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Introduction: The Iconic Cockpit of the
Cessna 172

The Cessna 172 Skyhawk is the most popular single-engine aircraft ever built,
and for good reason. First introduced in 1956, this high-wing, four-seat workhorse
has trained more pilots than any other airplane in history. At the heart of its
enduring appeal is the C 172 cockpit layout — a design that balances
simplicity, functionality, and comfort. Whether you are a student pilot preparing
for your first solo flight or an experienced aviator stepping back into a classic,
understanding every element of the C 172 cockpit layout is essential for safe and
efficient flying.

In this article, we will take a deep dive into the C 172 cockpit, exploring each

panel: instrument, -and controb with- the detait it-deserves.- We- will cover the
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traditional steam-gauge configuration found in older models and the glass cockpit
upgrades available in newer Skyhawks. By the end, you will have a thorough
understanding of how the cockpit is organized and why the C 172 cockpit layout
remains a benchmark in general aviation.

Overview of the C 172 Cockpit Layout

The C 172 cockpit layout is designed with the pilot seated in the left front seat,
the copilot or passenger in the right front seat, and two additional passengers in
the rear. The cabin is spacious for its class, with excellent visibility thanks to the
high-wing design and large windows. The cockpit is organized into three main
zones: the instrument panel directly in front of the pilot and copilot, the center
pedestal housing radios and navigation equipment, and the overhead panel with
switches for lights and other systems.

The layout follows a logical left-to-right, top-to-bottom flow that minimizes pilot
workload. Critical flight instruments are centered on the pilot's side, while engine
gauges and system monitors are positioned for quick scanning. The control yokes
are connected and move in unison, allowing either front-seat occupant to fly the
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aircraft. . The. overall .ergonemics. of. the. C. 1722 cockpit layout have .been. kefined

over decades, making it one of the most user-friendly cockpits in aviation.

The Instrument Panel: The Six-Pack and

The Traditional Six-Pack

In older Cessna 172 models — particularly those produced before the 2000s —
the instrument panel is dominated by the classic "six-pack" of primary flight
instruments. These six instruments are arranged in a standard T-configuration
and provide the pilot with all the information needed to control the aircraft in
instrument meteorological conditions (IMC) as well as visual flight rules (VFR). Let
us examine each one in the context of the C 172 cockpit layout.

* Airspeed Indicator (ASI): Located at the top left of the six-pack, the ASI
displays the aircraft's speed in knots. It features color-coded arcs indicating
flap operating range, normal operating range, and never-exceed speed.
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instrument shows the aircraft's pitch and bank relative to the artificial
horizon. It is the primary reference for instrument flight.

e Altimeter: Found at the top right, the altimeter displays pressure altitude
and can be adjusted for local barometric pressure using the Kollsman
window.

e Turn Coordinator: Located below the airspeed indicator, this instrument
indicates the rate of turn and includes an inclinometer (the ball) for
coordination.

e Heading Indicator (HI): Positioned below the attitude indicator, the
heading indicator is a gyroscopic compass that provides a stable heading
reference. It must be regularly aligned with the magnetic compass.

» Vertical Speed Indicator (VSI): At the bottom right, the VSI shows the
rate of climb or descent in feet per minute.

This six-pack arrangement is the backbone of the C 172 cockpit layout in analog
aircraft. Student pilots learn to scan these instruments in a systematic pattern,
building the foundation for all future flying.
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Moedern Glass- Cock.pit.u pg.ra.des .............................

Newer Cessna 172 models, such as the C172S with the Garmin G1000 avionics
suite, have replaced the traditional six-pack with two large flat-panel displays.
The primary flight display (PFD) on the left integrates the attitude indicator,
airspeed, altitude, vertical speed, and heading into a single, intuitive screen. The
multifunction display (MFD) on the right shows moving maps, weather, traffic,
terrain, and engine data.

Despite these advancements, the fundamental C 172 cockpit layout remains
remarkably consistent. The position of controls, switches, and the basic
ergonomics are preserved, allowing pilots to transition easily between analog and
glass cockpits. The G1000 system enhances situational awareness but does not
alter the physical layout of the cockpit itself.

Left-Side Pilot Controls and Switches

The left side of the cockpit is the pilot's domain. In the C 172 cockpit layout,
critical controls are placed within easy reach of the left hand, while the right hand
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typically operates the throttle and mixture. The control yoke is mounted on a
central column and features a push-to-talk (PTT) switch on the left horn, along
with a microphone button and trim controls on some models.

Below the yoke, on the left sub-panel, you will find the master switch (alternator
and battery), the ignition switch (key-operated with positions for OFF, LEFT,
RIGHT, BOTH, and START), and the avionics master switch. The left side also
houses the parking brake handle, which is pulled to set and pushed to release.
The elevator trim wheel is located between the front seats, easily reachable by
either the pilot or copilot.

The fuel selector valve is positioned on the left sidewall near the floor, with
positions for BOTH, LEFT, RIGHT, and OFF. This is a critical component of the C
172 cockpit layout that pilots must memorize for emergency procedures. Fuel
management is straightforward in the Skyhawk, but incorrect selection can lead
to engine failure.
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‘The Center Pedestal: ‘Radios ‘and ‘Avionics

Between the two front seats sits the center pedestal, which houses the radio
stack and avionics equipment. In a typical C 172 cockpit layout, this area includes
two communication radios (COM1 and COM2), two navigation radios (NAV1 and
NAV2), a transponder, an audio panel, and a GPS navigator. In older models, you
might find an ADF (automatic direction finder) and DME (distance measuring
equipment), though these are rare in modern fleets.

The audio panel allows the pilot to select which radios are heard through the
headphones and speakers. It also includes a intercom system for communication
between crew and passengers. Below the audio panel, the transponder is set to
squawk codes assigned by air traffic control, with an altitude-reporting mode
(Mode C) that transmits pressure altitude.

In glass cockpit versions of the C 172 cockpit layout, the center pedestal is
simplified. The G1000 system integrates communication, navigation, and
surveillance functions into the two displays, with a small keyboard and controller
on the pedestal for data entry. The transponder is controlled through the MFD,
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and the audio panel remains as a standalone unit.

Right-Side Instruments and Controls

The right side of the C 172 cockpit layout mirrors the left side in many ways, but
with some important differences. The copilot has a full set of flight instruments,
though some may be duplicates or simplified. In analog aircraft, the copilot
typically has an airspeed indicator, attitude indicator, altimeter, and vertical
speed indicator, but not always a full six-pack. In glass cockpit models, the copilot
has a duplicate PFD and MFD display, providing full situational awareness.

The right-side yoke also includes a PTT switch and microphone button. The
copilot can operate the throttle, mixture, and propeller controls from the right
seat, making it easy for a flight instructor to take control during training. The
right side also has its own set of circuit breakers, though the main breaker panel
is located on the left.

One notable feature of the C 172 cockpit layout is the location of the flap switch.
In most models, it is found on the right side of the instrument panel, near the
copilot. This placement is a legacy of the original design and works well for both
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pilets, as the right-seat occupant can.easily operate.the.flaps.while the left-seat

pilot focuses on flying.

Overhead Panel and Environmental
Controls

Above the pilot and copilot, the overhead panel in the C 172 cockpit layout
contains switches for the landing light, taxi light, navigation lights, strobe lights,
and interior lighting. Some models also have switches for a rotating beacon and
wingtip recognition lights. The overhead panel is simple and intuitive, with each
switch clearly labeled.

The environmental controls are located on the lower center of the instrument
panel. These include the cabin heat control (pull-knob), defroster, and fresh air
vents. The cabin heat is essential for flying in cold weather, while the defroster
keeps the windshield clear. Fresh air vents can be opened to provide ventilation
on warm days. The C 172 cockpit layout is not pressurized, so cabin temperature
is managed entirely through these simple mechanical controls.
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Yokes, Rudder Pedals, and Flight Controls

The flight controls in the C 172 cockpit layout are fully manual and direct-acting,
meaning there are no hydraulic or electric boost systems. The yoke moves the
ailerons and elevator through a system of cables and pulleys. The rudder pedals
control the rudder and also operate the nosewheel steering on the ground. The
pedals are adjustable fore and aft to accommodate pilots of different heights.

Brakes are applied by pressing the top of the rudder pedals. The C 172 has toe
brakes on both the left and right front seats, allowing independent braking for
differential steering during taxi. The parking brake, as mentioned earlier, is a
separate handle on the left sub-panel.

The trim system in the C 172 cockpit layout is a manual trim wheel that adjusts
the elevator trim tab. There is no rudder trim in standard models, though some
aircraft have a small bungee cord for rudder trim adjustment. The flap control is a
lever or switch that selects 0, 10, 20, 30, or 40 degrees of flap deflection,
depending on the model.
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'Eng'i'lle Contr.ols. an.d Levers ......................

On the center pedestal, just forward of the radio stack, are the three engine
controls: throttle, mixture, and propeller (if equipped with a constant-speed
propeller). In a fixed-pitch propeller model, there is no propeller control. The
throttle adjusts manifold pressure and engine power, the mixture controls the
fuel-to-air ratio, and the propeller control (if present) adjusts the propeller pitch.

These levers are color-coded: black for throttle, red for mixture, and blue for
propeller. This color-coding is standard across most general aviation aircraft and
is an important part of the C 172 cockpit layout. The levers move smoothly and
have friction locks to hold their position. The throttle quadrant is designed for
easy reach from either front seat.

Visibility and Seating Position
One of the greatest strengths of the C 172 cockpit layout is the exceptional
visibility it offers. The high-wing design means the wing is above the pilot's head,

providing an unobstructed view below. .The.large windows.wrap.around the cabin,
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and the overhead windows (sometimes called "skylights") allow the pilot to see
upward during turns. This visibility is a major reason why the Skyhawk is so
popular for sightseeing and flight training.

The seats in the C 172 cockpit layout are adjustable fore and aft and have
reclining backs. The front seats are designed for comfort during long flights, and
the rear seats can be removed for cargo if needed. The seating position is upright
and commanding, giving the pilot a clear view of the instrument panel and the
outside world.

Common Variations Across Cessna 172
Models

The C 172 cockpit layout has evolved over the years, and different models have



