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Understanding the Lift & Drag Curves 

 

Better understanding of the lift and drag curves along with correlating that understanding to 

pilot judgement and actions will make for a better, and safer, pilot. Below are some points and 

concepts that all pilots should know with deep understanding so one can learn to perform with 

unconscious competence1. 

 

This is by no means an all-inclusive list, but a look at some key information that all pilots should 

be well versed in. A pilot who can correctly answer all of the questions posed and can correlate 

that knowledge to action is likely a far safer pilot. All questions are referencing positive AoA. As 

always, constructive criticism is welcome.  

 

 

 

   

   

   

  

  

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

  CL = Coefficient of Lift (aka, The Lift Curve) 

  CD = Coefficient of Drag (aka, The Drag Curve) 
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A. This is the slope of the lift curve 

• How is CL affected by and increase or decrease of AoA? 

• When does the CL slope change? 

• How does the pilot change the airplanes position on this slope? 

• Without an electronic AoA indicator, how can the pilot determine relative AoA 

(i.e., high or low)? 

 

B. High point of the lift curve.  

• What is the name of this point? 

• When does a wing or airfoil stall? 

• How do you un-stall an airplane? (this can be a one word answer) 

i. Is the answer given the only way to un-stall an airfoil? 

ii. Does that work in any attitude? 

• What are the characteristics of a stall? 

 

C. Lift curve beyond the Critical AoA 

• What happens to lift as AoA is increased beyond critical AoA? 

i. Specific, correct language should be used in describing this answer. The 

answer is often given incorrectly. 

 

D. Zero AoA 

• Why does the wing represented generate lift at zero AoA? 

 

E. Drag curve  

• Notice that with an increase in lift comes an increase in drag. Why is this? 

 

F. Drag curve beyond Critical AoA 

• Notice that even though the lift curve changes directions beyond Critical AoA, 

the drag curve continues to go up and it gets steeper. 

• There is more to discuss about this section as it relates to spins. 

 

Other Lift & Drag curve related questions 

• Trailing edge control surface effects on AoA 

o AoA effects on control surfaces 

 

• Aileron effects on the wing section in relation to the curves 

o Control reversal 
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• Lift is a function of: 

o 1 _ 

o 2 _ 

o 3 _ 

o 4 _ 

 

• Positive and Negative Roll Damping 

• Wing shape effects on lift curve 

 

 

 

 

 

Footnote 

1. Unconscious Competence - The individual has had so much practice with a skill that it 

has become "second nature" and can be performed easily. As a result, the skill can be 

performed while executing another task. The individual would likely be able to teach it 

to others. 


