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The Discipline Gap
How Army Leadership Curricula 
Misses the Mark and Why It 
Should Change
Lt. Col. Anthony Lenze, U.S. Army

Capt. Adam Magy, the incoming command of Delta Company, 2nd Battalion, 135th Infantry Regiment, stands in front of his company for-
mation during a change of command ceremony at Camp Lemonnier, Djibouti, 13 October 2020. Delta Company was serving as a part of 
Task Force Bayonet in the Horn of Africa. (Photo by Sgt. Sirrina Martinez, U.S. Army)
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Army efforts to prepare junior officers for 
command falls short. The critical deficiency 
lies in officer leadership curricula that treats 

discipline with indifference. Courses prior to com-
mand do not to teach officers how, when, and why 
they must meet their specific statutory and regulatory 
requirements related to discipline. As a result, compa-
ny commanders are unprepared to appropriately wield 
command authority against a spectrum of indiscipline 
that requires time, deliberation, and consistent action. 
The problem then materializes as inaction by com-
manders, as seen in 2020 at Fort Hood, Texas. There, 
commanders were held to account for failing to actively 
police formations and enforce standards. The after-
math from Fort Hood is consistent with the two key 
elements of command: authority and responsibility.1 It 
is the commander who is solely responsible for unit dis-
cipline. The first time a company commander realizes 
this magnitude should not be during the initial senior 
rater counseling in the brigade commander’s office. The 
Army’s preparatory curricula should develop junior 
officers’ understanding of discipline and their duties 
to execute accordingly, as a function of leadership, in 
advance of command.

Leaders hesitant to acknowledge the underlying 
issue in the Army’s approach to leadership and disci-
pline would likely retort that commanders just need 
to call their judge advocate (i.e., JAG).2 However, this 
simple solution did not alleviate the risk at Fort Hood, 
and it is never a cure-all for company command-
ers. Today’s JAG at the company level is a military 
justice advisor (MJA) who advises roughly thirty to 
thirty-nine company commanders from a brigade or 
higher echelon. In many respects, an MJA is a legal 
opinion mill.3 They do not have the capacity to assist 
company-level leaders with every breach in standards, 
especially when the law is not in question. Even when 
an MJA advises a particular command action, they 
are not able to supervise its effect on the fire team, 
squad, or platoon. Most importantly, MJAs are not 
responsible for a discipline’s overall effect on safety, 
climate, and culture. That responsibility lies squarely 
with commanders.

Although statute, regulation, and doctrine ex-
pressly articulate a commander’s duties toward disci-
pline, a regimen to emphasize these requirements as 
a function of leadership is not in place. At best, future 

commanders receive varied instruction at the installa-
tion level in a pre-command course. This instruction 
varies in quality, content, and duration.4 It also lacks a 
uniform message and the gravitas expressed by senior 
officials who urge commanders to discipline their 
formations.5 Instead, the Army should meet its require-
ment by using its mul-
tiple leadership courses 
that prepare officers for 
command. Currently, 
new command teams 
are simply left to figure 
out discipline on the 
job amidst a host of 
other new vital respon-
sibilities. Neglecting 
the command duties 
and leadership related 
to discipline in Army 
schools only exacerbates 
ongoing turbulence to 
command authority.

The 2022 National 
Defense Authorization 
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Act removed commanders’ authority over the most 
serious Uniform Code of Military Justice (UCMJ) 
offenses.6 At the same time, Congress does not have 
plans to alter the nearly one hundred other less seri-
ous UCMJ offenses retained in command authority. 
Though the merits of this recent military justice reform 

are beyond the scope of this article, these legislative 
changes come as no surprise. For years, lawmakers have 
questioned the ability of commanders to effectively and 
impartially act upon egregious violations of the UCMJ, 
namely sexual assault. To some, a partial divestiture 
of UCMJ authority does not go far enough. Calls to 
completely remove the commander from the UCMJ 
process will surely continue unless efficiency, trust, and 
accountability drastically increase. The upcoming revi-
sions to the UCMJ do not address the underlying issue, 
namely insufficient command action against indicators 
and warnings that materialize into high-risk behavior. 
The Army’s response should be holistic and address 
more than just changes to military law.

This article argues that the Army’s leadership 
curricula should change to incorporate lessons that for-
mally address the specified responsibilities of command 
discipline. To neglect instruction in these fundamen-
tal areas of command is a disservice to junior leaders 
cloaked with Title 10 responsibilities over America’s 
sons and daughters. Currently, the Army does not em-
phasize the variety and importance of disciplinary tools 
in primary training courses for junior officers with 
rigor and as a function of leadership. Likewise, even 
students at the Army’s staff and war colleges also do 
not discuss the impact that command discipline (and 
its statutory requirements) has on Army organizations. 
But the most pressing concern lies with the soldiers; the 
company level is where discipline has the greatest im-
pact on a daily basis. The Army’s leadership curricula 
convey an indifference toward discipline, which results 

in junior officers who assume command unequipped to 
appreciate what is at stake.

A brief discussion of command duties is first 
required to highlight the extent and challenge of 
command authority. This article will then highlight 
the flaws in current leadership courses that neglect to 

address command discipline. Finally, this article will 
suggest changes to Army leadership curricula to bridge 
the current discipline gap at the company level and 
to better prepare junior officers for the realities and 
responsibilities for command.

Army Leadership Curricula Should 
Reflect the Known Discipline 
Challenges Ahead and Aid Junior 
Officers for Command Accordingly

It is widely understood that commanders are 
responsible for what a command does or fails to do.7 
When commanders fail to act or when they mistaken-
ly apply command authority, they lapse in leadership. 
Despite any generational differences, soldiers today still 
value trust, consistency, and accountability. When the 
Army disregards discipline as an element of its leader-
ship curricula, it devalues one of the most consequen-
tial challenges awaiting company commanders.

Command: Statutory, regulatory, and doctrinal 
responsibilities for leadership. It is well known that 
command requires officers to perform duties that have 
no civilian equivalent.8 Civilians do not lead employ-
ees into combat with legal authority to kill, nor are 
they charged with enforcing discipline and the law with 
command authority. Federal law clearly articulates a 
commander’s duty for this second point: commanders 
must “take all necessary and proper measures, under 
the laws, regulations, and customs of the Army.”9 Army 
regulation also plainly states, “Military discipline is 
instilled through positive leadership, … resulting in a 

According to doctrine, the ability of a command team 
to effectively discipline its unit is a measure of its prima-
ry responsibility. Statute, regulation, and doctrine all ef-
fectively link discipline and command. Army leadership 
courses do not.
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mental attitude about proper conduct and obedience to 
lawful military authority.”10 Army doctrine carries an 
often overlooked but complimentary message toward 
discipline. According to doctrine, the ability of a com-
mand team to effectively discipline its unit is a measure 
of its primary responsibility.11 Statute, regulation, and 
doctrine all effectively link discipline and command. 
Army leadership courses do not.

The Army has a duty to ensure that its commanders 
understand their key role in disciplining a formation 
under the law. This understanding is distinct from rote 
comprehension of technical tools like the UCMJ. A 
reliance on technical tools is useless if a commander is 
dim to their overall effect on the unit and soldier. If the 
commander fails to grasp the why behind the use of dif-
ferent discipline levers, they will apply instruments of 
command inconsistently, inappropriately, or not at all. 
Moreover, commanders must be able to thoughtfully 

communicate—both directly and 
indirectly—how their actions fit 
within their leadership philos-
ophy and the Army’s enduring 
mantra: “taking care of soldiers.” It 
is therefore incumbent upon the 
Army to ensure academic curric-
ula addresses why commanders 
must deter indiscipline, protect 
the individual and unit, punish 
wrongdoing, and rehabilitate 
offenders.12 Junior officers must 
know how and when to use disci-
pline, but they must also develop 
an appreciation for the why and 
its relation to leadership prior to 
command.

This is not to suggest that dis-
cipline, as a function of leader-
ship, is the only key competency 
for command. The U.S. Army 
Research Institute identified 
thirty-five key competencies for 
company commanders.13 These 
competencies underscore the 
enormous weight shouldered at 
the company level. Most of these 
responsibilities are addressed in 
the Army curricula leading to 

command. However, only a handful arguably de-
rive from a commander’s statutory responsibility to 
address violations of regulation and the law.14 Only 
one is at the heart of a commander’s codified require-
ment: discipline. A commander’s failure to actively 
implement measures to ensure unit and individual 
discipline exposes the command to unmitigated 
high-risk behavior and jeopardizes its mission. A 
commander’s role to discipline through leader-
ship was recently summed up by the Government 
Accountability Office (GAO):

Commanders at all levels will exercise their 
discretion … without the unlawful command 
influence of superiors. At the same time, 
superior commanders are required to provide 
leadership and exert lawful influence over 
their commands in the interest of maintain-
ing good order and discipline. The balance 

Capt. Wayne Penebaker, military justice advisor for 3rd Brigade, 10th Mountain Division, 
earns his Air Assault Badge at Fort Polk, Louisiana, 15 January 2021. Penebaker provided 
military justice advice to forty-seven command teams throughout 2020–2021. (Photo by Staff 
Sgt. Ashley Morris, U.S. Army)



July-August 2023  MILITARY REVIEW120

between these two competing requirements 
requires agile leadership, situational awareness, 
and strong character, all of which are familiar 
and expected aspects of military leadership.15

When a command team violates its explicit statu-
tory duty to take action to ensure good order and 
discipline, it is swiftly relieved.16 In recent years, this 
was demonstrated most prominently in the tragic 
events surrounding the disappearance and murder of 
Vanessa Guillén at Fort Hood in 2020. Examining Fort 
Hood’s climate and culture, the Independent Review 
Committee determined “no commander chose to 
intervene proactively and mitigate known risks of high 
crime, sexual assault, and sexual harassment.”17 All in 
all, twenty-one leaders were relieved of their responsi-
bilities for not ensuring a safe, healthy, and disciplined 
command.18 The ability to shoot, move, and commu-
nicate is irrelevant when leaders fail to take actions to 
reduce risk and discipline a formation.

The tragic events at Fort Hood were the result of 
several issues identified by the Independent Review 
Committee. No single commander was solely respon-
sible. At the same time, every commander across the 
Army should be asking the same question: What 
actions am I taking to proactively mitigate the risks 
identified all too late at Fort Hood? Similarly, the 
institutional Army should evaluate its alignment of 
leader preparation according to doctrine, which states, 
“Leaders should identify and resolve conflict before it 
affects personal and organizational functioning, good 
order and discipline, and cohesion.”19 An assessment of 
leader development curricula demonstrates that the 
Army underappreciates its responsibility to maintain 
good order and discipline.

The current curricula to prepare junior officers 
for command is incongruent with the actual respon-
sibilities to discipline. The current Army curricula is 
ineffective in preparing junior officers for command. 

U.S. Army Intelligence Center of Excellence battalion commanders and command sergeants major address a group of Military Intelligence 
Captains Career Course students during a senior leader panel discussion held at Fort Huachuca, Arizona, on 8 August 2017. (Photo by 
Randall Baucom, U.S. Army)
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The Army develops its junior leaders through precom-
missioning and branch schools prior to company-level 
command. These schools comprise the institutional do-
main of Army leader development but do not address 
the how, when, or why of command discipline. Nor does 
the Army leadership curricula include strategies to 
address the wide array of soldier indiscipline.

The institutional domain’s leadership curricula is 
not tailored to the current environment. Amidst the 
erosion of command authority and stark examples 
of failures in command discipline that destroy public 
trust, the Army leadership curricula remains the same. 
Leadership courses often rely heavily on case studies 
to discuss the challenges of leadership. Although these 
case studies provide valuable leadership lessons and 
solicit useful analysis and discussion, they do not touch 

on command discipline. The current leadership curric-
ula for junior officers does not address the requirement 
to discipline soldiers or the commander’s discrete statu-
tory responsibilities.

Opportunities to modify leadership curricula to 
address the critical shortfalls toward discipline abound. 
Instead of trying to only inspire future (and current) 
officers with “A Message to Garcia,” instructors should 
ask the following:
• 	 What should a commander do if a subordinate fails 

to complete a task?
• 	 What tools does a commander possess to correct the 

deficiency and what responsibility is there to do so?
• 	 Why are these authorities in place?
• 	 How can unit trust be affected by a decision to act 

versus a failure to address the issue?
• 	 Does the experience or rank of the soldier affect 

the commander’s corrective action?20

Similarly, other effective case studies can teach junior 
officers a framework to accompany a commander’s 
responsibility to discipline. For instance, “The Decision 
to Launch the Challenger” leadership curricula could 
include highlighting the need for command’s consistent 
approach to discipline within its current lesson plan 
(i.e., a normalization of deviance). Here, leadership 
curricula could promote normalizing an expectation 
(and acceptance) of command action that addresses 
a deviation from known standards. Company norms 
toward standards and consequences create a climate 
that teammates can trust. Finally, junior officers should 
be challenged to connect the causes and effects between 
minor infractions and high-risk behavior. There may be 
no better case study for this lesson than that of “Broken 
Windows.”21 The broken windows theory states,

If the first broken window in a building is not 
repaired, the people who like breaking win-
dows will assume that no one cares about the 
building and more windows will be broken. 
Soon the building will have no windows.22

The learning outcome here should challenge officers 
with the role that curiosity plays in understanding 
individual and unit-wide problems. When officers 
discover minor problems in their command, what 
proactive steps can they take to address these issues? 
Are leaders increasing their presence in the barracks 
in the manner that the police increased their foot 
patrols on the streets of Newark? What value comes 

Company commanders are often handed responsibility for unit 
personnel discipline without sufficient training and guidance relat-
ed to specifying how such discipline is legitimately enforced and 
what tools are available to facilitate enforcement. (Photo by Art 
Guzman via Pexels)
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from this presence and how does it affect individual 
and unit discipline? Whether a curriculum em-
ploys case studies or uses other ways to demonstrate 
discipline within the realm of leadership, the Army 
should implement changes that go beyond its current 
approach for junior officers.

Though Army University provides curricula to 
prepare junior officers for positions of greater respon-
sibility, its current leadership instruction severely 
under delivers. Such instruction, by doctrine, should 
be responsive to the current environment to address 
matters of law and policy.23 While general leadership 
is covered during pre-commissioning sources and 
branch schools such as Basic Officer Leader Course or 
the Captains Career Course, it ignores the statutory, 
regulatory, and doctrinal requirements of command 
in relation to discipline. This is a disservice to junior 
officers who graduate from these schools without a 
true grasp of Army leadership—particularly for com-
mand. Any military  justice classes that junior officers 
receive are a product of mandatory training that lacks 

a command emphasis on leadership and discipline. A 
judge advocate merely fills a block of training with the 
legal authorities and processes that Army Regulation 
350-1, Army Training and Leader Development, re-
quires.24 This approach fails to link command author-
ity with its effect on leadership. A recitation of UCMJ 
articles cannot impress upon officers the responsibil-
ities of command to the necessary extent that disci-
pline requires.

The Army places an implicit burden on junior of-
ficers to develop their perspective on discipline in the 
operational (i.e., on-the-job) and self-study domains. 
This amounts to a strategy of hope. Theoretically, of-
ficers can learn from watching company-level leaders 
in action and rely upon mentors for supplemental 
guidance. In practice, however, many junior officers 
assume command without comprehending the nexus 
between the use (or misuse) of discipline and its 
leadership effect. Simple modifications to leadership 
curricula could address this shortfall in the institu-
tional domain.

Curiosity on a personal and professional level enables leadership teams to address broken windows. “A failure of imagination combined 
with an apathy of diligence can result in tragedy.” (Photo by Smallbones via Wikimedia Commons; quote courtesy of the author from 3/10 
IBCT People PowerPoint slides, 10 December 2020)
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In fairness, the Army does send its junior officers to 
another block of instruction that covers need-to-know 
UCMJ topics. But this instruction is ineffective in 
developing company-level leaders able to apply com-
mand authority to indiscipline. It consists of undefined 
and widely varied instruction at the future command-
er’s home installation. The Army refers to this as the 
Company Commander/First Sergeant Pre-Command 
Course (CCFSPCC) and the institutional Army has 
little to no visibility on its execution.25 A CCFSPCC 

consists of firehose-style briefings from multiple 
presenters to help command teams understand the 
resources, tools, and local policies at their post. Again, 
any instruction related to discipline is briefly present-
ed by a judge advocate who describes military justice’s 
tools and processes. It does little to create an environ-
ment for discourse that pairs effective leadership with 
philosophies on discipline. The limited time available 
and the potpourri of other topics undercuts the im-
portance of instilling discipline and why command-
ers are encouraged to deliberately employ command 
authority. The fact that CCFSPCC instructors have 
not held command themselves only weakens its impact. 
Metaphorically, CCFSPCC supplies command teams 
with hammers and nails without an understanding of 
the when and why of their industry. The Army leaves 
command teams to figure out discipline on-the-job, as 
CCFSPCC arrives too late to be a primary embedding 
mechanism for discipline.

The Department of Defense knows the Army’s 
CCFSPCC is not meeting its intent and recently 
acknowledged that company-level legal training needs 
greater focus. The Department of Defense’s formal 
acknowledgement came in response to a GAO re-
port that reviewed the Army’s curricula for preparing 
commanders for their legal responsibilities.26 But this 
report only focused on the Army’s need for legal train-
ing; it did not consider the Army’s need to consider 

command discipline as a distinct component of leader-
ship instruction. Still, the GAO’s findings are relevant 
to demonstrate the Army’s haphazard approach to 
preparing command teams at the company level for their 
responsibilities toward discipline. The GAO found that 
CCFSPCC was offered at twenty-five installations and 
in some instances provided less than ninety minutes of 
instruction.27 Army officials acknowledged that “some 
installations probably do not allot sufficient time to 
cover all the legal topics in the course.”28 That may be 

true, but even if improved, CCFSPCC is not the forum 
for establishing a basis for how discipline relates to 
leadership. A judge advocate instructor cannot galva-
nize command teams into seeing discipline as a form of 
leadership when CCFSPCC focuses solely upon UCMJ 
processes. Instead, the Army needs to develop leadership 
curricula for its institutional domains that prepare junior 
officers for command.

Discipline belongs in Army leadership curricula. 
Disciplining a soldier or collective unit is a command de-
cision, not a legal one.29 While a judge advocate—who sits 
at least two echelons above the company level—is available 
to provide advice, it is a function of command authority to 
ensure good order and discipline with a positive command 
climate. Consider also that a judge advocate sometimes 
serves nearly forty other company commanders with 
advice. Judge advocate availability and the legal perspective 
is not always aligned with a command assessment at the 
company level. The burden lies with the commander to 
know how, when, and why to use discipline. Should the 
hand of discipline be heavy or soft? Will the commander’s 
action impact society, the soldier, and the greater Army? 
Decisions related to discipline fall squarely within the art 
of leadership. Yet the Army provides no real effort to train 
future leaders for this art.

The Army should develop leadership lessons to 
address how, when, and why commanders employ 
the many tools within their authority. This will assist 

The Army should develop leadership lessons to address 
how, when, and why commanders employ the many tools 
within their authority. This will assist commanders with as-
sessing complex situations and, more importantly, the ef-
fects their decisions have within their unit and beyond.
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commanders with assessing complex situations and, 
more importantly, the effects their decisions have 
within their unit and beyond. A leadership curricu-
lum can draw from fact patterns that many compa-
ny-level leaders continue to face, such as failures to re-
port on time, lack of military bearing, fraternization, 
alcohol and drug abuse, and barracks infractions. For 
the foreseeable future, these issues will remain within 
the wheelhouse of command. When a company com-
mander acts to address these instances of misconduct, 
what impact does the action aim to achieve? Is an 
action always required? Does a passive or reactionary 
approach to discipline create counterproductive lead-
ership? Will a company commander’s inaction play a 
role in unit or individual discipline?

Additionally, leadership instruction should assist 
future commanders in understanding how discipline 
affects their command climates. Whether a command-
er takes corrective administrative actions to institute 
a bar to continued service or recommends a soldier be 
separated from the Army, these actions impact soldier 
and unit-wide trust. The difficult decisions that com-
manders make in these situations are a product of their 
overall ability to lead. Junior officers should be made 
to contemplate this friction and be challenged with 
finding their own balance. It is not enough to tell junior 
officers to choose “the harder right.” Leadership curric-
ula should provide foundational instruction to address 
the gamut of indiscipline and the potential follow-on 
consequences to both action and inaction.

Specific modifications that strengthen leadership cur-
ricula. Army leadership curricula can be strengthened 
by challenging junior officers with balancing these 
command responsibilities. This can be done by demon-
strating the correlation between command inaction 
and high-risk events. The Army has numerous case 
studies in the form of completed investigations that can 
be sanitized of personal information to serve as a basis 
for education. Leadership curricula can use these case 
studies to create vignettes that force junior officers to 
think through complicated situations that test a leader’s 
ability to discipline their soldiers and formation.

In addition to drawing lessons from fact patterns 
that can assist future commanders, the Army’s leader-
ship curricula should encourage discourse into the how, 
when, and why commanders should act. For example, 
the classroom discussion could center around three 

distinct problem sets that future company command-
ers may face:
• 	 A barracks fight between two specialists that does 

not result in any injuries but raises concern over 
potential future incidents.

• 	 A star platoon sergeant who has developed an 
overly familiar professional relationship with a 
private first class from a different platoon.

• 	 A platoon leader who receives two off-post speed-
ing tickets and one on-post traffic violation within 
a month’s time.

These problem sets are unfortunately common across 
the Army, yet the current leadership lessons pro-
vide no guidance to assist junior officers for resolving 
these issues and reducing future high-risk behavior. 
Appropriate command emphasis is needed in each of 
these problem sets to reduce risk to the individual and 
collective unit. Junior officers should be taught that 
command actions should escalate in relation to any 
future misconduct or high-risk behavior. The use of 
written counseling, no-contact orders, bars to contin-
ued service, and summarized or company-grade Article 
15s all provide opportunities for command teams to 
confront the indiscipline face-to-face, implement an 
appropriate command action, and then assess the cor-
rective or the rehabilitative follow-on effect. Likewise, 
as primary embedding mechanisms, junior officers 
should be aware of the risk commanders assume if their 
actions are passive or fail to escalate in conjunction 
with the infractions. Commanders who fail to act with 
measures that escalate against indiscipline are in a re-
active posture that permits high-risk behavior to occur 
as a foreseeable consequence. Failing to implement dis-
cipline as a function of leadership ignores the statutory, 
regulatory, and doctrinal duties of command.

After discussing command actions related to 
indiscipline, instructors should then broach the topic 
of administrative separations with junior officers. A 
separation is a command process that company-lev-
el leaders are expected to start, particularly after a 
soldier’s pattern of misconduct. In other instances, the 
Army requires the separation process to begin after 
a serious UCMJ violation occurs (e.g., driving un-
der the influence or the abuse an illegal substance).30 
Company commanders drive the separation process 
and provide recommendations as to disposition for 
the separation authority’s decision. When does a 
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commander decide a soldier is unable to conform to 
established norms and that forcing that soldier to 
leave the Army is best? How could the individual, 
the Army, and the public benefit from the retention 
or separation of a particular soldier? Leadership 
instructors should ask these difficult questions and 
then contrast any asserted thresholds with achieving a 
positive command climate and the leadership need-
ed to communicate these difficult decisions. All the 
while, soldiers within the unit watch and discuss the 
command norms that are constantly on display that 
either detract from or instill discipline. Taking actions 
to promote command discipline within a positive 
climate is the essence of leadership in the Army.

The noncommissioned officer’s role in discipline and 
leadership. Understanding how discipline affects 
climate and trust is particularly relevant as soldiers 
of Generation Z fill the Army’s ranks. A recent Army 
University Press article written by Sgt. 1st Class Roland 
Hanks notes that the new generation of soldiers views 
leadership horizontally as opposed to the tradition-
al hierarchy of command.31 Implicitly, a new soldier 
may be less inclined to view command authority with 
proper deference. Coincidentally, Hanks also contends 
Generation Z soldiers want fairness and accountability 
toward accepted standards of the Army Profession.32 
The ability of a commander to navigate this dynamic 
is a measure of leadership. Any contradictions be-
tween authority and accountability that Generation 
Z soldiers perceive must be clearly understood and 
communicated by the command team. Notably, the 
new generation of soldiers wants—as it always has—
noncommissioned officers (NCOs) for role models. 
Therefore, the driver behind a disciplined formation 
must be the combined efforts of officers and NCOs.

Company commanders do not discipline their 
formations alone. Discerning NCOs always influence 
their formations. Leadership curricula should address 
the challenge of disciplining a formation not from the 
perspective of just the commander but as a member of 
the command team. Typically, a company commander 
and first sergeant have similar philosophies on disci-
pline. But this is not always the case. Disagreements 
can arise related to the actions a commander imposes 
or recommends as well as the corresponding effects. 
Commanders must use careful judgment in deferring 
to an NCO and underwriting their recommendations. 

A commander’s ability to make tough decisions and 
seek the support of senior NCOs can be crucial to the 
message ultimately sent through the ranks. Effective 
commands empower all NCOs to influence junior 
enlisted soldiers toward accountability and fairness. 
The NCOs are discipline’s couriers who can quell 
junior soldier discontent or reduce their misunder-
standing (generational or not) of command authority. 
Ultimately, company-level leaders should pursue a state 
of command where personnel experience a palatable 
level of discomfort when standards are knowingly 
violated. The NCOs are part and parcel to achieving 
this state. The timing, rate, and strength of this influ-
ence is an art and requires commander/senior enlisted 
member joint leadership. Astonishingly, the leadership 
curricula throughout the Army does not address this 
officer/NCO dynamic related to discipline.

Conclusion
The Army prides itself on preparation and training 

for key assignments and challenges. Yet this notion is 
at odds with the state of junior officer preparation for 
command responsibilities. In recent decades, the Army 
has not taken adequate measures to holistically address 
high-risk behavior that harms public trust and leads to a 
reduction in command authority. It has instead allowed 
itself to accept a reactive posture to address an ongoing 
crisis of indiscipline that has led to unspeakable trage-
dies and a reduction to command authority. There is no 
amount of PowerPoint slides from the Judge Advocate 
General’s Corps (or any other branch of the Army) 
that can influence junior officers to see that discipline 
is a function of leadership. Alternatively, this message 
should be thoughtfully added to all junior officer cur-
ricula, from pre-commissioning to the Captains Career 
Course.

A change to how the Army prepares its leaders is in 
order. This change requires leadership courses to imbue 
young officers with the known challenges ahead from 
minor to major discipline infractions. More important-
ly, leadership curricula should teach how, when, and 
why discipline matters to command and it should incor-
porate the many case studies that signal this vital mes-
sage. The American public is counting on commanders 
taking actions that reduce risk over time and ensuring 
service members are held accountable in an appropriate, 
timely fashion. At the same time, junior officers must 
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balance their role prioritizing “People First.” This is the 
essence of the leadership challenge today. Moreover, as 
Hanks noted, the NCO ranks are also living an Army 
Profession that values accountability and a dedication 
to standards. It is the company command team who 
must lead formations in a trusted climate that seeks 
these ideals. The Army misses a key opportunity in its 
leadership curricula if junior officers are not challenged 

with this leadership dynamic. It must not only address 
this dynamic, but stress at the earliest stage of leadership 
development the importance of incorporating discipline 
into every junior officer’s leadership philosophy.   

The views expressed in this article are the personal 
opinions of the author and do not represent those of the 
Department of Defense or the U.S. Army.
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