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Trainees in the air force 
take part in many military 
exercises that help prepare 
them mentally and physically 
for war.

A long line of trainees hung in midair from the monkey 

bars. They held tightly to the metal rungs above their heads. 

Slowly, they pulled themselves forward along the bars. Though 

they were exhausted and their hands burned, they didn’t dare 

let go. One slip and they would fall into the muddy pit below—

and have to start all over again.
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Christopher’s grandfather 
and great-uncle were part 
of the Tuskegee Airmen—
the first African American 
pilots in the U.S. military.

At his airman graduation ceremony 
in December 2009, Christopher  
(right) watched his great-uncle 
(left) sign a wall dedicated to the 
Tuskegee Airmen.

This military exercise was just one of many demanding 

tests that trainees such as Christopher Platte had to go through 

to become airmen in the U.S. Air Force. Yet for Christopher, all 

the effort was worth it. By joining the air force, he had followed 

in the footsteps of both his grandfather and great-uncle. They 

had been U.S. pilots during World War II (1939–1945). They 

inspired him to work hard and to do his best. 

The air force is the 

branch of the armed 
forces responsible for 

military operations in the air.
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Lackland Air Force Base, 
located in San Antonio, Texas, 
is nicknamed “The Gateway 
to the Air Force” because all 
enlisted men and women get 
their basic training there.

Before basic training begins, male 
trainees must get very short 
haircuts or shave their heads, 
while females have to make sure 
their hair is not longer than the 
collars of their uniforms.

It took a lot of hard work for Christopher to become an 

airman. Like all men and women who have enlisted in the air 

force, he spent a grueling eight and a half weeks going through 

basic military training, or BMT, at Lackland Air Force Base in 

Texas. Here, trainees spend long hours learning tough combat 

and survival skills as well as air force history and values.
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An MTI yells out 
orders to his flight.

New arrivals at the base are first divided into groups 

called flights. Each flight has about 45 members and is led by 

a military training a military training instructorinstructor, or MTI. His or her job is to teach , or MTI. His or her job is to teach instructor, or MTI. His or her job is to teach instructorinstructor, or MTI. His or her job is to teach instructor

the former civilians all about military life. After trainees are put 

into flights, they are assigned dormitories and receive their 

uniforms. Now the hard work begins.

During BMT, all enlisted 
men and women refer to  
themselves as “trainees.” 
For example, Christopher Platte 
would address his MTI with “Sir, 
Trainee Platte reports as ordered.”
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Meish Goldish has written more than 200 books for children.  

He lives in Brooklyn, New York.
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AIR FORCE: ivilian to Airman

COAS ivilian to Guardian

MARINE Civilian to arine

NAVY: Civilian to Sailor

A line of air force trainees hung from the monkey 

bars, high above a muddy pit. They held on tightly as 

they tried to pull themselves all the way across the bars 

to the other side of the pit. Though they were exhausted 

and their hands burned, they didn’t dare let go. One slip 

and they would fall into the mud—and have to start all 

over again.

This exercise is just one of many demanding tests 

that air force trainees go through during basic military 

training. Look inside to learn more about what it takes 

for civilians to become airmen in the U.S. Air Force. 
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AIR FORCE: Civilian to Airman

ARMY: Civilian to Soldier

COAST GUARD: Civilian to Guardian

MARINE CORPS: Civilian to Marine

NAVY: Civilian to Sailor


