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“You as a  first sergeant have several distinct advantages over the officers. For one thing, you will stay with the unit while the captains and the lieutenants come and go. You will be closer to the men and NCOs and will know them better. Being an enlisted man yourself, you’ll  have a greater freedom of action in dealing with the company. You are in a position to be more frank and outspoken with them. They will put greater stock in the things you tell them. Officers, after all, are expected to put out the party line; but if the First Soldier says that’s the way things are going to be, then it’s settled. You have the men’s point of view and you know what the officers want; it’s part of your job to reconcile the two.”

Rise of the First Sergeant

origin

The military services are made up of two broad categories of personnel — commissioned and enlisted — each having a rather clearly defined scope of duties. That is, officers command and supervise while, generally, enlisted men work or fight. Early in the history of warfare and long prior to the formalization of rules of management, military organizations recognized the principles of span of control and delegation of authority. Thus it came about that certain of the enlisted personnel were appointed as leaders and supervisors — the “noncommissioned officer.”

There remained certain distinctions between the officer leaders and the enlisted leaders. There were essential differences in background, educa​tion, and socioeconomic status, which preserved the traditional aloofness of the commissioned cate​gory. Normally, officers did not associate with en​listed personnel socially and they were quartered and messed separately. It thereby became neces​sary that there be a titular leader of the enlisted personnel to command the unit in the absence of officers and to see that policies, decisions, and orders of the officers were carried out. The senior sergeant was the logical choice for this post.


From this beginning, there generated a figure of tremendous influence and consequence in the organization of armies. Commanders and unit offi​cers came and went, leaving their imprint on the organization but it was essentially the first sergeant who determined if the organization were to be snappy, sloppy, happy, or demoralized. Potential transferees were more interested in who was the first sergeant than who was commanding. Enlisted personnel, even today, agree that the character and tone of an organization derives primarily from the first sergeant.


The stature which accrued to the first sergeant was not accidental nor mysterious. Since he was generally a person of great military experi​ence, his advice was often valuable to commanders. Since his assignment was more stable than that of his officers, he could be relied upon for informa​tion on local policies, personalities, and the intri​cacies of unit administration. Since he was one of them, his knowledge of the men of the organiza​tion was unparalleled. It is small wonder that smart commanders turned over routine administra​tion of the unit to the first sergeant and that the “top kick” became the right hand man of the commander.


The unusual influence and importance of the first sergeant did not stem from statutory or auto​cratic rules alone. A job description for first ser​geants could never reflect his true impact upon the unit. Rather, it was a function of personality, and there arose in the United States Army a group of first sergeants so skilled that their ability to “handle” their commanders is legendary. This they accomplished by subtle interpersonal relationships which gave the commander the impression of leadership when actually he was being very subtly led. Not all first sergeants possessed this skill and it was present in varying degrees. The exceptional skill of some, however, tended to carry over to all first sergeant positions and there still remains an aura of authority and respect about the position even when filled with a rank incompetent.

environment

It is necessary to understand the atmosphere in which the “legendary” first sergeant thrived to get an accurate picture of factors which would lead to his success. In terms of service, this first sergeant was much more experienced than the unit officers, including the com​mander. In view of his experience and the abilities as a soldier which led to his ap​pointment, he was able to teach many “tricks of the trade” to his superiors. Often it was the first sergeant who trained junior officers, started them off on the right track in their service careers, and kept them from mistakes while they learned.


His advancement through the ranks to the position of first sergeant had been long and ar​duous and his knowledge of the enlisted man was gained first hand. He had learned leadership at the squad level, at the platoon level, and he had been led extensively himself. By virtue of this, leadership was a way of life.


He could, feasibly, be an expert on all jobs in his organization and had often held most of the jobs himself. Lack of specialization in his contem​porary unit enabled him to capably teach and super​vise most jobs in his organization and he thereby obtained the stature which such knowledge com​mands.


Administrative procedures were relatively sim​ple, reports comparatively few, and paper work in general could be handled in a very short time. It was therefore possible for the first sergeant to know of and even review every bit of paper work which entered or left the orderly room.


Organizations were more stable — even to the extent that some individuals served their entire careers in one regiment — and it was possible for the first sergeant to know intimately, not only the men of his own unit, but key NCOs of other units. He knew his own men thoroughly and also had contacts among other units which enabled him to obtain materials, services, and favors that could not be obtained through regular channels.


He enjoyed much greater freedom of action. He was not over-supervised. Headquarters was more remote in the sense that units were more in​dependent and handled their affairs internally.


Discipline was generally tighter and the pow​ers of the unit commander and the first sergeant over the lives of the troops were much stronger. Retribution was quick and sometimes harsh. Of​fenders were not afforded the same opportunities for appeal as exist today. Justice was insured primarily by military custom rather than by statute. The authority of the unit extended to a great extent into the private lives of individuals. For example, it was customary to prevent reenlistment of en​listed men who married without their CO’s per​mission.* Saluting off base was required.


The Air Corps’ first sergeant, as well as other Air Corps NCOs enjoyed certain other advantages Most officers were rated and their primary duties were flying duties. They were absent from the orderly room and other offices more often. It was necessary for the first sergeant to make more decisions and assume more responsibility, since the squadron officers could give only secondary attention to ground duties.

summary



In summary, the factors which led to the rise of the first sergeant were:

1. Personal

a.
He was one of the foremost soldiers in his unit.

b.
He possessed military knowledge and skill superior to that of most members in his unit, including officers.

c.
His military experience usually exceeded that of his officers and of his men.

d.
He was an expert in the jobs of most men in his unit.


e.
He was thoroughly trained in leader​ship and had unparalleled experience at leading and being led.

2.
Environmental

a. There was a lack of specialization in his unit.



b.   Administration was simple and con​sumed a small part of his time.



c.   The military atmosphere was compara​tively autocratic in tenor.


   d.   Organizations were more stable.



e.   His assignment was considerably more stable than that of his officers.



f.   The unit enjoyed comparatively broad prerogatives.



g.   He enjoyed comparatively broad prero​gatives. 



h.   Discipline was tighter.



i.   Distinctions between enlisted and com​missioned personnel were pronounced.



j.   Military custom governed actions to a great extent.

Decline of the First Sergeant

“There has been a lot of lip service given to the importance of good noncommissioned officers, but the sad truth is that the use of noncoms is one of the weakest spots in the American military system.  The American noncom is a pretty pale shadow of his British, German, and I suspect, Russian counterparts.


This fact is recognized by most people in our service – commissioned and noncommissioned.  But for some reason we are timid about facing it.  The result is that we begin to convince ourselves that maybe the situation is not so critical – after all, we don’t hear much about it.  It’s not as if we had ever lost a waar.” (From Company Duties, the Editors of Combat Forces Press, 1951 p.40)

events and their consequences


During expansion or mobilization, the experience level in the armed forces suffers an abrupt decline.  NCOs with experience are spread thin and in the lower grades experience is relatively nil.  Closer supervision becomes necessary and many of the prerogatives of a supervisory grade are usurped, often necessarily, by higher echelons.  The capacity of each grade declines with the ebbing experience level, which in turn lads to deline of responsibility, and, eventually, authority and prestige.


For the Army Air Corps this trend became evident in 1940.  Promotions became more rapid as the services expanded.  Non-rated officers were introduced into the Air Corps’ in quantity and as they took over administrative or technical duties, the authority and responsibility of NCO’s formerly “in-charge” waned.  No longer in charge, they took over some of the duties of their subordinates, the subordinates did likewise, and so forth down the line.  


The demobilization period only worsened this situation.  Units were top-heavy with rank and it was impossible to find jobs for all NCO’s commensurate with their status.  Some of these NCO’s had only recently reverted from commissioned status and, though they learned rapidly, suffered through a period of incompetence.  There were NCOs not capable of performing their jobs and there were capable NCOs without jobs.  Confidence in NCOs was shaky and the NCO corps itself was demoralized.  The value of NCO ranks was “cheapened.”


The first sergeant position could not escape these factors.  The experience level of the first sergeant dropped along with other enlisted grades.  His capability dropped accordingly and was followed by loss of responsibility, authority, and prestige.

environmental


There are several other factors which contributed to the decline of the position of first sergeant in the Air Force.  Some of these may be listed as follows:

1. Air Force Discipline.  Discipline in the Air Force, as well as in the other services, became rather lax with the influx of a high proportion of non-professional enlisted men and officers during the war.  While such a development appears natural in a democracy and usually returns to normal in the demobilization period, certain events have forestalled a return to pre-war state of discipline.  Notably, the new Uniform Code of Military Justice has provided a charter for military discipline which is not reconcilable with pre-war discipline.  Authority of commanders and NCOs is no longer as complete and final as before.  The machinery of military justice grinds slower in providing more safeguards for the individual and the attending workload is far greater.  Air Force discipline has also been affected by autonomy.  As the Air Force abandoned the term “soldier”, it also abandoned many of the soldierly arts and traditions which foster discipline.  A decided “civilian atmosphere” exists and it is often possible in certain situations and career fields for an airman to go for months without performing any action more military than an occasional salute.  This is a far cry from the atmosphere which led to the rise of the legendary first sergeant and his contemporary NCO’s.

2. Liberalization of Rank and Grade Authorizations.  A nation at war is more generous with pay and with opportunities for advancement.  In addition, the increase in technical knowledge requirements has demanded increases in compensation.  Grade authorizations became so liberal that it was necessary to assign corporals and sergeants to kitchen police duties and other menial duties from which NCOs were traditionally exempt.  This resulted in an immediate loss of prestige of NCO ranks.  This trend finally necessitated removal of the E-3 and E-4 from the NCO category.  The net result of rapid and “cheap” promotion has been a “democratization” of grades and ranks with less distinction between officers and men and NCOs and men.  The influence and esteem of each group has suffered.

centralized authority   


Necessitated by the low experience level, authority in the Air Force has tended toward centralization – away from the basic unit of the Air Force organization.  The influence of the squadron has substantially lessened.  The squadron commander has fewer prerogatives.  His authority over his men is limited and subject to intensive review at higher echelons, even on matters of which only he could possess first hand knowledge.  In many cases he does not even keep the personnel records of his men.  He must not only certify, for example, that one of his men needs a partial pay, but must outline in writing the facts which led him to such a conclusion so that higher authority may review his judgment.  So habitual has this tendency become, that it is often difficult to find agreement as to what prerogatives belong to the squadron.  Enlisted men are quick to realize limitations on the squadron commander’s ability to “do for” as well as “do to” them and tend to go direct to the final authority.  The chaplain, the wing inspector and even his congressman are more often approached by airmen.  If the squadron commander has lost authority and influence, the first sergeant must lose even more so.

size of the air force


The growth in size and complexity of an organization leads to certain changes in character.  It must be administered and controlled by system and procedure rather than personal contact and leadership.  System and procedure means records, reports, and correspondence.  Paper work must multiply and consume more time of persons in administrative positions.  Specialization is also necessary and it is no longer possible for one man to know all the jobs in an organization.  Knowledge commands respect, and such respect would more ofter accrue to the technical section head that to the squadron leaders who have little knowledge of all specialties.  Leadership is not centralized in the squadron orderly room but is broken down into technical sections or classrooms, answerable to the squadron headquarters only in a limited sense. 

customs of the service


Many customs of the Army have been abandoned with autonomy of the Air Force customs in general are less governing.  At the present time, if a situation is not covered by regulation or statute it “ain’t necessarily so.”  Since much of the influence and authority of the first sergeant stemmed from custom rather than regulation much of the influence of the first sergeant was lost.

stability


Assignments of officers and first sergeants within squadrons are relatively unstable.  It is often impossible to get to know the men of the unit by name, let alone by personality and background.  Shifting assignments also prevent the first sergeant from establishing contacts among other units and service facilities of the base.

summary

Factors which led to the decline of the first sergeant were:

1. Personal.

a. He did not possess the wide superiority of experience which his predecessors enjoyed.

b. He could no longer be an expert on all jobs in his unit and his leadership must be more autocratic than natural.  

c. His assignment was less stable.

2. Environmentl.

a. The experience level of all grades and ranks has declined.

b. Centralized authority had resulted from low experience level.

c. Discipline was less rigid.

d. Organizations were less stable.

e. There was less distinction between ranks.

f. There was a greater proportion of personnel in NCO and higher grades.

g. The authority, prestige, influence, and esteem of all NCO’s was much lower.

h. Size of the Air Force was much greater and personal contacts less practicable.

i. “Paper work” was much greater, in size and complexity.

j. Custom played minor role in Air Force life.

Delay Halts Topkicks’ Diamonds’







       May 1955

Air Force Times  








It now looks as though it would be sometime this summer before first sergeants can begin sewing on their new diamonds, headquarters said this week.  


The return to the distinctive insignia for top kicks was okayed many months ago.  Headquarters has put out the rules on how to wear them.  But, as yet there are no officially-blessed diamonds for sale.


The holdup is the writing of specifications by the Army’s heraldics section.  It still does such jobs for the AF and there is a complicated system of bids, samples, and release of the approved design.  The Army should have its end of the business done this month headquarters says.  It will take a few weeks longer to get manufacturers into production and supply PX’s and other stores with the official item.  


Meanwhile, like many service uniform items, some counterfeit diamonds are apparently already available through some bootleg sources.  They may come pretty close to the real thing but the Air Force says they are not-authorized.  Headquarters will say “When.”


Even when the new devices are available they will not be full first sergeant stripes.  They will be just the diamond part which the member will sew on (about a quarter of an inch above their top stripe) when they go into the top kick jobs. They will be snipped again when they leave the positions.     


Unlike the old Army first sergeant device, the AF’s will not be worn only by six stripers.  S/Sgts and T/Sgts can be assigned the first sergeant duties and, while they hold them, they will wear the diamond atop their four or five stripes.

Changes in First Sergeant Status Not Expected for Several Months


October 1960

Air Force Times  








Air Force’s decision on a major change in the job and skill of first sergeant is still some weeks away, officials have said.


Headquarters had hoped to settle the question by October 1 and make the changes by next March.  


It now appears, however, that late October will be the earliest any plan can be firmed up and the effective date will probably be well past March 1.


The change, which AF sent to commands for comment last summer, involves the present first sergeant AFSC (73170).  The proposed plan is to eliminate this skill and convert the airmen holding it to (1) the parallel personnel skill 73270, (2) their former or additional AFSCs or (3) a new ladder where they would retrain to a completely new AFSC.


Commands have almost unanimously voted for some change to the restrictive AFSC system and most favor the Headquarters plan.  But, some still question the AF’s proposal for handling the 2000-odd airmen currently wearing the “first shirt” diamond.


The current dispute, officials say, seems to center around misunderstanding of the future for these airmen.  Some commands apparently think they would automatically have to replace them with technicians skilled in the AFSC’s most common to the units.


AF’s argument is that the new system will actually give units more power to pick their top kicks.  If they think that a line chief is a more logical first sergeant for a maintenance unit, for example, they can give him the job.  But, if they think the slot is more logically filled by a personnel man, they can leave it in the 73 field.


The individual airman now holding a first sergeant slot could still remain in it in either case.  If he were qualified in the 43 field as well as the 73, he could switch to maintenance and still be the top noncom in the unit.  Or, if the unit preferred, it could convert him to the 732 ladder and retain him as first sergeant.  If he was qualified to make the switch directly to the seven level, he could probably do so.  If not, he might drop to the five but would have six months to climb to the seven before his 73170 AFSC disappeared and presumably could be used as first sergeant even while he was still at the five.


Pro pay questions have also popped up.  Some critics have complained that moving a pro pay specialist into a first sergeant slot could reduce his chances of remaining proficient in his prime skill and perhaps endanger his right to pro pay.


AF’s answer to this one is that, if a unit, thinks the added first sergeant duties would compromise any airman’s ability to do his basic job, his is the wrong skill for the slot.  The unit would be free to pick its top kick from the personnel, administrative or other fields if it wanted to.


Another objection has been to the loss of the first sergeant position on reassignment.  Here, officials point out that the current system does not require a unit to use a reassigned airman as a first sergeant just because he holds an AFSC of 73170.  He is a unit’s first sergeant and can wear the diamond with his stripes only if he holds the position of first sergeant on manning documents.


On the other hand, under the new proposal, officials’ say could still be assigned to a succession of top kick jobs.  Their records, showing past experience, would follow them and a new commander could easily identify a new arrival who has been in the top kick business by his file.  He would be free, of course, either to use him in the first sergeant job or to choose another airman.


The alternatives to the AF’s plan include such possibilities as restoring the first sergeant skill to the status of reporting code, making it an actual rank as both Army and Marines have done or wiping out both the skill and the position and using some other airman as unit leader (sergeant major, NCO in charge, etc.).  Most of these ideas have been discussed and rejected for various reasons, most of them involving the problem of reassigning airmen between units.


While timing for a change is now indefinite, officials feel certain that some new plan will eventually be adopted.  Chief reason for the push to make a change now has been the growing difficulty of using MSgts in the first sergeant job where other airmen can rank them by one or more grades but are technically under the top kick’s supervision.  The addition of the SMSgt and CMSgt grades has forced AF to find some solution to this problem and Headquarters would like it settled before too many more airmen are raised to these grades.  

First Sergeants Get Own Field by Bruce Callander




November 1960

Air Force Times  









First Sergeants, who have been in danger for some months of losing their AFSC, not only have lost it, but this week got their own private career field with a nine level skill and a grade ceiling of CMSgt.

Beginning on March 31, first sergeants will be in the newly created 01 field with a single specialty code (01090) carrying a grade spread from MSgt thru CMSgt (TSgt and up for WAF).  Present firsts (73170) will convert directly to the new AFSC and not need to pass a supervisory exam.


The order setting up the new top kick field was passed to the field by all-commands letter (dated Nov 15).  It ends more than three months of discussion of the future of the first sergeant position which drew heated debate from airmen, major commanders, and congressmen.


Although there are only a little over 2000 airmen carrying the current first sergeant skill, fear that the historic position was in danger brought a prompt and surprisingly dogged defense of the “first shirts.”


It began in late August with a Headquarters proposal to eliminate the AFSC from the personnel field where it has been for the past few years.  AF’s idea was to drop the skill but keep the position on the books (manning documents) as a unit job.  Then, commanders could fill the space with any airmen they felt best qualified to boss the unit.  In some cases it would be the current first sergeant.  In others, it would be the ranking airman from another skill.  Advantage of this change, officials figure, was that it would broaden the source from which commanders could pick their top kicks.  Previously limited to the 73 fields, under the proposal they could have passed the diamond to any MSgt.  or above regardless of AFSC.  If, for example, an air police unit wanted to make an air policeman first sergeant, it could do so without first qualifying him as a personnel man.


For airmen, the change would have meant a better chance of promotion.  Until now, the first sergeant grade spread was limited to MSgt (TSgt and MSgt for WAF).  


To make SMSgt or above, a first sergeant had to qualify in other personnel skills and compete with other airmen from other personnel ladders for the stripe.  Under the early proposal, the way would have been clear for units to hike firsts to the supergrades as quotas permitted.


Command reaction to the idea was varied.  The majority of commands approved the change generally.  Some, including those with the greatest first sergeant population, objected.


The final plan approved this week is designed to change the first sergeant’s status, but not end his claim to an individual AFSC.  It will satisfy most of the conditions of the earlier proposal but presumably not draw the same objections.


The new field will have a single skill.  It will be fed from any career field meaning that units will be able to use other than personnel men in the job but can convert present top kicks to it also.


The new grade spread will open the supergrades to the firsts but will not put them into competition for their stripes with other personnel men.  Presumably future E-8 and E-9 quotas will include promotions specifically for the 01 field.


Requirements of the new AFSC, as it will go into an upcoming change to AFM 35-1, shape up like this:

· Basis qualifications includes an AFSC at either the seven or nine level in any career field.  This is mandatory.  So is experience in such functions as personnel management or supervision, counseling, conducting daily drills or parades, inspecting personnel and facilities and conducting training in military subjects.

· Training includes a primary course in management and an NCO leadership course.  These are desirable but not mandatory.

· Other qualifications include a mandatory ability to speak clearly and distinctly and high standards of personal conduct.

· Education requirements, also mandatory, call for a knowledge of personnel management and administration, military training and military subjects (organization, drill, ceremonies, customs, sanitation and hygiene), military justice, mail room operations, unit supply, non-appropriated welfare funds and counseling techniques.

· A passing score in the USAF supervisory examination is also required.  This is waived for initial conversion of first sergeants from the 73 to the 01 field.

The job, similar to that of the present first sergeant skill, also include new emphasis on the job and the airman’s role as assistant to the squadron commander.  Main duties in the job description will include:

· Assisting the squadron commander promoting morale, welfare and health of airmen.  This includes arranging for sports, recreation, entertainment and social events and advising on use of non-appropriated funds.  It also involves liaison with food service, special services, medical and Red Cross activities.  The top kick will keep in touch airmen by frequent visits to work areas, counsel them on personnel problems and hear complaints.  He is to support justified grievances of subordinates, advise the commander on morale and discipline and pass on more complex problems to the commander, chaplain, personnel officer or legal officer.

New ‘Firsts’ Have to Pass Tests Before Promotion to Supergrade


    December 1960

Air Force Times  

First Sergeants who are automatically converted to the new top kick career field will still have to take AF’s supervisory test before they can earn supergrades.  

This point, likely to be a disappointment to some “firsts,” was clarified by Headquarters officials this week.  The new skill will be a shortcut to nine level for some current first sergeants but not necessarily to more stripes.

Conversion to the new first sergeant AFSC (01090) will be direct for some airmen currently holding the old AFSC (73170).  During this first round of conversion, the supervisory exam normally needed to get a nine level skill will be waived.  Airmen later entered into the new 01 field will have to pass it.

While a MSgt now in the 73170 skill can thus duck the test for award of the nine level skill, however, it does not automatically put him in the running for the SMSgt promotion.  This calls for a passing test score.

The timing of the order on the new top kick field is also disappointing to some airmen with an eye toward the supergrades also but officials pointed out this week that it can’t be helped.

One aim of the new change is to pave the way for supergrades promotions for more of the “first shirt” airmen.  In the past, while their skill has been in the personnel field, they faced stiff competition for the relatively small supergrade quotas.

The quota for SMSgt was in the personnel superintendent skill (73290).  This AFSC has been fed from both the first sergeant (73170) and personnel technician (73270) skills.  Theoretically, qualified MSgts in either AFSC have an equal crack at the hikes.

In practice, however, it has not worked out that way.  The duties of the personnel technician have usually been broader in terms of putting him in touch with the general duties of the personnel field.  The first sergeant, who is also boss of airmen in the unit, has a number of duties that do not directly relate to the personnel field and is less apt to know the field “by the book.”  As a result, AF concedes the broader experience of the technician has often given him an edge in the competition for SMSgt.

Under the new system, firsts will compete only within their own career field with other first sergeants for whatever quotas come down.  They will still be bucking airmen with a variety of backgrounds but it should be more on more equal terms than before.


Unhappily, some first sergeants feel, the changes will not take place in time to help them in the supergrade race for another year.  The 01 field does not become official until March 31.  The next round of SMSgt promotions will take effect on March 1.


While officials admit this is probably not going to please many first sergeants, they point out that it would be impossible to move up the date of the new field and solve their problems.  This is because the supergrade quotas are figured on the basis of a formula which compares the number of airmen in a field against the number of authorizations (slots) for the field.  Before it can give out a quota in the new first sergeant AFSC, the Air Force must know (1) how many first sergeant jobs commands have on their books, (2) how many are filled, (3) what grades they carry on the manning documents and (4) what grades the present first sergeants hold.  It will take some months after the new change takes effect before all this is known.


Meanwhile, for the next cycle, present first sergeants will be taking their chances against other firsts and personnel technicians for the March cycle of supergrade stripes.


The future promotion chances are no less clear for the first shirts.  Units will have fairly broad power to fill the first sergeant jobs with the airmen they think best qualified.  Some will merely convert their present firsts and the change will be almost entirely a paper move.  Others will probably want to move airmen into the top slots from the fields most closely associated with their missions.  In such cases, a top air policeman would be the logical first sergeant for an air police unit, a ranking medical technician for a medical unit and so on.


Another factor influencing promotion chances will be the ranks of airmen moved in to fill the slots.  Before there will be any chances for promotion to the supergrades, the units will have to mark the first sergeant position as calling for a SMSgt or CMSgt.


Then if they fill the slot with a MSgt, either already a first or picked for the duty, he will be in the running for the hike.  The unit can then report a vacancy in a supergrade and, if enough vacancies are reported, AF will doubtless provide a quota for the promotions.  


If many units mark first sergeant slots as supergrade positions and then move SMSgt and CMSgts into them however, the circumstances will be different.  In this case, the vacancy created by the new position will automatically be filled by an airman who already has the rank it calls for.


The prospects for current firsts and for those who will step into the job when the change comes will thus be unknown for some time.  It is unlikely, in fact, that the picture will really be clear until about one year from now when AF again begins to go through the jugglings of authorizations, vacancies and assigned strength which produces the actual supergrade quotas by skills.   

First Shirt School Set up by 15th Air Force





        March 1967

Air Force Times  


SAC’s Fifteenth Air Force which shut down its NCO Academy last year because of manning shortages will re-open NCO training May 1, but only for first sergeants.


Fifteenth is setting up at March AFB Calif., what it believes is the first First Sergeant school in the Air Force.  March was the site of the Fifteenth’s academy and will draw on that school’s faculty for the staff of the new school.  Other instructors for the new school will be experienced SAC first sergeants.

 
The “first shirt” school will train two classes of 40 NCO’s each.  Applicants may be either relatively new first sergeants (in the job less than 18 months) or NCO’s (TSgt and above) who have the interest and potential for the duty.  Potential for the duty will be rated by the applicant’s commander.  Students will be picked from throughout the Command.


Besides traditional military training, drill and ceremonies, the first shirt students will get extensive training in advanced management, personnel counseling, oral and written communications and military justice.


Besides the instructor staff, guest speakers will be invited to cover the broader aspects of the first sergeant job.


Idea for the unique school grew out of a meeting last year of senior first sergeants.  In conference with Col. Robert E. Kimmel, Fifteenth AF director of personnel, they noted that their career field offered no formal training at any level.  While AF recently broadened the AFSC to include TSgts as well as MSgts and supergrades, input may be from any airman field.  A course in base-level management is “desirable” but not required.


The Fifteenth decided to give the training idea a two-class trial and Colonel Kimmel’s office will make a critique of the school when the 80 NCO’s have been trained.  Findings will go to Lt. Gen. W.K. Martin, commander of Fifteenth AF for study.  Presumably, if the first classes are a success, the first shirt training could become a permanent program.  


SMSgt Arnold E. Van Meier is project officer for the school.


The opening of the training follows the recent addition of the seven-level skill and inclusion of techs in the first sergeant field.  Until earlier this year, only WAF could become top kicks as TSgt; male airmen had to be at least masters.  With the change, new techs and masters will get the seven-level skill and supergraders the nine but first sergeants who held the nine-level earlier will retain it regardless of grade.


The first shirt skill has existed for many years but was placed in a separate field of it’s own only a few years ago.  Until then it had been a personnel AFSC.  The decision to create a separate field was warmly debated and even now, there is some support for either restoring the old AFSC or making another change.


Main complaint is from first sergeants who feel their promotion chances have been reduced by moving to the separate field.  Regardless of what fields they are from, first shirts are promotable only in their O1 skills and recent cycles have held few promotions for first shirts.    

_______________________________________________________________________________________

First Shirt Approach: No change







        October 1967

Air Force Times  

The Air Force has no intention of making “first sergeant” a rank as well as a specialty.  
AF was asked about its plans for first shirts during recent hearings of the House Armed Services subcommittee on enlisted promotions.  The subcommittee said it had numerous complaints from unpromoted first sergeants.  
Officials conceded that promotions had been slow in the specialty, but maintained that AF has given it a fair share of its upper-grade authorizations.  About 20 percent of the first shirt slots are in the grades of E-8 and E-9 and about 80 percent are in E-7, which means AF considers the job important.  (This is about the overall ratio of supergrade-to-master sergeant strength.  


The problem is that the airmen who become first sergeants have already gained experience in other fields.  Many come into the field in grades of SMSgt or CMSgt.  This means there are fewer openings for lower grades to work up.  


In past years, promotions have been frozen to the supergrades, but there were some hikes this year.  In April, AF made seven promotions to CMSgt, from 272 eligible first sergeants.  It made no SMSgts.  From July through December however, it will have promoted 56 first shirts to SMSgt and another 17 to CMSgt.  
AF said it is not about to copy the Army and Marine Corps, both of which make first sergeant an actual grade (E-8).  Officials said the Air Force prefers to keep first sergeant as a specialty covering several grades.  That way, they said, men in different grades can be used as first shirts in different size units and jobs with varying responsibility.  

First Shirt Skill Calls for E-7, Up  







          March 1971

Air Force Times  







Beginning next month, Air Force will stop making TSgts first sergeants.  From then on, only MSgts or above will be coming into the first shirt job and they will have to meet new standards.


In the first major overhaul of the first sergeant career field since it was set up 10 years ago, AF has raised the grade, education and aptitude requirements for AFSC 10090.  Now NCOs will have to (1) be masters or above, (2) pass the USAF supervisory course, (3) have high school diplomas, (4) complete a management course and (5) score at least a 70 on either the administrative or general aptitude test.


The new requirements are in change 5 to AFM 39-1.


MSgts who already are first sergeants can stay in the AFSC and convert to the nine level without meeting the new criteria but they will have to pass the supervisory test to make E-8.


TSgts who already are 10070s also can keep their first sergeant diamonds.  However, no new techs will be admitted after April 1 this year and the AFSC will be phased out completely by April 1973.


Until now, completion of high school and a management course were listed only as desirable requirements and MSgts had to pass the supervisory exam only to move to the nine level.  They could remain at the seven level and still be first shirts.  Previously, too, there was no minimum aptitude requirement for the skill.


Other criteria for first sergeant remain the same.  They include the mandatory requirements for ability to speak clearly and a high standard of personal conduct.  Management knowledge and experience are also required and completion of an NCO academy course is desirable.


WAF may be first sergeants but only in WAF squadrons.


Overall duties of first sergeants remain much the same as before with a few minor changes.  The job still involves correcting airmen on appearance and conduct, handling squadron administrative matters, checking on facilities and helping the commander maintain morale, welfare and health.


The first sergeant job has been the subject of some controversy in the past.  Years ago, first sergeants were simply named by the functional units.  Later, AF set up an AFSC for them in the personnel field but neither units nor NCOs were very happy about the arrangement.  They complained it gave units first shirts who knew personnel but had to learn about the unit’s function.  They wanted men who could be tapped from various appropriate skills and learn the first sergeant job.


In 1961, AF set up separate one-skill career field and opened it to noncoms from any field.  Originally, male first sergeants could be TSgts and above and WAF could be SSgts or higher.  The WAF and male grades were made the same later.


For some time, the new field didn’t set well with first shirts either.  It was a question of promotion.  Techs and masters in the skill griped that whenever slots opened for E-8s and E-9s they were filled by men in those grades brought in from other AFSC’s.


The hikes gripe has not been loud recently, presumably because AF has been able to pour a substantial number of promotions into the skill.


In the first WAFs cycle, all 445 techs eligible for MSgt in the AFSC made it.  In the second round, 235 TSgt firsts were eligible and 138 were selected.


This year’s supergrade race included 770 first sergeants eligible for E-8 of whom 76 made it.  There were 237 eligible for E-9 and 20 made it.  The percentages picked (10 percent to E-8 and eight percent to E-9) were slightly below the overall averages for the grades.   

First Shirt course now offered by ECI






        October 1972

Air Force Times  








Airmen who want to be first shirts now can study for the job at home.


Extension Course Institute, AF’s big home-study school, has just announced a correspondence course in the first sergeant field.  It’s ECI course No. 10090 and should be available through all base education offices, the institute says.


The one volume study program is mandatory for all airmen upgrading to the first shirt AFSC and available on a voluntary basis to “all members of the military services including the National Guard and Reserves.”


Covering management and general supervision, the course discusses personnel administration, training, administrative operations, unit discipline and morale and the first sergeant’s responsibilities to his commander.  It is a career development course (CDC).


Development of the new CDC is one of several steps AF has planned to improve the first shirt field and raise the quality of airmen in it.  Air Training Command also has been asked to develop a residence course in the field.

First sergeant’s role changing with the Air Force by John Pulley


November 1998

Air Force Times  







Traditionally, first sergeants functioned as shepherds.  They tended a flock of airmen garrisoned at a safe home station, looked after the troop’s needs and brought errant members back into line and into the fold.


Bah, say service leaders.  The shepherds must become readiness warriors.


As the Air Force evolves into an air expeditionary force, first sergeants are being required to deploy with troops and ensure unit readiness.  Today’s first shirts must be flexible, aggressive and able to perform in uncertain environments, they say.


Deployed first sergeants will be expected to ensure and manage necessities formerly taken for granted: billeting, food, latrines, force security, morale and anything else required for troop readiness.  In some cases, services will be built from the ground up.


“In a deployed environment, if the tents haven’t been erected yet, and you can’t put people in crew rest, it distracts from focusing on the job,” said Chief Master Sgt. Mark Smith, who manages the first sergeant career field.  “When you remove obstacles, you enhance the readiness of the force.”


Referred to as a paradigm shift and “cultural change” by Air Force leaders, the new role is a departure for veteran first sergeants.  Some first sergeants with more than twenty years service have never left home station except to attend a professional military education course.


The first sergeant’s role as chief disciplinarian also will change.  In the past, much of a first sergeant’s focus was directed at the sliver of airmen who wrote bad checks, ran afoul of the law or otherwise got into trouble.  In the future, the concentration will shift to the deployment and readiness of those airmen who do not have these problems.


“You are no longer perceived as the squadron’s hanging judge” said acting Air Force Secretary F. Whitten Peters, who addressed the worldwide first sergeant conference in Minneapolis on Sept. 2.  “You are the squadron’s “readiness advocate.”


The Air Force is pushing the changes in the classroom and the field.


At the first sergeant schoolhouse at Maxwell Air Force Base, Ala., 15 hours of new instruction will focus on deployment and readiness issues.  First sergeants will begin learning the new curriculum in March.


In anticipation of hitting the road, first shirts will be expected to help airmen with financial concerns, potential family emergencies, wills and other legal documents.


“It starts today when you’re still in garrison” Smith said.  When an airman is in the processing line, “that’s too late to decide where a person’s belongings go.”


Once on the ground at a deployed location, first sergeants will oversee a range of activities.


“It’s not the first sergeant who is going to be flipping burgers, pitching the tent, or digging the trenches.  It will be the first sergeant’s responsibility to ensure that the things happen” said Chief Master Sgt. John Katchka, the commandant of the First Sergeant Academy.  “First sergeants will be out on the pointy end of the spear with the troops.”


The academy is considering ways to provide follow-up training for experienced first sergeants “but we just don’t know what face it will take,” Katchka said.


Field training is another way that first sergeants are learning about their new role.  During the first week of November 18th, first sergeants and eight command chief master sergeants met at Camp Darby, Italy, to learn about field leadership.  Forty percent of those in attendance had never deployed.  Rising for reveille at 5 a.m. each day, the first sergeants completed physical training, including a one-mile run.  Their taste of deployment life included flash floods, nighttime temperatures near freezing and tepid bottled-gas heat.


“It was basically a cultural awareness exercise” said Chief Ken Casey, the command chief master sergeant for U.S. Air Forces in Europe at Ramstein Air Base, Germany.


“The future of the Air Force is going to be a much more dynamic pick-up-and-go force,” Casey said.  “Each Air Force specialty code is going to change.  The first sergeants…are the right audience to begin this cultural mind-set.”

_____________________________________________________________________________________
First Sergeants – “My Job is People” by Margo Turner

   


      April 2002

SERGEANTS magazine

(Due to the length of this article, certain areas not directly relating to the evolution of the first sergeant within the Air Force have been omitted.  Much of this information can be found in other articles found elsewhere on this site.  The following excerpts highlight the continued evolution of the Air Force First Sergeant. )

The first sergeant’s position is one of the few that has been around since the Air Force became a separate service in 1947.  The primary responsibility of first sergeants hasn’t changed in more than a half a century.  What has changed, however is the tole of the first sergeants.  “We’ve gone from mostly administrative roles to being full-fledged unit level leaders.” Explained SMSgt Mike Gilbert, first sergeant career field manager at the Pentagon in Washington D.C. “We’ve also evolved into critical players in the deployed environment, managing tent cities, working transportation and rotation issues.”

“In the past, our way of managing the duty has tended to punish people for volunteering, slowing their promotions and often preventing them from moving on and doing great things for our Air Force,” he pointed out.  “This caused many great SNCOs to steer clear of the duty, resulting in a continuous shortage of first sergeants.”

Gilbert said that in the very near future, master sergeants who volunteer and are selected to be first sergeants will serve three to six years in the special duty, then return to duty in their Air Force Specialty Codes.  “Many of them will find that their experience as a first sergeant will not only help them with promotions, but will also help expose them to different issues and areas of the Air Force they might not have experienced otherwise,” he said.   “They will return to their specialties better prepared to lead.  This is a significant and exciting change in the way we develop enlisted leaders.  It will also enable us to better meet the immediate needs of the force.”

(The following excerpt covers the evolution of the Air Force First Sergeant beginning in 1948)


In 1948, the Air Force opted not to have the first sergeant position based merely on rank.  Air Force officials believed the first sergeant did not need to be the highest ranking NCO in the unit.  From 1948 to 1958, a person in this position held the ranks of staff sergeant through master sergeant.  From 1958-1961, senior master sergeants also served as first sergeants.  Staff sergeant first sergeants were primarily females serving in the Women in the Air Force corps, which came to an end in 1976 when women were accepted as part of the regular Air Force.


The creation of the E-8 and E-9 supergrades in 1958 confused the role of the first sergeant and created a misunderstanding within the enlisted corps.  “Many people felt the first sergeant was simply the orderly room supervisor and his or her role was entirely administrative” said Usry, who has studied the evolution of first sergeants.


The following year, the Air Force directed a study on the procedures for selecting and utilizing first sergeants.  On March 31, 1961, the first sergeant career field was officially established.  Male first sergeants were allowed to serve in the grades E-7 and above; female first sergeants in the grade of E-6 and above.    The career field was also opened to other Air Force members serving in fields other than specialty fields.  This allowed commanders a wider choice of personnel from which to select their first sergeants.


Strategic Air Command’s 15th Air Force at March AFB, Calif., established what is believed to be the Air Force’s first formal first sergeant school on May 1, 1967.  The two-class trial run included advanced management, personnel counseling, communication skills and military justice.


Air University at Maxwell AFB Ala., established the Senior NCO Academy (SNCOA) in July 1972.  The following month, CMSAF Richard Kisling, along with other high-ranking Air Force personnel officers, recommended formal training of first sergeants through an Air Training Command course and Air University program.  They also recommended that 400 first sergeants be allowed to attend the SNCOA (in 1973 when the SNCOA began accepting students) to provide the selectees top-level management training through the prestigious course.


In late 1973, Air Force Regulation (AFR) 39-16 consolidated many of the recommendations from the 1972 workshop and included the establishment of a four-week in-residence first sergeant training course.  AFR 39-16 also established procedures for base commanders to review prospective first sergeants’ qualifications before approving them for retraining.  In addition, the regulation directed that first sergeants remain first sergeants with future assignments, thereby increasing the first sergeant experience level Air Force wide.  


On Oct 17, 1973, the Air Force First Sergeant Course began at Keesler AFB, Miss.  The students had three instructional books that included information about administration, human relations, communication skills, supply and facility management, and drill and military management.  A total of 400 students completed the course the following year.


In 1976, the Air Force directed the in-residence first sergeant course at Keesler as a mandatory requirement for all first sergeant retrainees.  By February 1982, the course was officially named the Air Force First Sergeant Academy.


Air Force officials decided in 1984 to assign the academy to Air Training Command in order to bring the school in line with the tenets of professional military education.  The academy was first under the 3300th Technical Training Wing, and then under the Keesler Technical Training Center, and finally under the Air University.


The academy moved to Maxwell AFB, Ala, on July 1, 1993.  It functions under the Ira C. Eaker College of Professional Development.  “When you leave the academy, you carry with you a sense of what it really means to be a first sergeant,” Usry told SERGEANTS.  “It’s not about you; it’s about them, the enlisted corps.”

_____________________________________________________________________________________
Aerospace World -No Need to Cross Train


   


      August 2002

Air Force Magazine

The Air Force will no longer require its enlisted members who want to serve as first sergeants to cross train from their current career fields.  The change takes effect Oct. 1.


USAF initiated the change following a 15-month review, which found that the current system failed to meet service needs.  Under the old rules, becoming a first sergeant of a unit meant an individual had to leave his primary career field permanently.


“We have 1,200 active duty first sergeant positions, and we are currently short 120 people,” said SMSgt Michael Gilbert, first sergeant career field manager.


Under the new rules, the job of first sergeant will be a special duty assignment.  After a tour of three years, the individual would return to his functional specialty.


Gilbert said that a major goal of the change is to attract more senior enlisted members, some of whom may not have wanted to leave their career field permanently.  “The program will help us deliberately develop some of the top enlisted leaders we will need in the future.” He said. 


