
 

Comprehensive Outline: Aircraft Climb and Glide Speeds 
 
 
1. Introduction 

​ Purpose: Understanding critical speeds to maximize climb and glide performance in various 
scenarios. 

​ Audience: Pilots of piston-engine, fixed-wing aircraft. 
 
 
2. Key Definitions 

​ Best Rate of Climb (Vy): 

​ Definition: The airspeed that delivers the greatest altitude gain per unit of time. 

​ Practical Use: Used to reach cruising altitude quickly. 

 

​ Best Angle of Climb (Vx): 

​ Definition: The airspeed that provides the greatest altitude gain per unit of horizontal 
distance. 

​ Practical Use: Used to clear obstacles after takeoff. 

​  

Best Glide Speed (Vg): 

​ Definition: The airspeed that provides the greatest horizontal distance traveled per unit of 
altitude lost. 

​ Practical Use: Used during engine-out emergencies or descents. 
 
 
3. Aerodynamic Principles 

​ Thrust and Drag Curves: 

​ Discuss the relationship between total drag (induced + parasite drag) and airspeed. 



 

 

How parasite drag and induced drag determine the L/D max speed 

 

​ Power and Performance: 

​ Describe the difference between power available and power required. 



 

 

Power available vs Power required 

 

​ Lift-to-Drag Ratio (L/D): 

​ Importance in determining Vx, Vy, and Vg. 



 

 
Lift to Drag Ratio (L/D max) 
 

 
How Vy and Vx change with altitude 



 

4. Derivation of Speeds 
 
4.1. Best Rate of Climb (Vy) 

​ Derived where the difference between power available and power required is maximum. 

​ Graph: Power required vs. airspeed curve (highlighting Vy). 
 
 
4.2. Best Angle of Climb (Vx) 

​ Derived where the difference between thrust available and drag is maximum. 

​ Graph: Thrust vs. airspeed curve (highlighting Vx). 

​ Dependency on: 

​ Aircraft weight. 

​ Density altitude. 

​ Flap configuration. 

 
 



 

4.3. Best Glide Speed (Vg) 

​ Occurs at the airspeed where the lift-to-drag (L/D) ratio is maximum. 

​ Graph: Lift-to-drag ratio curve (highlighting Vg). 

​ Dependency on: 

​ Aircraft weight (Vg increases with higher weight). 

​ Wind conditions (headwind vs. tailwind considerations). 

 

Best glide speed at different altitudes 

 



 

 

Effect of weight on the best glide speed 
 
 
5. Practical Considerations 

​ Environmental Factors: 

​ Effects of altitude, temperature, and weight on Vx, Vy, and Vg. 

​ Aircraft-Specific Variations: 

​ Reference the Pilot’s Operating Handbook (POH) for exact speeds. 

​ Wind Conditions: 

​ Adjusting Vx and Vg for headwinds and tailwinds. 

​ Emergency Situations: 

​ Selecting the appropriate speed for engine-out scenarios or obstacle clearance. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

6. Summary 

​ Recap the importance of understanding and practicing Vx, Vy, and Vg. 

​ Emphasize how these speeds ensure safe and efficient flight operations. 

​  

1.​ Thrust vs. Airspeed (Drag Components): 

​ Shows how induced drag decreases while parasite drag increases with airspeed. 

​ The intersection of these curves creates the total drag curve, which influences Vx. 

2.​ Power Required vs. Airspeed: 

​ Illustrates the power required to overcome drag at different airspeeds. 

​ Vy corresponds to the point where the difference between power available and power 
required is maximized. 

3.​ Lift-to-Drag Ratio vs. Airspeed: 

​ Displays how the lift-to-drag ratio peaks, indicating the airspeed for Vg. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Design Maneuvering Speed (Va) 
 
1. Introduction 

​ Purpose: To ensure pilots understand the significance of design maneuvering speed (Va) for 
safe operations. 

​ Audience: Pilots flying Cessna 172 or similar aircraft. 

​ Importance: Va is a critical speed for turbulence and abrupt control deflections. 
 
 
2. Definition of Design Maneuvering Speed (Va) 

​ What is Va? 

​ The maximum speed at which full, abrupt control deflections can be made in one axis and 
in one direction (rudder can be left and right once), without exceeding the aircraft’s 
structural load limits. 



 

​ Characteristics: 

​ At or below Va, the aircraft will stall before structural damage occurs from excessive load 
factor. 

​ Above Va, abrupt inputs can exceed load limits and cause structural failure. 

​ Relation to Load Factor: 

​ Connected to the aircraft’s maximum allowable load factor (e.g., +3.8g for Normal 
category aircraft). 

 
 
3. How Va is Determined 

​ Calculation: 

​ Derived using the formula:  𝑉𝑎 =  𝑙𝑜𝑎𝑑 𝑓𝑎𝑐𝑡𝑜𝑟
1 · 𝑉𝑠

      Where V_s is the stall speed at 1g. 

​ Certification Standards: 

​ Determined during flight testing as part of certification under FAR Part 23. 

​ Specific Values for Cessna 172: 

​ Typically listed in the Pilot’s Operating Handbook (POH) for various weights. 
 
 
 
 
5. How Va Changes with Weight 

​ Relationship to Aircraft Weight: 

​ Va decreases as the aircraft’s weight decreases. 

​ At lower weights, the stall speed decreases, requiring a lower Va to protect against 
exceeding load limits. 

​ Mathematical Basis: 

​  𝑉𝑎 𝑛𝑒𝑤 =  𝑉𝑎 𝑚𝑎𝑥 ·  𝑁𝑒𝑤 𝑊𝑒𝑖𝑔ℎ𝑡
𝑀𝑎𝑥 𝑊𝑒𝑖𝑔ℎ𝑡

​ Practical Example: 

​ A Cessna 172 at max gross weight might have a Va of 105 knots. 

​ At 75% of max gross weight, Va would be approximately 91 knots. 
 



 

 
6. Factors Affecting Va 

​ Environmental Conditions: 

​ Turbulence: Fly below Va to avoid structural damage. 

​ Load Factor Sensitivity: 

​ Abrupt control inputs or turns at high speed can exceed the design load factor, even 
below Va. 

​ Weight Configuration: 

​ Always refer to the POH for Va values corresponding to current weight. 
 
 
7. Misconceptions About Va 

​ Va Does Not Protect Against: 

​ Structural failure from high-speed dives (e.g., exceeding V_ne). 

​ Flutter or other dynamic instabilities. 

​ Va is Not Constant: 

​ Many pilots assume Va is fixed, but it varies with weight. 
 
 
 
 
8. Real-World Application 

​ Scenario: Flying in Turbulence: 

​ Reduce airspeed to at or below Va to prevent structural damage from sudden gusts. 

​  

Scenario: Emergency Maneuvering: 

​ Use Va as a reference to avoid over-stressing the aircraft during abrupt maneuvers. 

​  

Scenario: Weight Reduction: 

​ Adjust Va when operating at reduced fuel or passenger load. 
 
 
 



 

9. Summary 

​ Key Takeaways: 

​ Va is a critical airspeed for safe operation in turbulence and high-load maneuvers. 

​ It varies with aircraft weight, so always reference the POH. 

​ Flying at or below Va reduces the risk of exceeding structural limits, but it is not a 
guarantee of safety under all conditions. 

 


