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Soldiers Do Well That Which the Commander Checks

by Mr. Chet Brown, Chief, Lessons Learned Branch

An organization does well only those things
the boss checks.
—GEN Bruce C. Clarke, Former Commander,
U.S. Army Europe

Introduction

A hypothesis emerged from the preceding epigraph addressing a common question posed in a recent lessons
learned discussion with a group of military intelligence (MI)
unit leaders: “Why do we continue to see the same performance challenges and issues at the [combat training centers] CTCs?” To answer this question, we first need to look
at factors leading to the problem.

U.S. Army Combat Training Centers
Ê Joint Multinational Readiness Training Center,
Hohenfels, Germany.
Ê Joint Maneuver Training Center, Camp
Atterbury, Indiana.
Ê Joint Readiness Training Center, Fort Polk,
Louisiana.
Ê Mission Command Training Program, Fort
Leavenworth, Kansas.
Ê National Training Center, Fort Irwin, California.
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Enduring Challenges at the CTCs

There are many reasons why some people mistakenly
think the enduring challenges that units and personnel experience at the CTCs are the result of repeating avoidable
mistakes. It is also an inaccurate generalization that we
learn the same lessons over and over again. CTC rotations
are training exercises, not experiments. Training exercises
seek to develop or assess performance, adjusting activities
or events to achieve the commander’s objectives, whereas
an experiment is “an attempt to try out a new procedure,
idea, or activity.”1 I offer an opinion, in three parts, as to why
CTC rotations experience enduring challenges, shortfalls, or
deficiencies.
Part 1—Maximize Sweat for Good Purpose. The CTCs introduce heuristic stressors to maximize rotational training
unit (RTU) sweat in training; the objective is to reduce RTU
bleeding on the battlefield. The CTC’s impact on each mission variable (METT–TC) is difficult, if not impossible, for
an RTU to replicate at home station.2 No matter how well
trained an RTU may be at home station, a CTC rotation will
provide opportunities for discovery learning. The RTU commander or the senior CTC observer coach/trainer can apply
a rheostat effect to increase or reduce operations tempo,
activities, or challenges to maximize the training effect or
benefit.
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so much planning that they forget the one-third/two-thirds
rule, stealing time from their subordinates to conduct their
own planning or preparation. The simple act of reviewing
during the three sequential activities (plan, prepare, and execute) and the one continuous activity (assess) in the operations process helps form a hypothesis that, if confirmed, will
provide commanders and leaders with information to address some of the enduring challenges experienced at the
CTCs.

GEN Dwight D. Eisenhower speaking with paratroopers about to embark on the World
War II D-Day invasion. Photo taken on 5 June 1944. (U.S. Army photo)

Part 2—Know that “Stuff Happens.” “Murphy” (Murphy’s
Law, aka anything that can go wrong will go wrong) and the
enemy (opposing force) affect the RTU operation. This is also
known as “the enemy gets a vote” as to the outcome. CTC
events will continue to reveal challenges in the most highly
trained units and personnel. Unanticipated conditions or
events will arise and affect the mission variables. In other
words, “stuff happens.” These are the ubiquitous opportunities for personnel to excel, engage in discovery learning,
or anticipate the constructive guidance, counseling, and
mentoring in various forms from one’s higher headquarters.
These unforeseen situations are routinely resolved by learning what one can from the event while carrying on with the
mission. Much learning occurs in the process of recovering
from a mistake.

The Operations Process4

The prepare phase of the operations process offers the last
opportunity for commanders to mentor, or influence the
behavior of, their subordinates before they begin a mission.
Soldiers do well that which the commander checks. The
saying remains true even when substituting leader for commander. Observations by the U.S. Army Intelligence Center
of Excellence Lessons Learned Team support the naturally
resulting hypothesis from this truism: Performance challenges indicate the absence of leader influence or involvement. Leader involvement at the lowest tactical levels is a
key component of effective troop leading procedures. Your
personal involvement during the preparation phase can
reverse negative MI performance training and operations
trends observed at the CTCs.

Part 3—Prepare. The third part of the answer to “Why do
we continue to see the same performance challenges and
issues at the CTCs?” brings us to what I think the question
was attempting to illustrate. We know we will face certain
challenges at a CTC. The information to help us succeed
is readily available. Some suggest too much information
is available—an overwhelming amount that prevents us
from performing a triage of the most pertinent. Each CTC
attempts, during its respective leader training program engagements, to assist the RTU in understanding what information is most useful to prepare for a CTC rotation. The key
Plans are nothing. Planning is everything.
to operational and mission success from a lessons learned
—GEN Dwight D. Eisenhower
perspective might lie in one word—prepare—perhaps an 		
underemphasized phase in the operations process.
Plans are nothing, but planning is everything. Several
Point of Origin?
variations of this quote are attributed to lessons learned
No one plans to fail at a CTC rotation. Units we observed ex- by GEN Dwight D. Eisenhower when serving as Supreme
hibited an unwavering commitment to planning and orders Commander of the Allied Expeditionary Force in Europe
production before and during the rotation. The U.S. Army during World War II. One must avoid the temptation to asplans very well. Countless operations plans and various or- sociate this lesson with the earlier description of “stuff hapders documents (WARNO, OPORD, and FRAGO) provide pens” and instead dig a little deeper to discover a more
supporting evidence.3 Sometimes, headquarters engage in practical lessons value.
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The significance of GEN Eisenhower’s quote is not about
planning; rather, it is about how planning helps us to prepare for most if not every contingency. If we are fully prepared, we can overcome planning failures. Ironically, over
the decades, more than a few CTC observer coach/trainers
have commented on how U.S. units execute an operation as
planned even when realizing the plan is not working. The
units fight according to the plan, not the enemy. Rarely does
the RTU revise the plan to account for unanticipated mission variables. Conversely, multiple anecdotes describe the
opposing force’s focus on revising their plan to achieve their
objectives or defeat the enemy (the RTU) in adherence to
the opposing force’s doctrinal tenets or principles.
The Army’s definition of prepare activities, from ADP 5-0,
The Operations Process, lends additional emphasis to the
prepare phase’s crucial role in enabling superior performance: “Preparation consists of those activities performed
by units and Soldiers to improve their ability to execute an
operation.”5 I’ll add some words to this quote to illustrate
my point: to improve their ability to execute an operation,
despite deficiencies in the plan.

By failing to prepare, you are preparing to fail.
				 —Benjamin Franklin

Maximize Your (Leader) Presence

It is easy for anyone to criticize a leader—whether in politics, government, sports, media, social organizations, or the
military. Commanders are responsible for everything the
unit does or fails to do. It is neither difficult nor useful for
me to provide examples that link a unit’s or a Soldier’s performance struggles to a leader’s action or inaction. What
follows are tips on how leaders, particularly at the tactical
level, can avoid some of the challenges observed during
CTC rotations and home-station training. Your actions may
be the key in preventing other leaders asking, “Why do we
keep making the same mistakes?”
Inspect Training. Show up unannounced at differing and
various training events where you are not expected. A more
effective method is to inspect training with a noncommissioned officer (first sergeant or platoon sergeant) or a
warrant officer. You need not interject or disrupt training.
Quietly observing, while maybe conferring with your subject matter experts in the background, will convey the seriousness of your interest. Your physical (or online) presence
also provides an opportunity to praise in public, correct in
private, without interfering.
Pre-Combat Checks (PCC)/Pre-Combat Inspection (PCI).
Hold subordinates and yourself accountable for conducting PCC/PCI. Packing lists exist for practical reasons, one
of which is to ensure Soldiers have the items they need to
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accomplish the mission. Conducting a PCC/PCI is a simple
method to ensure standards are met, although there were
few things I disliked more than having to dump my A and B
bags in the company area prior to moving out on a training
exercise. All the careful rolling, packing, weatherproofing,
and double-checking the night before an exercise were undone each time there was a 100 percent PCI. Unfortunately,
the need to conduct a 100 percent inspection was validated
multiple times, based on the number of attempts a few
Soldiers made to replace items on the packing list with personal demand items or contraband. Here are some things
to consider:
Ê A less intrusive variation of the 100 percent layout is
to empower subordinate leaders with conducting the
PCC/PCI and to empower more senior leaders with
spot-checking.
Ê PCC/PCI failures must be addressed. Every time a
leader fails to enforce a standard, they establish a
lower standard. I remember my first field training exercise in an MI unit 35 years ago. 1SG Adams asked
an enlisted MI Soldier (not me) whose fingers were
turning blue, “Where are your gloves?’ The Soldier’s
reply of “I didn’t bring any” resulted in 1SG Adams directing the squad leader to provide his gloves to the
Soldier and then for the platoon sergeant to give up
his gloves to the squad leader. I was waiting for the
exchange to reach higher up the chain of command,
but that is where the lesson stopped.
Ê An additional benefit of PCC/PCI is the opportunity to
institute or enforce standardized vehicle load plans,
organizational clothing, and individual equipment.
Load plans (textual and graphic) are a validated best
practice. Having your vehicles, Soldiers’ rucksacks,
and common table of allowance items (aka TA-50
gear) packed according to a standardized scheme facilitates rapid action in a crisis or access in low-visibility conditions.
Motor Pool Monday. It is amazing how much stuff breaks
in the motor pool between Friday night when vehicles are
securely parked and Monday morning at the start of motor stables’ preventive maintenance checks and services
(PMCS). Motor stables is only the beginning. Effective leaders understand that completing prime mover PMCS is only
one part in determining the operational readiness rate of
MI systems.
Systems Test Tuesday? Successful leaders not only
ensure that prime mover PMCS are completed, but they
also stick around to confirm that their MI systems are fully
operational. If not personally aware of all the required
function checks and tests needed to confirm an MI system
is full mission capable (FMC), insightful leaders will seek the
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assistance of a knowledgeable noncommissioned officer or
chief warrant officer. Some systems rely on esoteric steps or
connections to determine FMC. Sometimes, leaders assume
that providing power to a system is good enough to prove
the system is FMC.
Validation Exercise. Multiple CTC rotations and home-station training observations identify the successful completion of a validation exercise as a best practice. Validation
exercises confirm an element’s ability to execute all components of a communications primary, alternate, contingency,
and emergency (PACE) plan. The validation exercise converts
the PACE concept from a plan to a preparation. The physical expanse of an RTU area of operations at the National
Training Center is unmatched at home stations. Some units
have emplaced elements and communications nodes at distant locations in collaboration with civilian authorities. One
light brigade at Fort Drum, New York, deployed elements
along the northern reaches and western tier of New York
State to validate command post communications.

Leader Involvement Improves Performance
Don’t mistake “Leader Involvement Improves Performance”
as a call to micromanage or complete the tasks that
subordinates should perform. Look at it as a call to push away
from the keyboard, or to put down the smartphone, and to
engage in leadership by walking around to ensure effective
preparations. Soldiers will appreciate your presence—a
judicious presence—and will take pride in demonstrating
their level of preparedness.

There are no secrets to success. It is the result
of preparation, hard work, and learning from
failure.6
				—GEN Colin Powell
				

Epigraph
GEN Bruce C. Clarke, General Bruce C. Clarke’s Thoughts on Leadership (Fort
Belvoir, VA: U.S. Army Engineer School, 1986), 1. GEN Clarke was a U.S. Army
officer who served in World War I, World War II, and the Korean War. He held
numerous commands, including U.S. Army Pacific and U.S. Army Europe.

Endnotes
1. Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 10th ed. (Springfield, MA:
Merriam-Webster Incorporated, 1999), s.v. “experiment (n.),” (1999).
2. METT–TC is mission, enemy, terrain and weather, troops and support
available-time available and civil considerations.
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3. WARNO: warning order; OPORD: operation order; and FRAGO: fragmentary
order.
4. Department of the Army, Field Manual 3-0, Operations (Washington, DC:
U.S. Government Publishing Office [GPO], 6 October 2017), 2-25. Change 1
was issued on 6 December 2017.
5. Department of the Army, Army Doctrine Publication 5-0, The Operations
Process (Washington, DC: U.S. GPO, 31 July 2019), 3-1.
6. GEN Colin Powell, quoted in Oren Harari, The Leadership Secrets of Colin
Powell (New York: McGraw Hill, 2002), 164.

77

