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Abstract

The Captains Career Course Common Core (C5) has undergone a 
major modernization effort since 2022 (Fortuna, 2023). While on-
going evaluations have provided feedback on the course experience 
(Shafto & Lauer, 2023), there are currently no methods for reliably 
linking C5 evaluations with operational performance. A report of 
the first year of evaluations can be found in Shafto and Lauer (2023). 
Defining operationally relevant outcomes and demonstrating that 
they have been achieved is a requirement of outcomes-based mili-
tary education (OBME), a key approach to modernizing profession-
al military education (Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff [CJCS], 
2020; Vandergriff, 2010). The current article uses an OBME frame-
work to identify requirements for effective C5 external evaluations. 
Information to guide the development of evaluations was gathered 
via discussions with quality assurance officers at Captains Career 
Course (CCC) schools and centers of excellence, who administer 
CCC external surveys. These discussions revealed diverse approach-
es to CCC external evaluations and identified challenges and best 
practices for developing effective C5 external evaluations that sup-
port OBME requirements. The themes emerging from the quality 
assurance officer discussions contribute to a broader conversation 
about how institutions across the learning enterprise can support 
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the goals of professional military education by establishing reliable 
feedback between operational and educational environments.

The Captains Career Course Common Core (C5) has undergone a major mod-
ernization effort since 2022 (see Fortuna, 2023). While evaluations during the 
course have provided valuable feedback (Shafto & Lauer, 2023), optimizing 

this and other professional military education (PME) modernization efforts requires 
measuring the impact of modernization on operational performance through effec-
tive external evaluations.1 A report of the first year of evaluations can be found in 
Shafto and Lauer (2023).

There are currently no methods for reliably measuring the impact of C5 instruc-
tion on operational performance after graduation. Quality assurance officers (QAO) 
across the schools and centers of excellence (COE) who teach at the Captains Career 
Course (CCC) administer external evaluations of the CCC, but they are not target-
ed to evaluate the impact of common core instruction specifically. See TRADOC 
Pamphlet (TP) 350-70-14, Training and Educational Development in Support of the 
Institutional Domain, for an overview of external evaluations (U.S. Army Training 
and Doctrine Command [TRADOC], 2021).

This article considers the challenges to developing an effective C5 external evalu-
ation that supports the aims of PME modernization. To gather insight on the specif-
ics of these challenges and how they may be addressed, respondents from QAOs at 
CCC schools and COEs provided information on their external evaluation practices. 
The results provide a summary of key findings and how they can be leveraged for the 
development of effective external evaluations for the C5. 

C5 Modernization and External Evaluations

The proponent of the C5 is the Instructional Design Division, Vice Provost of 
Academic Affairs, Army University. The Instructional Design Division develops cen-
tralized curricula and lesson plans for five modules that constitute the C5: the Army 
profession, mission command, operational processes, operations, and training. The 
aim of the common core instruction is to provide baseline knowledge on essential 
leadership, operations, and training management abilities regardless of each officer’s 
specialization.

1 This article uses the term “evaluation” per TRADOC Regulation 11-21 (2014), “A systematic, continuous 
process to appraise the quality (or determine the deficiency), efficiency and effectiveness of a program, 
process or product. It provides the mechanism for decision makers to assure quality” (p. 15). Typical eval-
uations for educational courses and programs include using surveys or similar formats to garner feedback 
from key stakeholders including current students, graduates, leaders, or instructors.
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The fiscal year 2023/2024 modernization of C5 was initiated in late 2020, with 
implementation in October 2022. Key changes included a novel blended design for 
active-duty instruction, including a new distributed learning prerequisite prior to 
the residential course. Additional details of this phase of C5 modernization are pro-
vided in Fortuna (2023). Evaluation of the new C5 instruction began in October 2022 
and has included feedback from students and instructors across the CCC schools/
COEs (Shafto & Lauer, 2023). See Shafto and Lauer (2023) for a report of the first 
year of evaluation. The results of these evaluations were used to identify strengths 
and weaknesses of the distributed learning instruction and how the new distribut-
ed learning instruction impacted on residential common core instruction. However, 
these evaluations do not provide feedback from the field. Understanding the effec-
tiveness of C5 modernization requires linking educational measures (such as feed-
back from students or performance such as exam results) with operational measures 
(such as feedback from graduates or professional performance measures) gathered 
after graduation. 

An Outcomes-Based Approach Can Guide C5 External 
Evaluations

Establishing educational-operational links is necessary to align C5 moderniza-
tion with the adoption of an outcomes-based approach (CJCS, 2020) to PME. Out-
comes-based military education (OBME), and outcomes-based education more 
generally, advocates that education should be student-focused; this means shifting 
away from what needs to be taught and prioritizing what students need to learn. The 
“outcome” in OBME refers to a clear statement of what students should be able to 
know and do when finishing the course, and an OBME approach requires developing 
methods to justify and assess those outcomes (CJCS, 2020).

OBME is not an alternative to the widely implemented analyze, design, devel-
op, implement, and evaluate (ADDIE) model of curriculum development. Rather, 
outcomes-based frameworks can be tested within the ADDIE process (Magallanes, 
2019), and a targeted OBME approach is a means of supporting and optimizing AD-
DIE stages. 

Adhering to OBME requires an approach that “focuses on outputs, emphasizing 
evidence collected from direct and indirect assessments of student performance both 

Dr. Meredith Shafto is a research psychologist at the Institutional Research and Assess-
ment Division, Vice Provost of Academic Affairs, Army University. She has a PhD in cog-
nitive psychology and uses evidence-based approaches to improve educational practices 
across the learning enterprise through a range of collaborative projects.
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within and external to the learning environment” (CJCS, 2020, p. A-1). Most relevant 
for C5 evaluation, achieving OBME goals requires an evidence-based demonstra-
tion of real-world outcomes. That is, “the ultimate demonstration of PLO [program 
learning outcome] achievement … occurs post-graduation in follow-on professional 
work” (CJCS, 2020, p. A-2). 

However, across the Army learning enterprise, there is no standard evidence-based 
approach to achieving the OBME goal of establishing predictable and operationally 
relevant external measures (e.g., Ellinger & Posard, 2023). Questions remain on how 
to define and evaluate post-course outcomes systematically (Ellinger et al., 2023) and 
how to link students’ educational achievements with their professional skills (Eldeen 
et al., 2018). Outside of the Army learning enterprise, predictive models are used to 
demonstrate OBME goals: with appropriately designed outcome measures, models 
can predict students’ final performance in a course (Brooks & Thompson, 2017) or 
predict postgraduate outcomes like employability (Othman et al., 2020). For C5, to 
establish reliable relationships between educational and operational measures, an 
effective external evaluation must have several key characteristics: 
1.	 Representative. External evaluation measures must be systematically collected 

to create representative datasets. This is a challenge because graduates may be 
difficult to contact or there may not be consistent opportunities after gradua-
tion to either provide evaluation feedback or measures of performance. 

2.	 Linkable. Linking educational and operational measures requires that both 
types of measures are observable and measurable (Rao, 2020; Schreurs et 
al., 2020) and grounded in a shared set of principles. This can be a challenge 
if available operational measures do not reliably reflect PME outcomes. 
Additionally, establishing a common framework pre- and post-graduation can 
be difficult because schools and COEs teaching the CCC have a wide range of 
operational goals, and student career opportunities and responsibilities vary 
both before and after their course. Establishing predictive relationships must 
account for variable student and graduate experiences.

3.	 Actionable. To provide actionable feedback as part of the ADDIE process, 
measures must be specific enough to support decision making, and a reliable 
data infrastructure must exist not only to collect external evaluations but to 
also feed this information back to relevant stakeholders. 

QAO CCC External Evaluations Can Inform C5 Evaluations

The remainder of this article outlines an initial response to the challenges above, 
which involved gathering information from QAOs about current CCC external 
evaluations. While these external evaluations do not focus on common core topics, 
they are clearly relevant as they gather responses from CCC graduates and query 
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CCC-relevant topics. These evaluations also have two other characteristics that will 
provide important lessons for developing C5 evaluations.

First, QAO external surveys are well-established and standardized. Surveys 
are sent out at each school and COE six to 12 months after students graduate 
their courses. The requirements for external survey delivery are outlined in TP 
11-21, Army Quality Assurance Program Procedures, and described in TP 350-70-
14 (TRADOC, 2021, 2024b). TP 11-21 outlines requirements for collection and 
dissemination, including that institutions must “submit a quarterly summarized 
external survey data report to the HQ TRADOC QAO External Survey Program 
Manager, who prepares a summary of the aggregate results for the AQAP Director 
to brief TRADOC senior leaders” (TRADOC, 2024b, pp. 57–58). External surveys 
include three required questions. Graduates must be asked (1) if the training and 
education they received adequately prepared them to perform their jobs at their 
units, and (2) if they were trained and educated on the same equipment, or con-
cepts, they use at their units; leaders must be asked (3) if the training or education 
that their personnel received adequately prepared them to perform their jobs at 
their units.

A second and complementary characteristic of these surveys is that they provide 
a useful range of different practices. While the use of required questions is a key 
benefit for standardizing quality control and accreditation efforts, QAO procedures 
also allow for variability in how individual institutions approach the external surveys. 
First, the required questions are a minimum, so that institutions can ask a wider 
range of questions. Second, institutions can “distribute their external survey reports 
to institutional stakeholders as required by local policy” (TRADOC, 2024b, p. 58), 
allowing the results of the survey to inform in-house processes at schools/COEs. 
Because the CCC is taught across a range of schools and COEs, a summary of QAO 
practices and procedures can provide information about different approaches to sur-
vey content, implementation, dissemination, and application. 

QAO External Surveys: Feedback from the CCCs

The following section includes an overview of the methods including the discus-
sions, results of the discussions, and feedback from the discussions.

Overview of Methods

Discussions were held with QAO representatives of Aviation Center of Excel-
lence, Cyber Center of Excellence, Fires Center of Excellence, Intelligence Center of 
Excellence, Maneuver Center of Excellence, Maneuver Support Center of Excellence, 
Medical Center of Excellence, Mission Command Center of Excellence, and U.S. 



8 February 2025—Journal of Military Learning

Army Institute for Religious Leadership. No school or individual will be attributed in 
describing feedback received. 

Discussion topics were constructed to provide feedback on key topics from each 
representative. The three key topics were (1) the content, timing, and recipients of 
the external surveys; (2) how feedback from the surveys is used, including describ-
ing the relevant stakeholders; and (3) key challenges and desired improvements to 
the feedback process. The discussions were semistructured so that the conversations 
both covered key discussion topics and encouraged individualized input.

The primary focus of the questions was on the external survey procedure for 
CCC graduates, but because many QA officers are responsible for evaluating multi-
ple courses, they often commented on a range of courses. Comments covering other 
courses are integrated here since the methodological lessons learned from a range of 
courses are likely to be relevant for developing C5 external evaluations. These discus-
sions did not aim to evaluate the QAO external survey process but to use the range 
of experiences across the schools/COEs to provide insights for developing effective 
C5 external evaluations.

Results of QAO Discussions

This section summarizes the key themes that emerged from the discussions that 
can inform the development of C5 external evaluations.

Schools/COEs Take Different Approaches to External Evaluations. Respon-
dents described a range of feedback approaches that extended beyond the required 
survey questions and the use of the survey format. 

1. School-specific external survey content. While a few representatives indicated 
that only the three required QAO questions were administered in the external sur-
veys, most indicated that they extended the questions on the external survey to in-
clude questions about tasks or skills that were specific to the school or COE’s course 
objectives. 

2. Using external surveys for the ADDIE process. Only one representative indi-
cated that they used the feedback exclusively for higher-level QAO purposes (send-
ing a report to TRADOC QAO). Most respondents indicated wider use of feedback 
including sending results to local leaders, using results in postinstructional confer-
ences and after action reviews (AARs), or providing findings to developers as input 
into the ADDIE course development process. The perceived usefulness of the exter-
nal survey data for the ADDIE processes was mixed. While external survey data was 
always gathered and considered, the feedback that drove decisions sometimes came 
from other sources such as in-house surveys implemented by the course manager or 
director of training, or independent decisions from the commandant. 

3. Alternative avenues of external feedback. Just as most respondents report-
ed adding to the required QAO questions, most also reported other methods for 
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gaining external feedback. For graduate feedback, some schools/COEs developed 
in-house surveys while others took advantage of AARs, critical task site selection 
boards, or job analyses as opportunities for getting feedback from the operation-
al force. A minority of respondents described ongoing or planned initiatives that 
actively reach out to the operational environment, including gathering evaluations 
at umbrella weeks or sending representatives to combat training centers (CTC) to 
gather relevant feedback during and following training events. For leader feedback, 
a commonly reported tactic was to get leader feedback from those who have come 
for in-person PME such as precommand courses; a related approach was to seek in-
formal discussions with senior leaders coming to invited events such as conferences. 

Schools/COEs Face Challenges in Gathering Effective External Evaluations. 
As reported above, representatives across the schools/COEs suggested limits on the 
usefulness of using survey data alone, due to a set of common challenges in acquiring 
effective external evaluations. 

1. Representative feedback. The most mentioned challenge was low survey re-
turn rate. Return rates of less than 10% were commonly mentioned, with some lower 
than 2%. Respondents provided a range of suggestions for why response rates may 
be low, including survey fatigue (receiving so many survey requests that motivation 
to respond declines), limited time available to respondents to prioritize survey com-
pletion, and students being difficult to contact because they have not been issued 
a government email address, have multiple government email addresses, or work 
within a security environment where survey invitations are blocked. Resourcing was 
another challenge mentioned by several respondents. For example, it was not always 
possible to identify time or expertise for developing an in-house external survey. 
Similarly, one respondent mentioned that new or evolving PME requirements may 
add the need for new targeted evaluations but without those requirements being for-
mally resourced. Ideas on how to improve the representativeness of data collection 
included considering mechanisms for reducing survey fatigue, exploring alternative 
survey implementation platforms that may reduce security interference, and finding 
ways to increase leadership involvement in the feedback process to make it a higher 
priority for graduates.

2. Linkable feedback. The second challenge to the utility of the external survey 
feedback was whether data provided feedback that could be linked to educational 
measures. Respondents questioned whether the “right” questions were always asked. 
For example, while the required QAO questions probe critical issues about course 
efficacy, they may be too general to provide feedback that course managers or cur-
riculum developers can use to update course materials. One respondent noted it 
is critical that surveys are designed with improvement goals in mind, so it is clear 
how survey results do or do not provide evidence of improvements or declines in 
course qualities. A related challenge was that, when asking about specific skills and 
abilities learned in the course, evaluators face the challenge that graduates may have 
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had highly variable experiences after leaving the course. Respondents suggested that 
in addition to asking graduates about their skill proficiency, it is important to probe 
whether the skill is or has been relevant for their duties. Likewise, a challenge in 
asking leaders for feedback is that evaluators do not always know if current leaders 
are commanding recent graduates or if they have the relevant expertise to evaluate 
graduates’ competency in specific skills and abilities. In response to the limitations 
of using survey data alone, several respondents reported ideas for alternative sources 
or formats of feedback. These ideas were aimed at improving the usefulness of eval-
uation feedback as well as addressing the difficulties of data collection. First, respon-
dents suggested methods for improving feedback from installations such as creating 
tiger teams or appointing responsible personnel at installations who could identify 
recent graduates and gather feedback; having someone in an installation who could 
track graduates would also aid in identifying relevant leaders at the same installation. 
Second, several respondents suggested the potential for gathering relevant feedback 
during training events at CTCs. A school/COE representative could ask targeted 
questions above and beyond the measures already recorded at the training event, 
which could provide targeted feedback that could be directly related to educational 
aims and objectives. Third, some respondents indicated it would be beneficial to have 
knowledge of and access to existing data sources. Existing or planned sources of data, 
such as data that may become available as part of the Integrated Personnel and Pay 
System-Army, could provide external feedback without necessitating additional data 
collection. Finally, one respondent suggested a novel means of obtaining operational 
“feedback” by increasing the proportion of military (versus civilian) instructors to 
bring recent operational experience back to the educational environment. 

3. Actionable feedback. A third set of challenges highlighted the question of how 
and whether feedback could be actioned, including whether there is a well-estab-
lished flow of response data to relevant stakeholders. This factor had variable impact 
on respondents, with some describing explicit infrastructure for feedback to both be 
reported (e.g., to course managers) and to be applied (e.g., during AARs); in contrast, 
some respondents expressed concerns that feedback may need to be “pushed” to 
relevant stakeholders and may or may not be used consistently. 

Summary of Feedback

Discussions with QAO representatives across a range of schools and COEs re-
vealed that as well as gathering feedback on the required external survey questions, 
there is a diverse range of approaches used to acquire external feedback on how ed-
ucational outcomes are realized in the operational environment. Many schools add 
targeted questions to the required questions to achieve more actionable feedback for 
curriculum improvement. In response to a core challenge of low response rates for 
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graduates and their supervisors, institutions have turned to a convergent approach, 
utilizing several methods for obtaining feedback from the operational environment. 
As one respondent suggested, the external surveys serve as just one piece of a feed-
back puzzle. 

While this is summary is not an exhaustive survey of external feedback from 
either QAOs or other sources (such as in-house evaluations), the experience and 
expertise gathered from the participating representatives provides critical consid-
erations in developing and implementing an external evaluation of the C5. These 
considerations are discussed in the next section. 

Developing C5 External Evaluations: Lessons Learned and 
Recommendations

The main goal of the C5 external evaluation is to establish predictive links be-
tween PME and the operational environment. This requires external measures that 
are quantitative, can be gathered systematically so they are representative, and can 
be demonstrated to link meaningfully to specific PME goals. Based on discussions 
with QAO representatives, a successful C5 external evaluation should address key 
challenges.

1. Improve representativeness by addressing low response rate. Compared to 
school-specific evaluations, the C5 evaluation can partially mediate the concerns 
of poor return rates because the common core is taught enterprise-wide and has an 
annual graduate sample of over 8,000 per year. Even a return rate of 3%–5% would 
provide 200–400 respondents. However, subsetting the data to examine the vari-
ability in responses across schools/COEs, components (active duty, Army Reserve, 
and National Guard), or specific classes would reduce sample size accordingly. Thus, 
plans for a C5 external survey should consider suggestions from the QAO respon-
dents to address apathy and survey fatigue, including making surveys short and con-
venient to take. 

2. Make data linkable by considering performance measures. Many respondents 
reported getting graduate performance measures such as from the Center for Army 
Lessons Learned following training events at CTCs. While respondents indicated 
that these additional measures were sought to compensate for low survey return 
rates, operational performance data could be more informative than survey feed-
back if it could be directly linked to performance measures from PME. However, 
QAO respondents highlight challenges in using performance measures, reporting 
that feedback from training events may be too general and schools/COEs rarely have 
representatives there to ask targeted questions. 

Using operational performance measures for the C5 evaluation presents a data 
collection challenge. Just as some schools used existing measures from CTC training 
events, one possibility is to identify and evaluate existing professional products that 
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reflect the performance of C5 skills, such as writing samples that can be evaluated 
with reference to CCC communication instruction. If extant products are not avail-
able, an alternative is to develop new C5-related performance measures and admin-
ister them to graduates. As highlighted by QAO respondents, performance measures 
have the potential to provide more direct and relevant feedback than survey evalu-
ations but come with significant challenges in data access (for existing measures) or 
collection (for novel measures). 

In response to the challenges of data collection, many QAO representatives 
reported using a convergent approach to external feedback, supplementing survey 
data with feedback from other sources, such as leaders who are participating in 
educational programs or graduates completing CTC events. This convergent feed-
back helps overcome the low return rates from external surveys and difficulties 
of acquiring performance data, as well as providing a range of data types for con-
sideration. Taking a convergent approach could provide benefits to a C5 external 
evaluation by diversifying the available types of data. However, there are also dis-
advantages to a convergent approach: first, accessing and analyzing multiple data 
sources increases the required resources, and second, using several smaller diverse 
datasets will make it difficult to establish quantifiable links between educational 
and operational measures. 

3. Develop actionable questions by considering stakeholders. Respondents em-
phasized the challenges in making sure that questions are actionable by ensuring 
that there is a pathway for data to flow from the survey back to key stakeholders. 
C5 instruction covers general, doctrinally based topics and is taught in a variety of 
contexts at the schools and COEs. It may therefore be a difficult challenge to develop 
feedback questions that are concrete enough to be used in curriculum development 
but general enough to be asked of graduates across the schools/COEs. This challenge 
may mean that an effective C5 external evaluation will require an iterative process 
to develop measures which can both identify general targets for improvement and 
account for the range of post-graduate experience, such as whether graduates have 
had opportunities to apply what they learned. 

Relevance of C5 External Evaluations for Other Army-Wide 
Initiatives

Establishing links between C5 educational and operational measures supports 
the goals of the OBME approach across the Army learning enterprise, and effective-
ly evaluating C5 modernization can support the evaluation of other modernization 
efforts. Moreover, developing direct educational-operational links contributes to the 
establishment of a learning ecosystem, a continuum of diverse, flexible, and lifelong 
learning. The learning ecosystem is a key component of the vision of the future of 
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Army education laid out in The Army Learning Concept for 2030–2040 (TRADOC, 
2024a; Walcutt & Schatz, 2019).

Directly measuring the impact of PME on operational success is critical for 
demonstrating that PME is achieving its purpose. However, as we see from the exam-
ple of C5, developing effective external evaluations is challenged by the lack of both a 
data infrastructure and a participation culture to ensure representative feedback. It is 
beyond the scope of this article to provide specific recommendations for these broad 
issues, but the input received suggests three general considerations:
1.	 Action is needed to reduce survey fatigue and other barriers to providing 

feedback. Because the survey burden builds cumulatively, efforts need to be 
centralized to consider the total feedback requirement on students and grad-
uates, while still allowing individual institutions to gather targeted feedback 
flexibly. 

2.	 A culture of participation needs to be encouraged, for example by communi-
cating to leaders, students and graduates how their feedback is used to improve 
curriculum and how improving PME will benefit them.

3.	 Getting useful feedback requires resources. While time and money are at a pre-
mium, the inefficiencies inherent in collecting imprecise or unusable data must 
be considered. Moreover, investing in data collection that provides useable 
feedback may save resources downstream by optimizing the outcomes of PME. 

Summary and Conclusions

There are significant challenges to establishing reliable predictive relationships 
between PME outcomes and operational performance. However, understanding how 
PME impacts readiness is not only important for C5 modernization. This issue sits 
at the center of Army-wide initiatives to institute OBME across PME, increase da-
ta-centric approaches to curriculum development, and establish a learning ecosys-
tem that supports a continuum of career-long learning. 

This article represents a small corner of these broader issues, gathering lessons 
from QAO efforts across the CCC schools/COEs that can be used to design effective 
C5 external feedback. The approaches at the different schools and COEs provide 
invaluable insight into both potential approaches and the pitfalls and challenges of 
gathering external feedback. 

The conceptual links between this effort and broader Army-wide initiatives high-
light the need for this bottom-up effort to be met with top-down leadership involve-
ment. The ability to reliably acquire external feedback requires developing a culture 
where participants understand how improving PME provides Army-wide benefits, 
and a data collection infrastructure that can support the data-driven goals for Army 
modernization.   
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The views expressed in this article are those of the author and do not reflect the 
official policy or position of the U.S. government, the Department of Defense, the U.S. 
Army, or Army University.
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