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Schoolhouse rocked
Overhaul aims to give officers more varied education

By Gordon Trowbridge
Times staff writer 

MAXWELL AIR FORCE BASE, Ala. — For years, thousands of Air Force officers viewed the front door of Air Command and Staff College as the passage to promotion. 

Now, an overhaul of the curriculum here — and of the way the Air Force views education — forces incoming officers to see the schoolhouse as more than just an item on the checklist for lieutenant colonel. 

This year, for the first time, ACSC students will spend almost two months at the end of their 10-month stay studying a curriculum tailored to prep them for career-broadening assignments outside their job specialties. 

Other changes at Air University, the parent organization of Air Force educational institutions, are either on the way or already here, opening more slots for schooling and, planners hope, better tailoring that schooling to the needs of officers and the Air Force. As changes flow through the service’s schools, they’ll eventually affect nearly every officer’s career, from second lieutenants at Air and Space Basic Course to senior leaders of tomorrow at Air War College. 

While hundreds of people at AU and elsewhere in the Air Force have made the changes happen, they bear the indelible marks of Chief of Staff Gen. John Jumper and Air Force Secretary James Roche. Since taking office, each pounded away at the notion that the service needs to make its schools more relevant to officers and the Air Force. 

“There may have been a perception that there was some square-filling in coming here,” said Col. James Forsyth, ACSC’s dean of curriculum and education. “The chief has laid out clearly that we are moving away from that. We’re not here to check off boxes, or simply for more education. We want the right person getting the right education for the right reasons.” 

Developing leaders 

The change is part of the Air Force’s broader effort to improve the way it develops officers. If successful, the initiative, called Force Development, will overhaul officer assignments and career paths, as well as educational opportunities, and eventually affect enlisted and civilian career development. 

But no changes have happened as quickly or concretely as those at ACSC, where about 800 students are tackling a challenging new curriculum. 

Still in place are core courses covering everything from national-security strategy to the nuts and bolts of planning joint air operations. But new this year is six weeks of specialized studies in one of eight broad categories, from acquisition to space to combat support. If it works as planned, those six weeks will give officers something unique: A baseline of knowledge before they head into a career-broadening assignment in an area that’s probably new to them. 

“We went to the folks in all these functional areas and partnered with them as much as we could,” said Brig. Gen. Ronald Ladnier, ACSC’s commandant. “We asked, ‘If someone from outside your functional area comes to you on an assignment, what would you want them to know?’ “ 

The changes come largely because smart use of these broadening assignments is key to Force Development’s success. At its center is a belief that by deliberately pushing promising officers out of their specialties — sending pilots, for instance, into acquisition, or space specialists into political-military affairs — the Air Force can build a better group of officers. They will be ready for command not just at the squadron or group level, but as general officers and in the joint and coalition arena. 

But if officers head into that first branching-out assignment with little idea of what they’re doing, much of the value of the assignment is squandered. 

Still, it’s a work in progress. Curriculum planners are finishing work on the first specialty studies program, which students begin in mid-April. And personnel experts still are working on a crucial detail: making sure officers who are preparing for their specialized courses know what new area they’re headed to once they graduate. 

Sweeping changes 

ACSC isn’t the only school at Maxwell facing changes: 

• Also at Jumper’s urging, Air and Space Basic Course (for new officers) and the Senior NCO Academy (for seasoned senior master and master sergeants) are combining part of their courses, giving noncommissioned officers practice at mentoring young officers and helping those officers learn how to lean on enlisted experience. 

• Air War College, the Air Force’s most advanced school, soon may alter its curriculum to incorporate the goals of Force Development. 

Col. Stefan Eisen, the school’s dean of academics, said the school is awaiting publication of the service’s new leadership development doctrine, which will have an impact on whether AWC sees few changes or an overhaul similar to that at the command and staff college. 

There are plenty of changes outside Maxwell, too. As the Air Force thinks differently about education, officers who once faced an ACSC-or-else point in their careers could find themselves in different circumstances. 

In the past, selected majors were candidates for Air Command and Staff College or one of the other services’ equivalents. Such slots increased chances for future promotions, but there were many more candidates than seats in school. 

But the Air Force suddenly has increased the number of slots by 50 percent — from 500 to more than 750 — through a simple expedient that also ties directly to the concept of multiple officer career paths. Attendance at AFIT, Naval Post-Grad and other advanced education in a specific field can be just as valuable as ACSC. 

“There’s a lot of other programs that we used to send majors to and we said, ‘Hey, it’s development — let’s give them credit for it,’” said Maj. Gary Foster, chief of officer development education at the Air Force Personnel Center. “We’re saying we developed you like we wanted to, so let’s give you credit for it.” 

Future boards will designate 10 percent or 20 percent of new majors — the exact percentage is being determined — who will be considered for Intermediate Development Education and virtually guaranteed to receive some kind of advanced education. 

And the rest of those promoted to major will be considered candidates, able to compete for remaining slots. 

“If you come out on the schools list from the promotion board, your opportunity is at or near 100 percent now,” Foster said. “And because we have more opportunity now, you’re going to see a lot more of those nonselects able to go to school as well.” 

Staff writer Rod Hafemeister contributed to this report. Gordon Trowbridge can be reached at (703) 750-8641 or gtrowbridge@airforcetimes .com. 



Maxwell’s resources
Even if they’re not on the Air University campus at Maxwell Air Force Base, Ala., airmen can tap into the school’s vast research and education resources: 

• Air University Library: Search the library’s extensive book and periodical collections, download thousands of maps and photos and check out hundreds of bibliographies and suggested reading lists on topics from air-power theory to Sun Tzu to environmental policy. Web site: au.af.mil/au/aul. 

• Air University Press: Browse hundreds of book titles on air-power-related subjects, order books or download papers written by AU faculty and students. Web site: maxwell.af.mil/au/aul/aupress. 

• AU school Web pages: Get background information, reading lists and more from Air and Space Basic Course, Squadron Officer School, Air Command and Staff College, School of Advanced Air and Space Studies, Air War College and other Maxwell institutions at the Air University Web site: maxwell.af.mil/au. 

