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Whither SAMS?
Col. Kevin Benson, PhD, U.S. Army, Retired

S ecretary of Defense James Mattis recently wrote, 
“PME [professional military education] has stag-
nated, focused more on the accomplishment of 

mandatory credit at the expense of lethality and inge-
nuity.”1 Concerning talent management, he also wrote, 
“Developing leaders who are competent in national-lev-
el decision-making requires broad revision of talent 
management among the Armed Services, including 
fellowships, civilian education, and assignments that 
increase understanding of interagency decision-making 
processes, as well as alliances and coalitions.”2 In light 
of these statements, we must examine the state of the 
School of Advanced Military Studies (SAMS), because 
the original purpose of SAMS was to develop within 
the U.S. Army many of the required capabilities to 
which Mattis alludes.

Soon after the school’s establishment in 1983, 
SAMS graduates became highly regarded and highly 
sought-after assets by commanders who desired to ele-
vate the level of sophistication in their planning shops. 
Early on, SAMS graduates became widely known 
informally within the Army as Jedi Knights, a moni-
ker alluding to the highly disciplined quasi-religious 
military order featured in George Lucas’s Star Wars 
film series. The first such reference occurred on 12 May 
1992 during a meeting of the Committee on Armed 
Services Military Education Panel in Washington, D.C. 
In his opening statement, the Hon. Ike Skelton (chair-
man of the panel) said:

The panel is quite pleased by the Advanced 
Military Studies Program concept and I 
commend the Army Command and General 

Maj. David Doyle (left) and Maj. J. Keller Durkin, Advanced Military Studies Program graduates, cross the stage 21 May 2009 to be congratu-
lated by (left to right) guest speaker Lt. Gen. (ret.) James Dubik, Dr. Chris King, Dr. Robert Baumann, and School of Advanced Military Studies 
director Col. Stefan Banach at the Lewis and Clark Center, Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. (Photo by Prudence Siebert)
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Staff College [CGSC] for its vision in initially 
establishing the school of advanced military 
studies at Fort Leavenworth. Of course, we 
all know that the real stamp of approval came 
when General Schwarzkopf requested SAMS 
graduates, sometimes referred to as “Jedi 
knights,” be sent to his headquarters in Riyadh 
to assist in developing the campaign plan.3

Today, SAMS is well into its third decade of exis-
tence. The challenge the school faces now is, how do 
SAMS and all three of its programs address the future 
in its talent management and adherence to the goals 
and values of PME?

History of SAMS 
Before addressing the future, how the school came 

into being merits review. With the support of then 
Lt. Gen. William Richardson, the commandant of 
CGSC—as well as succeeding commandants and 
deputies Jack Merritt, Crosbie Saint Jr., Carl Vuono, 
and Dave Palmer—SAMS was founded in 1983. The 
founder and first director of the school, Col. Huba 
Wass de Czege, envisioned SAMS providing specially 
selected and educated majors one year of additional 
intensive study beyond the normal one-year CGSC 
curriculum in preparation for service at Army divisions 
and corps. In a 2009 article, Wass de Czege wrote that 
his original intention for SAMS was to develop a course 
covering the underlying logic of military doctrine and 
how to judge doctrine critically as well as think cre-
atively about doctrine and military art. Specifically, 
Wass de Czege said, “It was not intended to be a course 
of indoctrination for planning specialists. Rather, it was 
intended as a course for generalists who would lead the 
Army in every way, especially intellectually.”4 

After studying other nations’ military education 
programs, Wass de Czege proposed beginning SAMS 
with one seminar of twelve officers. After the first year, 
Wass de Czege’s concept aimed to gradually build the 
school to a total of ninety-six officer/students in eight 
seminars of twelve officers per group. These seminars 
would be led by a lieutenant colonel or colonel who 
was in the second year of the associated Advanced 
Operational Studies Fellowship, the war college pro-
gram within the school. The number ninety-six was 
based on a U.S. Army of eighteen divisions, five corps, 
and two field armies.5

To educate these specially selected majors, Wass de 
Czege proposed the Army staff the school with highly 
qualified active-duty lieutenant colonels or colonels. 
Wass de Czege realized that he and the other initial 
faculty members could not remain at the school per-
manently, but he assumed they would be allowed to get 
the school up and running before receiving orders for a 
new assignment.6 

Wass de Czege stipulated that the three prerequi-
sites needed for a quality faculty were as follows: at 
least a master’s degree from a “good” school; previous 
teaching experience; and a demonstrated ability to 
command.7 As a nonnegotiable demand, Wass de 
Czege insisted that the Army provide faculty mem-
bers who met these criteria. The minimum tour of 
duty at the school for these specially selected officers 
had to be three years. 

The first year would be in an understudy role to 
learn about the curriculum and to team-teach a semi-
nar of twelve to fourteen majors with a more seasoned 
instructor. The officers would lead seminars during the 
final two years of their tour of duty and act as mentors 
for newly arrived faculty members. However, even 
with support from senior general officers, he could not 
persuade the Army personnel management division to 
sustain a three-year tour for very high quality officers 
whose only task was teaching majors. The personnel 
managers believed the Army could make better use of 
such high quality officers in Washington on the Army 
and joint staffs. 

Because of resis-
tance from the person-
nel managers, Wass de 
Czege had a Plan B. He 
proposed establishing 
an additional program 
within SAMS. This 
program would be a 
two-year-long war col-
lege course called the 
Advanced Operational 
Studies Fellowship.8 

During the first year, 
officers assigned to the 
Fellowship would study 
the same curriculum as 
the Advanced Military 
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Studies Program (AMSP), the majors’ course. This 
focused study would serve as instructor prepara-
tion because in the second year of the program, the 
Fellows would serve as the principal instructors of the 
majors. The Fellows’ curriculum would also expose 
them to the policy-making process and how the major 
commands in the Department of Defense executed 
strategy through travel to the global combatant com-
mands of the Department of Defense as a part of the 
education program. 

The program started in 1985. Plan B introduced an 
element of turbulence into the school as the principal 
instructors for the majors would constantly turn over. 
Assignment to the fellowship depended on volunteers 
from the list of those selected for war-college-level 
schooling. Teaching the Fellows (and providing a mea-
sure of institutional stability) led to the appointment of 
several civilians to the faculty. Wass de Czege received 
broad authority from Gen. Richardson, the comman-
dant of CGSC at the time, to hire faculty. The founding 
faculty and directors of SAMS were also concerned 
about what to teach. 

Wass de Czege, Col. Rick Sinnreich (the second 
director), and then Col. Don Holder (the third direc-
tor) all felt that the instruction of tactics in CGSC 
was lacking. This assessment was substantiated by the 
Meloy report, especially in Meloy’s finding that there 
were not enough recently branch-qualified officers in 
the Department of Tactics to teach CGSC students 
on the execution of tactics in accord with doctrine.9 
In a March 1986 piece in Military Review, Richardson, 
then commanding general of Training and Doctrine 
Command (TRADOC), introduced the 1986 version 
of Field Manual 100-5, Operations.10 Richardson stated 
that mastering AirLand Battle was vital to preparing for 
war. Richardson also announced several initiatives to 
instill the doctrine into the total officer corps. Among 
these, he established the Center for Army Tactics with-
in the Department of Tactics at CGSC. He directed the 
center “to instill the tenets of the AirLand Battle in the 
officer corps.” Richardson intended that the center be 
“on the cutting edge of tactical study, teaching, doctri-
nal writing, and evaluating lessons from those recently 
assigned to combat units.” Richardson also required the 
center to ensure standardization of tactical instruction 
throughout TRADOC and to set standards for excel-
lence in tactical training for the entire Army. 

Given the importance of the center, Richardson 
asserted that “only the Army’s finest combined arms 
tacticians will be assigned” to it, ensuring that “students 
will learn the most current and sound doctrine and tac-
tics from the Army’s best.” While not the focus of this 
article, there is little evidence to support Richardson’s 
assertion. While this change would be in SAMS’s bene-
fit as well as the Army’s, SAMS directors Sinnreich and 
Holder prudently kept a focus on large-unit tactics and 
tactical instruction in AMSP while awaiting evidence 
of a change in CGSC.11 

The fifth and sixth years of the development of 
SAMS were marked by the decision to put on hold the 
Wass de Czege vision to expand AMSP to ninety-six 
officers. The plan to expand was placed on hold based 
on a decision made by Holder and Sinnreich in consul-
tation with Wass de Czege. The question of expansion 
was juxtaposed with arguments about keeping the high 
quality of majors selected for the program as well as re-
taining the favorable student-to-teacher ratio (i.e., two 
instructors to twelve officer students). Holder “decided 
very early … to keep enrollment at forty-eight majors.” 

Brig. Gen. Huba Wass de Czege was inducted into the Fort Leav-
enworth Hall of Fame in 2017. Wass de Czege’s career centered 
primarily on improving education for military leaders. He is per-
haps most remembered for being the first director of the School of 
Advanced Military Studies (SAMS). (Photo courtesy of Command 
and General Staff College)
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Concurrently, the program was growing in pop-
ularity, and other services were becoming interested 
in having officers attend AMSP. All four AMSP 
seminars had U.S. Air Force (USAF) officers at the 
time, although the size of the seminar remained at 
twelve. The decision to include USAF officers came 
at the cost of reducing the number of Army officers, 
again to retain the high level of quality within the 
AMSP seminars. 

The discussion about expanding the program and 
including officers from other services was heated. 
In addition to the issue of selecting “quality” Army 
officers, there arose the question as to how the officers 
from other services would be selected. The size of the 
seminar also came up for debate. Sinnreich and then 
Holder thought that the optimal size of a seminar was 
twelve. They argued that adding other service officers 
must not increase the overall size of the seminar and 
the student-to-teacher ratio. However, the practical 
impact of keeping the size at twelve while including 
officers from other services would mean decreasing the 
number of Army officers selected for SAMS.

In support of remaining at a total of forty-eight 
officers in AMSP, Holder wrote a memo for the deputy 
commandant of CGSC informally called the “No Free 
Lunch” memo. In this memo, which was rewritten into 
a back-channel message to the commanding general of 
TRADOC and the deputy chief of staff of the opera-
tions of the Army Staff, Holder made the case that the 
selection process for distinguishing quality candidates 
and ultimately assigning quality officers to SAMS was 
the key ingredient in ensuring that the Army received 
the best possible officers from AMSP.12 

Consequently, control of admission to AMSP and 
the size of the program were major points of con-
tention for Holder. As a result, Holder also used the 
back-channel message to assert that inclusion of offi-
cers from other services would come at a price: a loss 
of seats for Army officers in AMSP due to a competing 
requirement for high quality officers from the USAF, 
the Marine Corps (USMC), and the Navy (USN). 
Additionally, Holder also decided not to have foreign 
officers considered for inclusion in AMSP for fear of 
losing control of the admissions process.13 

 Holder described his discussion with Wass de 
Czege and Sinnreich on the size of the Advanced 
Military Studies Program. He wrote, “We three agreed 

that doubling the size of the School past the four-sem-
inar arrangement would change the character of the 
program for the worse. We believed that having 100 
AMSP students would make it impossible for students 
to know their classmates well. It would also prevent 
seminar leaders from getting to know all the students 
personally.” Sinnreich also noted, “while 96 was indeed 
the original aim, it became clear even before I became 
director that 96 would be too large and that 4 seminars 
of 12 was the desirable ceiling.”14 

In the origin of SAMS, the problem addressed was 
a lack of tactical excellence and understanding of the 
operational level of war on the part of the officer corps 
in general and CGSC graduates in particular. SAMS/
AMSP tactical instruction was focused on divisions 
and corps as well as theory and history. Theory coupled 
with history provided the lens through which SAMS 
graduates would view the complexity of warfare. The 
placement of AMSP graduates in plans assignments 
was not intended to only make planners for our Army; 
it was also intended to refine the command skills of 
graduates through interaction with senior officers. The 
addition of the two-year senior fellows program was 
designed to begin this process through direct inter-
action with seasoned former battalion commanders. 
SAMS is now attempting to address the challenges of 
warfare in the twenty-first century.

SAMS Today
There are now three programs associated with 

SAMS: AMSP; the Advanced Strategic Leadership 
Studies Program (ASLSP), formerly the Advanced 
Operational Arts Studies Fellowship or the Fellows; 
and the Advanced Strategic Planning and Policy 
Program, a PhD program focusing on developing stra-
tegic thinkers and planners for the Army. Each pro-
gram has its own curriculum.

AMSP approaches the study of twenty-first century 
warfare through six modules: 
• 	 Theory of Operational Art, designed to assess the 

value of theory for the planning and execution of 
operational art; 

• 	 Evolutions of Operational Art, designed to eval-
uate the historical and contemporary practice of 
operational art; 

• 	 Strategic Context of Operational Art, designed to 
evaluate the strategic context for operational art; 
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• 	 Morality and War, designed to judge the moral 
implications of operational actions in war; 

• 	 Design and Operational Art, designed to employ 
the Army design methodology when faced with 
unfamiliar problems to develop a conceptual plan; 
and finally, 

• 	 Anticipating the Future, designed to synthesize 
elements of the AMSP curriculum to anticipate 
the future operating environment.

At present, AMSP has a total of nine seminars; 
eight seminars of sixteen officer/students, and one 
seminar of fifteen officer/students that includes one 
warrant officer. The “ideal” AMSP seminar compo-
sition is sixteen officer/students consisting of twelve 
Army officers, two other services officers (USMC, 
USN, or USAF), one international military officer/stu-
dent, and one interagency student. The table outlines 
the make-up of the current AMSP class.15 

The composition of AMSP brings forth four questions, 
the first three concerning the inclusion of interagency 

personnel: While no doubt superb people, what is the 
utility of interagency students? What do these people 
contribute to the understanding of warfare? And, how 
do they advance the understanding of war when they go 
back to, for example, the U.S. Agency for International 
Development, the Veterans Affairs, or the FBI? 

The fourth question is, what is the value of includ-
ing warrant officers in a program designed to educate 
officers as commanders and high-level general staff 
officers? We do not expect warrant officers, all superb 
soldiers to be sure, to plan our campaigns and major 
operations. This is not why we have a corps of warrant 
officers in our Army. While there is immense value in 
mixing perspectives in a classroom setting, AMSP’s 
focus on tactics and large units does not seem the right 
place for such a goal.

The 111 Army officers, from all components, far ex-
ceeds the envisioned ninety-six when SAMS began. The 
current requirements for AMSP-educated officers based 
on recognized modified tables of organization and equip-
ment and temporary duty allocations is eighty-four Tier 
1 (recent graduates of AMSP) and forty-three Tier 2 
(AMSP or ASLSP graduates on a second tour as a plan-
ner) for the 2019 class. According to the Army G-3/5/7, 
additional units and headquarters with no documented 
requirements may receive a SAMS graduate. These 
include the worldwide individual augmentation system, 
and taskings and units with a recognized and prioritized 
need for a SAMS officer skill set.16 

The current ASLSP seminar has senior field-grade 
officers and one interagency student from the U.S. 
Agency for International Development. The inter-
national officers are from Great Britain, Canada, and 
Germany. There are officers from the USAF, USMC, 
and USN in the seminar. Ten of these officers will 
remain for the second year along with eight U.S. Army 
officers and the Canadian and German officers. 

After a long administrative battle, the senior pro-
gram in SAMS was accorded senior joint professional 
military education (JPME II) status in 2016.17 The 
road to JPME II status began in 2002. At this time, 
the decision was taken to change the senior program 
curriculum and not only move it away from the AMSP 
curriculum, thus establishing a war college path but 
also beginning the split between the two programs 
of SAMS. This move led to the realization that the 
second-year Fellows could not teach the AMSP 

Regular Army 102

Army National Guard 5

U.S. Army Reserve 4

U.S. Air Force 10

U.S. Marine Corps 4

U.S. Navy 0

International military students 14

Interagency 4

Total 143

(Table by author)

Table. Advanced Military Studies 
Program Composition
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curriculum as they were seeing it at the same time as 
the majors. Thus, in 2003, a move was made to expand 
the civilian faculty in order to set up a Fellow-PhD pair 
as the instructors for each AMSP seminar. With the 
decision in 2007 to expand AMSP to ten seminars, two 
aligned with the CGSC offset start class (running from 
January to December), the disruption of the link be-
tween AMSP and the Fellows continued. The teaching 
load in AMSP fell completely upon the civilian faculty. 
Then, SAMS received another program for oversight.

The Advanced Strategic Planning and Policy 
Program arrived at SAMS in 2012. This program began 
at the direction of Gen. Ray Odierno when he was the 
Army chief of staff. Odierno wanted to know where his 
“next Petraeuses were.” The focus of the program is on 
educating and developing strategic thinkers and planners 
for the Army. This is a PhD-level program that combines 
enrollment in a range of schools for PhD-level work in 
history, political science, and security studies. At present, 
there are over one hundred officers enrolled in the pro-
gram. There are sixty-three officers in classes at universi-
ties; the others completed the course work for their PhD. 
Once finished with their course work, the officers return 
to a strategic-level assignment for two years and then 
come back to SAMS to complete their dissertation re-
search and writing. Those in universities come to SAMS 
over the summers for six weeks of class in the first year 
and four weeks at the end of the second year. 

As stated at the beginning, in his recently released 
National Defense Strategy, the secretary of defense made 
the blanket statement that PME has stagnated and is fo-
cused more on the accomplishment of mandatory credit 
than developing the lethality and ingenuity of the officer 
corps. Further, the National Defense Strategy noted the 
need for leaders who are competent in national-level 
decision-making. This calls for a revision of “talent man-
agement among the Armed Services, including fellow-
ships, civilian education, and assignments that increase 
understanding of interagency decision-making process-
es, as well as alliances and coalitions.”18 The programs in 
SAMS must be considered in this light.

Recommendations
So, whither SAMS? As our Army faces the uncer-

tain future—but then when wasn’t the future un-
certain—the Army should reconsider the size of the 
AMSP. SAMS should go back to six AMSP seminars of 

no more than twelve officers. The seminar can thus ac-
commodate at least ten active component officers with 
the remaining seats for international, reserve compo-
nent, and other services. The interagency experiment 
and inclusion of warrant officers should stop. 

SAMS, while rightly working hard to ensure the 
officers in the senior program receive JPME II credit, 
should move the senior curriculum closer to the AMSP 
curriculum and return more of the teaching load to 
these officers. This reinforces the link between the two 
programs as well as benefitting the education of the 
majors by closer interaction with successful former 
battalion commanders. 

The expansion of the SAMS civilian faculty remains 
a good idea, but the link between the two officer pro-
grams must be made stronger. The seniors should pro-
vide the benefit of their experience in the application of 
command and staff roles, the conduct of warfare, and 
other intangibles that a civilian faculty, no matter how 
well educated, in the main cannot provide. The initial 
intent of SAMS and AMSP was to raise the bar of 
tactical and operational understanding. AMSP and the 
senior program are supposed to produce well-educated 
practitioners of warfare, not doctors of philosophy in 
history or political science. 

The SAMS/AMSP/ASLSP graduate must have 
the ability to think like a commander in order to assist 
commanders in transmitting their intent and concept 
of the operation. It is not think for the commander but 
like a commander—an important distinction. Someone 
who thinks he or she can think for the commander is 
operating on hubris. Someone with the ability to think 
like a commander is of enormous value and will oper-
ate as Field Marshall Alfred von Schlieffen instructed 
German general staff officers, to be more than they 
appear to be.19

Of course, the foundation of the AMSP education 
is formed during the year of study and practice at the 
CGSC course. CGSC must prepare general staff offi-
cers in the application of methods designed around the 
science of warfare. How to adapt the CGSC curricu-
lum is another issue and one currently being addressed 
at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas.

This is why it is vital to the strength of the 
Advanced Military Studies Program to energize the 
ability of the senior officer/seminar leader to engage 
in teaching the majors. The senior course members 
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are former commanders with a depth of experience 
beyond the majors. The senior program curriculum 
in SAMS must have a greater degree of overlap with 
the AMSP curriculum so skilled, professional soldiers 
who have had to deal with the issues of command are 
instructing our majors in the application of knowledge 
to military problems. The civilian faculty can instruct 
in the nuances of research and details of history, 

political science, and theory. Even those with military 
experience have a half-life of the utility of this experi-
ence—again, the reason why Wass de Czege felt it was 
important to have the students in the senior course of 
SAMS, then the Fellows, actually lead and teach the 
AMSP seminars. Commanders need to teach future 
commanders. SAMS must remain a school of practice 
in the art of warfare. 
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