
Ham Licensing
Then, Now, and in the Future

 Source for much of the ‘history’ info:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amateur_radio_licensing_in_the_United_States

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amateur_radio_licensing_in_the_United_States
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Current # of Amateur Radio licenses

Source: http://www.ah0a.org/FCC/index.html



And then by the numbers . . .



1912 – The start of licensing

Amateur 
First Grade 

Amateur 
Second
Grade 

• Required an essay-type examination and five (later ten)
words per minute code examination before a Radio
Inspector at one of the Department's field offices
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Class



1912 – The start of licensing

Amateur 
First Grade 

Amateur 
Second
Grade 

• Required the applicant to certify that he or she was unable to appear at a field office but 
was nevertheless qualified to operate a station.

• Later, the applicant took brief written and code exams before a nearby existing licensee.

Amateur 
Extra First

Class



1912 – The start of licensing

Amateur 
First Grade 

Amateur 
Second
Grade 

Amateur 
Extra First

Class

• Added in 1923, the Amateur Extra First Grade, that conveyed extra operating privileges. 
It required a more difficult written examination and a code test at twenty words per 
minute. 

• In 1929, a special license endorsement for "unlimited radiotelephone privileges" became 
available in return for passing an examination on radiotelephone subjects. This allowed 
amateurs to upgrade and use reserved radiotelephone bands without having to pass a 
difficult code examination.



What do we license?



1933 – First of many restructurings

Class “A”

Class “B”

• Class A conveyed all amateur operating privileges, including certain reserved 
radiotelephone bands. Amateur Extra First Grade licensees and Amateur First 
Class licensees with "unlimited radiotelephone" endorsements were 
grandfathered into this class.

• Class B licensees did not have the right to operate on the reserved radiotelephone 
bands. Amateur First Class licensees were grandfathered into this class.

Class “C”

• Class C licensees had the same privileges as Class B licensees, but took their 
examinations from other licensees rather than from Commission field offices. Because 
examination requirements were somewhat stiffened, Temporary Amateur licensees 
were not grandfathered into this class but had to be licensed anew.



1933 – A new term is first introduced:
“Grandfathered”

• A grandfather clause (or grandfather policy) is a provision in which an old 
rule continues to apply to some existing situations while a new rule will 
apply to all future cases. Those exempt from the new rule are said to have 
grandfather rights or acquired rights.

• Applies to licenses – where an old license class is grandfathered to a new 
one without any additional testing or requirements.

• Applies to elements needed to be awarded a license – where once you 
have taken an element you do not need to take any new equivalent 
element, you get grandfathered credit for the new element.



During WWII

• Station operation is suspended.

• However licensing still took place, 
even if you could not operate.

• Just say that you were a ham got
you a job as a radio operator.

• Teaching CW became a major activity of military training.



1951 – Second of many restructurings

Novice
• FCC moved to convert the existing three license classes (A, B, and C) into six 

named classes. 
• Following the rule change, the classes were Novice, Technician, General, 

Conditional, Advanced, and Amateur Extra. 
• Each license class required two exams: one on theory and one on Morse code, 

and each license was valid for five years (except Novice). 

• Until the advent of incentive licensing in the late 1960s:
1. The Technician, Conditional and General classes shared the same written 

examination
2. The Conditional, General, Advanced and Amateur Extra classes shared 

the same operating privileges.

Technician

General

Conditional

Advanced

Extra



1951 – Second of many restructurings

Novice
• The entry-level license – everyone started here. 
• Very limited bands, power and other restrictions.
• To qualify for a Novice license, a candidate would have to pass a 5 word-per-

minute (WPM) Morse code test (send and receive) and a 25- (later 30-) 
question multiple-choice test.

• 1 year; non-renewable. Must upgrade or license expires.

Technician

General

Conditional

Advanced

Extra



1951 – Second of many restructurings

Novice
• Awarded to applicants who passed the General Class theory test, known as 

Element 3, but only required a 5 WPM code proficiency. 
• It was initially intended for radio control of model airplanes, etc. but that 

usage was rare. 
• Technicians were granted all General Class privileges in the 50 MHz band and all 

bands above 220 MHz; on 2 meters they were limited to 145–147 MHz.
• An applicant was permitted to apply for and hold both Technician and Novice 

licenses simultaneously (for the first year). 
• In the 1950s and until the late 1960s, a US ham could hold both Technician and 

Novice licenses at the same time, thus having two call signs (WN 2x3 for the 
Novice and a WA or WB 2x3 for Technician).

Technician

General
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1951 – Second of many restructurings

Novice
• The General class originally conveyed full privileges on all ham bands, having 

passed the Element 3 theory exam and 13 WPM Morse code test. Class B 
operators were assigned this license following the 1951 structure decision.

• Most ‘bang-for-the-buck’ license and most hams got to this level and remained 
there.Technician

General

Conditional

Advanced

Extra



1951 – Second of many restructurings

Novice
• The Conditional license class was created when Class C operators were 

reassigned to this group.
• In 1978 all Conditional Class licenses became General Class.
• History:

• Prior to 1984, the FCC administered license exams for all classes except 
Novice and Technician, with some exceptions.

• The Conditional License exam was given by a ham with General (or higher) 
license, who would administer the code test, proctor the written exam, 
and send the completed exam to the FCC for grading.

• Successful examinees were given Conditional licenses, which brought the 
same privileges as the General class.

• The FCC retained the right to require Conditional licensees to come into an 
FCC office for retesting.

• The current Volunteer Examiner program evolved from the 
Novice/Technician/Conditional exam procedure.
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1951 – Second of many restructurings

Novice
• The Advanced class was earned after the General Class through passing the 

Element 4A theory exam. 
• Class A operators were assigned this license following the 1951 structure 

decision.
• Although existing Advanced Class licenses continued to be renewed, new 

licenses were not issued in the period 1951–1967.
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1951 – Second of many restructurings

Novice
• The Amateur Extra class was a new highest-level class created in the 1951 

decision, and was reached by passing both the Element 4B theory exam
and a 20 WPM Morse code test. 

• From the 1950s through the early 1980s, 
FCC Field Offices would issue diploma-form
certificates to Amateur Extra Class licenses.

Technician
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1964 – A new era begins: Incentive licensing

Novice
• The term of the Novice class was extended to two years to give new hams more time to upgrade. 

In 1978 the Novice changed into a renewable license with the same five-year validity as other 
classes.

• Delayed until 1968, the FCC and the ARRL developed a program known as "Incentive Licensing," 
which rearranged the HF spectrum privileges.

• The General/Conditional and Advanced portions of the HF bands were reduced, aka “stolen”, 
with the spectrum reassigned to those in the Advanced and Amateur Extra classes. 

• It was hoped that these special portions of the radio spectrum would provide an incentive for 
hams to increase their knowledge and skills, creating a larger pool of experts.

• Prior to the advent of incentive licensing, only a small percentage of General Class operators 
progressed to the Amateur Extra Class. 

• After incentive licensing, a large number of amateurs attained Advanced and Amateur Extra 
Class licenses.

• Thus, incentive licensing was successful in inducing a large number of amateurs to study and 
upgrade their knowledge and license privileges.

Technician
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“I will never trust the ARRL again”

• Incentive licensing however was not without 
controversy

• A number of General class operators, unhappy at 
having their privileges reduced, dropped out of the 
hobby rather than upgrade. 

• Many have never forgiven the ARRL for “stealing their 
bands”.



1987 – Brings big changes

Novice
• Prior to 1987, the only difference between the requirements for Technician and General licenses 

was the Morse telegraphy test, which was five words per minute (wpm) for Technician and 13 
wpm for General. The written test, then called element 3, was the same for both classes.

• In 1987, a number of changes, later called the "Novice Enhancement," were introduced.
• Among them, element 3 was split into two new exams, element 3A, which covered VHF 

theory and 3B, which covered HF theory. 
• Element 3A became a requirement for the Technician class and element 3B became a 

requirement for General. 
• Both classes also required candidates to have passed the Novice element 2 theory exam.

• The changes also granted Novice and Technician classes limited voice privileges on the 10-meter 
HF band. Novices were also granted voice privileges on portions of the then-220-MHz (since 
changed to 222 MHz) and 1,240 MHz bands using limited power. 

• For the first time, Novices and Technicians were able to operate using single sideband voice and 
data modes on HF. It was hoped that this would prompt more hams to move up to General, once 
they had a chance to sample HF without a Morse key.

Technician

General
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1990 – Technician becomes the first license        
without a Morse code requirement

Novice
• In early 1991, the FCC dropped the demonstration of proficiency in Morse code telegraphy was 

removed from the Technician license requirements. 
• Because International Telecommunication Union (ITU) regulations still required proficiency in 

Morse telegraphy for operation below 30 MHz, new Technicians were allowed all modes and 
bands above 50 MHz.

• If a Technician passed any of the contemporary Morse tests, he or she gained access to the so-
called Novice HF privileges, essentially "upgrading" to what a Tech had before the new rules 
went into effect. 

• This new, sixth class had no name until the FCC started calling them "Technician Plus" in 1994.
• With a code-free class now available, Technician class became a second entry class, eventually 

surpassing the number of Novice class license holders.
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1991 – Here we go again . . .

• In 1991, the FCC moved to simplify the Amateur Radio Service operator license structure.
• A reduction of the number of operator license classes from six to the current three (Technician, 

General, Extra). 
• The Advanced Class, Technician Plus Class, and Novice Class licenses were deemed redundant 

and would no longer be issued; however, existing licensees would retain their operating 
privileges and be allowed to renew their licenses.

• A reduction of the number of telegraphy examination elements from three to one. Both the 20 
words-per-minute (WPM) and 13 WPM Morse code tests were removed in favor of a 
standardized 5 WPM as the sole Morse code requirement for both the General and Extra Class 
licenses.

• With the removal of the high-speed Morse code tests, physician certification waivers were no 
longer accepted.

• A reduction of the number of written examination elements from five to three.
• Elimination of station licenses for the Radio Amateur Civil Emergency Service (RACES).
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1991 – Here we go again . . .

• With the rule simplification, all pre-1987 Technician operators were now qualified to become 
General class operators, having already passed both the theory and code exams now required 
for the higher class. All that was necessary was to apply for the General license, usually through 
a "paper upgrade" (often done through existing amateur radio clubs) to achieve the license 
acquisition. The restructuring also enabled a pre-1987 Technician operator to become an Extra 
operator simply by passing the element 4 theory examination. Additionally, an expired or 
unexpired Novice class license could be used as credit toward the 5 WPM Morse code 
examination when upgrading.

• With the change, Technicians who could pass the 5 WPM Morse code examination were given 
the same HF-band privileges as the Technician Plus class, although the FCC's callsign database no 
longer distinguished between those Technician licensees possessing HF privileges and those who 
did not.
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1997 – Bye-Bye Expired licenses

• In 1997 the FCC, in the face of opposition, dropped a proposal that would have generally allowed 
examination element credit for expired amateur operator licenses. In the past, the FCC has 
maintained that its procedures “provide ample notification and opportunity for license renewal” 
and that retesting did not impose an unreasonable burden.

• But all is not lost . . .
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2003 – Bye-Bye Morse code

• In 2003, the International Telecommunication Union (ITU) ratified changes to the Radio 
Regulations to allow each country to determine whether it would require a person seeking an 
amateur radio operator license to demonstrate the ability to send and receive Morse code.

• The effect of this revision was to eliminate the international requirement that a person 
demonstrate Morse code proficiency in order to qualify for an amateur radio operator license 
with transmitting privileges on frequencies below 30 MHz.

• With this change of international rules, the FCC announced on December 15, 2006 that it 
intended to adopt rule changes which would eliminate the Morse code requirement for amateur 
operator licenses. Shortly thereafter, the effective date of the new rules was announced as 
February 23, 2007. 

• After that date, the FCC immediately granted the former Technician Plus privileges to all 
Technician Class operators, consolidating the class into a single set of rules.

• Following the change in requirements, the ARRL reported a significant increase in the number of 
applications for licensing.
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2014 – Hello Expired licenses

• The issue arose again in 2011, with a request from the Anchorage Volunteer Examiner 
Coordinator.

• In 2014, in a wide-ranging Report and Order (R&O), the FCC has revised the Amateur Service Part 
97 rules to grant credit for written examination elements 3 (General) and 4 (Amateur Extra) to 
holders of “expired licenses that required passage of those elements.” 

• The FCC requires former licensees — those falling outside the 2-year grace period — to pass 
Element 2 (Technician) in order to be relicensed, however. The Commission declined to give 
examination credit to the holder of an expired Certificate of Successful Completion of 
Examination (CSCE) or to extend its validity to the holder’s lifetime.

“Our decision to grant credit for written examination Elements 3 and 4 for expired licenses that 
required passage [of those elements] will provide some relief for former General, Advanced, 
and Amateur Extra class licensees,” the FCC said, “and is consistent with how we treat expired 
pre-1987 Technician class licensees who want to reenter the Amateur Service.” Pre-1987 Techs 
can get Element 3 credit, since the Technician and General class written examinations in that 
era were identical. The Commission said current rules and procedures that apply to expired 
pre-1987 Technician licenses “are sufficient to verify that an individual is a former licensee 
under our new rules.”

Technician

General

Extra



How does a VE team apply
this now ??



Element Credits

• Users get ‘credit’ for exams that they have already taken.

• Element credit is based on one of the following:
1. Technician licenses issued BEFORE 3/21/1987

2. Expired licenses

• Proof for credit
• Examples are copies of the physical license, CSCEs, old call book listings, or the 

QRZ.com 1993 call sign database. 
See: http://www.arrl.org/exam-element-credit

• It is not the job of the VE team to research the claim; it is the candidate’s 
responsibility to prove the claim



Element Credits

ELEMENT CREDIT TABLE

Element Credit Given Exam to Pass License Earned

1.No license, or expired Novice, or current Novice
or expired Technician issued 3/21/1987 or later None Element 2 Technician

2.Expired Technician issued BEFORE 3/21/1987 or
expired General or expired Advanced Element 3 Element 2 General

3.Expired Extra Elements 3 and 4 Element 2 Extra

4.Current Technician issued BEFORE 3/21/1987, or
with an expired General or Advanced Elements 2 and 3 None General

5.Current Technician with expired Extra Elements 2, 3 and 4 None Extra

6.Current Technician issued 3/21/1987 or later Element 2 Element 3 General

7.Current General or current Advanced Elements 2 and 3 Element 4 Extra



What does the future hold for ham licensing?

• Are we “due” for another restructuring?
History has shown us that the FCC
can be somewhat unpredictable.

• “Bring back the Code”?


