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During a School of Advanced Military Studies (SAMS) class exercise held 24 February 2023 at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, student teams 
were asked to draw a succinct cartoon representation of principles related to planning and execution of the World War II Solomon Islands 
campaign. They were to develop an accompanying haiku that distilled major concepts that shaped joint force synchronization and domain 
convergence contributing to U.S. victory. The accompanying haiku appears as a sticky note on the bottom left of the drawing in the above 
image. It reads, ”Within the Context; Joint Force Capabilities; At Decisive Points.” (Photo by Michael Lopez, Military Review)
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HAIKU IN THE CLASSROOM

During the 2023 school year, 
School of Advanced Military 
Studies (SAMS) instruc-

tors at the U.S. Army’s Command and 
General Staff College employed a novel 
adult-learning teaching technique that 
used Japanese haiku poetry for the pur-
pose of stimulating intellectual creativity 
among students in the analysis and reme-
diation of issues that emerge as a part of 
military campaign planning. Established 
in 1983, the Advanced Military Studies 
Program, a program within SAMS at 
Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, provides a 
second year of intensive, graduate-level 
education for selected graduates of the 
Command and General Staff College. 
Upon graduation, SAMS graduates 
spend a year as key planners at the divi-
sion, corps, or Army Service component 
command levels. Consequently, SAMS instructors 
are constantly exploring new adult learning tech-
niques to promote creativity in problem-solving, 
innovative thinking, and enlarged perspectives to 
help students prepare for their future roles as staff 
planners. One of those techniques involved pairing 
visual modeling with the conventions of Japanese 
poetry to train students to simplify and commu-
nicate complex ideas, a key component of helping 
generate commander’s intent.

Haiku at SAMS
The centerpiece of this adult learning technique 

was the use of haiku, a traditional Japanese poetic form 
characterized by its brevity in the selection of words 
specifically intended to capture the essence of mean-
ing in carefully crafted compact written expressions.1 
Student-written haiku was incorporated into class-
room practical exercises during the spring of 2023 that 
examined selected military campaigns, multidomain 
operational concepts, and other topics that could be 
subjected to analysis using visual models and tight 
poetic constructions. One of the goals of this exercise 
was to condition students to communicate simply and 
effectively in a way that reduced complexity.

During one week in the 2023 spring academic 
semester, SAMS students in Team 4 spent three days 

studying and analyzing the World War II Solomon 
Islands campaign in the South Pacific. Historically, 
following the decisive U.S. sea battles of the Coral Sea 
(7–8 May 1942) and Midway (4–7 June 1942) against 
Imperial Japanese armed forces, the U.S. Armed Forces 
executed a successful multidomain campaign involving 
an incremental series of amphibious landings, begin-
ning with the seizure of Guadalcanal in August 1942 

and culminating six 
months later in the fall 
of Rabaul on the island 
of Papua New Guinea.2 
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SAMS students Maj. David Clouse (left foreground), Maj. Josh Schatzman, and Maj. 
David Labadorf compare their sketches of U.S. multidomain operations in the Sol-
omon Islands campaign in a SAMS exercise held 24 February 2023 at Fort Leaven-
worth, Kansas. The sketches incorporated haiku to synthesize analysis of effective-
ness in campaign planning. (Photo by Michael Lopez, Military Review)
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The block of instruction, which evaluated the cam-
paign’s multidomain tenets, “clearly demonstrated what 
was possible when forces in the air, ground, and naval 
domains could mass fires and effects in their own and 
other domains.”3

The Solomon Islands campaign, one of the cur-
riculum’s paramount historical case studies, demon-
strated how commanders across the joint force can 
employ the concept of convergence to synchronize
the cross-domain activities of joint forces to achieve 
campaign objectives. (Not coincidentally, the case 
study’s examination of convergence paralleled the 
Army’s October 2022 publication of Field Manual 
3-0, Operations, which defined convergence as it
relates to multidomain operations.)4

To reinforce the historical application of convergence 
and meet the lesson’s enabling learning objectives, the 
last hour of the day was reserved for an in-class prac-
tical exercise. As part of the exercise, each student was 
directed to spend twenty minutes crudely sketching out 
an illustrative image using colored pencils, crayons, or 
dry-erase markers that synthesized what each viewed as 
the key elements of American multidomain operations 
in the Solomon Islands on either a piece of paper or a 
whiteboard. After completing the initial task, students 
were assigned to spend fifteen minutes studying one of 
their peers’ visual models, then each was asked to write 
a haiku that conveyed the meaning of their classmates’ 
visualization in poetic shorthand but leaving it up to the 

reader to interpret his or her own mean-
ing in the poems.

A haiku consists of seventeen syl-
lables, arranged in a three-line 5-7-5 
pattern with a “cutting word” that acts 
as a punctuation mark dividing the 
poem into two sections.5 In asking the 
students to describe their classmates’ 
visual models in haiku, the poems 
were written in a highly abbreviated 
form of poetry that compelled stu-
dents to use the poetic construction 
to both convey meaning and serve 
as a distilled peer evaluation for how 
clearly and unobtrusively the students 
communicated complex concepts 
vis-à-vis visual forms. Once the time 
elapsed, the students briefed one 

another on how well their classmates visually repre-
sented their conceptions of multidomain operations 
and how skillfully the poetry conveyed the student 
analyses.

Student feedback for the practical exercise was 
overall positive and sometimes effusively positive. 
U.S. Marine Maj. Joshua Chambers, for instance, of-
fered the following critique: “I thought incorporating 
haiku into practical exercises was an effective way to 
build creativity and interdisciplinary thought. The 
exercise helped students conceptualize and com-
municate in new and creative ways.” He continued, 
“The haiku exercise also was a perfect opportunity 
to demonstrate how the intended message may or 
may not always be the message received. The more 
successful students were the ones who could better 
visualize other students’ perspective and attempted 
to communicate from their point of view. In other 
words, apply strategic empathy.”6

Reasoning Behind Using Haiku
The haiku style of poetry is an especially adaptable 

tool for educational and training purposes. As a result, 
using haiku for instruction is a widely used technique 
that has been adapted to a broad variety of students 
of all ages who learn how to write haiku as a creative 
means for “therapeutic engagement, for facilitating re-
flective learning and teaching, and for fostering empa-
thy and transformation in education.”7

School of Advanced Military Studies students used sketching materials to rapidly for-
mulate a concept in picture form during analysis of the World War II Solomon Islands 
campaign on 24 February 2023 at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. (Photo by Michael Lopez, 
Military Review)
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Moreover, while Japanese haikus are traditionally 
written in the present tense on nature subjects, the 
haiku poetry convention has proven an adaptable 
tool for focusing intellectual consideration of various 
topics. The poems are intentionally short, do not 
need to rhyme, and are applicable to rumination on 
almost any topic in a variety of contexts and tens-
es. Of note, the employment of other poetry forms 
has been used in a variety of nonmilitary venues to 
augment research methodology, because it “helps 

maximize participation and participative 
writing in aesthetic ways and evokes the 
possibilities of the relational, ambiguous, 
and mysterious presence of a phenome-
non.”8 This may be because some trainers 
are partial to haiku because it represents 
a direct experience, or “an instantaneous 
reflective moment without explication 
through words.”9

For similar reasons, the use of haiku at 
SAMS was intended to be useful in broad-
ening the intellectual creativity of students 
who, as graduates, will be expected to (1) 
analyze and assess complex, ambiguous 
operational environments; (2) teach, 
coach, and mentor; (3) understand and 
adapt to emerging missions; (4) engage 
senior leaders to enable decision-making 
and their ability to visualize, describe, and 
direct; and (5) be skilled practitioners in 
doctrine and operational art.10 

Consequently, some SAMS instruc-
tors chose to incorporate the discourse of 
haiku into their lessons in the spring se-
mester of 2023 in an effort to promote an 
aesthetic dimension to social and human 
research, translating and analyzing data 
so as to capture the “depth and intensity 
of emotions, engagement, and experienc-
es of participants.”11

As members of the Armed Forces, 
many of whom have participated in actu-
al armed conflict or the semblance there-
of in intense combat simulation exercises, 
most SAMS graduate students—though 
from different branches of the services 
or civilian backgrounds, and even from 

different allied and partnered nations—nevertheless 
share a unique cultural experience: the profession 
of arms. In an article on poetry and identity, Elena 
Abrudan states that culture expresses the tension 
between practices and representation; it is a prod-
uct of society that comprises knowledge, language, 
activities, the system of representation and values, 
symbols, myths imposed to individuals; then, within 
the group, it corresponds to a creative movement of 
all the domains of social life; it is part of work, social 

During a SAMS exercise on 24 February 2023 at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, Air 
Force Lt. Col. Zach Minner uses creative sketches and haiku developed by a class 
team to brief how the U.S. military achieved domain convergence in the Solomon 
Islands during World War II. Marine Maj. Josh Chambers records notes and obser-
vations of class reaction to the briefing. (Photo by Michael Lopez, Military Review)
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relations, entertainment, family life, action, and so 
on; it is present in all forms of social life, as a product 
and stimulus of transformation.12

Within the context of culture, the term “discourse” is 
frequently used to indicate “the special way in which nat-
ural language, spoken and written, is used in particular 
disciplines or by particular communities of practice.”13

Culture is an ingrained feature of individual 
perceptions of experiences. SAMS students share the 
profession of arms, and often share actual combat ex-
perience, so they can use their shared cultural lens to 
shape their understanding and creative expressions 
in different ways than people from other cultural 
enclaves. As a result, the use of haiku in the class-
room invites students to use language as not simply 
a system for conveying information; rather, the 
use of language becomes a means of acting socially. 
Transforming perceptions of combat among SAMS 
students into haiku presupposes an interaction of 
personal culture with group culture, while preserving 
the distinct individualism of the poet. 

This shared cultural background also shapes how 
SAMS students, as adult learners, process educa-
tional experiences and highlights Eunice Newton’s 
assertion that the “adult’s readiness for learning is in-
herent in his[/her] societal role as a worker, parent, 
spouse, organizational member,” etc.14 Newton also 
observes that the adult learner is a rich resource for 
learning because the “mature individual is a verita-
ble storehouse of codified experiences which are the 
essence of his central identity.”15

Consequently, the individual richness of personal 
experience that SAMS students possess, combined 
with the fact that each was selected competitively 
for advanced education based on their potential as 
military officers, suggests that they are well suited to 
benefit from such novel learning experiences, includ-
ing the use of haiku. This learning experience trains 
their minds to communicate simply to generate 
commander’s intent. Consequently, unique perspec-
tives of highly experienced military officers with a 
background of colorful, if not hazardous practical 

Another representation of principles related to planning and execution of the World War II Solomon Islands campaign developed during 
a SAMS class exercise held 24 February 2023 at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, The haiku reflects major concepts that shaped joint force syn-
chronization and domain convergence contributing to U.S. victory. The haiku is written on the illustration in the left lower corner. It reads, 
“Denied Access to; Find the Equation to Win; Multiplicity.” (Photo by Michael Lopez, Military Review) 
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experiences, influenced 
what emerged in their 
poetry.

What Writing the 
Haiku Compels an 
Adult Learner to 
Do

While the 5-7-5 sylla-
ble form is easy to imitate 
in theory, the haiku “has 
its own poetics difficult to 
imitate for a [non-Japanese] 
poet with a different lan-
guage, culture, and pattern 
of thinking.”16 This makes 
the haiku a challenge, even 
for graduate students. Haiku 
is about imagery—the cryp-
tic and compact nature of 
the style does not provide a 
“vehicle for explicit musing, 
rhetoric, symbolism, or 
flowery language. Any mes-
sage or emotion must be implicit and be accessed only 
through the image.”17

Many current studies, as well as senior-level cor-
porate managers, emphasize that writing and reading 
poetry can generate critical and creative thinking 
skills and stretch the boundaries of employees’ 
imaginations, which are all abilities and skills prized 
in SAMS graduates. Moreover, reading and crafting 
poetry provides an indispensable tool for stimulating 
novel solutions, unlocking innovative thinking, facili-
tating transformative reflection, developing empathy, 
and reducing complexity into clear and simple ideas. 
Sidney Harman, the founder and former CEO of the 
Harman Industries, captured these sentiments in a 
2007 New York Times article. “I used to tell my senior 
staff to get me poets as managers,” Harman explained. 
“Poets are our original systems thinkers. They look at 
our most complex environments and they reduce the 
complexity to something they begin to understand.”18 
Such skills and innovative creativity will be required 
of SAMS students during their follow-on utilization 
tours at the division, corps, and Army Service compo-
nent command levels.

The intent of this article has been to provide readers 
with a brief overview of the use of haiku poetry in SAMS 
during 2023. The authors also hope that it encourages 
further professional dialogue and collaboration among 
Army educators about other possible adult learning 
activities that can enliven the classroom to make it more 
effective. The activity described in this article challenged 
uniformed and civilian students to employ alternative, 
unfamiliar forms of visual and poetic communication 
to express complexity in novel and illuminating ways. 
Of note, this approach is consistent with Army doctrine 
that emphasizes, “visual information is stimulating; 
therefore, visual models enhance critical and creative 
thinking … In other words, seeing something drawn may 
help individuals think through challenging problems, 
especially when examining abstract concepts.”19   

An example of a haiku formulated during a SAMS exercise held 24 
February 2023 at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. Haikus were written 
in text on the abstract drawings developed or appended with a 
note. The example above reads, “An understanding; Lost & found, 
organized by will; Across space, time, mind.” (Photo by Charlotte 
Richter, Military Review)
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