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PLA Air Force Shifts Transition Training to the Schoolhouse

Derek Solen

On October 4 and 5, 2021, the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA) reported that the
PLA Air Force (PLAAF) has begun experimenting with training a brigade of new pilots to fly the
J-10, a fourth-generation fighter,' at the Shijiazhuang Flight Academy, one of its three flight
academies.! In the PLAAF, transition training for operational aircraft is mostly the responsibility
of operational units, so this experimental program likely indicates that the PLAAF will gradually
shift the responsibility for transition training to its flight academies.

The Shijiazhuang Flight Academy is not the first flight academy to conduct transition
training. In 2015 the Xi’an Flight Academy undertook the training of new pilots transitioning to
the third-generation J-7 fighter.? (In the same year, the Harbin Flight Academy began training new
pilots transitioning to the H-6 bomber.®) This effort did not affect the length of the initial training
of J-7 pilots, but it should have relieved some combat units of the burden of conducting transition
training themselves.

What distinguishes the Shijiazhuang Flight Academy’s transition training for the J-10 is
the type of aircraft for which it is being conducted and the fact that it is being conducted in
conjunction with an effort to shorten the length of initial fighter pilot training. As stated above, the
J-10 is a fourth-generation fighter. The proportion of fourth-generation fighters in the PLAAF’s
inventory is likely to have increased so much that the PLAAF no longer has enough third-
generation aircraft for all its new pilots to gain experience in before eventually transitioning to a
fourth-generation fighter. This was how fighter pilots in the PLAAF graduated to fourth-generation
fighters from approximately 1990 to 2015, and this was mainly because the PLAAF lacked an
adequate trainer to bridge the gap between the PLAAF’s primary trainer and its new, advanced
fighters.

" The Chinese define fighter aircraft generations differently, using “fourth-generation” for the West’s “fifth-
generation” fighters, “third-generation” for the West’s “fourth-generation” fighters, and so on.
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In 2015 the PLAAF’s flight academies began receiving a new trainer, the JL-9, which
presumably better prepared new pilots to undergo transition training to a fourth-generation
fighter." However, the introduction of the PLAAF’s newest, much more advanced trainer, the JL-
10, to the Shijiazhuang Flight Academy in 2019 enabled a radical change in the PLAAF’s initial
fighter pilot training: pilot candidates beginning flight training in a brigade operating the JL-10 in
2020 skipped intermediate flight training, proceeding directly from the PLAAF’s primary trainer
to the JL-10.# The Harbin Flight Academy followed suit in 2020.° The JL-10 is a fourth-generation
aircraft itself, so it is the perfect bridge between the PLAAF’s primary trainer and the PLAAF’s
newest fighters. Not every training brigade at the PLAAF’s flight academies has adopted the JL-
10, but those that have adopted it can produce a fighter pilot in almost half the time that it took the
PLAAF to do so in 2010.°

At the same time that the Shijiazhuang Flight Academy changed the curriculum for those
pilot candidates undergoing training in brigades operating the JL-10, it also undertook the task of
conducting transition training for the J-10, establishing what seems to be a single brigade operating
the J-10S, a two-seated version of the J-10.” Those undergoing the transition training now are
graduates of the shortened program employing the JL-10 who graduated in July or August 2021
and began their transition training in September 2021.8 The transition training will last for one
year, so conducting transition training at Shijiazhuang itself will not shorten the time that it takes
the PLAAF to produce a fighter pilot in this program, which is six years including non-flight-
related officer training.®

However, shifting transition training to the flight academies has other advantages. As
mentioned above, doing so relieves combat units of the burden of conducting transition training
themselves, freeing them to concentrate on more advanced training and regular operations.
Moreover, it should also make it easier for the PLAAF to ensure that new pilots are trained to a
single standard. It is likely that the PLAAF will expand this experimental program to the Harbin
Flight Academy, where the JL-10 was also introduced,® eventually shifting all transition training
to the flight academies as it further eliminates intermediate flight training within the next decade.
While the PLAAF’s initial fighter pilot training would still take longer than that in other countries
like the USA, its gradual efforts will still greatly improve the training.

Opinions, conclusions, and recommendations expressed or implied within are solely those of the
author and do not necessarily represent the views of the Air University, the Department of the Air
Force, the Department of Defense, or any other U.S. government agency. Cleared for public release:
distribution unlimited.

i For more about the JL-9 and the PLAAF’s other trainers, see U.S. Air Force China Aerospace Studies Institute,
Initial Fighter Pilot Training in the PLA Air Force, Derek Solen, February 16, 2021, 3-4, accessed October 8, 2021,
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/CASI/Display/Article/2502985/initial-fighter-pilot-training-in-the-pla-air-force/.
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