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Introduction
Welcome to your guide on how to study and pass your ATPL exams. 
This guide will help you to understand what ATPL theory training consists 
of, how to choose the right school and course for you, as well as tips on 
how to study for your exams so you can pass first time.
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A little bit about us…

We are the UK & Europe’s leading specialists in modular distance learning courses and training material for EASA 

and UK CAA pilot theory exams. Since 1992, we’ve helped thousands of students through their ATPL exams who 

have gone on to become commercial pilots for airlines across the world. 
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Below we’ve outlined each subject, the number of questions you’ll see in your exams and what you’ll be learning as 
it applies to the latest EASA and UK CAA, ECQB ATPL(A) syllabus exams.

What are the ATPL subjects?
The ATPL syllabus consists of 13 subjects, each has a corresponding exam.
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Subject Number of 
questions

Exam 
Duration About the Subject

Instrumentation 60 1 hour 
30 mins

In Instrumentation, you will learn about the various 
systems and instruments onboard an aircraft that 
are essential for a pilot to understand. This includes 
speed, navigation and system monitoring.

General Navigation 55  2 hours  
15 mins

With a focus on charts, plotting, great circles, 
temperature, heights and speed, this subject requires 
a good understanding of Maths. General Navigation 
covers the navigational topics and skills you will need 
to fly an aircraft, although some may say this topic is 
outdated due to modern GPS navigation systems

Meteorology 84 2 hours

Meteorology is the study of the air environment 
and how different weather, cloud and atmospheric 
conditions, can affect flight operations. This topic 
is essential for every pilot to understand as you will 
encounter different weather systems and patterns 
across the world. A good understanding of geography 
will help when learning this topic.

Human Performance 
and Limitations 48 1 hour

30 mins

This topic goes into the factors that can affect the 
human body whilst working as a pilot. This includes 
physiological, sleep and health problems that can 
arise when flying at high altitudes for long durations.

Radio Navigation 66 1 hour 
30 mins

In Radio Navigation, you’ll learn about the different 
radio navigation aids used during day-to-day 
operations. These include instrument landing 
systems (ILS), performance-based navigation 
(PBN), Satellite navigation and distance measuring 
equipment (DME) to name a few.

Aircraft General 
Knowledge 80 2 hours

Aircraft General Knowledge takes you through 
the construction and components of an aircraft 
including their purpose and how they work. You’ll 
need good knowledge and understanding of an 
aircraft’s systems in order to pass this exam, so a basic 
understanding of how an aircraft functions will give 
you a head start.

Air Law 44 1 hour

Whilst working as a commercial airline pilot you’ll be 
flying to destinations across the world, so you’ll need a 
good understanding of the different rules, regulations 
and governing bodies that regulate civil aviation. 
In Air Law, you’ll be expected to learn the laws and 
regulations that govern global air travel as well as 
airport signs, licensing and safety.

The exams are designed to ensure you have the correct 

level of theoretical knowledge you’ll need to become 

a pilot, covering different situations that may occur 

whilst flying.

EASA ATPL exams consist of multiple-choice questions/

calculations (4 options) The UK CAA uses quadrant 

style questions which are multiple choice too, but with 

some type in answers required., A typical exam paper 

would consist of around 30 to 70 questions, with 30 

minutes to two hours to complete all the questions 

(depending on the subject) with a pass rate of 75% for 

each exam.

You’ll have a total of 6 sittings to pass all 13 exams and 

no more than 4 attempts at any subject within those 

6 sittings. From your first exam sitting you have 18 

months to complete all of your ATPL theory exams.

Information about ATPL exams
ATPL exams are the final hurdle to your ground school training.
Whilst some students might find the prospect of ATPL exams daunting, 
with the right training material, tuition and revision you should be able to 
pass your exams first time.
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• Application of Procedures

• Communications

• Leadership and Teamwork

• Problem Solving and Decision Making

• Situational Awareness and Workload Management

• Application of knowledge, UPRT and Resilience
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KSA explores pilot competencies, the non-technical aspects that airline pilots are assessed against.

Whilst there is no associated exam, your school is required to score you against the ICAO competencies prior to 
your final ATPL exam.

Within Bristol Groundschool’s distance learning ATPL theory course, you’ll complete KSA as part of module 1 and 
complete a summative assessment and mental maths test in ATPdigital during your module 3 studies. The KSA 
module needs to be 100% complete prior to your final exam sign off.

The KSA lessons will describe the concept, the ICAO competencies, and how to operate within them. You will 
explore the following topics during your KSA studies.

For the current examinations, students are required to study Knowledge, 
Skills, and Attitudes (100-KSA). 

About Knowledge, Skills & Attitudes (KSA)

Flight Planning and 
Flight Monitoring 42 2 hours

For this subject, you’ll learn about the various rules 
and factors required when planning and flying a 
route. This includes knowing all the calculations 
needed for flight such as the cruising level, speed, fuel 
and ground clearance.

Communications 34 1 hour

Communications covers all the essential information 
you’ll need to know when communicating with 
air traffic control including general operating 
procedures, distress and emergency procedures and 
relevant weather information.

Operational Procedures 42 1 hour
15 mins

Whilst some operational procedures can vary by 
aircraft type and airline, this subject will go into detail 
about the number of regulations and procedures you 
as a pilot (and your crew) will need to know before a 
flight.

Principles of Flight 
(Aeroplane) 46 1 hour 

30 mins

In Principles of Flight, you’ll be taught to understand 
the forces acting on an aircraft during flight, these 
include lift, drag, thrust and weight. You will also look 
into stability, limitations and aerodynamics. A good 
understanding of mathematics is required for this 
subject.

Performance 
(Aeroplane) 45 2 hours

Performance is one of the more complex ATPL 
subjects as you’ll be learning about how an aircraft 
performs in different stages of flight. You will 
be expected to carry out take-off and landing 
calculations as well as interpret graphs for all stages 
of flight.

Mass and Balance 25 1 hour 
15 mins

When studying Mass and Balance, you will learn 
how to calculate the centre of gravity of an aircraft to 
ensure it is within limits during flight. This subject is 
one of the shorter ATPL exams and involves maths 
and graph interpretation.



Ground school approvals
The first thing you’ll need to consider is what approvals 
the schools you’re looking at have in regard to EASA 
or UK CAA licences. If you wish to sit both UK CAA and 
EASA exams you will have to choose a school that holds 
both approvals like Bristol Groundschool. 

The fees and what is included with the course
In order to compare schools, you’ll need to know how 
much they charge and what you get to help you study 
for your exams. Some schools may ask for the full 
course payment upfront, whilst others may allow you 
to pay by module or smaller instalments (e.g. Bristol 
Groundschool’s ATPL course can be paid for in full or 
by module).

When considering each school, look into what is 
included with your course such as computer-based 
training material, e-books, books, videos, classroom 
tuition, revision weeks and question banks. These 
learning materials may come as part of the package 
or they may cost extra, depending on the school and 
course. It’s important to know what you’ll be getting to 
support your learning, this may help you decide which 
school is better value for money.

Our ATPL course can be studied 100% online, at 
your own pace, with a mixture of computer-based 
training, live subject webinars, revision weeks and free 
subscriptions to our question bank BGSonline and BGS 
Video Library. To find out more about our ATPL theory 
course, please visit www.bristol.gs

Cost of travelling and accommodation
If remote learning is not an option at the school you 
would like to attend, you’ll need to budget for travel 
and possibly overnight accommodation. All students 
will also need to factor in the cost of travelling to sit 
their exams as these cannot be done online. Exams 
need to be sat at an exam venue for the UK CAA, 
Austro Control or other EASA authorities.

Student testimonials
Former and current students are a good source of 
information about if the school will be right for you. Most 
schools will have testimonials on their website from past 
students but it’s also worth looking at aviation and pilot 
training forums for insight into the school, its reputation, 
and the overall satisfaction of its students.

Bristol Groundschool is no exception as we offer a 100% online learning courses in 2020, to give our students the 
opportunity to study from anywhere in the world and to sit their exams at an exam venue close to them.

If you’re considering a distance learning course for your ATPL theory, you’ll want to find out how their instruction 
is delivered. This could be a combination of online tuition delivered over video meeting software, computer-based 
training, e-books, question banks and recorded videos.

You’ll also need to find out if the course has any required in-person classroom teaching as at least 10% of your 650 
hours of tuition for ATPL needs to be live tuition.

For Bristol Groundschool’s distance learning course, our students attend revision weeks before they sit their exams. 
Our revision weeks can be attended either in person at our school in Clevedon or online, meaning the full course 
can be completed online without having to travel to us.

As with any distance learning course, you’ll be teaching yourself at times from home which gives you little 
opportunity to interact with other students taking the same course as you. Your school may have a way for their 
students to communicate with each other via a forum or closed online group, such as Bristol Groundschool’s 
closed Facebook group exclusively for those studying directly with us. This gives our students a way to 
communicate and ask questions about their studies and exams, as well as ask our instructors as many of them are 
also members of the group.

If your school doesn’t have an online space for their students, consider joining one of the many ATPL Facebook 
groups, Discord channels, or other online forums dedicated to ATPL students.

Studying with a distance learning course
A number of schools offer online or distance learning course delivery, for 
their ATPL theory.
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Choosing the right ground school for you
It can be complicated and time-consuming to find the right ground 
school for you and your learning style.

You’ll want to make sure that the school you choose is not only going to provide you with everything you need to 
pass your exams, but they’ll also be there to provide the support you need along the way.
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Top tip
Use the question banks to highlight any gaps in your knowledge. When you complete a test or mock exam within 
a question bank, look for any subject areas that you repeatedly struggle with. Once you’ve identified a topic, you 
can make new notes and practice the questions until you get them right.

If you learn best by watching lessons, you could consider getting a subscription to the BGS Video Library. With over 200 
hours of recorded ATPL classes, BGS Video Library is a great revision tool to help you understand difficult topics in all the 
ATPL subjects and new videos are uploaded regularly.

Subscriptions start from just £38 for one month of access, click here to find out more.

Did you know?
Bristol Groundschool students get a free subscription to both BGS Q-bank and the BGS Video Library with their 
course.

Remember, if you’re struggling, ask for help from your school and instructors. They’re there to help support you 
and answer questions about your study.

While ATPL subjects and exams can initially seem 
overwhelming, your course will be divided into modules 
to help you learn in an organised way. Remember, 
thousands of people have gone through this before, 
ATPL theory exams are a marathon, not a sprint. 

For the following example, we’ll use the ATPL(A) 
Bristol Groundschool course training materials, to 
demonstrate how you may study an ATPL theory 
course. Other learning providers may have different 
course structures and learning materials.

Initial Learning Phase
When starting each module, our students work their 
way through our computer-based training software, 
ATPdigital, completing the lessons and tests for each 
subject area. These are click-through lessons with 
text, diagrams, images, animations and videos, to help 
make the knowledge stick.

At the end of each lesson, students complete a short 
quiz to test their knowledge of the topics they’ve 
just studied, before moving on to the next lesson. 
Throughout each subject, there are also longer 
progress tests which must be completed in order to 
move on.

During your initial learning phase, you may want to 
make notes to help you consolidate your learning. 
These will also come in handy when you come to revise. 
If you’re not sure about the best way to organise your 
notes, take a look at the note-taking techniques pages.
Pages 11 & 12 in this guide.

Top tip
Being organised will make your learning much easier 
and give you a goal to work towards. Make a monthly 
or weekly schedule to carve out dedicated time to 
revise and learn. Some students find it beneficial to 
keep a diary or spreadsheet of what they’ve learnt, if 
they have any homework, results from mock tests, or 

topics they need to revisit.

Revision and exam prep
Once you’ve been through all the lessons on a subject 
and have an understanding of what you need to know, 
it’s time to revise.

While there’s no one way to revise, most students use a 
mixture of class notes and question banks to revise for 
their exams.

For the Bristol Groundschool course, students are able 
to access the online ATPL question bank, BGS Q-bank 
to aid in their revision. Questions can be filtered by 
topic, subject and keyword with the option to have a 
detailed explanation after each question.

While question banks are a good tool to help you 
prepare for exams, we advise against just remembering 
the questions. It’s important to learn and understand 
the content of the syllabus first as you may encounter 
questions in the official exams that require in-depth 
knowledge to answer.

How to study your ATPL theory
Once you enrol on an ATPL theory course with an approved training 
provider, you can start learning.
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The Cornell Method
Notes can be easily reviewed into easily digestible sections 
by using the Cornell note-taking method. All of your lesson 
notes will be neatly organised and summarised, helping 
when you come to revise for your exams.

To use the Cornell method, you must first divide your 
page into three sections, two columns at the top (the 
notes one being the larger of the two) and a summary 
section at the bottom of the page.

During your lesson, take down your notes in the notes 
section, remember to include the main topic points 
and details.

After your lesson has ended, use the cues section to 
review your notes. In this space, you can write down 
the things you’ll need to remember and optionally 
a prompt for each. You can also note down any new 
vocabulary and its meaning, plus any study questions 
for later revision.

Lastly, use the summary section at the bottom of the 
page to highlight the key points and takeaways from 
your lesson.

The Map Method
 If you’re more of a visual learner, you may find the map 
method an easier way to organise your notes during 
lessons and later for revision. This method is also best 
for understanding the link between topics and their 
key points.

To start, begin the map at the top of the page with the 
main topic of the lesson. During your lesson, branch off the 
main topic with as many subtopics as you need and write 
the main details and points underneath each.

Depending on how many subtopics and points you have 
for each topic, you may find this method works better by 
turning your page to landscape.

After your lesson, you can leave your map as it is or, 
optionally, write down a summary, new vocabulary, 
takeaways, questions or any other useful notes, at the 
bottom of the page.

The Chart Method
 If you know your lesson will contain a lot of facts or new 
vocabulary, the chart method may be the best way to 
organise your notes.

To start, write down the name of the lesson (or topic) at the 
top of the page, plus the date if relevant.

As the lesson progresses, divide your page into as many 
sections as you need and write down relevant information 
about each topic when it is mentioned. You can organise 
each of the topic details as bullet points, numbered, or 
just space them out with a row underneath to help with 
readability.

Note-taking techniques to help you 
organise your revision notes
Starting your ground school studies can be challenging as it may have 
been a while since you last had to attend lessons and take down notes for 
exam revision.

If you’re finding yourself in this situation and are unsure how best to organise your notes during your lessons, we’ve 
detailed three note-taking techniques you can use for a better understanding of each topic and to aid in exam revision.

1211



After all, the biggest dreams deserve the best 
support. We train the pilots of tomorrow. You could 
be the next one.

About the Bristol Groundschool ATPL course
Our modular ATPL theory course includes a 
combination of distance learning, optional in-person 
learning at our school in Clevedon (UK), self-study, 
instructor-led classroom sessions and revision weeks, 
plus free access to our question bank BGS Q-bank and 
BGS Video Library. Click here to visit our website and 
to find out more about our ATPL(A) theory course.

ATPdigital: Pioneering flight theory learning software
ATPdigital is our industry-leading computer-based 
training programme (CBT) and as a student of BGS, 
you’ll work through each subject with a mixture of 
memorable lessons, quizzes and progress tests. Once 
installed, ATPdigital can also be used offline allowing you 
to study from any location with no internet connection.

Revision Weeks – Helping to Get You Exam Ready
Before you sit your exams, you’ll attend one of our 
revision weeks which run both online and in person at 
our school in Clevedon, UK. Our expert instructors will 
help you consolidate your learning, with exam-specific 
tests and recaps of key concepts in the syllabus.

Free 18-month Subscription to BGS Video Library
Included free with our ATPL course is an 18-month 
subscription to BGS Webinar Library with over 200 
hours of recorded ATPL classes on a variety of subjects 
and topics.

Free 12-month Subscription to BGS Q-bank 
As a student studying with Bristol Groundschool, you 
will receive twelve months of access to BGS Q-bank 
– a regularly updated database of exam-specific 
questions.

All the Support you need for Success
Even when you are learning remotely, we’re there 
to support you. Throughout your studies, our world-
renowned instructors will be on hand to answer your 
questions and provide insight on your learning.

Ready to start studying your ATPL 
theory?
Bristol Groundschool is a world leader in ATPL theory tuition. Our mission 
is to inspire you to strive for your ambitions by giving you the theoretical 
knowledge needed for a rewarding career in aviation.

Here are some of our top tips to keep in mind on exam day…

1. Get a good night’s sleep - this might be easier said than done as you’ll likely feel anxious the night before your exam. 

Get an early night and avoid cramming before bed. Try to avoid looking at screens an hour before you go to bed and try 

listening to some soothing music or a guided sleep meditation podcast if you’re struggling to drop off.

2. Eat a good breakfast - your brain can’t work hard on an empty stomach. Be sure to eat a healthy breakfast of slow-

release carbohydrates such as whole grain bread or oats, along with high-protein foods such as milk, yoghurts, and eggs.

3. Keep hydrated - Staying hydrated throughout the day will help you stay alert and focused during your exam.

4. Arrive on time for your exam - Make sure to set an alarm (or two, or three, however many you need!) so you wake up and 

prepare in plenty of time. The last thing you want on exam day is to be stressed because you’re running late. Getting to the 

exam centre on time will give you time to prepare and focus on the exam.

5. Keep calm - If you’re feeling nervous, try some meditation or deep breathing techniques. Guided meditations can be 

found on streaming platforms, YouTube and mindfulness apps.

6. Don’t cram - Although it may be tempting to cram the night or morning before, this may lead to stress and is 

best avoided.

7. Remember, you can do this! Believe in your own capabilities and go into your exam with a positive mindset.

Top tips leading up to exam day
Once you’ve attended every lesson, completed your notes, and are 
getting good results in your question bank mock exams (we recommend 
scoring around 90%-95%), it’s time to book your exams.

Before sitting their exams, Bristol Groundschool students attend either an online or in-person revision week to 
consolidate their training, correct any misunderstandings, and prepare themselves for the exams.
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Why study with Bristol Groundschool?
Don’t just take our word for it, here’s what our students have to say about 
studying with us…

“I was working a demanding full-time job during my initial training and needed a school that 
would meet my needs and provide me with the support to overcome any difficulties, as well 
as space to work at my own pace. Thankfully, a friend put me in touch with BGS and I never 
looked back. The materials for the course were perfect for my part-time studies and gave me 
the confidence to get through the exams. Any questions I had were always answered, and I felt 
welcomed every time I went to visit Bristol. The revision weeks were awesome and helped me 
in the final weeks leading up to the big exams. Now, I have got my CPL licence and am ready to 
take on my dream job. Thank you BGS!.”

Jeff Barry - BGS Student

“I would recommend Bristol Groundschool with closed eyes. I had heard great things about the 
school and I wasn’t disappointed. Not only does the school provide a great platform to learn, 
great learning material and fantastic instructors, but it also provides great support and help.”

Mattéo Scarcella - BGS Student

“I just finished my ATPL exams I studied with BGS HIGHLY RECOMMEND It is very comfortable 
to study in their distant method and even with the distance they are always available and 
respond quickly, excellent service!”

Uriel Toledo - BGS Student

“I wanted to thank you and everybody at BGS for all the help and support – couldn’t be more 
grateful for all the time and energy all the instructors gave and the quick establishment of the 
webinars which were so useful! I couldn’t recommend BGS more highly to anybody who asks 
me, and although it’s been a tough journey I’m very glad I chose BGS to study with.”

Olivia Olphert - BGS Student

Ready to get started?
Click here to find out more about our ATPL(A) theory course.

Windmill Road
Clevedon
BS21 6UJ
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Tel: +44 1275 340444
e: info@bristol.gs
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