aged profile.

There is ample literature that investigates general students typically of traditional
students’ school choice in selecting academic, degree programs at collegiate institutions. While a
limited number of studies focus on student pilots who choose schools for the initial pilot training
programs, with an effort for obtaining fundamental recruitment data to effectively attract and
recruit new students into the pilot field, specifically on studying the main student market
segments of nontraditional student pilots, traditional student pilots, and teenage student pilots.
Thus, it was significant to conduct this study.

Study Purpose and Objectives
The purpose of this study was to compare and analyze school choice factors that

influenced vocational flight school selections between groups of nontraditional student pilots
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(age profile of 25-34), traditional student pilots (age profile of 19-24), and teenage student pilots

(age profile of 15-18). This research was further guided by the following objectives:

1.

Determine if a significant difference exists regarding marketing approaches
influencing flight school selections between groups of nontraditional student pilots,
traditional student pilots, and teenage student pilots.

Determine if a significant difference exists regarding relevant people influencing
flight school selections between groups of nontraditional student pilots, traditional
student pilots, and teenage student pilots.

Determine if a significant difference exists regarding institutional features influencing
flight school selections between groups of nontraditional student pilots, traditional
student pilots, and teenage student pilots.

Determine if a significant difference exists regarding training program features
influencing flight school selections between groups of nontraditional student pilots,
traditional student pilots, and teenage student pilots.

Methodology

Data Source

The data of this study was gathered based on Jin’s (2019) survey of student pilots

regarding their perceptions toward school choice factors influencing their decisions of selecting

vocational flight schools for the initial private pilot programs. The survey was conducted

between Ju

ly and October 2019 with protocol number 1904137978A003 endorsed by the

Institutional Review Broad at a university, in California, USA. All participants completed the

informed consent form before taking the survey.
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In the current study, a total of 176 survey responses/participants were included. Based on
the research design, the participants met the following survey participation inclusion criteria: (1)
already an airline pilot or inspired to become an airline pilot, and (2) enrolled in a vocational
noncollegiate Part 61 school or a Part 141 school for (airplane) private pilot program in
California between the years 2016 and 2019. This study categorized the participants into three
groups based upon their endorsement age profiles of 25-34, 19-24, and 15-18 when they enrolled
in flight schools between 2016 and 2019. In accordance with such age profiles as well as the
literature, the participants of the three groups in this study are referred to as nontraditional
student pilots, traditional student pilots, and teenage student pilots.
Sample Size

To obtain a power of 80% with the effect size f of 25% in a one-way between-subjects
ANOVA (three groups, alpha = .05), a minimum sample size of 159 for this present study was
recommended by using the G*Power software program according to the a priori power analysis.
The sample in this study included 56 nontraditional student pilots, 75 traditional student pilots,
and 45 teenage student pilots. Overall, the total sample of this study consisted of 176 participants
that met the a priori power analysis recommendation.
Data Collection

The survey was administered between July and October 2019 through the online survey
tool, Qualtrics. The data collection was completed via two channels: (1) by distributing the
survey to various online pilot community sites to reach prospective participants and (2) with the
help of 110 vocational flight schools distributing the survey. The random sampling method was

adopted in the data collection process. This method assures that every prospective participant has
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the same chance to be included in the research, and therefore, improves the validity that the
collected data could be the surrogate of the targeted population (Panacek & Thompson, 2007).
Survey Instrument

Burns and Grove (1993) stated that research content validity could be enhanced from the
following three sources “literature, representatives of the relevant populations, and content
experts” (p. 343). Accordingly, this study’s survey instrument was adapted based on Hemsley-
Brown and Oplatka’s (2016) school choice research model, as well as eleven relevant studies and
was amended with the help of a panel of experts from related fields. These experts were two
education professors, two flight school managers, two pilots, and one certificated flight instructor
(CFI). The eleven relevant studies were conducted by Abdolalizadeh (2014); Aircraft Owners
and Pilots Association (AOPA, 2010); AOPA (n.d.); Dickinson, (2003); Hoyt and Brown,
(2003); Kallio (1995), Mahajan and Golahit (2017); Martirano (2017); Melvin (2003);
Pampaloni (2010); and Sheppard (2013).

By adapting the relevant literature, the survey questionnaire in the current study included
42 choice factor survey items and was designed with an emergence of the following four themes:
marketing approaches, relevant people, institutional features, and training program features. The
questionnaire used a five-point Likert scale model for the participants to rate the level of
influence or importance of each factor on their flight school choice decisions.
Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics were used to compare, describe, and summarize the study results
(Lee, 2020). In addition, inferential statistics of one-way between-group ANOVA tests were
applied to examine the significance of the mean differences between the three groups regarding

their ratings of influence or importance of each choice factor on their flight school selections. If a

https.//commons.erau.edu/jaaer/vol33/iss1/3
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significant difference was detected in the ANOVA, Tukey post-hoc test would be conducted to
examine every pair-wise comparison. All tests had a critical alpha level set at .05.
Findings

Table 1 provides the results of the average ratings and the corresponding standard
deviations of the influence of eight marketing approaches on flight school selections for
nontraditional student pilots, traditional student pilots, and teenage student pilots. The one-way
ANOVA tests were applied to examine if a significant difference exists in the influence of
marketing approaches on flight school selections between the three groups. Tukey post-hoc test
for multiple comparisons would be conducted when a significant difference was identified in the
ANOVA.

Specifically, regarding the key findings of the average ratings, it was found that the three
groups had some common responses, as all three groups ranked contact with CFls, contact with
staff, and word of mouth as the top three influential marketing approaches. In addition, it should
be noted that teenage student pilots deemed campus visits and contact with staff equally
influential, both ranked 2nd, among the eight marketing approaches. With respect to the

ANOVA results, no statistically significant difference was identified.

Table 1

Marketing Approaches Influencing Student Pilots in Flight School Selections

Total Nontraditional ~ Traditional Teenage
sample group group group
(N =176) (n =56) (n=75) (n =45)
M SD M SD M SD M SD
(rank) (rank) (rank) (rank)
Contact with CFls 3.73 123 382 136 381 120 349 110
) 2) ) ()

Published by Scholarly Commons, 2024 1
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Contact with staff 3.64 1.13 391 103 357 1.15 3.40 1.16
(2) (1) (3) 2

Word of mouth 355 1.32 366 123 360 1.39 3.31 133
(3) (3) 2) (3)

Campus visits 3.35 1.30 3.32 118 333 1.37 3.40 1.36
(4) (4) (5) 2

School’s website 3.27 142 316 153 344 131 3.11 145
(5) (5) (4) 4)

Other internet sources 298 1.33 311 125 3.09 1.36 264 1.35
(6) (6) (6) (%)

Social media 260 1.27 263 134 257 1.23 260 1.27
(7) (7) (7) (6)

Conventional media 193 1.18 195 113 209 1.29 1.64 1.03

(e.g., radio, television, print) (8) (8) (8) (@)

Note: Likert scale: 1 = not influential at all, 5 = extremely influential.

Table 2 presents the results of the average ratings and the corresponding standard
deviations of the influence of eight relevant people on flight school selections for nontraditional
student pilots, traditional student pilots, and teenage student pilots. The one-way ANOVA tests
were applied to examine if a significant difference exists in the influence of relevant people on
flight school selections between the three groups. According to the ANOVA, there was a
significant difference in the influence of school’s CFIs, F (2, 173) = 3.38, p < 0.05. There was
also a significant difference in the influence of family members, F (2, 173) = 8.44, p < 0.05.
Tukey post-hoc tests were conducted (see Table 3). Table 3 demonstrated post-hoc test results of
multiple pair-wise comparisons examining the significant differences in the value of the
influence of school’s CFI scores and the influence of family member scores between the three
groups.

Specifically, regarding the key findings of the average ratings, it was found that the three
groups had some common responses, as all three groups included school’s CFIs, current trainee
pilots, and school staff in the top four influencing people. In addition, it should be noted that both

traditional and teenage student pilots rated family members as having the most influence,

https.//commons.erau.edu/jaaer/vol33/iss1/3
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whereas nontraditional student pilots rated family members as having less influence—the 6th

influential group out of the eight relevant people groups.

The post-hoc test results (see Table 3) showed that (1) nontraditional student pilots rated
the influence of school’s CFIs statistically significantly higher than teenage student pilots, mean
difference 0.71 and p < 0.05; (2) traditional student pilots rated the influence of family members

statistically significantly higher than nontraditional student pilots, mean difference 0.83 and p <

0.05; (3) teenage student pilots rated the influence of family members statistically significantly

higher than nontraditional student pilots, mean difference 1.12 and p < 0.05.

Table 2

Relevant People Influencing Student Pilots in Flight School Selections

Total Nontraditional ~ Traditional Teenage
sample group group group
(N =176) (n =56) (n=75) (n =45)
M SD M SD M SD M SD
(rank) (rank) (rank) (rank)

School’s CFIs* 341 138 373 129 340 138 302 144
1) 1) 1) )

Family members* 321 152 257 154 340 143 369 140
(2) (6) 1) 1

Current trainee pilots 316 142 332 145 332 140 271 134
3) ) ) (4)

School staff 299 133 291 140 304 120 3.00 145
(4) ©) ®) ®)

Graduates 277 144 288 147 284 146 253 1.38
() (4) (5) (5)

Friends 270 142 268 145 289 139 242 142
(6) () (4) (6)

School executive committee 2.26 1.36 220 139 240 1.40 211 125
(7) (7) (6) ()

School sales personnel 206 1.26 204 133 215 1.27 196 1.15
(8) (8) @) (8)

Note: Likert scale: 1 = no influence at all, 5 = extreme influence.

*p < 0.05. The p values were calculated with one-way ANOVA.
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Table 3
Post-Hoc Test Results of Multiple Pair-Wise Comparisons for the Influence of School’s CFIs and

Family Members Among Student Pilots Between the Three Groups

Mean
Difference  Std.
Dependent Variable  Three Groups of Student Pilots (1-J) Error  Sig.
Nontraditional Teenage 0.71" 0.27 0.03*
Traditional 0.33 0.24 0.35
, Traditional Teenage 0.38 026 0.31
School’s CFIs Nontraditional 033 024 035
Teenage Traditional -0.38 0.26 0.31
Nontraditional -0.71" 0.27 0.03*
Nontraditional Teenage -1.12° 0.29 0.00*
Traditional -0.83" 0.26 0.00*
Eamilv members Traditional Teenage -0.29 0.27 0.55
y Nontraditional 0.83° 026 0.00%
Teenage Traditional 0.29 0.27 0.55
Nontraditional 1.12" 0.29 0.00*

*The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level.

Table 4 illustrates the results of the average ratings and the corresponding standard
deviations of the importance of 14 institutional features on flight school selections for
nontraditional student pilots, traditional student pilots, and teenage student pilots. The one-way
ANOVA tests were applied to examine if a significant difference exists in the importance of
institutional features on flight school selections between the three groups. Tukey post-hoc test for
multiple comparisons would be conducted when a significant difference was identified in the
ANOVA.

Specifically, regarding the key findings of the average ratings, it was found that the three
groups had some common responses, as all three groups included training costs, the overall

reputation, training capacity, and administration integrity in the top five important institutional

https.//commons.erau.edu/jaaer/vol33/iss1/3
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features. In addition, it should be noted that nontraditional student pilots rated school location as

the 4th most important institutional feature; whereas teenage student pilots rated school location

relatively less important—in the 9th place out of the 14 institutional features. On the other hand,

teenage student pilots rated career placement as the 4th most important institutional feature,

whereas the other two groups rated career placement relatively less important—in the 9th place

and 8th place respectively. With respect to the ANOVA results, no statistically significant

difference was identified.

Table 4

The Importance of Institutional Features for Student Pilots in Flight School Selections

Total Nontraditional ~ Traditional Teenage
sample group group group
(N =176) (n =56) (n=75) (n =45)
M SD M SD M SD M SD
(rank) (rank) (rank) (rank)
Training costs 437 089 438 089 432 092 444 087
1) 1) 1) 1)
The overall reputation 424 094 421 097 424 102 429 0.76
2) ) ) )
Training capacity (studentto 410 103 405 115 419 094 400 104
training aircraft and flight (3) (3) (3) (3)
instructor ratio)
Administration integrity 398 116 382 134 417 108 387 104
(4) () (4) (®)
Location 384 109 400 110 384 108 364 111
() (4) (6) 9)
Friendliness of the campus 3.78 1.14 363 126 388 1.13 382 1.01
(6) (8) () (6)
Career placement 3.74 134 359 151 372 128 396 121
(7) (9) (8) (4)
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Administration effectiveness 3.73 1.16 368 127 380 1.15 3.67 1.04

(8) (7) (7) 8)
Campus technology and 357 118 345 128 367 122 358 0.97
facilities €)] (20) €)] (20)
Distance from your home 352 133 370 143 351 129 331 1.26
(10) (6) (10) (11)
Financial aid 333 148 302 162 335 144 369 128
(11) (12) (11) (7)
Appeal of the campus 310 125 279 123 324 122 327 127
(12) (13) (12) (12)
Insurance policy for training 299 142 305 147 317 143 262 132
(13) (12) (13) (14)
School social life 280 135 263 129 273 140 311 132
(14) (14) (14) (13)

Note: Likert scale: 1= not important at all, 5 = extremely important.

Table 5 demonstrates the results of the average ratings and the corresponding standard
deviations of the importance of 12 training program features on flight school selections for
nontraditional student pilots, traditional student pilots, and teenage student pilots. The one-way
ANOVA tests were applied to examine if a significant difference exists in the importance of
training program features on flight school selections between the three groups. Tukey post-hoc
test for multiple comparisons would be conducted when a significant difference was identified in
the ANOVA.

Specifically, regarding the key findings of the average ratings, it was found that the three
groups had some common responses, as all three groups ranked training quality, availability of
flying opportunities, safety records of the programs, reputation of CFls, and length of time to
complete program as the top five important training program features. In addition, it should be

noted that traditional student pilots rated scheduling flexibility as relatively more important—in
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the 3rd place out of the 12 program features. With respect to the ANOVA results, no statistically

significant difference was identified.

Table 5

The Importance of Training Program Features for Student Pilots in Flight School Selections

Total Nontraditional ~ Traditional Teenage
sample group group group
(N =176) (n =56) (n=75) (n =45)
M SD M SD M SD M SD
(rank) (rank) (rank) (rank)
Training quality 471 063 464 077 471 061 480 0.46
1) 1) 1) 1
Availability of flying 439 078 450 066 440 0.75 422 0.93
opportunities (2) @) (2) 4)
Safety records of the 431 104 438 096 425 118 431 0.90
programs ©) 3) (4) )
Reputation of CFls 424 088 421 097 425 093 427 0.69
(4) () (4) ®)
Length of time to complete 421 098 432 088 424 104 402 1.01
program () (4) () (®)
Scheduling flexibility (e.g., 413 089 405 084 427 081 400 104
classes and aircraft) (6) (6) (3) (6)
Mechanics on staff 3.74 125 373 129 376 129 373 1.18
(1) (7) (6) ()
The types of training aircraft 366 125 354 113 375 133 367 1.28
(@) (8) (7) (®)
Availability of various 3.47 1.18 325 124 364 113 344 1.16
training programs 9) (10) (8) 9
Availability of extra tutoring 3.30 1.26 332 128 344 120 302 131
(10) (9) (9) (11)
Flight simulators 298 126 291 116 297 135 3.07 125
(11) (12) (10) (10)

Published by Scholarly Commons, 2024



Journal of Aviation/Aerospace Education & Research, Vol. 33, No. 1 [2024], Art. 3

The distance of training 261 139 270 144 271 138 233 133
aircraft to the runway (12) (12) (12) (12)

Note: Likert scale: 1=not important at all, 5 = extremely important.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study revealed some consistencies and discrepancies in various
choice factors influencing flight school selections between the groups of nontraditional student
pilots, traditional student pilots, and teenage student pilots. For the typical discrepancies
regarding the rankings of the influence of relevant people, it was found that both traditional and
teenage student pilots considered family members as the most influencing people, whereas
nontraditional student pilots considered family members as having less influence—ranked 6th
place out of the eight relevant influencing people. With respect to the importance of institutional
features, nontraditional student pilots deemed school geographic proximity as a key factor since
they rated school location and distance from home at 4th place and 6th place respectively out of
the 14 institutional features, whereas teenage student pilots considered these two factors
relatively less important—ranked 9th place and 11th place respectively. On the other hand,
teenage student pilots emphasized career placement as relatively more important —ranked 4th
place; the other two groups rated career placement relatively less important—in 9th place and 8th
place respectively. In terms of the significant results, the differences were identified in the
influence of relevant people of school’s CFIs and of family members.

Specifically, the findings that traditional and teenage student pilots emphasized the
significant influence of family members in the school choice process was found in previous
studies. Two examples are Melvin’s (2003) survey research that focused on a sample of
traditional, full-time students for a university’s airway science professional pilot program and
Oymak’s (2018) study of a cohort of high school students who intended to continue education in
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college. These studies found that family members or parents had or would have a major
influence over students’ decision-making. Chapman (1981) asserted that family members’
attitudes toward and advice about an institution usually would impact young students to form
expectations about their school life and may affect the students’ ultimate decision in attending a
particular school. Rowan-Kenyon et al. (2008) found that parents usually rely on school
counselors or even hire private counselors for guidance to obtain more comprehensive
information regarding higher education, so they could provide extensive support to their children
to achieve educational and occupational goals. Indeed, as seen in the findings, teenage student
pilots also stressed school career placement as a key factor, which is reasonable since
adolescence is commonly acknowledged as a critical stage for individuals determining an initial
career and setting up future professional plans (Mann et al., 1989). Overall, such evidence may
imply a need for career counseling assistance from flight school recruiters or counselors to both
prospective teenage student pilots and their family members.

Additionally, of the findings in this study, one typical discrepancy that school geographic
proximity was more critical to nontraditional student pilots’ decision-making was found
consistent with the results of Kallio’s (1993) study, which was based on a sample of adult
students’ school choices for graduate programs. The ETA (2007) and NCES (n.d.) introduced
that nontraditional students typically are employed and have dependent(s). Understandably, these
students would like to choose a school based on its proximity to their workplace and home
community, so they could flexibly balance school, work, and family. Accordingly, it seems that
flight school location and the distance could be advantages if the target market for nontraditional
students is in the schools’ proximate geographic zones as well as in the local schools or nearby

organizations.
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When identifying the key choice factors regarding marketing approaches that all three
groups deemed most influential on their school selections, it appears that flight schools should
focus on personal-based approaches since contact with school’s CFIs, contact with staff, and
word of mouth were rated as relatively more influential marketing approaches. Particularly, the
study participants also included school’s CFIs and staff as two key relevant groups who
influenced their decision-making. The findings that CFls and staff play a crucial role in student
school choice were supported by Martirano’s (2017) study, which focused on students from
small colleges. Martirano (2017) stated that favorable interactions between inquiring prospective
students and school instructors or staff would positively impact students’ decisions in selecting
that school, especially when the small institutions are more adaptable offering personalized
school counseling services that focus on inquiring prospective students’ needs (Martirano, 2017;
Vander Schee, 2010).

It should be noted that the study participants also emphasized the influence of relevant
people of current trainees on flight school choices. Current trainees who share their schooling
and training experiences could be valuable and reliable information sources. It seems that how
they perceive and introduce the school could greatly affect potential students’ decision-making.
Elliott and Healy (2001) proposed that high satisfactory schooling experiences would impact
current students to be more apt to refer the school to others. Moreover, Elliott and Healy’s (2001)
study also found that the most efficient approach for recruiting new students is via word-of-
mouth referrals that are promoted by current satisfied students. In accordance with Elliott and
Healy’s (2001) findings, as well as Douglas et al.’s (2006) recommendations, flight school
operators conducting evaluation surveys regularly could be an effective way to gather current

trainees’ feedback and suggestions for the school to make adjustments to further optimize school
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management and education, and accordingly meet current trainees’ expectations and enhance
their satisfactory school life.

In general, flight school promotion materials and other marketing communication
approaches including instructor or staff contacting prospective students can stress the following
school choice factors that the three groups of student pilots rated as the main influences among
the 42 choice factor survey items: training quality, availability of flying opportunities, training
costs, safety records of the programs, reputation of CFls, school overall reputation, length of
time to complete the program, scheduling flexibility, training capacity, and administration
integrity. Among those identified main factors for vocational flight schools, according to Hoyt
and Brown’s (2003) review of 22 school choice studies, it was found that training or teaching
quality, education costs, reputation of instructors, and school overall reputation were also
recognized as the generalized main choice factors for many other higher education fields. Yet,
given the distinctiveness of pilot education, especially in the initial private pilot training stage,
classes typically require individualized and practical instructions in an aircraft during flight. For
quality training, the AOPA (2010) proposed that it could be enhanced through the following five
broader focuses: “instructor support, instructor effectiveness, organized lessons, test preparation,
and additional resources” (p. 19).

Lastly, based on the evidence, the study participants in general emphasized the
availability of flying opportunities, training costs, length of time to complete the program,
scheduling flexibility, and training capacity. It is worth noting that prospective student pilots
expect schools to offer efficient training and aid them in obtaining pilot certificates within the
estimated timeframe. This implication is supported by Lee and Topper’s (2006) research that

students who choose vocational education expect efficient training programs through which they
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would be able to quickly comprehend working skills. Accordingly, flight schools’ marketing and
recruitment procedures, based on Scott and Conrad’s (1992) study, are recommended to
highlight school availability of time-shortened or intensive courses, as intensive courses’
typically efficient and convenient features are favorable for students. Other than that, intensive
course features are found to be apt for experiential learning (Lasker et al., 1975 as cited in
Daniel, 2000) and computational-skill-related learning (Daniel, 2000). For students’ optimal
learning via time-shortened or intensive courses, Daniel (2000) proposed intensive course
development that focuses on learning goals, well-designed class activities, and various teaching
strategies, as well as routine assessments.
Author Note
The content of this research is solely the author’s responsibility and does not necessarily

reflect the views of AOPA.
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