Aircraft Mechanic

Aircraft Mechanic includes jobs involved in the maintenance and repair of fixed and rotary wing aircraft systems, airframes, components, and assemblies.  Aircraft worked on include a variety of models, single and multi-engine types, having reciprocating and jet engines.

Many aircraft mechanics, also called airframe, powerplant (A&P), and avionics aviation maintenance technicians, specialize in preventive maintenance.  They inspect engines, landing gear, instruments, pressurized sections, accessories—brakes, valves, pumps, and air-conditioning systems, for example—and other parts of the aircraft, and do the necessary maintenance and replacement of parts.

Some mechanics work on one or many different types of aircraft, such as jets, propeller-driven airplanes, and helicopters.  Others specialize in one section of a particular type of aircraft, such as the engine, hydraulics, or electrical system.  Powerplant mechanics are authorized to work on engines and do limited work on propellers.  Airframe mechanics are authorized to work on any part of the aircraft except the instruments, powerplants, and propellers.  Combination airframe-and-powerplant mechanics—called A & P mechanics—work on all parts of the plane, except instruments.  The majority of mechanics working on civilian aircraft today are A & P mechanics.  In small, independent repair shops, mechanics usually inspect and repair many different types of aircraft.

The majority of mechanics who work on civilian aircraft are certified by the FAA as “airframe mechanic,” “powerplant mechanic,” or “avionics repair specialist.”  Mechanics who also have an inspector’s authorization can certify work completed by other mechanics and perform required inspections.  Uncertified mechanics are supervised by those with certificates.

Most airlines require that mechanics have a high school diploma and an A & P certificate.

Although a few people become mechanics through on-the-job training, most learn their job in 1 of about 200 trade schools certified by the FAA.  About one-third of these schools award 2- and 4-year degrees in avionics, aviation technology, or aviation maintenance management. 

FAA standards established by law require that certified mechanic schools offer students a minimum of 1,900 actual class hours.  Coursework in these trade schools normally lasts from 24 to 30 months and provides training with the tools and equipment used on the job. 

Some aircraft mechanics in the Armed Forces acquire enough general experience to satisfy the work experience requirements for the FAA certificate.  With additional study, they may pass the certifying exam.  In general, however, jobs in the military services are too specialized to provide the broad experience required by the FAA.

As new and more complex aircraft are designed, more employers are requiring mechanics to take ongoing training to update their skills.  Recent technological advances in aircraft maintenance necessitate a strong background in electronics—both for acquiring and retaining jobs in this field.  FAA certification standards also make ongoing training mandatory.

As aircraft mechanics gain experience, they may advance to lead mechanic (or crew chief), inspector, lead inspector, or shop supervisor positions.  Opportunities are best for those who have an aircraft inspector’s authorization.  In the airlines, where promotion often is determined by examination, supervisors sometimes advance to executive positions.  Those with broad experience in maintenance and overhaul might become inspectors with the FAA.  With additional business and management training, some open their own aircraft maintenance facilities.  Mechanics learn many different skills in their training that can be applied to other jobs, and some transfer to other skilled repairer occupations or electronics technician jobs. 

As for myself I attend a part 147 FAA aviation school in Sacramento, California for two years learning the basic skills to obtain an airframe and powerplant certificate back in 1979.  After completing school I took the three required written tests and oral and practical tests to received my A&P certificates.

With my A&P certificates hand I attempted to obtain a job in aviation.  I mailed out several resumes and did not receive any responses back to my disappointment.  I drove from aviation shop to shop interviewing for any position.  The answer was always the same “you don’t have any experience”.  I believed that once I obtain my A&P certificate a job would be easy.  I was told the big lie and believed it.

However I was determined to work in the trade I was trained.  I meet with every Fixed Base Operator (FBO) in the Sacramento area.  There were no jobs available because in aviation jobs run in cycles and unfortunately for me aviation was in a down swing cycle.

During class one-day a classmate said the government was hiring civilian aircraft mechanics at the local Air Force Base.  Needless to say we both cut class and drove down town to the Federal Building for a job interview.

The interview was simple, I was asked if I knew what a cleco fastener was.  I asked which style did the interviewer want me to explain (wing, draw, sheet end grip, etc).  The interviewer told stated I was the first person to answer the cleco question correct.   I was hired and told to report to work in two weeks.  

My first aviation job paid $8.24 an hour I was so happy to finely be able to work on real aircraft even it they were military.  I soon learned my A&P certificate was a license to learn.  I made so many mistakes I wasn’t sure if aviation was the field for me.  An older mechanic sat me down and explained it takes years to learn a trade and I was just starting.

I soon learned I had to read the repair manuals before starting any job and when I didn’t understand something ask for help.  One thing about aviation the older mechanics are willing to help only when asked.  I soon learned if you don’t ask for help none will be given.

My dream was always to work on aircraft and own my own shop, but I did not know how to begin.  However the Air Base had an Aero Club so I volunteered my services for free and yes, I was taken advantage of (free labor).  Again I learned by mistakes servicing small General Aviation aircraft.  I soon gained experience and knowledge and was paid a salary $6.25 an hour part time.

General Aviation requires long hours as I soon learned.  I was still working a full time job repairing military aircraft during the day and the evening repairing rental aircraft for the flight training school.

After working several years for the aero club I decided to work on my own.  The first aircraft I bid on was a major structural repair after a crash.  With all the years of experience I had gained working on military aircraft I was sure I could do this.  I purchased tools and equipment and rented a building.  This is when I learned the government wanted their fair share of my profits.

I earned over $7,000.00 on my first project in less than three months.  I had the world by the tail.  I was working with the FAA almost every week on the paperwork and believed I could do anything (never assume).  Just when you think you have everything under control the rug is pulled out.

My full time job repairing aircraft with the military was gone (downsizing).  I had to find a new position and quick as I could not support my wife on the part time aviation business I had started.  Then to add to my problems the California EPA dropped by one day and declared I was breaking the law.  So I was fined $10,000.00 per day for storing aircraft engine oil in my garage and not in a stainless steel fireproof locker.  My dream had gone bust!  I closed the shop and sold my business and relocated to Texas to start over as an engineering field representative for the Department of Defense on B-1 bombers.  I taught part time for a part 147 A&P school school (Texas Central College).

I never lost my dream and found other ways to keep my desire to work on aircraft alive.  I helped owners at the local airports and decided to join the FAA.  I sent in all the required forms, which equaled my physical weight and waited.  I was turned down for not having enough experience.  However being told this several years earlier I resubmitted the forms each year adding addition stuff (remembering big) not lying.

Several years later I did receive a job interview in San Jose and Oakland, California and flew out for the interview.  Needless to say I are one of them today.

That’s how I became a FAA Inspector.

Denny Pollard

A&P/IA
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