_____________, friends, family members, and most importantly, the graduates of Advanced Course _______________, good morning and thank you for allowing me to take part in this momentous occasion in these soldiers career. This is a special day, not only for the graduates, but also for their family members who have endured their absence for the past _______ weeks. So first and foremost, I want to congratulate you for completing this difficult, yet important milestone in your military career. You are now one step higher on the rung of the ladder we call the Noncommissioned Officer Education System.  From having sat in the same seat as these graduates, I realized that the only thing in their way of departing back to their home units, their soldiers and their families is me. So I will attempt to use my time wisely, and hopefully share some meaningful thoughts with you.

One thing I recall most about a graduation speech is that I cannot recall one of them. 

As a graduate, I would sit in my seat waiting my turn to be called forward, or to stand and somehow march to the stage without making a fool of myself, my mind was on a hundred different things. The speakers I have heard all had important messages to share, but I cannot remember one of them. So, using my own experiences, I will try to get one thing across to the graduates, something worth remembering, and that is we must be LEADERS. 

Army Regulations define the role of the noncommissioned officer, the NCO Guide lists the skills, knowledge and attitudes of each grade, and the NCO Creed is the guiding document on how we must perform our duties. These are "tools" we add to our own "leaders toolbox." If you put together all the different tools available to us, you will find certain recurring areas. I have found that there are four tenants that we as noncommissioned officers need to remember, and strive to master.


a.  Communication.  Keeping your subordinates informed is a sergeant’s responsibility. We as leaders must strive to keep open lines of communications, going both up and down the chain. We need to talk with, counsel, and mentor our soldiers. Without effective communication, we cannot get our message across. We must be able to not only talk "to" our soldiers, but talk with them.


b.  Fair Treatment. Consideration of others in nothing new to the NCO Corps, just the "buzz-word" is. Leadership typically relies on soldiers known to perform well. But we must balance how we treat those who do not meet the grade. We need to retrain, then continue to offer opportunities. We must ask ourselves, if a soldier has failed, have I done everything possible to ensure they could succeed? We must respect others as an individual, and recognize the differences between us. Our subordinates deserve to be led by caring leaders who know how to balance the mission with the needs of the soldier.


c.  Taking Care of Soldiers.  Sergeants take care of soldiers. We do this in many different ways, by providing purpose, motivation, and direction. But we do not do it by coddling. Being a soldier is serious business. Your soldiers deserve awards, rewards, and discipline. You must equally impose these, based on the soldier’s performance. 100 different leaders would probably come up with 100 different definitions on taking care of soldiers, but the bottom line is knowing each one of them. From there, you can best decide each one's needs.


d.  Support the Chain of Command.  A quote from the NCO creed is in order: “I will be loyal to those with whom I serve; seniors, peers, and subordinates alike.” A sign of a weak leader is one who tells their soldiers “The boss says we gotta do this...” instead of  “Do this!”  Sergeants have a responsibility to follow orders, and give orders to your squad or team. That is what leadership is all about. There is a time and a way to ask questions. Be tactful, and approach it in a professional manner. You will be respected for your actions and concern.  There is a major difference between providing input on or clarifying orders, and questioning orders. If you have concerns, address it through your chain of command. Don’t complain in front of your subordinates. But after you have discussed your issues, execute the mission to the best of your ability, even if you may not particularly agree with it. 

These four tenants have many equally important categories, such technical and tactical proficiency, discipline, bearing, and self development. But by your attendance here for this course, you have displayed many of those traits to get you to this point. But they are important enough to discuss here.


a.  Technical and tactical proficiency.  All soldiers should be proficient in their MOS at their current grade and skill level. Basic soldier and job skills are critical in assessing performance. This area also includes CTT, survival skills, and weapons qualification.  A soldier who is not proficient in his or her job is a burden on the remainder of the unit, and beyond certain grade levels should not be allowed to stay in the military. Staying current in your job, learning new skills, and developing good work habits are necessary to excel.


b.  Functional discipline.  A good soldier can be defined by their ability to react correctly in the absence of orders. A better way to define this is obeying rules when the boss is not around to look over your shoulder. Undisciplined soldiers bring down a unit, and cause much grief amongst their peers. Rules and regulations are much a part of the military, and soldiers are expected to follow orders. Without discipline in a unit, then it is nothing more than an unruly mob which may or may not succeed in its mission. 


c.  Appearance and bearing.  Looking like and performing as a proud soldier will serve you well. A soldier who looks sharp, display’s confidence, and takes the initiative will always be recognized by all as top performer. Sloppy soldiers who cannot care for themselves or display substandard behavior will not go very far in the military.


Another important part of this area includes physical and spiritual fitness and body/fat composition. Soldiers are required to be physically fit and maintain body fat standards for their height and weight. Those who cannot meet the requirements will be left behind in the promotion race, and could be separated from the service for noncompliance.


e.  Professional and self development.  Coming to work, putting in a full day, and doing the jobs assigned to you will not alone ensure your success. The Army is a profession of arms. We have volunteered to defend our country and our Constitution. Just as in any endeavor you desire to be good at, you must learn, study, train, and continue to better yourself, both personally and professionally, as a soldier. Learning about the Army through reading, classes, and self-study are great ways to expand your skills. Also, developing your mind in any area of study will equip you with knowledge, a great asset in today’s society.  Not only do you get promotion points for learning, you develop yourself. And don’t forget to read field manuals, periodicals, and related military publications.


Today, as always, being a soldier is a rewarding experience. Many of us have our own different reasons for choosing this profession. However, as you progress through the career enhancing steps, remember why we do this. To give you the skills to better train and prepare our soldiers for the ultimate battles they may face.

In conclusion, I want to reiterate that the tenants and traits that we must master to become effective leaders:  Communication, fair treatment, taking care of soldiers, support your chain of command. Also, technical and tactical proficiency, functional discipline, appearance and bearing, and self-development.

So, as I wrap up my comments, and allow us to get on with the presentations of the diplomas, let me share with you a quote with you from one of our Sergeants Major of the Army, Glen E. Morrell. Sergeant Major Morrell said:

"Identifying good soldiers - potential leaders - and turning them into noncommissioned officers is a complex process. The bottom line is simple, however: weed out the poor performers, teach the right soldiers the right things and recommend the best soldiers for promotion and retention. The only good way to prepare good soldiers to become noncommissioned officers is to place them in leadership positions and increase their responsibility according to their ability. This process takes time and patience. ...Noncommissioned officers make noncommissioned officers." 

Sergeant Major Morrell made that statement in 1985, and they still hold true 13 years later. These are words worth remembering. Thank you, and congratulations.

