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d Bellum Pace Parati!™ Since 1881, the U.S.
Army Command and General Staff College
CGSC) and its predecessor institutions at

Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, have lived up to the mot-

to of preparing field grade officers for war through
education in an academic setting. Attending resident
intermediate-level education (ILE) at CGSC is an
opportunity that will give you dedicated time and
space to think about the future of warfare. Attendance
at CGSC is a significant milestone in the tradition of
military professional development, following in the
footsteps of leaders from President Dwight Eisenhower
to retired Gen. Ann Dunwoody. In addition to the core
curriculum, CGSC and partner institutions present a
wealth of additional opportunities an officer can pur-
sue. However, there is no time to do everything, espe-
cially while following the critical advice you will receive
from mentors and when investing in your personal life
and building relationships with peers.” Moreover, many
of CGSC'’s opportunities require decisions and initial
actions very soon after your arrival, during which time
the assignments process and simple adjustment to the
new environment will compete for your attention.
Thinking about your goals and the opportunities at

Fort Leavenworth will position you to make the most
of your time there. This article offers a decision-point
(DP) framework, defined as six decisions designed as
tools to navigate these opportunities and capitalize on
those that best nest with the demands of your future
assignments and your long-term goals.

Before delving into the DP framework itself, it is
important to understand the basic course structure.
Resident ILE is a ten-month program that brings
together officers from across the Army, the other
uniformed services, and partner countries from around
the globe. Classes traditionally begin in August, and
students graduate in June (some students attend
prerequisite courses earlier in the summer). Your
first experience as an entire class will likely consist of
approximately a week of orientation briefings, during
which you will receive the most up-to-date guidance
on the academic and extracurricular programs offered
that year and the associated timelines. Arriving before
your mandatory report date will help minimize friction
and maximize your ability to engage early with pro-
gram proponents during this period.

Following orientation, you will complete the three-
and-a-half-month “common core” program consisting
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Maj. Gen. David Doyle, commanding general of the 4th Infantry Division and Fort Carson, Colorado, conducts a briefing 18 October 2023
during a Command and General Staff College (CGSC) visit at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. The Command and General Staff School is the
largest among four academic schools within the CGSC, providing a master's-level curriculum to nearly five thousand Army majors and sister
service and interagency personnel annually through the Command and General Staff Officer Course. Securing victory in the talent compe-
tition involves recruiting individuals with the readiness, team prowess, forward-thinking mentality, and peak collaborative skills needed for

success. (Photo by Sgt. Scyrrus Corregidor, U.S. Army)

of classes in areas like history, leadership, force man-
agement, joint operations, and tactics. The common
core program includes daily reading, written assign-
ments, group exercises, and written and oral exams.
Next, students complete the three-and-a-half-month
Advanced Operations Course (AOC), consisting pri-
marily of planning exercises with continued leadership
and history instruction. Finally, during the last two to
three months, students complete elective coursework in
their chosen areas, some of which offer opportunities to
earn Army skill identifiers. The small group of students
selected for scholars’ programs complete alternate cur-
riculums instead of AOC and electives.?

One important recent change to resident ILE
is that all students who successfully complete the
course components now earn a Master in Operational

Studies degree. Students who complete a thesis alter-
natively earn a Master in Military Art and Science
(MMAS) degree. The ability to earn a master’s degree
by completing the core curriculum alone impacts sev-
eral of the DPs in this framework and may limit the
utility of some of the degree-related advice from men-
tors who attended prior to the change. Considering
the structure and degree opportunities of the core
program at CGSC, we now turn to the key decision
points surrounding the additional opportunities that
can add depth and breadth to your experience.
Students must make six key decisions early during
CGSC, displayed in chronological order in table 1.
Some decisions will be an easy “yes” or “no” for you, but
some decisions (like how to operationalize your educa-
tion) require more personal reflection. This framework
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RESIDENT ILE

Table 1. Decisions to Consider Early During CGSC

DP Decision When If Then Else
1 SAMS Early v Right fit - Apply in early August Transition to next decision
August v Career timeline - Study for exam
v Branch supports
2 Certificate or Mid- v Right fit Apply in mid-August Transition to next decision
Language August
3 Thesis Mid- v Right fit - Enroll in MMAS Transition to next decision
August v Topic passion - Consider applying for
Scholar program
4 AIM Marketplace Early v Regular Army student - Prioritize units and Trust in the algorithm
September locations
- Integrate your family
- Contact units early
5 Scholar Program Mid- v Enrolled in master of Apply according to Transition to next decision
September military art and science program guidance
(MMAS)
v Right fit
6 Operationalize Late v You want to maximize - Use grounded theory to | Leave points on the table
Education September your time at CGSC create personal SOPs

informs any set of decisions you choose to make during
CGSC. It helps you balance different priorities from
simply graduating to getting a preferred follow-on
assignment, to prioritizing family time, or to investing
in additional academic opportunities.

DP1. Compete for the School of
Advanced Military Studies

The Advanced Military Studies Program is also
commonly referred to by its location at the School of
Advanced Military Studies (SAMS). SAMS begins two
weeks after the completion of the resident ILE course
and keeps students at Fort Leavenworth for an addi-
tional year of critical thinking and staff officer training.
SAMS students write a graduate-level monograph on
an appropriate military topic in concert with a few
hundred pages of weekly reading. The program selects
approximately seventy Army students per year from the
resident cohort of one thousand students, and comple-
tion of the Advanced Military Studies Program incurs a
one-year utilization tour on a division, corps, or equiva-
lent staff.

Whether to compete for SAMS is the first decision
students should make because the application window
opens and closes early. SAMS application processes can
change, but prepare to take an entrance exam, submit an

(Table by authors)

entrance essay, and interview with a current SAMS in-
structor.* Applicants can take the entrance exam as early
as the first week of August, so prioritize exam prepa-
ration once you arrive at Fort Leavenworth. It's much
better to complete your entrance exam before common
core begins demanding more of your attention.

Students should remember that an extra year at
Fort Leavenworth directly impacts their families
and future unit assignments, so making this decision
earlier enables you to synchronize all other decisions
you make while at CGSC. Reach out to your mentors
as soon as possible to help decide whether competing
for SAMS is right for you and your family.

DP2. Enroll in a Degree, Certificate,
or Language Course with a Partner
Institution

In addition to the common curriculum, CGSC
partners with multiple nearby universities to offer ci-
vilian degree and certification programs. Students have
broad latitude to pursue a master’s degree or certifica-
tion in a field like business administration or a foreign
language, whether through a partner institution or an
institution of the student’s choosing. Some language
courses also earn CGSC elective credit and thereby re-
duce a student’s course load during the spring elective
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period. These programs vary significantly in their time
requirements; a single language course will consume
less bandwidth than a yearlong degree program. For
many partner programs, enrollment begins n August
and mostly ends in September. Although CGSC
provides briefings on these programs during August
orientation, students prioritize their educational goals
well before arrival to best position themselves to make
an informed decision.

The ability to pursue a civilian degree or certificate
program during resident ILE is a significant opportu-
nity for some officers, especially those who have not
yet attained a master’s degree. Many students enroll in
these to broaden their skillset for civilian employment
after the Army or to hone a skillset related to their
military career path, especially those involving strate-
gic languages. Some partner institutions hold classes
on or near Fort Leavenworth, providing an in-person
learning environment that may not be available if an
officer pursues a degree through a different institution.
Further, for most officers, the resident ILE year is the
last opportunity to use tuition assistance to subsidize
a master’s degree or certification. Tuition assistance is
unauthorized for professional degree programs and,
with few exceptions, for a second degree or certificate
at or below a degree level an officer has already at-
tained.” Thus, earning a
Master in Operational

RESIDENT ILE

degree programs while also completing an MMAS
thesis. However, before deciding on a degree, certificate,
or language, consider the other CGSC options in this
article and your nonacademic goals for your year at
Fort Leavenworth.

DP3. Write a Thesis

Writing a thesis is a significant endeavor—and
worth the effort if you're passionate about your the-
sis topic. As common core classes begin, you'll have
the opportunity to enroll in the thesis writing class.
Students who complete a thesis earn an MMAS, while
students who solely complete the baseline curriculum
earn a Master in Operational Studies degree.® For an
MMAS, students must write a graduate-level thesis
somewhere between sixty and 150 pages on an appro-
priate general studies or history topic. The MMAS
program provides immense value to students and the
broader security community, but a thesis also carries
significant up-front costs. MMAS students complete a
series of thesis classes throughout the year to facilitate
the research and writing process. Although the thesis
classes earn elective credit, they present an additional
time requirement during common core and AOC on
top of the baseline curriculum and working on the the-
sis itself. Historically, the MMAS program begins with
over two hundred students
but tapers off to approxi-

Studies from CGSC will
end the eligibility for tu-
ition assistance for most
officers.

Like the thesis pro-

gram, enrolling in a certif-

icate course adds to your
CGSC workload without
offsetting any common
core requirements. While
certificate programs do
not exclude you from
other major CGSC op-
tions, like writing a thesis
or competing for a schol-
ar program, each option
requires significant work.
Some students have suc-
cesstully pursued outside
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There are a few nonexhaustive reasons to write a
thesis:
¢ Youare individually passionate about researching a
specific military topic.

¢  You have a future career goal that focuses on a
specific region (e.g., U.S. Indo-Pacific Command),
technology (e.g., autonomous systems), or national
security issue (e.g., climate change).

¢ You have specific and unique knowledge about a
military topic, region, technology, issue, and so on
that others can learn and benefit from.

¢ You want to seize the time, space, and resources to
develop a greater intellectual capacity and set of
research skills.

¢ You want to apply for a scholars’ program.

However, students can expect that the MMAS
requires just as much work as the rest of the CGSC
curriculum combined. Only personally import-
ant research tends to survive first contact with the
common core workload. You should begin thinking
about and researching potential thesis topics prior to
orientation. Students who have not identified at least
a general topic area by the start of classes face an up-
hill battle. You can always drop the thesis but cannot
start it late. Successful thesis research questions range
from questions like “When was Switzerland’s military
logistics readiness sufficient to deter foreign aggres-
sion during World War I1?” to “Can the dynamics of
modern non-lethal anti-access/area-denial warfare be
modeled as a two-player wargame?””

If you already have an exact topic in mind just
reading this section, you should strongly consider
writing a thesis for your own and the Army’s benefit.
MMAS theses are published through the Ike Skelton
Library system and are available for future readers
to benefit from your work.® There is no limit to the
number of current (and past) problems that the Army
needs motivated soldier-scholars to study and solve.

Another excellent reason to write a thesis is that
it is a requirement to compete for the Art of War
Scholar program or Information Advantage Scholar
program. Enrolling in the thesis program class and
progressing on your initial chapters is a prerequisite
for a competitive scholar application. (See DP5 for
more on the scholars programs.)

Remember, students can still contribute to the
profession without writing a full thesis. CGSC is

RESIDENT ILE

an ideal time for midcareer officers to expand their
thinking, research, and writing skills. Not only are
contributions to the profession highly encouraged
by Chief of Staff of the Army Gen. Randy George,
but a hallmark of the officer corps is also an earnest
desire to improve the military in a highly complex and
fast-moving environment.” Regardless of whether a
student completes a thesis, every student should take
advantage of the tremendous faculty, library, and
other resources to write something valuable while at
CGSC. Completing an MMAS thesis is one of the
best ways to do this but by no means the only way.

DP4. How to Compete in the
Marketplace
This is the no-fail decision for Army officers!
(International students and officers who do not use
the Army’s marketplace can skip to DP5.) By the time
you decide whether to apply for SAMS and write a
thesis, it will be mid-August, and common core classes
will occupy much of your attention. Competing in the
marketplace can be time-consuming during common
core as many units visit CGSC with information
briefings, no-host socials, and interview schedules.
The marketplace also moves fast! To compete effi-
ciently in the assignment marketplace, consider the
following simple techniques:
First, establish a clear list of priorities and
understand your personal market decision support
criteria. Consider what you want from the next five
years of your career and synchronize that with person-
al considerations and parent branch guidance.
Here are some example marketplace criteria to con-
sider, with an example preference table (see table 2).
¢  Fact.I want to serve in an armored brigade so that
I'm more versatile for future wars.

¢  Fact. My spouse wants to live closer to her family
in either Texas or Tennessee.
Assumption. I will not be selected for SAMS.
Assumption. Units will hire me for a specific battal-
ion position.

Second, have your personal files ready. This means
having an updated Assignment Interactive Module re-
sume, access to your OERs, and a potential cover letter
prepared.

Third, reach out to your network early to gauge
your options. If you have an ideal assignment, reach
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Table 2. Example Preference Table

# Unit Location

1 Any BCT, 1st Cav. Div. | Fort Cavazos, Texas

POC

1BCT commander

RESIDENT ILE

and October to work on your
thesis to be competitive for
selection.

There are multiple excel-

2 Any BCT, 3rd Inf. Div. | Fort Stewart, Georgia

Strength manager

lent reasons to compete for
a scholar program. First and

3 Any BCT, Tst Ar. Div. Fort Bliss, Texas

Cold call S1

foremost, scholar seminar

groups are a small subset of

X Listen to branch! Enumerate everything!

especially motivated and ac-

ademically talented officers.

out to your mentors to seek advice and support before
the market opens.

The purpose of thinking through these steps is to
separate the stress of marketplace competition from
the first essays, exercises, and exams you will need to
focus on in September and October. Writing down
clear decision criteria allows you to be honest with
units and ask specific questions to turn your assump-
tions into facts about topics like childcare, the train-
ing calendar, or follow-on opportunities at the same
duty station. During interviews, units want to under-
stand their position on your priority list, so it pays to
have an operationalized answer.

Some branches and services do not use the market-
place. If you are in this category, utilize the additional
time you gain to maintain and expand your profes-
sional network within your branch or service.

DP5. Apply for a Scholars Program
Of all the opportunities at CGSC, the scholars pro-
grams are the most unique. In lieu of electives and the
advanced operations course, scholars pursue specialized
curriculums after completing common core oral exams
(right before Thanksgiving). The scholars programs
typically provide dedicated writing periods that stu-
dents can use to produce rich MMAS theses that are
unavailable to MMAS thesis students outside of the
scholars programs. However, the scholars’ curriculums
also carry their own heavy reading loads—scholars
have substantial flexibility in using their time but must
remain diligent to get the most out of a challenging and
rewarding opportunity. Again, if you want to compete
for scholar selection, you must have already enrolled
in the thesis course per DP3. You'll want September

(Table by authors) ~ Getting the opportunity to
learn from and alongside
them exponentially enhanc-
es your CGSC experience while building a network
of peers across the joint force. These relationships are
lifelong and will provide you further opportunities to
influence and improve how we fight.

Currently, there are two scholars programs for
students: the Art of War Scholars program and the
Information Advantage Scholars program.’® The Art of
War program is a detailed study of military history, theo-
ry, doctrine, and strategy, and students earn the strategist
and military historian additional skill identifiers at the
end of the program. With a reading load that might beat
out SAMS, the challenging program develops critical
thinkers and enhances research and writing skills. The
Information Advantage program focuses on informa-
tion-related capabilities and emerging technologies and
spends a host of class time in a more classified setting.

Both programs give scholars unique access to
research resources like the National Archives, experts
in the respective academic fields, time with current op-
erational units, staff rides, and an enhanced capacity to
research, write, and revise for a quality MMAS thesis.

DP6. Operationalize Your Education

Finally, make the most of your CGSC experience by
operationalizing your education. The core curriculum
covers both impressive breadth and depth across the
full range of leadership, tactics, history, sustainment,
national strategy, and joint force structure topics. You
will learn a lot at CGSC, which may sometimes feel
overwhelming. Learning to operationalize your educa-
tion makes the learning, reading, and writing benefit
you and your future units.

A way to operationalize your education is by build-
ing your personal “theory of the Army” and improving

MILITARY REVIEW ONLINE EXCLUSIVE - NOVEMBER 2024



A Way: Case Study

=
Serve as a Field Gradw

A Better Way: Build Your Theory

S-3 /X0 Theory:
Provide the BC options to meet
his or her intent.

Saturate Saturate Saturate
History Doctrine Leadershi

Field Grade Theory: Establish robust
systems that prepare our unit for the Joint
large scale combat environment of likely
area of responsibilities in accordance with
the commander's vision.

(Figure by authors)

Figure 1. Operationalized Education
Roadmap

that theory throughout the school year. Without
operationalizing your personal field grade

RESIDENT ILE

realizes that being an 5-3/XO is merely a two-
year portion of their likely decade of field-grade
service and expands the theory to include the
possibility of division or joint staft service. The
major annotates this in the theory but stays with
the general premise to provide options to their
commander to support the commander’s intent.
At some point during common core, the
major learns enough about Desert Storm and
multidomain operations to expand the theory
to focus on joint operations during large-scale
combat operations. Sure, the major expects that
most of their service will occur in garrison envi-
ronments, but they have decided that the focus is
still preparing to win as part of a joint task force.
During leadership, history, and force manage-
ment classes, the major learns that vast organiza-
tions loom far above their headquarters and will
have an outsized impact on the time, manner, and
location of future conflicts. Our major realiz-
es that preparation to win the next war likely
already began sometime in the past decade, and it
is their responsibility to synchronize daily tactical
training with the Army’s overall strategic vision.

theory, the CGSC curriculum is just a series of BLUAF | Joal Force must cote T pocadiqm Force.
case studies whereby you gain siloed knowledge Whaf © Russia - Ukmine & What' r”fi‘c","a_",:/i., s m ngffof;@
on different topics. You reflect on that knowl- frasion o f’"bﬂhﬁ/ Which bistery i3
. L. W w( ? by = e
edge later to inform your decisions, but figure 1 Reifieted k szl%d&}(@oss
provides a better way tie your education to your fél;o)/ \bof?”* Sform X = E“‘L‘ fﬁf”’ tend
Our (%70 Fronco Gl
future performance." Spend a few minutes each PR R v (s, = i ;{)Z;g@oédaj
day writing what you learned into your personal M Drones | Allimzes Cfuwo ~Jopon War v4 Expud Spece
th ENE [ 908 Lessons
theory of Army success: . i o it oD mr/ il i M e
As an example, consider the following theory S #(ybo chss
as a starting point for CGSC, and then we will I Faterpet P & L(’Hmc'{/ 9&1 E
. .. . . 7 s . conomic. —
practice iterating it during the academic year to Lst gag 105 \L Decisivenes S x wr;:rs mote
Cegoattn

arrive at our final theory.

Say that a major attends CGSC with a
working theory that to succeed as an 5-3/XO,
she should “provide the battalion commander
options to meet his or her intent” Write this
theory down at the top of a landscape orienta-

Therf(‘are, .
Poctrins i Train Mults=Pomain ot Pivision fBUaAe,
Teaining —> Oporationslize Flvn,__tj-n'ﬂ as colleot e ‘W'm-'(‘]z
Facilitizs © Cozate @ rew Jowt «Maltinatiosal Traia;

L,mrsh;lo'. De\mlof) )l NCOs and officers o~ LSCO.

(enter,

tion piece of paper and revisit it at the end of
each class.

In late August, after completing several foun-
dational blocks of instruction, our fictional major

(Figure by authors)

Figure 2. Example Education
Operationalization for a CGSC Student
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As this major makes their other decisions from
August to November, they realize that this working
theory is much more useful for their future service than
merely taking daily notes. With a little expounding on the
Russo-Japanese war and maybe some discussion of the
Kotter change model, our major expands the theory into
their common core oral exam thesis—though as a true re-
flection of how CGSC has shaped their plans to success-
tully serve as a field-grade officer rather than a one-off
exam topic idea. Figure 2 demonstrates this technique.

This is just an example of how to operationalize
your CGSC education. Capturing what you learn at
CGSC allows you to create a personal operating proce-
dure for your decade of service to come. Regardless of

RESIDENT ILE

your process, setting aside time and mental energy to
synthesize what you have learned is an essential part of
growing as a field-grade officer throughout CGSC.

Conclusion

Resident CGSC is a special career opportunity in
which students have the time and maneuver space to
deepen their understanding of war and shape their
ability to influence it. Nothing in this framework pres-
sures you to sacrifice personal priorities to appease the
ghost of officers past. This framework does allow you
to understand your decisions and make deliberate ones.
Why not get the most out of CGSC? Who knows, it
might even be the best year of your life. ®
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