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Ideas & Issues (Training & Education)

The effort to reform Marine 
Corps training and education 
(learning) currently under-
way at TECOM under the 

leadership of MajGen William F. Mul-
len, III, as well as the broader vision 
of our Commandant, Gen David H. 
Berger, with which it is aligned, draw 
much inspiration from the reform of the 
Prussian Army during the Napoleonic 
Wars.1 There are also, however, relevant 
lessons and insight that can be drawn 
from the recent experience of the U.S. 
joint force. Army Training and Doctrine 
Command (TRADOC), for example, 
has attempted reforms that closely par-
allel those underway at TECOM.2 Both 
history and recent experience provide 
us with a stark warning: We will fail if 
we do not manage expectations across 
the entire Marine Corps.
	 For reform to be successful, we must 
develop a coherent strategy that can be 
operationalized into campaign plans 
with achievable goals and a sufficient 
level of detail to achieve them. Secondly, 
TECOM must lead from the front by 
clearly communicating our strategy to 
the entire Marine Corps. Every Marine, 
from the general officer to the new re-
cruit, must understand where we are 
going as a Service and how training and 
education are going to take us there. 
As new accessions begin their training 
with innovative learning methods, they 
must be able to transition smoothly into 
the Fleet where they will continue to 
learn through these methods. They 
cannot move from modern leadership 
development methods during entry-
level training (Recruit Training, OCS, 
TBS, School of Infantry/Marine Com-
bat Training, etc.) to something that 
is different in the Fleet, which may be 
disorienting and disappointing.3 
	 We must foster an environment 
where Marines are rightfully excited to 

join the ranks and are not sorely disap-
pointed by a “say-do” gap between what 
they learned in their initial training and 
what they experience in the Fleet. 
	 Marine’s hearing one thing during 
their initial training and experiencing 
another in the Fleet nurtures a culture of 
cynicism where the motivation is sapped 
from our future leaders. We must ensure 
that the methods Marines learn dur-
ing training are the same, or at least 
complementary, to those employed in 
the Fleet.4 If we teach one thing in the 
schoolhouse and practice another in 
the operational forces, we will fail in 
our effort to improve the warfighting 
culture of the Marine Corps.

The Industrial Age
	 After the Vietnam War, the Marine 
Corps lost so many experienced NCOs 
that they were forced to centralize and 
standardize training and education, to 
the point of over-bureaucratization and 
script writing for instructors. The Corps 
created several internal agencies, and 
all had a vote and veto power on how 
training was conducted. This had the 
unintentional effect of disempowering 
commanders who are chiefly responsible 
for the development and combat readi-
ness of their units.  
	 Standardization in a large organiza-
tion is necessary and can be good; for 
the Marine Corps to fight effectively, 
many, if not most tasks, must be done 
in a proscribed way. We cannot, how-
ever, standardize to the point where all 
lesson plans are identical down to the 
instructor level, and there is no room 

for creativity or flexibility in the train-
ing environment. We have gone too far 
with detail and oversight, which has 
destroyed the quality of instruction and 
arguably sapped the initiative of our 
Marines. There is a growing dichotomy 
between how we conduct operations 
and how we teach people, and we need 
to bring those areas together.5
	 In today’s traditional approach to 
training, Marines and units train a 
task—individual and collective—until 
they reach a minimum standard under 
a specific set of conditions. Immediately 
on demonstrating this baseline level of 
proficiency, Marines hurry along to the 
next task like a worker on an assembly 
line. In the vast majority of cases, this 
approach does not require Marines to 
learn the “why” behind their actions 
or to advance beyond the minimum 
standard stated in the manual.6
	 Marines become adept at perform-
ing the choreographed steps of an es-
tablished process, but when faced with 
changing conditions, these Marines can 
do little more than revert to the “re-
hearsed solution,” regardless of whether 
or not it is appropriate to the new situ-
ation. There is little or no emphasis on 
the development of judgment or initia-
tive in our Marines. This traditional 
approach is not well-suited to build-
ing warriors who can think effectively 
and adapt to unforeseen changes on the 
battlefield.7
	 The task-conditions-standards ap-
proach to training is the product of an 
industrial assembly line mentality that 
was born out of the industrial revolution 
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and reinforced during our military’s 
more recent experience in the Cold 
War. As the West faced the threat of a 
massive Soviet assault, we envisioned 
the rapid mobilization of Reserves to 
fight a few titanic battles on the plains 
of Europe. In this type of environment, 
an assembly line approach was a logical 
solution because it was (and continues 
to be) fast, efficient, and simple enough 
for masses of newly mobilized troops 
with no previous military experience 
to quickly grasp. With a powerful, but 
predictable, adversary on the other side, 
time and efficiency were prized over ef-
fectiveness, with baseline competence 
being far more important than true 
mastery. This traditional training ap-
proach has remained appealing because 
it resembles the “management science” 
applied by major corporations. (See Fig-
ure 1.8)
	 In the end, it is about throughput: 
“How many [lieutenants] do we need?” 
“Okay, are we making the standard, the 
end strength?” Then we are good! The 
efficiency of the production line is prized 
above quality. The evolving approach, 
institutionalized after the Vietnam War, 
maintained the necessary throughput 
while sufficiently training large num-
bers of people in the fundamentals of 
warfare. The “crawl-walk-run” or “task-
conditions-standards” training doctrine 
of the Marine Corps has its roots in the 
large-scale rapid mobilizations of World 
War I and World War II. It was insti-
tutionalized following Vietnam into a 
formal approach to all training and edu-
cation. In other words, Marine Corps 
learning (all aspects of how we develop 
as individuals and as an organization) 
remains grounded in an Industrial Age 
culture!9

The Cognitive (Information) Age
	 Outcomes-based learning (OBL) 
is a different system for development, 
meaning that training and education 
are not treated as distinct, but are 
nested under learning. By the way of 
analogy, OBL is to learning what mis-
sion command or mission orders is to 
operations.10 Instructors are given re-
quirements but not directed how they 
must achieve them. They are then held 
accountable for the results. The doc-

trine of OBL stresses the development 
of intangible attributes such as initia-
tive, critical thinking, judgement, and 
responsibility. The learning philosophy 
uses observable outcomes to measure 
the self-development and effectiveness 
of learning. More importantly, it uses 
those outcomes to develop more adap-
tive11 Marines and units that are better 
prepared for the rigors of 21st century 
combat.12

	 Outcomes based training and educa-
tion (OBTE)/OBL is not a program of 

instruction (POI) or a workshop. Rather, 
it is an approach to all learning (formal/
informal education and training) that 
can (and should) be used in every school 
or POI. It needs to be clear (at the con-
ceptual level) that OBTE/OBL is the In-
formation Age approach that is the best 
way of getting to what MajGen Mullen 
defined as the “intellectual edge” in his 
18 July 2018 guidance on the direction 
of Marine learning.13 (See Figure 2.)
	 OBL is an approach to planning, 
managing, and delivering learning. 

What is Outcomes Based Learning (OBL)?

What is OBL?=Learning

Figure 2.

USMC Training Doctrine Crawl-Walk-Run?

Figure 1.
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It results in the attainment of a set of 
holistic, observable, and measurable 
skills and behavioral traits (outcomes) 
in individuals and units. It does so by 
requiring a thorough understanding of 
the underlying principles and increasing 
mastery of fundamentals, gained while 
progressing through a series of increas-
ingly challenging scenarios. These sce-
narios always require the instructor and 
student to think and solve problems in 
context; tasks are taught in context of 
a problem and not in standalone step-
by-step processes used today.14 

The Attempt at Reform-US Army 
TRADOC
	 Members of the Army Asymmetric 
Warfare Group (AWG) realized that 
learning was stuck in the Industrial Age 
in 2006 while observing units and indi-
viduals struggle with irregular warfare 
in Iraq and Afghanistan. As a result, 
they began teaching CATC (Combat 
Application Tactical Course) using 
marksmanship as the baseline. They 
conducted it at Fort Jackson, SC, under 
commander of BG Jim Switters, a for-
mer Delta Force Commander who had 
many retired Delta team members at 
AWG as Soldiers and contractors. They 
became the cadre to teach CATC, mov-
ing their high standards and methodol-
ogy down to a baseline Army level. They 
used marksmanship as a way to dem-
onstrate how OTBE worked because 
everyone in the Army had to qualify 
yearly. It was extremely successful; the 
AWG team was well-regarded and were 
placed in high demand throughout the 
Army, teaching at several divisions and 
centers of excellence, particularly at Fort 
Benning, GA, and Fort Sill, OK.15 
	 Parallel to the latter effort, retired 
Army officer Don Vandergriff wrote 
Raising the Bar: Developing and Nurtur‑
ing Adaptive Leaders to Deal with the 
Changing Face of War (POGO, Septem-
ber 2006), stating that Army training 
was too inward focused, too checklist-
driven, and could not develop critical 
thinking leading to adaptive behaviors. 
This was based on his experiences while 
serving as Associate Professor of Mili-
tary Science at Georgetown, taking the 
program from 241st to 1st in the Nation 
in three years (2001-2004). He devel-

oped the adaptive learning methodology 
(ALM) from his experiences at George-
town ROTC. It was OBTE applied to 
the classroom, with problem solving 
exercises at the core of the curriculum. 
When he retired, Vandergriff was hired 
by GEN Kevin Brynes, Commander 
TRADOC, in 2005. Brynes’ guidance 
to Vandergriff was to bring his meth-
odology to develop adaptability into 
the Army. Brynes was fired in October 
2005, but other efforts overlapped and 
supported what Vandergriff was doing 
for the learning classroom.16

	 Meanwhile, in the same period, COL 
Casey Haskins, USA, radically changed 
training (learning) to OBTE from in-
put or Industrial Age to the Cognitive 
Age using outcomes as he commanded 
198th Infantry Brigade OSUT (Infan-
try One Station Unit Training) at Fort 
Benning, GA, in 2006-2008. Before 
commanding the infantry brigade, he 
was Director of Training for the Infan-
try Center and questioned how training 
and education was conducted at the In-
fantry Advanced Course (for captains). 
After commanding the brigade at Fort 
Benning, he assumed director of the 
Department of Military Instruction 
(DMI) at the United States Military 
Academy (USMA) West Point in May 
2008. After taking over, he brought 
AWG and Vandergriff to DMI to teach 

workshops on how to do OBTE and 
ALM (for the classroom) for four years. 
But while in charge at Fort Benning and 
the Military Academy, he encountered 
continued resistance from school ad-
ministrators and the institutional Army 
despite the dramatic, positive results he 
was achieving.17

	 AWG began pushing OBTE in 2006, 
and then added ALM in 2008; its first 
conference held was in November 
2008 at Johns Hopkins with person-
nel from across the Army and Marine 
Corps attending. Following this, Army 
Chief of Staff George W. Casey pushed 
Vandergriff ’s ideas in an email to ev-
ery two-star in the Army in September 
2009. This resulted in both Vandergriff 
and AWG getting an invitation to ev-
ery TRADOC training post to teach. 
They also continued to teach at USMA 
DMI until Casey Haskins retired in the 
summer of 2012.18

Academic Support
	 Fortunately, OBTE was supported by 
ongoing academic work, including the 
observation and analysis of the scientific 
community as it was conducted at Forts 
Benning, Jackson, and Bragg, as well 
as West Point. Yet, as we will see later, 
academic evidence and support was not 
sufficient to make OBTE a permanent 
Service-wide learning doctrine. 

From here to MOS school and then the FMF. How will they be received at their new unit? (Photo 
by LCpl Grace Kindred.)



	 www.mca-marines.org/gazette	 WE35Marine Corps Gazette • January 2020

	 Dr. Robert Bjork, Dean of the UCLA 
School of Psychology and a world leader 
in learning, lectured the Army on how 
it trains. He told TRADOC at briefing 
August 2006, the way the Army trains 
(and educates) is backward from the 
way that people learn, in that it builds 
sequential steps up to a “whole picture” 
rather than emphasizing the “big pic-
ture,” or the “why,” first. He presented 
to the new Commanding General of 
TRADOC, GEN William Wallace, 
and his staff in August 2006 (the author 
was present) and was well received.19

	 But GEN Wallace realized that to 
do what Bjork advocated, even though 
it was scientifically supported by thou-
sands of hours of experiments, would 
cause total disruption to how TRA-
DOC was designed to support the 
Industrial Age model. In his opinion, 
it would be better to allow individual 
courses evolve under an umbrella of 
the current doctrine. Unfortunately, 
bureaucratic inertia was on the side of 
the status quo.20 
	 In sum, Bjork’s work, as it relates 
to evolving the current task-centric 
and process-centric approach to Army 
education, can be summed up in the 
following: Conditions of instruction 
that make performance improve rapidly 
often fail to support long-term reten-
tion and transfer, whereas conditions 
of instruction that appear to create dif-
ficulties for the learner, slowing the rate 
of apparent learning, often optimize 
long-term retention and transfer. This 
means you constantly vary the tools 
used to reach learning outcomes. 
	 Further evidence for why OBTE was 
superior to the Industrial Age method 
of training was conducted by Dr. Gary 
Riccio of the Wexford Group. Several 
scientists contributed to, “An Initia-
tive in Outcomes-Based training and 
Education: Implications for an Inte-
grated Approach to Values-Based Re-
quirements.” This study was released 
in March 2010. Its findings conducted 
over March 2008 to March 2010, from 
observing development events at Fort 
Jackson and the DMI at West Point, 
found that:

•  Instruction can be designed, devel-
oped, and implemented with respect 
to basic skills that lead to better un-

derstanding of a situation including 
relationships among elements within 
a relevant situation.
•  Instruction can be designed and 
implemented in verifiable ways that 
apply to all levels of leadership and 
leader development for a curriculum 
or program of instruction.
•  Soldiers do not rise to the occasion 
in combat; they fall back to their high-
est level of training and education. The 
highest level of training and education 
should relate directly and unambigu-
ously to the most important require-
ments in Army doctrine, such as Army 
Values and Warrior Ethos.21

	 If OBTE was so much better than the 
Industrial or Input methodology (com-
petency theory of education) of training, 
then why did TRADOC resist?

Why We Failed
	 We failed because change or revolu-
tionary change is too hard! TRADOC 
resisted because it also had a proven 
methodology to learning called the doc-
trine of task-condition and standard, 
through the crawl-walk-run method of 
teaching.
	 There are additional reasons as well. 
Too many people believed in the current 
system, to the point where it could not 
be questioned. After the Vietnam War, 
the Army was in bad state; training and 
personnel were underfunded. There was 
a massive renaissance that occurred in 
the 1980s, which fixed many of these 
problems (except the personnel system). 
On top of this, decades of a massive PR 
campaign began after Vietnam (1975), 
stating the “U.S. Army was the best 
in history” and “in the world” had a 
negative impact; “If we are so good, 
why change?” many would ask, as they 
resisted any evolution. 
	 The Army had recently implemented 
the task-condition-standard evolution 
from institutionalizing the industrial 
model under TRADOC Commander 
William DePuy in 1976; the entire 
culture of the Army and TRADOC 
was built around it to support a culture 
based on mass mobilization for a global 
war of attrition. Moving from an input/
inward driven system to an outcome 
(mission command) system would de-
mand sweeping cultural change.22

	 The U.S. military had recently won 
the Gulf War I (1991) and II (2003) and 
Afghanistan (2001) decisively (achieved 
short-term objectives), while the asym-
metric wars of Iraq and Afghanistan 
were on going, this validated the point 
above. (Victory in all those conflicts 
had more to do with the poor quality 
of the enemy than with the supremacy 
of the Army and left horrible strategic 
consequences).
	 The senior leaders of the Army, the 
three- and four-star generals and ci-
vilians, had been in the aftermath of 
Vietnam, and believed the structural 
and training reforms (but no person-
nel system reforms) conducted then, 
remained relevant. In an Industrial-Age 
culture, tangibles trump intangibles ev-
ery time. It is easier to make changes to 
technology in the short-term, as well as 
force structure, than to wait and see the 
long-term results from personnel and 
educational development reforms.23 
	 U.S. society is impatient. It is ob-
sessed more with technological or tan-
gible solutions (easier to throw money 
at something in the short-term) than 
intangible (harder to measure and long 
term) solutions. The tangible solutions 
also benefit from proponents among 
program sponsors, industry, and inter-
ested Congressional staffs. The intan-
gible solutions are harder to measure; 
the short- and long-term benefits are 
hard to see without long-term and of-
ten expensive studies. It is important 
to note that although these factors may 
have prevented the Army from “buying 
in” to OBTE at an organizational level, 
there were many smaller-scale successes 
at the unit level. 

Some Success
	 Over five years from 2007 through 
2012, with almost non-stop lectures, 
workshops, and training events, the 
three parallel efforts of Casey, AWG, 
and Vandergriff made significant prog-
ress. While their efforts were harmo-
nized through their own cross talk, 
there was no oversight from a central 
authority.
	 First, they influenced personnel from 
junior officers to general officers and 
NCOs on how to look at learning dif-
ferently. Over 100 articles in military 
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journals on OBTE—by an array of 
authors—were written, and most were 
positive on moving to OBTE. One sim-
ply has to put OBTE in a search engine 
to view the array of papers, articles, and 
essays published on the subject.24

	 Additionally, the Army Chief of Staff 
Casey’s support by sending out the sixth 
chapter from Vandergriff 2008 book, 
Manning the Legion, to all two stars 
generals, won the temporary support of 
many commanding generals of the cen-
ters of excellence.25 These included MG 
Peter van Gel and his replacement, MG 
David Halverson (Fires Center of Excel-
lence), MG James Campbell (Armor 
Center), MG Jeffrey Smith (CG Cadet 
Command), and MG H.R. McMaster 
(Maneuver Center of Excellence), who 
hosted conferences and pushed reforms 
based on OBTE throughout schools and 
commands (but once they left, those 
efforts away).26

	 MG van Gel hosted conferences, 
continual CATC training, and had 
Haskins, Darwin, and Vandergriff 
teaching and lecturing at the Fires 
Center of Excellence. MG Campbell 
allowed group to transform the Scout 
Platoon Leaders Course to the Army 
Reconnaissance Course using OBTE 
as the doctrine (Summer 2009). MG 
Smith pushed significant changes to 
ROTC summer camp and made Van-
dergriff ’s book, Raising the Bar, number 
one on cadre reading list through 2014. 
	 MG H.R. McMaster (2012-2014) 
hosted mission command conferences 
and speakers, and also placed much of 
Vandergriff ’s work on recommended 
reading lists. Vandergriff was also hired 
by 316th Cavalry brigade again for nine 
months in 2015 to teach mission com-
mand (that included OBTE) workshops 
to every Armor School and some Infan-
try School courses. 
	 In reaction to Special Forces Qualifi-
cation course and Ranger School, then 
moving to more process-oriented assess-
ment and evaluations, key personnel 
brought in AWG and Vandergriff to 
implement OBTE (but after 2012, when 
key supporters in those courses left, it 
reverted back to “competency-based”). 
	 What do all these temporary changes 
mean? While significant changes were 
made, and they had a positive impact 

on many leaders, only a few stayed at 
their courses in pockets within a class or 
pertained to a teacher who brought the 
methodology with them or were kept as 
a hidden curriculum out of sight when 
inspected. We will use a well-known 
outline to examine why we failed despite 
several bright spots to bring in a bet-
ter learning methodology to the Army 
TRADOC. 

Kotter Provides a Guide to Why We 
Failed
	 John Paul Kotter  is the Konosuke 
Matsushita  Professor of Leadership, 
Emeritus, at the  Harvard Business 
School, a New York Times best-selling 
author, and the founder of Kotter Inter-
national (a management consulting firm 
based in Seattle and Boston). He is a 
well-known thought leader in the fields 
of business, leadership, and change, and 
has written several best-selling books on 
change management. Dr. Kotter uses 
an “8-step process” to help manage 
transformation for major organizations 
and cultures.27

	 Kotter’s steps include:
1. Create a sense of urgency.
2. Build a guiding coalition.
3. Form a strategic vision and initia-
tives.
4. Enlist a volunteer army.
5. Enable action by removing barriers.
6. Generate short-term wins.
7. Sustain acceleration.
8. Institute change.

We will discuss these points from the 
perspective of what did not occur that 
undermined otherwise noble efforts to 
reform how the Army learns and pre-
pares for war.28

	 The first step of creating a sense of 
urgency is essential and was not wide-
spread except for a few aggressive mid- 
and lower-level leaders. Just getting a 
transformation program started re-
quired the cooperation of many indi-
viduals located throughout TRADOC 
and the Department of the Army. Too 
many people believed in the current 
approach to training and education 
and saw no real need to change. With-
out motivation, the members would 
not help, and the effort went nowhere 
eventually after five years of strong tide 
and activities. 

	 The second step was not creating a 
powerful enough guiding coalition. The 
calls for reforming the way TRADOC 
(and the Army) learned started with 
just a few people. In cases of success-
ful transformation efforts (the German 
move from tactical- to operational-level 
maneuver warfare from 1919 to 1939 
comes to mind), the leadership coali-
tion grows and grows over time.29 This 
occurred at the lower levels of leader-
ship. But major changes from the top 
down did not occur because the Chief 
of Staff and the Commander of TRA-
DOC were not active supporters (led 
with policy and incentive changes to 
protect the agents of change and their 
work). Again, as mentioned earlier, they 
made positive statements, but beyond 
that, no initiatives were put in place at 
their levels to encourage change pushed 
by the bottom.30 
	 The third reason for failure was lack 
of a unifying vision. As there was lack 
of support from the top beyond verbal 
quotes, an effective and easily under-
stood vision of what the future should 
look like was never put forth. This vi-
sion would have clarified the direction 
in which TRADOC and the Army 
need to move. It would have clearly 
defined all the necessary changes that 
had to take place over a few years to 
ensure OBTE became the new learning 
doctrine. Finally, it would have unified 
separate actions that nest well with each 
other to meet the future state in a way 
that generated synergy.31 
	 The fourth reason was “under com-
municating.” Beyond several journal 
articles, there were no formal policy 
directions pushing for change and 
supporting OBTE. These were not ac-
companied by individual incentives that 
awarded those who made and carried 
out change.  Without a vision from the 
top this, in itself, is almost impossible. 
The transformation was impossible un-
less hundreds or thousands of Soldiers 
and Department of the Army civilians 
were willing to help, often to the point 
of making short-term sacrifices. Soldiers 
and Department of the Army civilians 
would not make sacrifices, even if they 
were unhappy with the status quo, un-
less they were convinced that useful 
change was possible and that their ef-



	 www.mca-marines.org/gazette	 WE37Marine Corps Gazette • January 2020

forts would be protected. While a small 
vocal group was insisting that OBTE 
was better, the underlying current re-
mained the same. None of the most 
vocal of the group moved beyond field 
grade, which to some degree discredited 
their assertions the eyes of the institu-
tion
	 The fifth barrier to reform was the 
failure to remove barriers to change. 
While conferences at the two-star level 
were allowed to occur, articles were pub-
lished in journals, and workshops were 
conducted at the invitation of course 
directors and units; within the frame-
work of existing Army regulations and 
policies, many senior leaders paid lip 
service to the process. They did not 
change their behavior or encourage their 
subordinates to change. They did not 
reward the unconventional ideas called 
for under OBTE. They allowed Army 
human resources systems to remain in-
tact even when they were clearly incon-
sistent to the new ideals, such as viewing 
the impact on formal schooling results 
had on one’s career; rewarding leaders 
for trying, failing, and succeeding at 
implementing new ideals and finally 
assigning the best and brightest to be 
instructors as a step toward promotion 
and selections necessary to go further 
in one’s careers.32 
	 Another barrier that remained the 
same was how courses and training were 
approved and inspected. Many insti-
tutions, such as Range Control, had 
veto power over OBTE-led initiatives 
because they did not understand how 
things were done differently. There were 
constant disruptions to OBTE events 
simply because those inspecting were 
using the old checklists. With no barri-
ers removed, once high-level advocates 
moved on or retired, implementation of 
OBTE ceased, and the Industrial Age 
of training returned policies and regula-
tions had remained.
	 The sixth error was not systemati-
cally planning for and creating short-
term wins. Or in the case of OBTE, ex-
ploiting what wins were accomplished, 
like moving units and courses from the 
Industrial Age to OBTE and publish-
ing their successes Army wide for all to 
see. Two of the biggest successes of the 
OBTE effort were the changeover of the 

USMA DMI and the Army Reconnais-
sance Course (ARC) complete curricu-
lum change to OBTE. In both cases, the 
directors and their cadre (and overseeing 
chains of command) established goals 
for their period of command (in the 
DMI case, Casey Haskins was there 
four years), to include performance 
improvements, achieved outcomes, re-
warded people involved or mastered the 
doctrine, and promoted it when outsid-
ers were interested in what was being 
done. Cadet surveys and interviews at 
DMI started positively reflecting the 
cognitive results they were learning 
through OBTE at DMI.33 
	 The ARC set up a blog site where 
students posted their views of the 
course, many stating they had never 
experienced a learning experience like 
the one they had at ARC before (or af-
terward). Yet, outside those who attend-
ed and taught at these courses while 
trying OBTE, little was known about 
what was going on, and its success.34 
Because of the lack of top-level support, 
results were not published Army wide, 
and because of the decentralization of 
its execution, the deputy commander 
of TRADOC actually demeaned and 
barred anyone associated with OBTE 
to teach or conduct workshops at any 
initial entry-level courses that he over-
saw (which was a big setback for the 
progress made). His reason: OBTE was 
too decentralized, not standardized, 
and too complex for Soldiers to teach 
and use in mastering the so-called ba-
sics.35

	 The seventh failure was sustaining 
the short-term victories. Surely, if places 
like DMI at West Point and ARC at Fort 
Benning can be transformed, these can 
be seen as victories that would push the 
tempo of change? Yes, they were, but the 
problem was as soon as the champions 
of change (their bosses or key figures) 
left, momentum only continued if their 
replacements possessed the same passion 
for change as their predecessor. Systems 
were not there to support sustainment 
such as rewarding great instructors and 
visionaries, or allowing commanders or 
course directors to stay on to implement 
an overall vision (if it had existed).36

	 Finally, the eighth issue was chang-
ing the culture. In this regard, we may 

have not failed as this kind of change is 
generational. It is yet to be seen; only six 
years have transpired since the efforts 
to implement OBTE, and we may be 
seeing the beginnings of meaningful 
change to the Army culture. It is com-
mon to think that unless you change the 
organizational culture, nothing really 
changes. Hence the many change ini-
tiatives that are specifically focused on 
changing organizational culture. Kotter 
thinks that attempting to change cul-
ture first is a mistake—better to make 
the practical changes to structures, 
processes, and behavior and let these 
changes lead to a culture change. The 
lack of these things led to our failure, 
but at the same time encouraged many 
people to take them into account with 
transformation.37

In Sum: Almost Done Can Be Done38

	 Reforms of large bureaucratic orga-
nizations, particularly military ones, 
without the threat of a major conflict or 
disaster in the field, can only done by a 
top down and bottom up process with 
key people seeing it through for sev-
eral years. This transformation must be 
synchronized through a sound strategic 
plan accompanied by a strategic com-
munication plan, overseen by someone 
with sufficient rank, with a single focus 
on the transformation.39

	 Without the “top cover” of senior 
leader support (did not ever openly 
support the effort), OBTE was allowed 
to fail as key figures left below them. 
The initiatives associated with OBTE 
reverted back with new names but the 
same policy substance. While many key 
leaders at the Chief of Staff and major 
command levels made statements in ar-
ticles that appeared to support OBTE, 
they did not sign key policy changes 
that were necessary to support the effort 
such as changing TRADOC regula-
tions to move to OBTE. Key leaders 
voiced support but did not act on it that 
would change the incentives to cover the 
people who made the changes necessary 
in programs of instruction, doctrine, 
curriculum, and how instructors were 
selected and prepared.
	 The focus was entirely bottom up, 
with little effort to gain top down sup-
port. As stated above, no key leader was 
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willing or able to sell OBTE to the top 
leadership—even though it did have 
the academic and historical evidence 
to support the argument for change. 
This was not translated into a strategic 
communication plan short of what the 
various reformers wrote as articles for 
professional journals. Other sources 
of power were not thought of such as 
Congress, but this is hard when the en-
gines of change have no direct access to 
Congressional leaders.
	 Finally, all the key players had con-
flicts, they also had full time jobs (other 
responsibilities) and could not devote 
their full efforts to reform. This allowed 
many important activities to fall to the 
wayside, as key members had to put 
priorities on those things they thought 
they could accomplish, such as teaching 
others how to employ the methodology, 
at the expense of other important ac-
tivities that would have contributed to 
a strategic outcome. As a result of their 
jobs, they did not or could not spend 
the full time, outside teaching and lec-
turing on the strategic message, such as 
identifying or finding key supporters in 
positions of power (just influence). This 
occurred as people were met throughout 
teaching at workshops or at conferences. 
Thinking they were ignored, this led to 
continual resistance from the general 
officer/senior executive service level, if 
not open resistance and refusal to ac-
knowledge the ongoing efforts publicly. 
Many important people felt they were 
being ignored, when in fact there was 
not the time or right people to do ev-
erything necessary to sustain the effort.
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