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The Aviation Selection Test Battery (ASTB-E)serves as the primary psychometric instrument used by the U.S.

Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard to select candidates for pilot and flight officer training programs. Often

referred to as the "gatekeeper" of naval aviation, the ASTB-E is more than a simple aptitude test; it is a multifaceted

evaluation of cognitive ability, mechanical comprehension, spatial orientation, and personality traits. Success on

this exam is a prerequisite for any individual aspiring to sit in the cockpit of a military aircraft or manage complex

mission systems as a Naval Flight Officer (NFO).

The Evolution and Significance of the ASTB-E

Historically, flight aptitude testing focused heavily on basic arithmetic and reading comprehension. However, as 

aviation technology evolved, the Navy developed the "Electronic" version (ASTB-E) to incorporate Performance 

Based Measures (PBM)and computer-adaptive testing (CAT). The modern iteration is designed to predict not only

the likelihood of success in Ground School but also the candidate's actual performance during primary flight

training. By filtering for candidates with high spatial awareness and rapid decision-making capabilities, the

Department of Defense minimizes attrition rates in high-cost training environments.

Core Components of the ASTB-E

The ASTB-E is divided into several subtests. Depending on the specific commissioning source and desired 

pipeline, candidates may take the Officer Aptitude Rating (OAR)portion alone or the full battery including the

aviation-specific components.

•  Math Skills Test (MST): Evaluates proficiency in arithmetic, algebra, geometry, and data interpretation.

•  Reading Comprehension Test (RCT): Measures the ability to extract specific information and logical 

inferences from technical passages.

•  Mechanical Comprehension Test (MCT): Focuses on physics principles, including mechanics, electricity, and 

fluid dynamics.

•  Aviation and Nautical Information Test (ANIT): Tests knowledge of aviation history, terminology, and nautical 

operations.

•  Naval Aviation Trait Facet Inventory (NATFI): A personality assessment aimed at identifying leadership and 

stress-tolerance traits.

•  Performance Based Measures (PBM): A series of sensory and motor tasks involving a joystick and throttle to 

test hand-eye coordination.

Technical Breakdown: The Math Skills Test (MST)

The MST is a Computer Adaptive Test (CAT) , meaning the difficulty of the questions adjusts based on the

examinee's performance. For technical mastery, candidates must move beyond basic calculation and understand

the underlying geometric and algebraic frameworks. Key areas include:

Geometry and Trigonometry Frameworks

Geometry in the ASTB-E frequently focuses on the internal properties of polygons and the relationships between



angles. A fundamental formula used in the exam is the determination of the sum of interior angles in any polygon:

Total Degrees = (n - 2) * 180

Where nrepresents the number of sides. For example, a pentagon contains (5-2) * 180 = 540 degrees.

Furthermore, candidates must distinguish between:

•  Supplemental Angles: Two angles whose sum equals 180 degrees.

•  Complementary Angles: Two angles whose sum equals 90 degrees.

Algebraic Word Problems and Rate Equations

Operational flight planning requires rapid mental calculation of fuel burn, time on station, and distance to intercept. 

The MST tests this through complex word problems involving the Distance = Rate × Time formula. Advanced

variations involve multiple moving objects (intercept problems) or varying work rates (e.g., how long it takes two

pumps to fill a tank if they operate at different speeds).

Mechanical Comprehension and Physical Principles

The Mechanical Comprehension Test (MCT)bridges the gap between theoretical physics and practical

engineering. Candidates must analyze diagrams of mechanical systems to determine outcomes such as force,

direction of rotation, or mechanical advantage.

Core Mechanical Concepts

1.  Newton's Laws of Motion: Understanding how force, mass, and acceleration interact (F=ma) is vital for 

predicting aircraft behavior.

2.  Simple Machines: The ASTB-E frequently queries the mechanical advantage of levers, pulleys, and inclined 

planes. A Class 1 Lever (fulcrum in the middle) is a common test subject.

3.  Fluid Dynamics: Bernoulli’s Principle is a staple of the MCT. It explains that as the velocity of a fluid (or air) 

increases, its pressure decreases. This is the fundamental principle of lift generated by an airfoil.

4.  Electrical Circuits: Basic understanding of Ohm’s Law (V=IR) and the difference between series and parallel 

circuits is often required.

Aviation and Nautical Information (ANIT): The Professional Domain

The ANIT section requires a breadth of knowledge that spans from the early days of the Wright Brothers to modern

carrier operations. Unlike the MST or MCT, the ANIT is largely a test of acquired knowledge rather than raw

processing power.

Key Technical Terminology



Term Definition / Significance Operational Context

Angle of Attack (AOA) The angle between the chord line of 
the wing and the relative wind.

Crucial for preventing aerodynamic 
stalls.

Aspect Ratio The ratio of wing span to its mean 
chord.

High aspect ratio (gliders) provides 
high lift at low speeds.

Port vs. Starboard Left and right sides of a vessel, 
respectively.

Standardized communication for 
navigation.

Pitched, Roll, and Yaw Movement around the lateral, 
longitudinal, and vertical axes.

Controlled by elevators, ailerons, and 
rudders.

Empennage The tail assembly of an aircraft. Provides stability and houses control 
surfaces.

Nautical Foundations

Because the ASTB is used by the Navy and Coast Guard, nautical knowledge is equally weighted. Candidates 

must be familiar with naval history (e.g., the significance of the Battle of Midway), shipboard directions, and the 

"Rules of the Road" for vessel navigation. Understanding the Beaufort Scalefor wind speed and the basic

identification of ship hulls (planing vs. displacement) provides a competitive edge.

Spatial Apperception and the PBM Battery

The Spatial Apperception Test (SAT)  is often considered the most challenging cognitive section. It presents a 

cockpit view of the horizon, and the candidate must identify the aircraft's orientation (pitch and roll) relative to a sea 

or land surface. This simulates Instrument Meteorological Conditions (IMC)where a pilot cannot rely on their

inner ear for balance.

The Performance Based Measures (PBM) Technical Workflow

The PBM is the only section that utilizes external hardware (joysticks and a throttle). It measures Dichotic 

Listening—where a candidate hears different instructions in each ear and must filter out "distractor" information—

while simultaneously performing a tracking task with the joystick. This assesses multi-tasking capacity and 

divided attention, which are critical for pilots managing radio communications while maneuvering an aircraft.

Comparative Analysis: ASTB-E vs. Other Military Flight Tests

Each branch of the military uses a different metric for flight selection. Understanding the differences helps

candidates who may be cross-applying to multiple branches.



Feature ASTB-E (Navy/USMC/
USCG)

AFOQT (Air Force) SIFT (Army)

Testing Format Computer Adaptive (CAT) Paper-based or Digital 
(Linear)

Computer Adaptive

Aviation Focus High (includes Nautical) Moderate High (Helicopter focused)

Hardware Used Joystick, Throttle, Headset None None

Scoring Metric Stanines (1-9) & OAR 
(20-80)

Percentiles (1-99) Standard Score (40-80)

Retake Policy 3 times lifetime limit 2 times (waiverable) 2 times lifetime limit

The Officer Aptitude Rating (OAR) Scoring System

For those not seeking flight slots (e.g., Supply Corps, Intelligence, SWO), only the first three sections—Math, 

Reading, and Mechanical—are required. These form the OAR score. The OAR is scored on a scale from 20 to 80,

with a mean of 50 and a standard deviation of 10. Most competitive programs require a minimum OAR of 45-50,

though technical fields often demand 55+.

The Aviation Stanines

For pilot and NFO candidates, three additional scores are generated, known as Stanines (Standard Nines):

1.  AQR (Academic Qualifications Rating): Predicts success in the classroom portion of flight school.

2.  PFAR (Pilot Flight Aptitude Rating): Specifically predicts success in the primary flight phase for pilots.

3.  FOFAR (Flight Officer Flight Aptitude Rating): Predicts success for non-pilot flight officers.

Stanines range from 1 to 9, with 9 being the highest. A "7/7/7" score (AQR/PFAR/FOFAR) is generally considered

highly competitive for a pilot slot.

Advanced Study Strategies and Technical Preparation

Preparing for the ASTB-E requires a structured, multi-month approach. Because the test is adaptive, simply 

memorizing answers is ineffective. Candidates must master the procedural executionof math and physics

problems.

Phased Preparation Guide

•  Phase 1: Diagnostic Assessment. Take a full-length practice test to identify weaknesses in the OAR sections. 

Use the Mometrix or CliffsNotes guides for initial benchmarking.

•  Phase 2: Mathematical Rigor. Spend 4 weeks mastering long division, fraction-to-decimal conversions, and 

geometric proofs without a calculator, as calculators are prohibited during the actual exam.

•  Phase 3: Spatial Orientation Drills. Use flashcards to practice the Spatial Apperception Test. Practice 

identifying the "bank" and "pitch" of an aircraft from various external and internal perspectives.

•  Phase 4: Aviation Immersion. Read the FAA’s Pilot’s Handbook of Aeronautical Knowledge (PHAK). Focus on 

the chapters regarding aerodynamics and flight controls to bolster the ANIT score.

•  Phase 5: PBM Simulation. While the PBM is difficult to simulate exactly, playing flight simulators with a joystick 

can help develop the muscle memory required for the tracking tasks.



Case Studies in Test Failure and Operational Challenges

Many candidates fail to reach their potential on the ASTB-E due to specific operational errors during the testing

process. Analyzing these failure modes provides a roadmap for avoidance.

Common Failure Mode: Time Management in the MST

Because the test is adaptive, some candidates spend too much time on a single difficult question, hoping to "force" 

the algorithm into a higher-tier difficulty. This often results in the candidate running out of time, which severely 

penalizes the final score. Solution:If a solution isn't apparent within 90 seconds, make an educated guess and

move on. The algorithm recovers from a single wrong answer better than it does from unearned "no-answers."

Common Failure Mode: Spatial Disorientation

During the PBM, the dichotic listening task (identifying letters in the correct ear) often causes candidates to "freeze" 

their hands on the joystick, leading to massive tracking errors. Solution:Practice "active scanning." Much like a

real pilot scans their instruments, the candidate must scan their auditory input while maintaining constant, small

corrections on the joystick.

Long-term Implications of ASTB-E Performance

The ASTB-E is not merely a hurdle to be cleared; it is a component of a permanent military record. High scores can 

open doors to specialized platforms, such as the F-35 Lightning II or E/A-18G Growlerpipelines, where cognitive

load is highest. Conversely, marginal scores may limit a candidate’s options to specific airframes or even result in a

redesignation to non-aviation designators.

Ultimately, the ASTB-E ensures that those who are entrusted with multi-million dollar assets and the lives of their

crew possess the cognitive resilience and technical aptitude to perform under pressure. For the aspiring naval

aviator, mastery of the concepts outlined in this guide—from the geometric sum of angles to the complexities of

Bernoulli’s Principle—is the first step in a career defined by precision and excellence in the air.
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