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Professional 
Military Education 
and Broadening 
Assignments
A Model for the Future
By Douglas Orsi

I was fortunate in serving three years at the Army War College, 

1937–1940, one year as a student and two as an instructor.

—J. Lawton Collins,
Lightning Joe: An Autobiography

I
n today’s Army culture, professional 
military education (PME) is a critical 
factor for promotions and advance-

ment.1 For future Chief of Staff of the 
Army (CSA) General J. Lawton Collins, 
attending the Army Industrial College 
and Army War College, and subse-
quently instructing at the latter, broad-
ened his horizons and prepared him for 
future assignments and responsibilities.2 
The Army is at a point in its history 
where it is inconceivable for an officer 
to attain high rank without attending 
formal PME, as was the exceptional 
case with former CSA General William 
Westmoreland.3 By design, the Army 
selects its top performers to attend 
resident intermediate and senior PME. 
Currently, selection rates are 52 percent 
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for intermediate and 40 percent for 
senior-level education.

Yet a faculty assignment in those 
same PME institutions is seen as sidelin-
ing an officer’s career or, even worse, 
putting him or her at risk for nonselec-
tion for command or identification for 
Selective Early Retirement.4 This trend 
has gradually developed since the end of 
World War II thanks to a generation of 
leaders who deployed to war as junior 
officers, came home senior in rank, and 
neither attended nor saw the need for 
PME.5 However, having top-tier officers 
attending PME institutions and instruct-
ing other officers benefits the military 
profession as a whole. This article argues 
that instructing at intermediate and 
senior PME institutions improves officer 
development and the ability to operate 
at the strategic level of leadership. By 
examining how the Army addressed PME 
between the world wars, this article offers 
a framework that improves leadership 

development within the current officer 
ranks. Accordingly, changing the cur-
rent PME and broadening assignment 
paradigm face significant difficulties. To 
prepare for future challenges, the Army 
must change its culture and prioritize 
commonsense guidelines to train and 
educate versatile leaders for tomorrow’s 
force.

PME and the Value of Teaching
According to Department of the Army 
Pamphlet (DA PAM) 600-3, Commis-
sioned Officer Professional Development 
and Career Management, PME expands 
knowledge, skills, and attributes 
required of a leader to accomplish 
current and future military missions. 
PME is “progressive and sequential” 
across an officer’s career and, linked 
with civilian education, develops the 
leader attributes of “character, presence, 
and intellect.”6 Officers can progress 
through five levels of military education 

during their career. These begin with 
precommissioning before transition-
ing to Primary (for lieutenant through 
captain). Majors learn at the intermedi-
ate level, also known as intermediate 
level education (ILE). The Army 
conducts this primarily at Fort Leaven-
worth’s Command and General Staff 
College (CGSC) or other Service-equiv-
alent schools. Senior PME is for lieuten-
ant colonels and colonels and taught 
largely by the senior Service colleges 
(SSCs).7 The Army War College con-
ducts this course along with other mili-
tary Service colleges and the National 
Defense University for joint PME.8 The 
final PME is for general/flag officer 
level and has recently been restructured 
under the Army War College–led Army 
Strategic Education Program.

Retired Lieutenant General Richard 
Trefry noted that a part of being a 
professional, or a “great soldier,” is 
being a “great teacher.”9 Defining the 
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difference between training and educa-
tion is essential: according to Trefry, 
teaching how is “training”; teaching why 
is “education.”10 Likewise, when the 
Army rebuilt itself after the Vietnam War, 
General William DePuy, commander of 
the U.S. Army Training and Doctrine 
Command, focused on “teaching the 
Army how to fight” while simultaneously, 
his subordinate at CGSC, Major General 
John Cushman, directed “teaching Army 
officers how to think about fighting.”11 
The Army trains Soldiers entering the 
military, then educates them to progress 
in rank and responsibility. In the period 
between the world wars, the Army saw 
PME and broadening assignments, such 
as instructor duty at Service schools, as an 
important means to develop leaders. As 
a result, those officers who rose to high 
command during World War II not only 
attended PME but also served as instruc-
tors or faculty.

The Interwar Army PME 
and Instructor Paradigm
Reviewing the PME and assignments of 
future general officers before World War 
II reveals leaders serving in a fiscally 
constrained period, strikingly similar 
to the present day. On November 11, 
1918, at the end of fighting in Europe, 
the Army contained almost 5 million 
Soldiers. Within a year, Active-duty 
strength numbered 224,000. The 
National Defense Act of 1920 further 
reduced the Army to 135,000 by 1925, 
leading General George C. Marshall 
to remark, “The cuts, and cuts and 
cuts came.”12 The Crash of 1929 and 
ensuing Great Depression led to further 
slashing of the military budget, thus 
guaranteeing the Army would not 
purchase new equipment and weapons 
but instead would have to rely on its 
vast stores of World War I surplus.13 
Between 1932 and 1933, the Army 
hit its low point in force structure, 
readiness, and preparedness. Accord-
ing to the Army’s official history, the 
Service was “unbalanced, insufficiently 
equipped, and insufficiently trained.”14 
The Nation faced military expansion 
in the South China Sea concurrent 
with conflict and instability in Eastern 

Europe, eerily similar to today. Only 
the onset of a global war in Europe 
finally resulted in more funding to the 
Army and increased preparedness by 
the late 1930s.15 Despite this resource-
constrained environment, the Army 
sustained its PME to ensure the profes-
sional development of its officers.

Officers such as Marshall, Collins, 
and Dwight D. Eisenhower not only 
attended PME but also served assign-
ments as faculty at those institutions.16 
Dr. Robert Berlin studied the careers of 
34 officers who commanded Army corps 
during World War II. The study shows 
that all but one officer attended the 

Command and General Staff School,17 
and 14 (41 percent) later served on the 
faculty. Twenty-nine also graduated from 
the Army War College; one, Collins, 
served on the faculty.18 Berlin’s research 
found that within this cohort, all those 
in the Regular Army “served as instruc-
tors somewhere in the army educational 
system” prior to World War II, including 
11 officers at the U.S. Military Academy 
at West Point and 15 in Reserve Officer 
Training Corps (ROTC) programs.19

During this period, low manning 
levels of operational regiments led large 
numbers of officers to serve as PME 
faculty. Additionally, units were dispersed 

Joseph Lawton Collins, a New
Orleans native, entered the U.S. 

Military Academy at West Point in 
1913 after spending 1 year at Loui-
siana State University. He graduated 
and commissioned in the infantry in 
1917. Assigned to the 22nd Infantry 
Regiment in New York, Collins com-
manded a company and battalion 
but did not deploy prior to war’s 
end. Collins reported to France 
in 1919 as a temporary major and 
replacement officer. On occupation 
duty, Collins commanded the First 
Infantry Division’s 3rd Battalion, 28th 

Infantry Regiment, and finally served 
as Assistant G3, American Forces in 
Germany.1

Between the wars, Captain Collins 
(having reverted to his permanent 
rank) served as a West Point chemistry 
instructor from 1921 to 1925. He 
then attended the Infantry School in 
1926, followed by the Artillery School 
in 1927. Upon completion, Collins 
transferred to the Infantry School 
as an instructor from 1927 to 1931, 
where he worked under the Assistant 
Commandant, Colonel George C. 
Marshall.2 Collins then attended the 
Command and General Staff College’s 
2-year course in 1931 and gradu-
ated in 1933; during this period, he 
was promoted to major. Although 
asked to remain as an instructor upon 

graduation, Collins sought an opera-
tional assignment.3

Collins departed for the 
Philippines in 1933, serving as the 23rd 
Infantry Brigade’s executive officer 
and as the General Staff’s G2/G3.4 In 
1936, Major Clarence Huebner, infan-
try personnel officer, assigned Collins 
to Washington, DC, to attend the 
Army Industrial College. The follow-
ing year, Collins attended the Army 
War College and was asked to return 
as an instructor from 1938 through 
1940.5 Collins’s professional military 
education and operational assignments 
in the interwar years developed and 
successfully prepared him to com-
mand the 25th Infantry Division in the 
Pacific and VII Corps in Europe dur-
ing World War II. He retired in 1956, 
having served as Army Chief of Staff, 
U.S. Representative to the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization, and 
Special Representative of the United 
States in Vietnam with Ambassadorial 
rank.6 JFQ

1 Joseph Lawton Collins, Lightning Joe: 
An Autobiography (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 
State University Press, 1979), 1–21, 25–34.

2 Ibid., 42, 44, 46–47.
3 Ibid., 42, 44, 46–47, 55–57.
4 Ibid., 62–63.
5 Ibid., 86, 88.
6 Ibid., 376–383, 412.
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to small posts and camps (typically at the 
battalion or company level), resulting in 
a lack of available operational command 
and staff positions. Thus, Service schools 
developed officers while serving in staff 
and faculty positions.20 For the officers 
who attained corps command during the 
war, PME and assignments as instruc-
tors and faculty were a common thread 
in their overall leader development. 
Instructor duty served as a means to open 
their minds to new ideas, questioning the 
status quo, and working in an environ-
ment (such as the Infantry School at Fort 
Benning under Marshall) that encour-
aged “open and free discussion” for 
instructors and students alike.21 To main-
tain PME, the Army should follow this 
effective and relatively inexpensive model 
used between the world wars. During 
that extended period of fiscal constraint, 
the Army developed its leaders through 
PME and sent its best performers back 
to instruct in those same schools.22 Many 

of these officers later commanded at the 
corps level; as PME instructors, they edu-
cated a generation of officers who led the 
Army to victory in World War II.

The Current PME and 
Instructor Paradigm
As mentioned earlier, the trend for 
rising officers’ careers to include tours 
as PME instructors declined after World 
War II. A recent review conducted by 
this author evaluated the PME and 
broadening assignments of 36 officers 
who served as corps commanders since 
2001, a period of continuous war for 
the Army. While the World War II 
cohort had 97 percent CGSC and 85 
percent SSC graduates, the current 
group was 100 percent for intermediate 
and senior level PME.23 These officers, 
whose careers span the end of the 
Vietnam War to the present, reveal a 
different picture than their World War 
II predecessors when it comes to broad-

ening assignments. While the previous 
group of corps commanders, 44 percent 
of whom taught at CGSC and SSC, 
were all experienced instructors in the 
Army’s educational system, in the 
post-2001 group only 16 officers (44 
percent) served as PME instructors, 
with the majority (9, or 26 percent) 
teaching cadets at either West Point or 
ROTC. While the majority served as 
instructors of cadets, only a few served 
at interme-diate and senior PME levels. 
Just one officer served as a seminar 
leader at the School for Advanced 
Military Studies, U.S. Army CGSC, one 
as a doctrine author at CGSC, and one 
as a professor of joint military 
operations at the Naval War College.24

The differences are stark. Whereas 
15 of the previous officers had served 
as faculty at CGSC and the Army War 
College, the current group has 1. Seven 
of the officers served as instructors and 
faculty as captains and majors at West 

Senior Enlisted Advisor for U.S. Naval War College performs service dress white uniform inspection of enlisted personnel in Newport, Rhode Island, April 

19, 2016 (U.S. Navy/James E. Foehl)
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Point prior to attending CGSC, and four 
had some instructor duty as captains at 
a branch or specialty school.25 Only two 
taught in Army ROTC programs, one as 
a professor of military science.26 Based on 
this current information, it may be easily 
deduced that assignments as instructors 
in intermediate- and senior-level PME 
institutions were not common in the 
career paths of Army corps commanders 
and, subsequently, the senior leadership 
of the Army. What has changed, and why 
is attendance at PME sacrosanct while 
assignments instructing at CGSC and the 
Army War College are not? If it is so ben-
eficial to have officers attend PME during 
a resource-constrained environment, 
how does the Army make assignments 
as instructors and faculty at these same 
institutions career-enhancing? How does 
the Army implement this now?

PME Instructor Talent 
Management versus 
Army Culture
Mixing diverse assignments and sending 
officers with the potential to become 
senior leaders as faculty in PME institu-
tions will improve leader development 
of the officer corps. Experienced officers 
will serve as role models for the next 
generation of leaders and shape the 
generals of tomorrow. Anecdotally, 
officers who serve as PME instructors 
or small group leaders attest to learn-
ing and growing as much as students 
do during the teaching, coaching, and 
mentoring process. In The Generals, 
Thomas Ricks describes the need for 
senior military officers to improve criti-
cal thinking and writing skills.27 Senior 
officers also recognize that instructing 
in the PME environment makes better 
leaders. General Robert B. Brown, 
former commandant of the Command 
and General Staff College, listed the 
benefits of serving on PME faculty: 
“Improved communication, critical 
thinking, and research skills.”28 Brown’s 
assignments included serving as an Edu-
cational Technologist and later Assistant 
Director for Performance Enhancement 
Program at West Point. These are the 
same skills needed by senior leaders to 
operate at the strategic level. So how 

difficult would it be to implement this 
cultural change to the Army’s talent 
management system? Extremely.

Since the announcement of budget 
cuts in 2011, the Army has shown a 
commitment to sustain PME across the 
force.29 As demonstrated by the Army 
in the interwar years of the 20th cen-
tury, PME should be the last line item 
cut when resources become tight. The 
next order of business that the Army’s 

leadership must address is the deep-seated 
culture that regards faculty assignments 
in PME schools as a career inhibitor or a 
path to nonselection for command and/
or promotion. To change the Army’s 
culture, the institution must implement 
sustainable and realistic change into the 
Service, ensuring irreversible momentum 
behind all initiatives so that changes do 
not languish.30

Clarence Ralph Huebner, a 
Kansas native, enlisted in the 

Army in 1910 and subsequently 
received a commission in the infantry 
in 1916. After attending the Infantry 
Service School at Fort Leavenworth, 
Huebner went off to World War I in 
1917 as a captain, where he served 
with distinction in the First Infantry 
Division’s 28th Infantry Regiment. As 
a company, battalion, and regimental 
commander, Huebner earned two 
Distinguished Service Crosses, Dis-
tinguished Service Medal, and mul-
tiple Purple Hearts for his combat 
leadership in France.1

Between the wars, Captain 
Huebner served as an instructor at 
the U.S. Army Infantry School from 
1920 to 1922. He then attended the 
Infantry School from 1922 to 1923 
and the Command and General Staff 
College (CGSC) in 1924, graduating 
sixth out of a class of 258 in 1925.2 
His follow-on assignment from 1925 
to 1928 was as an instructor at the 
Infantry School (where, beginning in 
1927, the new assistant commandant 
was Colonel George C. Marshall, the 
Chief of Staff of the Army during 
World War II).3 Huebner, promoted 
to major in 1927, attended the Army 
War College in 1928 and upon gradu-
ation served on the faculty of CGSC 
until 1933.4

Huebner also served within the 
Army Staff and on operational assign-
ments, most notably with the Office 
of the Chief of Infantry from 1934 
to 1938 and with the 19th Infantry 

Regiment from 1939 to 1940.5 As 
an assignments officer, Huebner was 
instrumental in J. Lawton Collins’s 
assignment to the Army Industrial 
College and Army War College.6 
Huebner’s broadening assignments 
and professional military education in 
the interwar years professionally devel-
oped and successfully prepared him to 
command the First Infantry Division 
and V Corps in Europe during World 
War II. Lieutenant General Huebner 
retired in 1950 as Commander in 
Chief, U.S. Army Europe.7 JFQ
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At head of table, General John E. Hyten, commander, U.S. Strategic Command, listens to students of Air University’s Air War College, Blue Horizons, and 

School of Advanced Air and Space Studies, May 5, 2017, at Maxwell Air Force Base (U.S. Air Force/Melanie Rodgers Cox)

As in all institutions and bureaucra-
cies, Army culture is strong and tends 
to be extremely resilient and resistant to 
change. It will take years to modify the 
mindset of midgrade and senior leaders. 
According to John Kotter, implementing 
change for a company takes from “three 
to ten years.”31 It could take a generation 
before the Army changes certain aspects 
of its culture. Senior leaders frequently 
fall into the trap of believing there is 
nothing wrong with the current assign-
ment path of successful officers who 
attain high rank. If the current promotion 
system selected them due to their career 
path and performance, it must be good 
for everyone else. How can a system be 
flawed that selected them for such high 
rank and position? This post–World War 
II tendency to discount PME instructor-
broadening assignments is not new. In 
a 1998 article in Joint Force Quarterly, 
Leonard Holder and Williamson Murray 
stated, “The low priority attached to 
teaching and the tendency of promotion 
and command selection boards to ignore 
or even penalize teaching experience 
mean that few officers seek such [PME] 
assignments. This indifference does not 

preclude some talented people from serv-
ing on faculties, but it does not reward 
them.”32 Again, cultural resistance to 
change persists.

In June 2006, the Army’s Review of 
Education, Training, and Assignments 
for Leaders Task Force addressed this 
aspect of Army culture and assignments. 
The task force report found that “officers 
aspire to the highest positions of respon-
sibility by selecting narrow career paths at 
the expense of development in the skills 
needed in the non-kinetic spectrum.”33 
This lack of broadening assignments in 
the career path of senior officers, to in-
clude CSAs, and lack of strategic thought 
and vision have come under criticism by 
numerous authors.34 If the Army wants 
high-quality officers with the potential for 
promotion to serve as PME instructors, 
this mindset must change.

The Army must also change the 
paradigm of post–Central Selection List 
(CSL) command positions. Presently, 
the Army assigns officers who complete 
CSL billets, such as battalion- or brigade-
level command or key staff officers, to 
specific positions after completing their 
2- or 3-year tour. Current guidance in 

DA PAM 600-3 states that those officers 
will be “assigned to positions designated 
as requiring the skills of former battalion 
commanders.”35 Additionally the CSA 
designates those positions for former 
brigade level commanders.36 Who bet-
ter to teach, coach, and mentor junior 
field grade officers who aspire one day to 
command a battalion or brigade than a 
former commander?

Including faculty instructors at ILE 
institutions and SSCs as post-CSL posi-
tions will begin this process and “seed” 
those institutions with former com-
manders and key leaders. This is similar 
to a proposal made by Richard Kohn 
recommending that instructing at a PME 
institution be required for promotion 
to flag rank. He believes that “teaching 
a subject or discipline to college and 
graduate-level officers provides time for 
reflection, sharpens critical thinking and 
rigorous, precise writing,” which are 
skills critical at the flag rank.37 Likewise, 
retired Major General Robert Scales, 
former commandant of the U.S. Army 
War College, suggests that “no officer 
can be selected for flag rank without first 
serving a two-year tour as an instructor at 
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a service school.”38 This forcing function 
is an initial step that raises the importance 
of PME and has those selected for flag 
and general officer educate the future 
leaders of their Services.

Some may argue that the current 
Army promotion schedule will not allow 
for this “insertion” of time to serve as 
instructors and faculty at ILE schools and 
SSCs. If the Army now has time to place 
officers in high-visibility positions after 
command while awaiting the next pro-
motion board, why not place them where 
they can influence the next generation 
of senior officers? By simply sending of-
ficers selected to attend intermediate- and 
senior-level PME earlier in their careers, 
the Army would allow them to serve as 
faculty and still have the opportunity to 
command at the battalion and brigade 
level without affecting career timelines. 
This also addresses a cultural issue within 
the officer corps: “improving tactically” 
rather than “improving strategically,” and 
serving in a PME environment where 
reading and writing for professional 
journals are encouraged.39 The PME 
environment provides time to think and 
collaboratively address issues dealing with 
national security policy, strategic leader-
ship, joint and combined operations, and 
larger defense enterprise.

As these changes take root, multiply-
ing opportunities for post-CSL tours to 
sister ILE schools and SSCs would fur-
ther enrich the professional development 
of future senior leaders and reinforce 
the importance of faculty membership 
at these institutions. The Army is mak-
ing headway in changing the culture of 
instructor and small group leader duty. 
Currently, DA PAM 600-3 states that 
“PME instructor positions are critically 
important as developmental experiences 
that shape individual career success, and 
effectively disseminate shared operational 
experience.”40 Who better to impart 
operational experience than former com-
manders and key leaders from operational 
units? The pamphlet professes, “Positions 
as platform instructors, small group 
leaders, doctrine writers or other posi-
tions in the institutional Army are critical 
broadening opportunities for our officers 
that will enhance an officer’s standing in 

competition for command, key billet or 
senior executive-level positions.”41 This 
guidance will only bear fruit if promotion 
rates for officers who serve in these posi-
tions are consistent with those serving in 
other, more traditional post-command 
broadening assignments.

Supporting this second point is para-
mount, but it requires the Secretary of 
the Army to give guidance to promotion 
and CSL boards. Faculty instructor or 
small group leader positions must be on 
par with more traditional post-command 
assignments. These include lieutenant 
colonels assigned as deputy brigade 
commanders, division G-3, or key staff 
positions. The same must hold true for 
post-CSL colonels serving as chiefs of 
staff or G-3s for a major command or 
corps. This recommendation must syn-
chronize with any proposed changes to 
the Goldwater-Nichols Act concerning 
post-CSL personnel filling joint duty 
assignments. Additionally, this guidance 
must go out to the Human Resource 
Command and Senior Leader Division 
offices that manage the Army’s majors, 
lieutenant colonels, and colonels.

Board guidance from the Secretary 
of the Army and CSA and an update of 
DA PAM 600-3 to show these PME 
broadening positions as billets for former 
battalion and brigade commanders will 
also be necessary. Similarly, proportional 
promotion rates and selection for higher 
command at the same rates as their peers 
who took the former traditional positions 
will serve as cues for junior officers. The 
Army must reinforce the idea that serving 
as an instructor or faculty at PME institu-
tions is part of the roadmap to promotion 
and advancement. The Army must 
monitor promotion levels and selection 
for higher command for those officers 
who fill these intermediate and senior 
PME faculty positions. Additionally, the 
Army must continue to assign Active-
duty officers to serve as faculty at PME 
institutions. The reason is twofold: first 
providing officers who have relevant 
knowledge in operational warfare,42 then 
providing successful senior leaders to 
teach, coach, and mentor future Army 
leaders. Major General Scales also recom-
mends that Active-duty officers continue 

to serve as faculty at Service PME institu-
tions.43 Making these officers serve as 
instructors is necessary, but also having 
officers who volunteered with a clear path 
to success will entice them to serve in 
these crucial positions.

When the U.S. Air Force approached 
the problem of talent management of 
PME instructors in the mid-1990s, it fol-
lowed an approach similar to that taken 
by the Army in the interwar period. The 
Air Force offered officers on track to at-
tend SSCs to serve as faculty members 
at the Air Command and Staff College 
prior to attending the Air War College. 
Promotion rates rose for faculty at ILE 
institutions, and instructor quality in-
creased as word spread. This approach 
benefited not only the PME institution 
but also the officer corps.44 The Army 
also has a program for enticing recent 
SSC graduates to attend doctoral pro-
grams and return to serve that institution 
as permanent faculty.45 Additionally, the 
Army War College manages a Faculty 
Tenure Program to keep qualified and 
talented military faculty on staff.46

Conclusion
Reduced and uncertain defense budgets 
have influenced the Army over the last 5 
years, and while the election of Donald 
Trump may alter the fiscal defense land-
scape in the near term, the Army must 
stay the course and aggressively promote 
PME for its officers. Standards must be 
set and expectations must include foster-
ing an environment that brings former 
battalion- and brigade-level command-
ers and key leaders back into the PME 
system to instruct and develop future 
leaders. One of the simple and inexpen-
sive ways to improve leader develop-
ment is to make service within the PME 
system valued and career-enhancing, 
improving the overall professionalism 
across the force. By bringing former 
CSL commanders and key leaders back 
into its PME institutions, the Army will 
enhance the education of future leaders. 
The Nation will expand or contract 
its military due to a world crisis or an 
economic downturn, but the Army must 
have leaders who are trained and edu-
cated, ever waiting for the call to serve.
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Finally, the most important aspect of 
bringing back former commanders and 
key leaders to serve as faculty at CGSC 
and the Army War College is mentorship. 
Senior leaders must encourage and guide 
those officers who will be the future bat-
talion- and brigade-level commanders 
and key leaders to seek out instructor 
positions at intermediate- and senior-level 
PME institutions. At the critical juncture 
in an officer’s career, senior mentors 
must tell these up-and-coming officers to 
“do as I say and not as I did.” If not, the 
Army will continue to struggle with nar-
row career paths to general officer, which 
do not include instructing and educating 
our future leaders. JFQ
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