-

Naval Postgraduate School students participate in analytic wargames they designed to explore solutions for some of the Department of De-
fense's most pressing national security concerns 3 June 2018 in Monterey, California. (Photo by Javier Chagoya, Naval Postgraduate School)

Deliberate Practice
and the Acquisition of
Military Expertise

Lt. Col. Sebastian K. Welsh, MD, U.S. Army

he study of history by military officers has that studying military history offers a method for

been an oft-defended but difficult-to-justify achieving expert military performance, particularly

part of professional military education (PME).  at war’s operational and strategic levels. Following
Research on cultivating expertise provides evidence America’s recent military misadventures in Iraq and
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Afghanistan, the question arises yet again. Why does
such a technically and tactically adept force continue
to lose wars?! In the wake of Vietnam, Peter Paret and
Colin Gray found a lack of strategic expertise as an an-
swer.” The world continues to face an increasingly com-
plex strategic environment with the return of war to
the European continent, great-power competition, and
Chinese “unrestricted warfare” The current approach
to PME and training in the U.S. military generates an
asymmetry in favor of tactical and technical exper-
tise while failing to cultivate strategic expertise. This
asymmetry primes current and future senior military

leaders to excel at the tactical level of warfare while

failing at the operational and strategic levels.

A definition of expertise is necessary to evaluate the

usefulness of studying military history. Once expertise

is defined, a discussion of various methods of obtain-

ing expertise follows. American PME and training,

historically and currently, create adequate tactical and

technical expertise while failing to generate strate-
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gic experts. However,
modern research on
acquiring professional
expertise shows that
the deliberate practice
of history and theory
can help generate the
proficiency necessary
to execute successful
military operations.
Historical study is also
low-cost and has no risk
of injury compared to
other military training
methods. A career-long
practice of critical
analysis and writing can
generate the hours of
practice necessary to
reach expert-level per-
formance. Deliberate
practice in studying
history and theory is
essential for developing
world-class military
experts in operational
planning and strategy.

Defining Expertise

A clear definition is required to understand the value
of military expertise in military operations. In On War,
Carl von Clausewitz describes the makings of military
‘genius’* He includes intellect, the strength of mind,
and quick recognition of the truth. His description of
the coup d'oeil of a military genius presages a current
understanding of expertise; however, Clausewitz, with
an understanding appropriate to his time, believed these
were inherited traits.® He also includes several attributes,
markers, and behaviors that were not elements of expert
performance, such as the strength of character and
physical courage.® The intellectual gifts of Clausewitz’s
military genius are better known today as expertise. Still,
as Clausewitz defined it, the term military genius is too
vague and covers additional characteristics that make it a
broader definition than required for military expertise.

Malcolm Gladwell popularized professional expertise
and expert performance in his book Outliers. He defined
experts as those who have practiced a skill to an extreme
degree or the “10,000-hour rule’” Using other literature
on expertise, he determined that time applied to a craft
defines expertise. Although it is undeniable that prac-
tice is part of creating an expert, practice time alone is
not the definition of expertise. The definition of expert
performance used in the literature varies depending on
the domain under investigation.® Researchers distinguish
expert and nonexpert performance based on a subject’s
speed, accuracy, and reproducibility while completing
a task.” Sight-reading a piece of music or solving chess
puzzles are examples of functions an expert can do more
quickly and accurately than a nonexpert. In military
expertise, this begins to look like Clausewitz’s coup doeil.

Army Field Manual 6-22, Developing Leaders, de-
fines expertise as “the specialized knowledge and skills
developed from experience, training, and education”"
This definition approaches military expertise in terms
of the domain of knowledge. It states that expertise has
only one component: possessing facts or understanding.
With this definition, soldiers obtain expertise primarily
by reading and regurgitating doctrine. The definition
does not include a level of performance. The resulting
expert would be nonfunctional outside a narrow set of
predefined parameters. For example, a person may know
a surgical procedure from reading a surgical text. Still,
they could only be called an expert with practice, judg-
ment, high proficiency in surgical skills, and repeatable
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exemplary performance. A combination of these defini-
tions should result in a helpful definition to understand
military expertise and investigate its attainment.

In this context, military expertise means mastery of
knowledge and skills necessary to perform military tasks at
an exceedingly high level. This definition allows an analy-
sis of military tasks beyond tactics and battle drills that
are already rigorously trained. Military functions at all
levels of warfare, including operational and strategic, are
implicit in the definition. A degree of proficiency delin-
eates simply possessing a nascent skill or modicum of
knowledge from an expert; for example, an introductory
history course does not make a person a military history
expert. A specific definition of military expertise now
allows for investigating expertise acquisition methods.

Types of Practice

Deliberate practice. Anders Ericsson delineates
various types of practice to understand their application
in different professional domains. Deliberate practice
is the practice designed by a teacher for a pupil."" The
pupil practices and receives feedback and correction
from the teacher in real time. Studies on this form
of practice generated Gladwell’s ten thousand-hour
rule. Researchers studied musicians to determine how
world-class expert performers trained to achieve that
status.”” A critical point in deliberate practice is that the
pupil practices with the intention of improving a skill.
The teacher designs the practice for that student and
corrects errors in real-time. The following is an exam-
ple of deliberate practice in military history. A history
teacher picks a case study appropriate to the student
and articulates the case study’s goals. The student would
analyze the case study and generate a written product as
directed by the teacher. The teacher would then make
suggestions and corrections for the student to improve
understanding, analysis, and written products as the
pupil practices. The relationship between Gerhard von
Scharnhorst and Clausewitz gives an excellent example
of a teacher-pupil dynamic that created a preeminent
expert through deliberate practice.”®

Purposeful practice. Purposeful practice is a soli-
tary practice where an individual focuses on a particu-
lar performance aspect with intermittent or no feed-
back from a coach or teacher." Like deliberate practice,
purposeful practice requires the intention of the indi-
vidual to improve some part of their performance. Two
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key differences are the need for more outside guidance
on the form of practice and the lack of feedback from
a coach or teacher. Purposeful practice in conjunction
with deliberate practice may increase reliable, superior
performance. Still, the correlation is far less clear than
with deliberate practice.”” An example of a military
expert utilizing purposeful practice would be selecting
and evaluating historical case studies without assis-
tance in the selection and without feedback. The Army
places most professional development into this catego-
ry as self-development.'®

Structured practice. Structured practice reflects the
current approach to historical study at Command and
General Staff College. Structured practice is a practice ac-
tivity guided by a teacher for a group of students in group
activities without individualization or tailoring for each
member’s specific skill level."” Structured practice allows
for the training of a large group of people. The variation in
pupils’ capabilities will result in challenges for some, while
others benefit less. The instructor also delivers less specific

feedback less frequently than in deliberate practice.
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Naive practice. Naive practice is performing, as in
work or play, for goals other than developing a skill.**
Naive practice is essentially the on-the-job training that
many soldiers receive. Although these activities are do-
main related, studies showed that this practice does not
reliably lead to expert performance.” Beyond PME,
training and education in the U.S. Army frequently
fall under naive practice. Historical study or reading
for fun would be classified as naive practice as the goal
is for enjoyment, not increasing a particular skill or
domain-specific knowledge.

PME. Most training and education during the first half
of a military career focuses on technical and tactical
expertise.”® Military history as a form of practice does
not begin until officers have practiced their craft for ten
years or more. Strategic studies do not start in earnest
until students attend the U.S. Army War College. The
average age of a U.S. Army War College student is
forty-five years old for the class of 2023.”° With diligent
practice, these officers will achieve expert status at
roughly sixty years old, assuming expertise acquisition
occurs at the same rate in middle age as in childhood

The deliberate study of military history and theory
can help generate the expertise necessary to execute
successful military operations by improving the un-
derstanding of war's operational and strategic levels.

In the meta-analysis conducted by Ericsson, deliber-
ate practice, purposeful practice, and structured prac-
tice are combined when estimating hours of practice, so
for the remainder of this article, deliberate practice will
mean any of these three activities.”® The researchers do
not include naive practice as the primary focus is not
improving the skill.

Deliberate practice in sufficient quantity has created
world-class expertise in diverse fields of complex behav-
ioral performance.” Therefore, the deliberate study of
military history and theory can help generate the expertise
necessary to execute successful military operations by im-
proving the understanding of war’s operational and strate-
gic levels. The amount of practice for expert performance
remains immense at thousands of hours, depending on
the domain.” Even when conducted regularly, deliberate
practice takes years of effort to achieve expertise. Most
experts started deliberate practice in childhood or early
adulthood. Professional violinists began between ages four
and six, accumulating ten thousand hours of deliberate
practice by around age twenty.” Earlier starting age cor-
related with higher rates of attaining elite performance in

multiple domains, including sports, chess, and music.”

Officer Training and Education
Practice in the military occupation begins with
initial training and is periodic throughout a career in

and adolescence (likely a flawed assumption). The

late start in the deliberate study of history leads to a
rapid learning curve that many officers will be unable
to overcome for the remainder of their careers. The
result is an officer corps that meets standards but
rarely reaches reproducible expert performance in the
domains that historical study benefits most-operational
and strategic thinking.

Previous models of officer education recognized
the benefits of studying history even without modern
research on acquiring expertise. Scharnhorst refound-
ed the Kriegsakademie (War Academy) to select and
train highly skilled officers to complete the three-year
curriculum to become the Prussian General Staff.””
This training generated expertise that paid reliable
dividends throughout the nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries. The Kriegsakademie, from its founding,
incorporated historical studies, although not until 1826
did it incorporate many of Clausewitz’s suggestions
for the curriculum to focus less on mathematics.”® The
curriculum included six to seven hours of military and
nonmilitary history a week, which over a three-year
course of study, amounts to approximately one thou-
sand hours.” Not only is this a sizeable down payment
of hours toward acquiring military expertise, but the
course design also generated analysis in contrast to the
U.S. Army’s equivalent school.
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Contrasting
the U.S. Army’s
Command
and General
Staff School
(CGSS) and the
Kriegsakademie
of the interwar
period highlights
the importance
of cultivating
expertise through
deliberate prac-
tice. CGSS at the
time consisted of
a majority map

and maneuver
exercise with little
room for student
creativity or
analysis.** CGSS
developed officers
ready to manage
a division but

did not result in
military exper-
tise. Meanwhile,
the Kriegsakademie presented challenging problems
for individuals and small groups with direct feedback
from instructors.’! These practitioners of the delib-
erate study of history made possible Gen. Hans von
Seeckt’s fifty-seven committees and the diligent studies
they created.”” Historical examples, mainly from the
Prussian-German experience, show the benefits of his-
torical analysis even in resource-constrained environ-
ments, such as existed under the Treaties of Tilsit and
the Treaty of Versailles.

The U.S. Army also faces a resource-constrained
environment in terms of funding, training time, and
acceptable risk to forces in garrison. The most recent
Field Manual 3-0, Operations, emphasizes the “human
advantage” across the competition continuum.* In
preparation for large-scale combat operations, the U.S.
Army has focused significant resources toward creat-
ing this human advantage at combat training centers
(CTCs) for brigade-sized elements and Warfighter

exercises to simulate division up to corps maneuvers.**
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Auf dem 2Weqe jur SHriegsakademie.

Auf dem Wege zur Kriegsakademie (On the way to the War Acad-
emy), illustration by Otto Gerlach; originally published in an 1889
issue of Die Gartenlaube (The Garden Arbor). (Photo courtesy of
Wikimedia Commons)

Focusing on tactical echelons up to the lower oper-
ational level of warfare shows priorities to maintain
technical and tactical expertise. A continued focus
throughout officers’ careers on technical and tactical
expertise leaves a woefully short time for senior leaders
to cultivate operational and strategic competence.
Historical study, in comparison to CTC and Warfighter
exercises, is an inexpensive endeavor. History funding
for the Army is less than a twentieth of the annual
budget for CTC rotations.*” Historical analysis also
does not have the risk inherent in military training

or combat operations.*® Even Clausewitz suffered a
bayonet wound to the head.”” Additional guided hours
in deliberate practice of history and theory can gener-
ate military expertise without decreasing the Army’s
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ability to fund the fight. It will allow students to stand
on thousands of battlefields and consider limitless stra-
tegic implications with little cost and no risk of injury.
These operational and strategic lessons can mitigate the
lack of strategic expertise in the Army.

A model for deliberate military history and the-
ory practice should focus on critical components of
reading, critical analysis, thesis formation, and written
argument. Practicing history this way develops sev-
eral essential skills that find little practice outside the
humanities. One of the initial skills is reading critical-
ly to determine the value of sources with conflicting
opinions.*® A strategist must compare various sources
and forms of intelligence, media, and political writ-
ings when considering ends, ways, and means. Critical
analysis is necessary as many of these sources will have
conflicting arguments or directly contradict each other.
Historians compare, contrast, and weigh arguments
from primary and secondary sources as a matter of
course utilizing these arguments to generate a thesis.

Forming a thesis and defending it in writing ex-
ercises multiple high-level skills. Historical writing
specifically requires inductive reasoning and a holistic
view that is often lost in scientific writing. Utilizing this
form of reasoning can help to counteract the asym-
metry generated by a focus on deductive reasoning.
Advanced writing utilizes logic and working memory
beyond the superficial use in basic writing forms.”
Generating essential context in studying historical cas-
es and underlying principles is essential to understand-
ing how military operations fit in the larger geopolitical
picture. No simulator or training center exists that can
create the fidelity and degree of complexity of actual
events. By practicing archival research, considering
multiple sources, and writing, practitioners gain myr-
iad benefits in critical thinking and problem-solving,
including the decreased likelihood of holding unwar-
ranted beliefs (e.g., false assumptions).* With a model
of deliberate practice outlined, a method of application
throughout a military career will generate adequate
hours of practice to obtain expertise.

Any program for cultivation of expertise would have
to be voluntary. The requisite hours to achieve expertise
far exceed the expectations and available hours for train-
ing in PME. Deliberate practice throughout a military
career would begin with basic writing and logic instruc-
tion at initial training utilizing historical case studies as

a foundation. The initial basic instruction is necessary
because many high school and undergraduate programs
do not achieve a basic level of writing proficiency." The
initial training could begin at any point but would be

of most benefit earlier in a career. Those officers and
noncommissioned officers who complete initial instruc-
tion, intermittent seminars, and written assignments
focused on long-term growth in the key skills of reading,
analysis, thesis formation, and written argument would
be assigned through an apprenticeship-style program
with a historian guiding their progress. Through years of
practice, lifelong learners would generate a portfolio of
their work at multiple levels of warfare. The preparation
would create capable writers who could easily exceed
the written requirements of field grade and senior-lev-
el PME. Currently, the Command and General Staff
Officer College has a history writing requirement of at
most fifteen pages.”” The critical component in deliber-
ate practice is its ongoing and progressive nature. PME
currently occurs with years of skill atrophy followed

by brief use in the educational setting before further
atrophy until the next iteration. On-the-job use, or, as
defined earlier, naive practice, does not generate the
progressive learning and development required for true
expertise. Naive practice does not have the feedback and
focus on progression that deliberate practice, by defini-
tion, has. The career-long learning and practice of history
and strategy could cultivate reading, critical analysis,
thesis formation, and written argument, skills critical to
strategic thought.

Literature does not exist showing that historical
study improves strategic thought, per se. However,
numerous military theorists upon whose work cur-
rent U.S. military doctrine rest generated their ideas
through historical study and inductive reasoning. B. H.
Liddell Hart, in Strategy, summarizes his theories on
strategy after a thorough discussion of the historical
cases that generated his conclusions.”® Alfred T. Mahan
and Sir Julian Corbett generated modern naval power
theories from extensive historical study.* The study
of history is insufficient to create profound strategic
thinkers, but it is necessary to grasp the concepts, tax-
onomies, and lexicon employed. Training and educa-
tion currently focus on the consumption of doctrine
and its application without the underlying context of
how this doctrine came into existence and the larger
background of the world in which it is to be applied.
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The characteristics of firepower focus, dependence on
technology, and logistical excellence outlined by Colin
Gray in “The American Way of War” require technical
and tactical expertise.*”” The focus on these character-
istics minimizes strategy and history, creating, as Gray
describes it, a “strategy deficit”*® For this same reason,
in Makers of Modern Strategy, Peter Paret, Gordon
Alexander Craig, and Felix Gilbert argue that studying
history and the narrative thread present in strategy

is essential for understanding war.*” Current PME in
the U.S. Army has shown no improvement from the
interwar period and may have worsened regarding the
deliberate practice of military history and theory.*
Command and General Staff Officer College dedicates
fifty hours of classroom time.* In 1992, Congressman
Ike Skelton noted the minimal focus on studying
history to develop strategic expertise, which amounted
to fifty-one hours in 1988.%° Time dedicated to study-
ing history and historical analysis does not meet the
thousands of hours of practice documented in recent
research on expertise acquisition. Numerous training
opportunities occur to practice battle drills and tactics;
however, no rotations exist at CT'Cs for the deliberate
practice of understanding history and theory. The de-
liberate practice of historical study, beginning at initial
training, would allow for thousands of hours of practice

MILITARY EXPERTISE

during a career. Expertise acquisition would occur
earlier in an officer’s career and enhance understanding
of the strategic environment.

With the current understanding of expertise
acquisition, the problem and solution become readily
apparent. If years of practice and thousands of hours
of deliberate practice are required to achieve mili-
tary expertise, then the U.S. Army cannot reliably
create military experts. The result is a tactically ex-
cellent army without strategic expertise. This asym-
metry in training to education worsens throughout
a military career with the expectation that in a few
years, with occasional PME opportunities, senior
leaders can make up the deficit and become experts
in fields they have not previously practiced. The
study of military history and theory provides a pro-
cess for the deliberate practice of essential skills at
the operational and strategic levels creating military
expertise. Clausewitz describes the study of military
history as “an active ingredient of talent”*' The cur-
rent method of training military expertise in the U.S.
Army lacks this critical ingredient. m

The views expressed in this manuscript are those of the
author and do not necessarily reflect the official policy of the
U.S. Army, Department of Defense, or the U.S. government.
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