Checklists with Notes
Flying TAA (Technically Advanced Aircraft) poses new challenges for us pilots. While the current generation of avionics can do amazing things which make flying easier, this stuff is complex and we have to spend considerable time learning and staying proficient. You don’t have to fly behind a glass panel to experience TAA issues. If you depend on a moving-map GPS navigator, you’re already there.
Part of the solution for me is a new twist on an old friend. In addition to the normal Checklists I use for various segments of flight (preflight, takeoff, cruise, approach) I have added how-to Notes to help me with procedures for things I don’t do often but are important to get right. 
Such how-to notes are not new. They are simply checklists in the form of step-by-step instructions. We already have them for procedures like electrical failure, external power start, and emergency gear extension. For many emergency procedures we’re trained to refer to the written procedures when we need them and not rely on our memory. For my aircraft, emergency gear extension is a good example. This is not a difficult procedure, but missing a step, like not pulling the gear motor circuit breaker, can have serious consequences. If the motor should suddenly come to life while you are manually cranking the gear, you are almost guaranteed to suffer a broken hand.
I’ve made notes for complex flight procedures for a long time, and you probably have too. But it’s only recently that I’ve started treating some of them like my normal checklists.

Figure 1 is the checklist I use for instrument approaches. It’s a do-check type list that’s customized for me and my aircraft. You probably have a similar one. What this checklist does not cover is use of the autopilot during approaches. That’s not surprising as use of the autopilot is optional.
Over the years I’ve found that while setting up the autopilot for a coupled approach is actually quite simple, I still manage to mess it up periodically. Regular practice helps, but like many general aviation pilots, I don’t do it often enough to where I can be sure to get it right every time. The recent addition of WAAS to my GPS and roll steering capability to the autopilot made this procedure considerably more complex and I found myself making far too many setup mistakes. Some of this is undoubtedly because WAAS is a new procedure, but history suggests I probably won’t ever get it reliably committed to memory. In the mean time, I use the how-to note shown in figure 2. 
Unless you fly with a Garmin GNS 530W and a King KFC 225 autopilot the details of the procedure in figure 2 may not make much sense, but you’ll get the idea that this is a concise, step-by-step set of instructions. Now when I prep for an approach, if I intend to use the autopilot, I first review this how-to note, then proceed with the normal approach briefing and checklist. The payoff for the added step is my autopilot-coupled approaches now get set up properly every time.
Which procedures we develop how-to notes for is a personal choice that depends on how good our memory is and the seriousness of the consequence of getting it wrong. Failure to properly set up an autopilot-coupled approach means I’ll have to hand-fly the approach which is not a big deal, unless it’s low IFR weather. When the weather is really cruddy, I use every resource I have available. Not only does the autopilot fly a much better approach than I do, while it’s flying the airplane, my attention is free to monitor overall approach progress, watch for the runway to appear, and execute a missed approach if necessary. In such situations I don’t want to be guessing at the autopilot setup procedure. 

A good clue as to which how-to notes we need is where we’re having trouble. It’s possible that we may need a how-to note initially, but eventually the procedure gets engrained to where it’s no longer necessary. That’s been the case for me with making changes to flight plans on the 530.
Like the design of our checklists, we don’t want to get carried away with developing how-to notes. We should do it only for the procedures we feel are critical and organize them so they are at our fingertips when we need them.

Peter Cassidy
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