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N AN INCREASINGLY complex interagency, joint, and multinational
world that oscillates between conventional and nonconventional military missions, transforming noncommissioned officer (NCO) education
and leadership development is of paramount importance. The U.S. military
assumes that commissioned officers, based upon their level of education and
hierarchical roles, will bear the main weight of interagency and intercultural
interactions in current and future stability and counterinsurgency operations.
That hypothesis is wrong because the era of the “strategic corporal” is upon
us. This operative term comes from the article, “The Strategic Corporal:
Leadership in the Three Block War,” by U.S. Marine Corps General Charles
C. Krulak.1 In it he refers to the inescapable lessons of Somalia and other
more recent humanitarian assistance, peacekeeping, and traditional operations, where outcomes hinged on decisions made by small-unit leaders. In
these situations the individual NCO was the most conspicuous symbol of
American foreign policy and influenced not only the immediate tactical
situation but also the operational and strategic levels as well. His actions
directly affected the outcome of the larger operation. Today’s NCOs fulfill
front-line, nonstandard roles by serving as town mayors in Iraq, negotiating
with tribal leaders in Afghanistan, and training indigenous forces worldwide.
They are strategic assets.
To address these advanced leadership requirements, U.S. Army educational development should expand to include language training, cultural
education, and interagency exchange opportunities at the appropriate
levels of the noncommissioned officer education system (NCOES). This
expansion will prepare strategic corporals for the complex operations
confronting the U.S. Army now and in the future. With existing NCO
schooling shifting from training to education as NCOs move up the hierarchical ladder in both rank and position, the first steps of change are
taking place.2 This shifting paradigm provides a window of opportunity
to add essential language training, cultural education, and interagency
exchange opportunities to the NCO educational portfolio. These three
areas provide focus for prescriptive recommendations using best practices from other U.S. services for adapting the noncommissioned officer
education system.
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The Need for Military Expertise

A recent U.S. Joint Forces Command study on
the future of warfare suggests high potential for
instability around the globe due to demographic,
energy, and climate trends. This Joint Operating
Environment 2008 report stated:
The next quarter century will challenge U.S.
joint forces with threats and opportunities
ranging from regular and irregular wars in
remote lands, to relief and reconstruction in
crisis zones, to sustained engagement in the
global commons.3
The analysis implies that U.S. military forces will
be engaged in persistent conflict over the next quarter century. This environment will be one where
the Army faces adversaries that may be nonstate
actors, insurgents, criminals, or dispersed networks
of ideological extremists. Distinguishing between
combatants and noncombatants will become more
and more complex and chaotic since they will be
culturally and socially foreign.
Critically, the U.S. Army rarely possesses the
language skills or cultural expertise for operating in
these regions—the Horn of Africa, Central Asia, the
Middle East, and Afghanistan. Language, cultural
understanding, and regional knowledge all mesh in
different yet complementary ways to produce better
intelligence, more credible civil-military operations, and greater insight into the enemy. As noted
in the U.S. Joint Forces Command study, “The
conduct of war demands a deep understanding of the
enemy—his culture, history, geography, religious
and ideological motivations, and particularly the
huge differences in his perceptions of the external
world.”4 This understanding can only occur with
organic language, cultural, and regional competencies starting at the small unit level—the NCO foundation. As one prominent French expert on complex
operations said, “Effective leaders of small combat
units must think like human intelligence collectors,
counterpropaganda operators, nongovernmental
organization workers, and negotiators.”5
Doctrinally, the Army’s landmark manual on
counterinsurgency, Field Manual 3-24, provides
valuable insights into what skills and competencies
are required for success in the described environment:
It requires Soldiers and Marines to employ
a mix of familiar combat tasks and skills
more often associated with nonmilitary
88

agencies…It requires leaders at all levels
to adjust their approach constantly…Soldiers and Marines are expected to be nation
builders as well as warriors. They must be
prepared to help re-establish institutions and
local security forces and assist in rebuilding infrastructure and basic services…The
list of such tasks is long; performing them
involves extensive coordination and cooperation with many intergovernmental, host
nation, and international agencies.6
Post-Cold War military operations are highly
decentralized, requiring men and women at all
levels throughout the force to exercise complex
leadership and management tasks. In the new
world disorder, everybody—NCO, officer, and
Soldier—not just the best and the brightest destined
for generalship—requires a crucial degree of professional military competence.7 These trends require
the Army to foster a military culture that is aimed
at preparing noncommissioned officers to become
strategic corporals. As aforementioned, this term
refers to the devolution of command responsibility to individuals at lower rank levels in an era
of instant communications and pervasive media
images.8 Developing the strategic corporal includes
supplementing his traditional military proficiency
with cultural and foreign language knowledge and
opportunities to work with civilian government and
nongovernmental organizations.9

Education Redesign

The first steps of change are taking place with the
redesign of the Army’s noncommissioned officer
education system to meet the needs of the global
war on terror. The noncommissioned officer education system is the keystone for NCO development.
It provides leader and military occupational skill

In the new world disorder,
everybody—NCO, officer, and Soldier—not just the best and the
brightest destined for generalship—
requires a crucial degree of
professional military competence.
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training in an integrated system of resident education at four levels—primary, basic, advanced, and
senior. The updated courses will better prepare Soldiers for the greater decision-making and leadership
responsibilities required in the global war on terror.
In the words of Command Sergeant Major Ray
Chandler at the U.S. Army Sergeants Major Academy, “We’ve got a better-educated NCO corps than
ever before, so we’ve had to update the curriculum
to take advantage of that higher education level, to
support the full spectrum of operations in this era
of persistent conflict.” He said the new curriculum
will focus more on the kind of critical thinking
and problem-solving skills formerly reserved for
officer-level instruction.10 Colonel Don Gentry,
commandant of the academy, stated:
They [NCOs] have to be educated . . . they
have to understand how to solve complex
problems. They have to be critical and creative thinkers, because the situations they
are presented with in combat are much more
complex than they have been in the past. We
are talking evaluation and synthesis, versus
just understanding and knowledge.11
This educational approach would mirror one view
of education for NCOs defined as those activities
that aim at developing the knowledge, skills, moral
values, and understanding required in all aspects
of life, rather than isolated skills and knowledge
relating to only a limited field of activity. The
essential function of academic education, whether
civilian or military, is to develop an individual’s
intellectual capacity.12
Concurrently, this redesign will align the system’s content with the curriculum at the U.S. Army
Command and General Staff College (CGSC) at
Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. The goal is to unify
the material to create a more seamless team that
speaks the same language and solidifies the relationship between officers and NCOs: “one is the
planner, [and] one is the executor at the most
fundamental level.”13 According to CGSC deputy
director Marvin L. Nickels, “CGSC has made its
entire curriculum available to [the] United States
Army Sergeants Major Academy, which is in the
process of adapting our curriculum to meet their
needs.” The goal is to have Army field-grade leaders and senior noncommissioned officers share a
common frame of reference, so that the single skill
MILITARY REVIEW  September-October 2009

set acquired by both types of leaders better supports
the commander.14
This redesign and curriculum alignment is an
ideal opportunity to add relevant “soft skills”
education to the Army NCO educational portfolio. Soft skills are those abilities that fall into the
range of human dynamics, interpersonal communications and personal relations categories rather
than combat skills associated with engaging the
adversary by fire and maneuver or other kinetic
means. Soft skills facilitate direct engagement
of the population through social interaction. The
soft skill of foreign language proficiency has a tremendous impact on success in counterinsurgency.
Another skill is cross-cultural awareness, and a
third is the ability to operate and cooperate within
an interagency context.15
While there is no doubt that foreign language
skills and cultural expertise are critical capabilities
needed by today’s military to face current challenges, only a small portion of today’s Soldiers and
leaders possess language skills. Until just recently
there was no comprehensive, systematic approach
to developing cultural expertise.16 Today’s military
should be trained and ready to engage the world
with an appreciation of diverse cultures and communicate directly with local citizens. These skills
save lives. Whether performing traditional combat
missions, or irregular warfare missions, they are
critical skills.17 Verbal communications skills, such
as social interaction, negotiation, and critical and
creative thinking, are essential tools for leaders at
all levels—from NCOs in the squad to colonels at
the multi-national force.18 Furthermore, since nonconventional operations are essentially a holistic
mix of capabilities drawn from the Army and a host
of other federal agencies, interagency exposure and
experience is essential, especially for senior NCOs.
Thus, language training, cultural education, and
interagency exchange opportunities for the NCO
represent essential requirements.

Language Education

As one field grade officer stated:
If all our soldiers spoke Arabic we could
have resolved Iraq in two years . . . [The]
point is that language is obviously an
obstacle to our success, much more so than
[culture]. Even a fundamental understanding
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of the language would have had a significant
impact on our ability to operate.19
Clifford F. Porter, Command Historian for the
Defense Language Institute, noted that—
Truly knowing our enemy requires understanding the culture, politics, and religion of
the terrorists, which in turn requires experts
in their language. Two early lessons learned
from Afghanistan are that foreign language
skills were absolutely critical for overthrowing the Taliban regime so quickly and that
the military does not have enough foreign
language capability…Furthermore, foreign
language capability is not only important
for intelligence gathering and special operations, it is essential for understanding how
the enemy thinks from the strategic to the
tactical level of war.20
Language affects the intelligence war too. As
evidenced by the Russian experience in Chechnya
fighting clan and tribal based terrorists, intelligence
is a critical factor in counterinsurgencies. Not surprisingly, intelligence success in such a war remains
the province of determined human beings, not
machines.21 Given that America’s global interests
and responsibilities still far exceed its human intelligence capabilities, this lack of language capability
has led to a predictable gap in intelligence capability.22 Limited foreign language capability in intelligence and special operations—as well as other
sectors of the government—has already cost lives.
Two lessons learned from previous conflicts are that
the United States never has enough foreign language
capability, and it pays for this deficit in blood.23
For the past two years, the Department of Defense
has received quarterly foreign language requirements reports from the combatant commands,
services, and defense agencies. The reports have
shown a marked increase in requirements from
80,000 to 141,000.24 Interestingly, more than half
of the requirements are for basic, low-level skills,
reflecting demand for them in the general purpose
force.25 Practical language education should be
integrated early in the NCO curriculum to ameliorate effects of the shortage. The goal at this level
is basic understanding and communication of the
language, not fluency and mastery. Required “tactical” languages like Arabic, Dari, Farsi, Turkish,
and Pashto should be the focus. The de facto goal is
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language basic training, with the further expectation
that students are motivated to continue learning the
language on their own volition.26
For example, upon returning from the initial
invasion of Iraq as the commanding general of the
1st Marine Division, General John Mattis prepared
for the division’s next rotation with predeployment
language training. He provided four weeks of basic
Arabic language and cultural instruction for 200
Marines, about one per platoon.27 Mattis recognized
that language and cultural ability are force multipliers.28 His view was that “having someone who
can speak Arabic is like having another infantry
battalion.”29 The U.S. House of Representatives
Committee on Armed Services questioned why
these lessons had not been institutionalized, providing models for the future.
Integrating such language education into the four
levels of Army NCO education (Warrior Leader
Course, Basic Noncommissioned Officer Course,
Advanced Noncommissioned Officer Course, U.S.
Army Sergeants Major Course) would address this
deficiency. Career tracking of Soldiers’ language
proficiency (and commensurate levels of instruction according to their ability and progression) is
one way to achieve this end state while providing
the Army NCO with an essential tool for managing
complex operational situations.

Cultural Knowledge

While language is important, one should not
underestimate how critical cultural understanding is.30 As the highly respected British strategist
Colin S. Gray noted, the American way of war
has 12 specific characteristics—one of which is
cultural ignorance. He wrote that Americans are
not inclined “to be respectful of the belief, habits,
and behaviors of other cultures . . . The American
way of war has suffered from the self-inflicted
damage caused by a failure to understand the enemy
of the day.”31 Retired Israeli General Arie Amit

The American way of war has
suffered from the self-inflicted
damage caused by a failure to
understand the enemy of the day.
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U.S. Air Force, SSG Shawn Weismiller

reinforced this view when he told
a Washington audience in March
2002 that the United States would
not prevail against terrorists unless
we understand “their language,
their literature, and their poetry,”
in short—their culture.32
Interaction with the Iraqi people
demonstrates the problem. For
example, during routine peacekeeping patrols, Iraqi citizens who
were upset and angry confronted
U.S. forces. The Soldiers’ had no
means to communicate in Arabic—
a helpless, volatile, and extremely
dangerous position. They were
unable to explain their nonhostile
intent or understand the Iraqis’ reasons for their angst. An explosive
situation for U.S. forces ensued.
Fortunately, the commanding U.S. Army SGM Matthew Mullins, assigned to the Nangarhar Agri-Business Development Team at Forward Operating Base Finley-Sheilds, Afghanistan, inspects
officer resorted to communicating wheat seed, 28 May 2009.
through sign language by rendering a passive act of kindness and demonstrating no
For instance, a team of deploying NCOs and
intent of aggression; the Iraqis responded in kind. enlisted Marines trained for three days at the center.
This situation was extremely dangerous, escalated During the first day, there were classes on the hisquickly, and could have gone terribly wrong. The tory of Afghanistan. Other courses taught the basics
officer was resourceful and made a good judgment of Afghanistan:
call, but he admitted, “Nobody had prepared him
●● Ethnic groups.
33
for an angry crowd in an Arab country.” This state●● Languages.
ment also holds true for all NCOs at the small-unit
●● Geography.
level in these circumstances. The local population is
●● Climate.
the center of gravity at the sergeant level. Adequate
●● Tactical considerations of training the Afghaniknowledge about the local culture is paramount for stan National Army.
Soldiers’ personal safety.34
On the second training day, the instructors gave
The U.S. Marine Corps provides a best practice classes on techniques for communicating with
educational approach with its clear definition of indigenous personnel. They taught how to pass
the “culture learning end state” it wants to achieve. information to the Afghans through cultural barriSimply stated:
ers and what mistakes to avoid when speaking to
[It] is not cultural education for the sake of
them. The teams were also taught the culture of the
culture, but a reasonable amount of operaTaliban and Hezb-e-Islami Gulbuddin, Hekmatyar’s
tionally focused training and education to
fighters—a terrorist group operating in Afghanistan.
ensure Marines and leaders make informed
When Marine units engage with tribal leaders, the
decisions and understand the cultural impacts
intent is for Marines to use the culture of the enemy
of tactical and operational decisions.35
to advantage. The purpose is to work effectively
To do this, the Marines established the Center for with the Afghanistan National Army and civilians
Advanced Operational Culture Learning to infuse and to understand the mind-set of the enemy. On
cultural awareness throughout the Corps’ training each day of training, the Marines receive instruction
and educational continuum.36
on Dari and Pashto, the two languages that they
MILITARY REVIEW  September-October 2009
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will use.37 Language training is an essential and
complementary component to cultural education.
Such a three-day course on language and culture
can serve as one model for a “starter” module in the
four-week Army Warrior Leader Course.
When thinking about the fields of cultural awareness and language proficiency, some speculate that
future junior Army NCOs may need to possess
attributes that traditionally have been the province of the Special Forces. However, an enhanced
educational regime designed to produce a strategic
corporal does not necessarily require wholesale
Special Forces training. A systematic program to
master a range of additional proficiencies would
suffice. Most skills are currently being taught
within the Army, but on an ad hoc basis.38 The
institutionalization of enhanced cultural awareness education for Army NCOs would have an
immense payoff.

Working with Agencies

According to one analyst, the U.S. armed forces
largely eschew integrated joint, interagency, and
coalition operations, as well as ignore the role of
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). Most
operations lack cohesion, flexibility, and responsiveness.39 To remedy this deficit, educational and
experiential cross-fertilization between the military
and other government agencies would enhance
effective interagency command and unity of effort.
The military has invested substantial amounts of
educational resources to develop a “joint” culture.
A true interagency culture that links the U.S. military to its civilian agency counterparts will require
a similar effort.40
Such an endeavor to link agency counterparts
together is especially pertinent for Army NCOs
since many civilian government agencies do not
have an equivalent leadership function to the NCO
ranks; thus, this role is not well understood by most
civil servants. This becomes more important as

…future junior Army NCOs may
need to possess attributes that
traditionally have been the
province of the Special Forces.
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senior NCOs begin to work on equal terms with
members of the Department of State, members of
foreign governments, and nongovernmental organizations.41 As the commandant of the Sergeants
Major Academy said:
Training for NCOs is not what we need.
Education is what we need so the Army
can build their intellectual capacity for full
spectrum ops . . . NCOs already are talking
with the State Department [and] NGOs.
They are mayors of towns.42
For instance, Soldiers and NCOs of the 3d Brigade
Combat Team, 101st Airborne Division, were
assigned a comprehensive assessment mission on
revitalizing Iraq’s aquaculture industry—an interagency task well beyond the boundaries of classical
NCO responsibilities.43
Given these situations, military leaders need to
encourage coordination at the operational and tactical levels. Educating military and civilian agency
leaders to work together would be a key step, but
no one has put a substantial teaching program into
place.44 Affording senior NCOs a 6 to 12 month
fellowship with another agency will increase the
cross-governmental ties necessary to accomplish
the missions that confront the force.
NCOs do not require deep academic education
in military history, diplomacy, or international relations. They do require a basic applied knowledge
of these subjects; a “lessons learned” approach
that assists Soldiers with their decision making
and judgment.45 Career-tracking adjustments need
to ensure that the added interagency education or
experience provides benefits in future assignments
and promotions.46
Equally important for counterinsurgencies or stability operations is the ability to deal with NGOs.47
There are several thousand NGOs of many different
types whose organizing charters govern their activities and members’ motivation.48 NGOs often play
an important role at the local level in operations.
Thus, NCOs must be prepared to deal with these
sometimes prickly establishments.
Many such agencies resist being overtly involved
with military forces because they need to preserve
their perceived neutrality; however, establishing
some kind of liaison is necessary. Cooperation
involves a shared analysis of the problem and building a consensus that allows for the synchronization
September-October 2009  MILITARY REVIEW
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of military and interagency efforts. The military’s
role is to—
●● Provide protection.
●● Identify needs.
●● Facilitate civil-military operations.
●● Use improvements in social conditions as leverage to build networks and mobilize the populace.49
These connections ensure that, as much as possible,
the military forces and civilian agencies share
objectives and synchronize actions and messages.
Achieving this synergy is essential.50
There is also a “Catch-22” with the military-NGO
interface that affects the security equation. NGOs
need a secure environment within which to conduct
their job. Without it, they cannot do their work. If
NGOs cannot do their work, the U.S. military has
to tackle more civic action projects to win hearts
and minds. Less troops for security makes it even
harder to get NGOs in the field.51
Given the position of the NCO at this important
nexus, a 6 to 12 month internship with an NGO
may be useful after the Advanced NCO Course.
The experience would expose the rising Army
sergeant first class to humanitarian organizations
and their work culture and world outlook. His
presence could build a bridge between the military
and NGO worlds. It could also assuage or correct
preconceived notions about the military in the
humanitarian world. The NGO, in turn, would gain
an individual with strong leadership, administrative,
organizational, and logistical abilities.

Recommendations and
Cross-Service Best-Practices

To prepare NCOs to carry out nonconventional missions effectively, they need to receive
standardized, relevant instruction throughout the
professional military education system. Given the
ongoing changes from training to education, now
is the time to add language instruction, cultural
education, and interagency exchange programs

…a 6 to 12 month internship with
a [nongovernmental organization]
may be useful after the
Advanced NCO Course.
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to the portfolio. The primary issue will be implementing language and cultural programs in NCO
schools whose course length is too short to permit
adding instruction to an already full curriculum.
One solution for the NCO force would entail offering increased opportunities for language learning
through the Defense Language Institute or other
organizations.52
The following outline is one proposal on how
to implement these changes within the existing
educational structure. An important prerequisite
would be for the U.S. Army to designate the top
five or six languages of strategic importance for
the force.
●● Warrior Leader Course. Add a three-day introductory language and cultural education block to
identify future NCOs with language capabilities,
begin basic language orientation of needed languages, and expose the students to operational
cultural constructs. This module includes taking the
Defense Language Aptitude Battery Test and also,
vetting and earmarking NCOs who are both willing
and able to become career-long language learners
in one of the strategically important languages.53
●● Basic Noncommissioned Officer Course. Provide both refresher and basic language and cultural
education to an extended common core (currently
one week), which supplements the leadership training received at the Warrior Leader Course.
●● Advanced Noncommissioned Officer Course.
Offer both refresher and basic language and cultural
education within the current eight-week, two-day
course. Add a short and practical block of education on interagency and joint relationships to the
curriculum taught at this level.
●● Interagency Fellowship or NGO Internship.
Offer a 6 to 12 month assignment for selected NCOs
in the rank of sergeant first class and above.
●● U.S. Army Sergeants Major Course. Develop
enhanced cultural knowledge, refresh acquired
language skills, and provide further exposure to
the interagency environment through additional
curriculum offerings.
Instructional supplements could complement
cultural-awareness education via distance learning
for the periods between formal courses. Also, NCOs
could be assigned a specific language while in the
Warrior Leadership Course; a foreign language that
they will maintain throughout their careers.
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…the goal is to develop an adequate level of basic language and
cultural capability among leaders in the general-purpose force.
Again, the goal is to develop an adequate level
of basic language and cultural capability among
leaders in the general-purpose force. While
not considered language professionals, special
operations personnel must attain at least some
level of foreign language proficiency. Special
Forces—whose members do not include junior
enlisted personnel—focus their language training
by attaining at least rudimentary conversational
speaking skills that enable them to interact with
local populations.54
The Army can seek other organizations who are
developing these types of educational offerings for
NCO leadership development, and adapt for Armyspecific requirements. In language, for example,
the Marine Corps is reserving 40 seats annually at
the Defense Language Institute as part of a critical
language reenlistment incentive program. The program is open for enlisted Marines of any specialty,
including those who would not normally require
language proficiency as part of their duties.55 The
Corps’ Center for Advanced Operational Cultural
Learning has a tuition assistance program for all
non-first-term Marines to acquire training in language, culture, and the economic aspects of an
assigned region.56
For culture, the U.S. Air Force Air University
is growing its cultural awareness initiatives for
Airmen by incorporating culture and language
education into the Air Force NCO Academy curriculum.57 In December 2007, the Air Force created
the Air Force Culture and Language Center at Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama. This Air Force–level
organization now has the responsibility for defining,
coordinating, and implementing cultural, regional,

and foreign language education and training programs to satisfy the U.S. Air Force requirements.58
Even earlier in February 2006, Air University began
language instruction at the Senior NCO Academy
in four “strategic” languages: Spanish, French,
Mandarin Chinese, and Arabic.59
Lastly, foreign armies are also looking at developing their noncommissioned officer corps though
enhanced education. The Australian Army provides
language training for NCOs prior to deployment
for service in East Timor.60 The French Army
even integrates operational and anthropological
cultural education at the battalion, platoon, and
squad level.61

21st-Century Ideals

NCOs will have to engage in the struggle against
terrorism and other ideologies that may emerge in
the 21st century.62 They will be called upon to deal
with local populations, other government agencies,
and humanitarian organizations. Counterinsurgency and policing operations demand foreign
language skills, cross cultural understanding, and
historical knowledge.63
To meet these challenges the Army should invest
in the education of its junior and senior NCOs by
adapting the current educational framework to
incorporate language instruction, cultural education, and interagency exchange opportunities at the
appropriate levels of the NCO educational system.
Concurrently, this investment establishes the institutional commitment to lifelong NCO professional
leadership development, thus building the strategic
corporals needed for current and future complex
operations. MR
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