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Amateur Radio Licenses

Amateur Radio is regulated by the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) under the Communications Act of 1934. It is also subject to numerous international agreements. All Amateur Radio operators must be licensed. In the U.S., there are six license classes. The higher the class of license, the more frequencies are available. Earning each higher class license requires passing a more difficult examination. Although regulated by the FCC, license exams are given by volunteer groups of Amateur Radio operators. Operating under organizations called Volunteer Examiner Coordinators, volunteers administer and grade tests and report results to the FCC, which then issues the license. U.S. licenses are good for 10 years before renewal, and anyone may hold one except a representative of a foreign government. 

The Technician License

Today, the Technician class license is the entry-level license of choice for most new hams because it does not require a Morse code test. To earn the Technician license requires passing two examinations totaling 65 questions on radio theory, regulations and operating practices. The license gives access to all Amateur Radio frequencies above 30 megahertz. 

The Tech-Plus License

To earn this license class, one must pass the Technician class written examination along with a 5 words-per-minute Morse code test, which truly opens the door to worldwide communication. 

The Novice License

The Novice class license grants Morse code operating privileges on several frequencies below 30 megahertz, the so-called "high frequency" bands with worldwide capability. 

Earning the Novice license requires passing a 35 question examination and a 5 words-per-minute Morse code test. In addition, Novice operators are permitted voice operation on a portion of the "10 meter" high frequency band. The Novice license also grants radio amateurs limited access to the 222 megahertz and 1270-1295 megahertz bands. 

The General License

The General class license grants some operating privileges on all Amateur Radio bands and all operating modes (voice, Morse code, radioteletype and computer-to-computer, or "packet radio"). Earning the General class license requires passing a 25 question exam, and demonstrating a proficiency in Morse code at 13 words-per-minute. General class licensees must also have passed the Novice and Technician examinations. 

The Advanced License

Advanced class licensees have demonstrated an advanced knowledge of radio theory and operation. Earning the Advanced license requires passing a 50 question exam. Advanced class licensees must also have passed the General exam, including the 13 words-per-minute code test. 

The Amateur Extra License

The Amateur Extra class license conveys all available U.S. Amateur Radio operating privileges on all bands and all modes. Earning the license is difficult; it requires passing a thorough 40 question examination, and demonstrating higher Morse code proficiency at 20 words-per-minute. Extra class licensees must also have passed the Advanced exam. 

To Learn More

Many publishers, including the American Radio Relay League, offer books, video programs and computer software to facilitate self-study for the six Amateur Radio licenses. In addition, many local Amateur Radio clubs offer regular classes. For more information on a class near you, call the American Radio Relay League's toll-free line at 1-800-32NEW HAM. 
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