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    This guide is dedicated to my father, James H. Jackson,


    who taught me values when I was young;


    to the senior noncommissioned officers


    who taught me my chosen profession;


    and to the youth of today’s Army


    who will be the noncommissioned officers of tomorrow.


  




  

    




    “I’d like to have two armies: one for display with lovely guns, tanks, little soldiers, staffs, distinguished and doddering generals, and dear little regimental officers who would be deeply concerned over their general’s bowel movements or their colonel’s piles; an army that would be shown for a modest fee on every fairground in the country.




    The other would be the real one, composed entirely of young enthusiasts in camouflage uniforms, who would not be put on display but from whom impossible efforts would be demanded and to whom all sorts of tricks would be taught. That’s the army in which I should like to fight.”




    —Jean Larte’guy




    




    “War is an ugly thing, but not the ugliest of things. The decayed state of moral and patriotic feelings which thinks nothing is worth war is much worse. The individual who has nothing for which he is willing to fight, whose only concern is for his own personal safety, is a miserable creature who has no chance of being free unless made and kept so by the exertions of better men than himself.”




    —Author Unknown


  




  

    




    Introduction




    This guide has been prepared to provide some direction and guidance for the enlisted soldiers of the United States Army. The information comes from military publications, established general policies, and my own military experience of more than twenty years’ service. Although this guide is based on Army regulations, field manuals, training manuals, and general policy, it is my own work and does not necessarily represent official government policy.




    This book is more than just a study guide for promotion boards. It contains the ground rules for being a better soldier and the information to be a better supervisor and NCO. It is a guide to get the most from your time in the military. There are other resources for learning. Manuals, online or web-based study guides, and hands-on training are three of them. This book compliments those assets and is usable when a computer or electrical power is not available. It is a tool to help you advance. It is a tool you may find useful during your entire military career. If you committed three questions a day to memory, within a year your military knowledge would be phenomenal.




    Every soldier has the potential and the opportunity to advance to the highest enlisted grades or to become a commissioned or warrant officer. Much of the opportunity offered in the Army is wasted, however, because many soldiers do not work to their full potential. They do just enough to get by and then hope that promotion and advancement will come.




    Many soldiers believe that advancement is automatic; it is not. Each soldier must compete for the next available slot. Modern equipment, advanced technology, new programs, and an ever-changing force structure mean only the best reach the top pay grades. Although there are many soldiers in today’s Army, there can be only so many sergeants, first sergeants, and sergeants major.




    Everyone desires success. It is more fulfilling to spend twenty or more years in the military and retire as a sergeant major than to spend twenty years and retire as a staff sergeant. Even if a soldier plans to spend only three or four years in the service, he or she will find it more rewarding to be discharged as a sergeant than as a private or a specialist.




    It is not that difficult to get promoted and attain positions of responsibility if you are willing to work a little harder to do well. Things of value have a cost. If you want to advance and have a successful Army career, you need to set priorities and then follow them. It is up to you to decide how far you will advance. Now is the time to start.
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    The Secrets for Advancement




    Despite the title, the information in this chapter is no secret. Career counselors, first sergeants, and unit commanders have expressed these ideas to individuals and small groups for several years. These recommendations based on Army regulations, policies, force structure and general practices are presented here in simple terms. The real secret is in believing the study of these ideas can lead you to discover how to apply them to your own life.




    Set a Goal for Yourself




    Many people in our society make lists prior to shopping and planning their vacations. In so doing, they both accomplish their goals and save time and money. If we plan simple tasks such as going to the store or taking a vacation, doesn’t it make sense to plan a goal as complicated as a career? Setting a goal means more than just thinking or saying that you would like to be the Sergeant Major of the Army. It means taking stock of your present strengths and weaknesses and then outlining the steps that will get you to your goal. Some people mentally note what they need prior to going shopping; others inventory their cupboard, make a list, break the list down into like items, figure out the store with the cheapest cost, gather coupons, and then hit the road. Both methods get the job done. But in following the first way you are more likely to forget something, buy things you don’t need, and pay more than necessary. It is your life. No one else is going to set your goals and your career for you.




    Too many soldiers drift through the service. They accept their situations and surrender control of their lives to the “system.” Because the Army is made up of people, and people make mistakes, the system has problems. If you let someone else control your life, your only recourse is to live with the decisions that are made for you.




    If you don’t have a goal, you will find that it will be difficult to take advantage of opportunities; you will drift among the masses with little hope for advancement. Focusing on a goal allows you to make correct decisions without having to ponder over them. Motivated by a goal, you will be more likely to recognize opportunities. When you display an attitude for success, your actions will positively affect your career. The good things in life have a cost; most of your decisions will require trade-offs with other appealing avenues in your life. Fortunately, the price you must pay for success is not high.




    Use your career counselor, platoon sergeant, first sergeant, and sergeant major to help you advance, to provide you with counseling, or to help you make wise decisions. Although officers can help, too, senior noncommissioned officers (NCOs) are the most knowledgeable about enlisted soldiers and the programs that pertain to them.




    Live by the Standards




    In the civilian world, people obey local, county, state, and federal laws. In the military, soldiers live by standards, regulations, policies, and orders. The only difference is that the military more directly controls the individual.




    Military regulations, policies, and orders are similar to the local, county, state, and federal laws by which civilians live. Standards are the daily scales against which soldiers are measured; not making the standard is failure, exceeding the standard is the road to success.




    People often judge others with very little information. Those who can have the greatest effect on your military career are, unfortunately, those who see you the least. Your first sergeant, unit commander, sergeant major, and battalion commander take in a limited impression of you when they see you in formation, while they are walking through the unit motor pool, or when they inspect your barracks. Although you may be the hardest-working soldier in your company, if you need a haircut every time that the sergeant major sees you, he will form a negative opinion of you. And when you appear before a promotion board or a soldier-of-the-month board, he will probably be on it.




    Successful leaders surround themselves with dependable people. Why? Because good people make their job easier, lessen their stress, and help them to look good. Remember: Take care of the boss by meeting and exceeding standards, and the boss will take care of you. In the military, all those in higher ranks than yours can affect your advancement. Creating a positive image is simple: look, walk, talk, and act like a soldier to convince everyone that you are a good one. Creating a positive impression from the start is much easier than changing a bad one. If you comply with the established standards, and exceed them when you can, you will positively impress your superiors.




    The chain of command seems to spend 90 percent of its time with problem soldiers and the other 10 percent with the outstanding ones. If this is true, then those who merely get by (average soldiers) earn little recognition. To advance, be in that small percentage of above-average performers.




    Demonstrate Your Potential




    The enlisted system is designed to promote the best-qualified soldiers: the key word is “best-qualified.” Being average or below average will not advance you in today’s Army. Below-average performance will invite a Qualitative Management Program (QMP) screening and a bar to reenlistment. Average performance may take you to the rank of staff sergeant and twenty years of active service. A bit more effort can land you in the top enlisted grades. Dedication and working toward a goal can make you a sergeant major, a warrant officer, or a commissioned officer.




    The Army schools individuals who demonstrate that they are ready to perform at the next higher pay grade. Demonstrate that readiness. Volunteer for less than enjoyable tasks, take charge in the absence of a supervisor should the situation arise, appear before local boards, excel at school, and “be all you can be.”




    Appear Before Boards




    Within the Army structure, boards are the standard procedure for the selection of the best-qualified individuals for schools, awards, and promotions. It is very important, therefore, to prepare for board appearances. Promotion boards and other local boards allow you to demonstrate your potential. The ability to present yourself before a soldier-of-the-month board, school selection board, or promotion board as a knowledgeable, confident soldier marks you as someone ready for advancement. Your leaders remember the achievers.




    Many soldiers shy away from appearing before local boards until forced to go before a promotion board. This is the wrong attitude. Not making first place is disappointing, but you still have gained something positive. Appearing before a board expands your knowledge and experience, and spotlights you to those who can help you get ahead.




    Is there a cost for demonstrating your promotion readiness before a board? Yes, the price is the time and energy spent in preparation. But it is a small price in comparison with the good that can result from a successful board appearance. Too many soldiers don’t want to invest the time and energy. They appear before boards unprepared—not only hurting themselves but also embarrassing their immediate supervisors and their units. Board members can recognize when a soldier has expended the effort to do well.




    Serve your best interests by taking the needed time to present the best image possible. You don’t have to prepare alone; remember that your NCO support channel is there to help. Seek advice from your platoon sergeant or first sergeant. In chapter 3 you will learn not only how to be recommended for a board appearance but also how to make it work in your favor.




    Keep Your Tools Bright and Shiny




    I’m not taking about physical tools; I’m talking about skills and knowledge. Learning things is like putting tools in a tool box. You never know when you will need them, and they are of little use if they are broken or rusty.




    Search Out Schools




    Attending schools is essential to a career; their inconvenience at times is one of the costs of success and rapid promotions. Never turn down a school unless your attendance would create a severe hardship for you or your family. Many soldiers either avoid going to school or attend but put forth less than 100 percent effort. Rather than study in the evening, these soldiers party, watch TV, or play video games. Their academic reports indicate that they did just enough to get by.




    Yet, attending a school to increase your knowledge is a prime way to demonstrate your potential to your unit and the Army. Those students who try harder usually return to their units with reports that recommend them for more schooling and positions with greater responsibility. The price is small compared with the gains: more knowledge, recognition by your chain of command, administrative promotion points, and positive additions to your personnel file. The points will help with high cutoff scores in local promotions. And the positive image in your file will impress Department of the Army (DA) boards in their choice of the top three grades.




    Reach for Positions of Responsibility




    Welcome greater responsibility, which comes with position as well as rank. A master sergeant and a first sergeant, for example, both have E-8 pay grades. The master sergeant may have more time-in-service and time-in-grade than the first sergeant. But the first sergeant is in charge because he has the authority and responsibility that is delegated from the company commander.




    Many soldiers shirk responsibility because they don’t want to make or live with decisions. They desire the money and the advantages that come with promotions, but they don’t want the problems that accompany responsibility. It is not realistic to expect to be promoted without being willing to shoulder responsibilities.




    Volunteer to Do Unpleasant Tasks




    And then do them well. When your supervisors realize they can count on you, more work will come your way. Don’t complain. That recognition will also bring the support, the breaks, and the promotions that will carry you up the ladder to more rank, higher pay, and positions of even greater responsibility.




    Perform Daily Tasks to the Best of Your Ability




    Each day is an opportunity to show your potential to your chain of command through your appearance and performance. Complete the simplest of jobs to the best of your ability, whether alone or with others. When you pay attention to details, your performance will stand out. Take the extra step to clean the trash can as well as empty it. If told to GI (clean) the floor, get into the corners and then clean the baseboards as well. Always try to do your best—no commander can ask more.




    Above all, act smart. For example, don’t speed or run stop signs if you are late for formation. Not only will you still be late, but you also may have to explain a ticket if you are stopped by the military police. Don’t drink and drive. Avoid drugs. Respect members of the opposite sex. Shun contact with racial bigots. Be responsible. Think before you act. If you make a mistake, admit it. Learn from it, and do your best not to repeat it.




    Remember: Your daily performance includes your off-duty time, too. Unlike civilian jobs, where your nonwork behavior doesn’t affect your employer, in the military you’re a soldier twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Your conduct constantly reflects on you, your unit, and the Army. Soldiers with promising careers have lost them because they couldn’t discipline themselves after normal duty hours.




    Many times during Article 15 proceedings I heard an accused soldier’s chain of command explain to the battalion commander that here was a “good soldier” who had “just made a mistake.”




    Somewhere in the statement would be an admission that the soldier knew better. Good comments aside, the accused usually received a stiff punishment. It is not that commanders and old sergeants major believe that mistakes don’t happen. Honest mistakes are expected and can be forgiven. But misconduct is the result of a bad decision. And good soldiers with leadership ability don’t willfully make bad decisions.




    When a soldier knowingly violates a policy or regulation, the chain has to question the soldier’s ability to perform in responsible positions. The same applies to accidents. Accidents are usually the result of a bad decision, horseplay, or carelessness with detail, three things that good soldiers and leaders try to avoid. As the Army troop strength drops, it will become more difficult to recover from bad decisions (especially misconduct). Drug use, alcohol abuse, spouse abuse, sexual harassment, racial bigotry, fraternization, misuse of government property, willful disobedience, or a felony arrest can, will, and should terminate a career. Think twice before you willfully and knowingly violate policy, regulations, or civilian law.




    Improve Yourself




    Even if you have a master’s degree, can “max” every event in the physical training (PT) test, are an expert on the rifle range, can run for days, and know your job backward and forward, you can still better yourself. Life’s real winners compete against themselves. The happiest people are those who are always seeking out new things to learn and do.




    Everyone has room to improve. Every soldier in your pay grade desires that same promotion. The farther you climb the ladder, the more you must compete for the next higher rung. You alone control how competitive you are going to be.




    The following are some ways you can improve your chances for promotion, no matter what your present pay grade is or to what grade you aspire. On local boards they affect the promotion points you need for the next higher grade. On Department of the Army (DA) boards, they are discriminators that may determine your selection for a school, assignment, or promotion. To succeed you need to excel.




    Civilian Education




    College is becoming ever more important to a soldier’s success and promotion. A two- or four-year degree is a positive promotion discriminator for the top senior grades. College courses taken during your junior-grade years give you promotion points. And, the classes themselves can only help advancing soldiers with the challenges of leading and training soldiers. New distance-learning tools, such as eArmyU and other college education programs available through the education centers, make it easy for the soldier to get college credits, promotion points, and usable knowledge. The college courses taken or degrees you obtain while in the military will enhance your civilian prospects when you leave the military.




    Army Correspondence Courses




    The Army Correspondence Course Program offers military education courses and should be part of your game plan for advancement in technical skill and responsibility, and for furthering your professional development. A course consists of one or more subcourses to support a specific professional field, skill qualification development, MOS-related tasks, and primary leadership subjects. Courses are designed for the average student to read the material and complete all exercises and the exami -nation. Like college credits, correspondence courses earn promotion points—one point for every five subcourse hours.




    Physical Condition




    Everyone has the ability to be more fit. Some people hate to run; others don’t like to do push-ups. Success, however, comes from doing what is necessary. To improve, work harder on those areas that cause your lower points. Just passing is average; aim to “max” the text. You also need to work to improve your latest score. If you are not getting better, you are starting to go in reverse. Improving your physical condition will also improve your ability to recover from illness or injuries. It improves your stamina, reduces stress, and allows you to recover more quickly from hard work or long hours.




    Height and Weight Standards




    Look like a soldier. No matter what you believe about the connection between your ability to do the job and being overweight, the military has standards. To meet them, exercise more, eat less, and get below the maximum weight for your height. Work to present a trim “fit to fight” appearance. This will increase your chances for promotion, as well as ensure better health, less stress, and maybe a longer life.




    Weapons Qualification




    Improvement in this area may be difficult, but it is still within your power to do. Using a weapon demands concentration. The average person cannot take a weapon from the arms room and automatically qualify on the range as an expert. Practice is needed, but not necessarily practice with live ammunition. Use the dime/washer or shadow box techniques as explained in FM 3-22.9, M16A1 and M16A2 Rifle Marksmanship, to help with sight alignment and trigger control. Also practice on the simulators that are available on most qualifying ranges. As others joke and loaf while waiting to qualify, spend your time practicing with the available equipment.




    Testing and Training




    The DA-directed individual soldier testing programs of the past are gone, but training and testing go on in the Army. The major issue with soldier testing and training is that their efficiency varies from unit to unit and leader to leader. Published standards do not guarantee all units receive the same level of training or that all soldiers reach the same level of proficiency. To excel, a soldier must seek self-development and practice necessary skills.




    FM 6-22, Army Leadership, states that Army leaders are trained by “three equally important pillars: institutional training, operational assignments, and self-development.” The one most fully controlled by the individual is self-development. All soldiers are expected to meet three standards: proficiency in their jobs (MOS), knowledge of basic combat skills, and development of their leadership traits. These goals are easy to achieve by making a schedule.




    Devote as little as thirty minutes a day or a few hours on the weekend to master required skills. Do this and you will do well on any test. Even more importantly, if sent to a battlefield, you’ll have the skills and knowledge to do your job and survive.




    Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery (ASVAB) and General Technical (GT) Scores





    Your ASVAB scores were used to determine your career field in the Army. A low GT score is an obvious negative discriminator for assignments, schools, and promotion. Army Education center programs can help you raise your scores and become more competitive. You can also improve your reading and writing—skills that become more important with each promotion—by taking courses. Paperwork and complicated training manuals face today’s leaders. NCOs are expected to document counseling, to write lesson plans, and to correspond with individuals outside their unit. To reach the top enlisted grades, it is crucial to increase your education level, both military and civilian.




    Learn About and Use the System




    Having served for more than twenty years in the Army, I’m convinced that the military tries to take care of the soldier and that the soldier’s needs and desires are placed right up there with the needs of the Army. The Army will not know your individual needs or desires, however, unless you reveal them.




    During my first twenty years in the army, I attended an average of one school a year. The opportunities to attend these schools didn’t seek me. I had to go after them. If I was denied my request for school, it never hurt me. I just asked again.




    Promotions in the Army are governed by regulations that spell out how to make them happen. If you are not promoted, read the regulation that covers promotions to find out the requirements. Then you will be able to talk with your first sergeant with some idea of what should be happening and where you stand. To determine if you qualify for a particular school, read the regulation or see your career counselor. Ignore the rumors. Instead of blindly accepting all you are told, read the regulations. It is easier to do this today than ever before; the regulations are just a couple mouse clicks away. Question the system, and use the system to better both yourself and the Army.




    Using the system means more than just knowing it and using it to achieve your desired goals. You need to ensure that the soldiers in the system (clerks, supervisors, leaders) make the system function correctly. Clerks update records, but you must check your records each year to see if the information in them is up-to-date. The clerk might not know that you attended a school, received an award, or qualified with your weapon on the rifle range.




    Never stay in a dead-end job. Some military occupational specialties (MOSs) are too small for promotions to come quickly. Don’t be afraid to go where the promotions are. Fear of the unknown has kept many a good soldier from the ladder of success. Cautious soldiers might say that they don’t mind the slow promotions in fields that they enjoy. After years of no promotions, many of them change their minds.




    Remember: No one can take away the skills that you have learned. Mastering new jobs makes you more valuable to the Army. Each additional MOS opens up an avenue for advancement.




    Volunteer for tough jobs. Good soldiers should spend an assignment or two learning new skills. Time spent in Special Forces, Rangers, drill sergeant duty, recruiting and career counseling, and reserve component duty teaches skills you will never learn anywhere else. These assignments also are positive discriminators when a DA board looks at your records for an assignment or promotion.




    Caution: Spend only four to six years in special assignments and then rejoin a regular Army unit. I advise this for many reasons:




    •   Senior NCO positions in these areas are scarce, except in Special Operations.




    •   If you excel in these areas, you will outshine soldiers in regular units.




    •   Adapting to the leadership challenges in a regular Army unit is difficult after spending more than six years in special units.




    •   Marriages suffer because of time-consuming assignments, and divorce may result.




    •   Pack animals we are not. Jumping from aircraft and humping heavy rucks have caused many old soldiers to live with a bad back, knees, or ankles. Such intense physical demands are better made on young bodies.




    There is a term called “ticket punching.” Ticket punching is obtaining training and assignments just to get promoted. Obtaining jump wings or a Ranger Tab and never serving in a unit where you can use these skills is a waste of Army resources. Ticket punching is not what I am recommending. I am recommending these assignments to better both the soldier and the Army. And while I do caution soldiers about extended time in a “special assignment,” there are those soldiers who make excellent Special Forces soldiers. Those that can should stay for a number of reasons. The first is that only a few who try, make it. The second is that it takes four to six years just to train and season a Special Forces soldier. The third is that there are too few who really have that warrior spirit and dedication it takes to be a Special Forces soldier.




    Develop Leadership Traits




    Expertise and the desire for promotion will not get you very far if you lack the traits necessary to be a good leader. Ambition, decency, and the work ethic single out a person in the Army. How does a good leader behave?




    •   A good leader updates the knowledge needed to perform, seeks new skills and challenges, and shares knowledge with his or her comrades.




    •   A good leader arrives first and leaves last. He is willing to do and has done in the past the disagreeable tasks he must ask of his soldiers. A leader is the first to tackle a dangerous situation and departs only when his or her soldiers are safely out of harm’s way. Long ago, when I was a platoon sergeant in Germany, my squad was often detailed to the battalion support task of cleaning the motor pool wash rack at the end of the day. At times I helped shovel out the trash and dirt. Every time that I did, a squad member would generously take the shovel from me. The other platoon sergeants didn’t think I should be there, much less pick up a broom or shovel. But I gained from the brief time spent with those squads at the wash rack. Would you rather have a boss who willingly helps or one who delegates dirty tasks while he parties? What kind of leader will you be?




    •   A good leader puts mission first, troops second, and himself last. He or she takes care of soldiers’ needs before his own. He’s honest with soldiers and divides workloads evenly.




    •   A good leader is a positive example to those who learn by watching him. Your example can be good or bad. If you feel guilty, ashamed, or secretive, you are doing something wrong.




    •   A good leader is a planner. He or she considers the effect his or her actions will have before acting. The carpenter’s old rule “measure twice and cut once” is great advice to follow.
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