Combat Readiness Through Education

The lifeblood of the Marine Corps has always been its training and education. Boot camp sets the tone for every enlisted Marine, and The Basic School provides Marine officers with their foundation, but it is the formal schools that are ultimately responsible for teaching, training, and delivering the best‑qualified Marines to the Active and Reserve forces. Training and education, however, cannot be done in a vacuum. The schools need to hear from the customers in the field and to gain meaningful feedback about the quality of their education. All too often commands fail to participate in this process, and the schools assume too much responsibility for curriculum development. Marine Corps Combat Service Support Schools (MCCSSS) is seeking to engage the Active and Reserve units in the process of training and educating Marines, while it also focuses on providing the best quality of instruction.

One of the best kept secrets of the Marine Corps is located on historic Camp Johnson, just 4 miles west of Camp Lejeune's main gate. Situated on 1,450 acres of training area and 22 miles of road network, the camp provides a rare mix of history, tradition, training, and education. Formerly known as Montford Point, Camp Johnson is home to MCCSSS and its four military occupational specialty (MOS)‑producing formal schools: Logistics Operations School, Personnel Administration School, Financial Management School, and Supply School. MCCSSS is also home for the East Coast Instructional Management School and the Water Skills Survival Course. As a satellite camp to Marine Corps Base, Camp Lejeune, Camp Johnson provides administrative support to numerous tenant commands, including Field Medical Service School, Field
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Supply Maintenance Analysis Office 1, Marine . Corps Administration Analysis Team, East Coast Food Management Team, and Marine Corps Nonappropriated Fund Audit Service Southeast Region.

The rich history of Camp Johnson began in 1942 when Montford Point was established as the first Marine Corps recruit depot for African Americans. The camp was activated on 18 August 1942 with Headquarters and Service Battery, 51st Composite Defense Battalion; the first African American recruits arrived only 8 days later. Since then, the camp has experienced numerous changes, not the least of which was its name. In 1974 Montford Point was designated as Camp Johnson, in honor of SgtMaj Gilbert H. (Hashmark) Johnson, one of the first three African Americans to enter the Marine Corps at Montford Point and the first African American sergeant major of the camp. Today, the Montford Point Marine Association brings history to life several times each year through special events that commemorate the immeasurable contributions of African Americans to the success of the Marine Corps.

The mission of MCCSSS is to conduct formal resident training for officers and enlisted Marines in selected combat service support specialties. It also provides professional military education in instructional management and water survival. The 4 MOS‑producing schools teach a total of 12 entry‑level, 19 career‑level, and 10 reserve‑oriented courses. More than 10,000 students graduate from MCCSSS each year, including a handful of international students. Approximately half of them are entry‑level Marines, both officer and enlisted, who come directly from either
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Marine combat training at the schools of infantry or from The Basic School. The rest are noncommissioned officers and staff noncommissioned officers who receive intermediate or advanced training in their respective moss.

MOS training at MCCSSS is focused on the tactical level of war. According to Marine Corps Doctrinal Publication 4, Logistics:

Combat Service Support is the activity which actually provides services and supplies to the combat forces. Since most of the delivery of resources occurs at the tactical level of war, combat service support has been considered to be essentially the same as tactical logistics.

Training and educating our entry‑level Marines for the tactical level of war necessitates a practical, "hands‑on" approach. It also requires that we fully exercise our "up‑front" training philosophy so Marines can step in and perform to acceptable minimum Standards immediately after graduating from school. In other words, MOS‑producing schools in the Marine Corps do not have the luxury of theorizing and philosophizing. The unique requirements of our 9‑1‑1 mission, and the fact that we only have a limited amount of training time, makes it absolutely necessary that we focus our efforts on those

areas that will immediately contribute to combat readiness. In order to accomplish this, the training and education must be relevant.

The Marine Corps Logistics Campaign Plan states that we must focus on enhancing the skills of the logisticians. As a matter of fact, the second of its four goals specifically says that the Marine Corps must "improve the professional development, training, and proficiency of our Marine and civilian Marine logistics workforce." This presents two distinct challenges for the schools of MCCSSS: (1) Each formal school must validate its courses of instruction with an eye toward rel-

evance. In other words, are we providing the training and education that will support seabased logistics and our vision for operational maneuver from the sea? (2) Given the limitations in time and money, the schools must ensure that their methods and techniques of instruction provide maximum return on investment.

Making the Curriculum Relevant and

Measuring Academic Effectiveness

Entry‑level, intermediate, and advanced students who attend one of the four MOS‑producing schools at MCCSSS will spend from 2 to 13 weeks on Camp Johnson, depending on their course of instruction. Among the many academic challenges faced by the curriculum developers of each school is preparing classes that will effectively satisfy the customers in the field. On the surface, this might seem a relatively easy task. However, commanders in the field do not always agree on the level of proficiency they seek from entry‑level Marines and, unfortunately, most will not take the time to either communicate their ideas with the respective schools or review the individual training standards to determine if the training establishment understands their operational requirements.

For instance, I would argue that most commanders whose units are responsible for second echelon maintenance on tactical vehicles do not know that an automotive mechanic will spend just 13 weeks at Logistics Operations School and be trained to perform organizational maintenance on the HMMWV and 5‑ton truck. During this period, the Marine will receive only 29 hours on the M939 air brake system (6 percent of the total curriculum hours for this vehicle). Is it reasonable to expect a newly graduated mechanic to arrive at his or her first unit fully prepared to diagnose and repair a problem with air brakes? Probably not. And yet, many commanders expect these newly minted Marine mechanics to properly diagnose and correct every mechanical problem associated with tactical vehicles.

Another in the long list of examples is the commanders' expectation of their newly arrived ground supply officers. The financial management portion of the Ground Supply Officers Course includes 24 hours of instruction, out of a total 285 academic hours. In essence, 8 percent of the curriculum covers an area that in many cases will be the lifeline of the commander. Again, given this limitation in training and education, is it reasonable to expect a newly graduated second lieutenant to provide his or her commander with fiscal advice and recommendations?

On the surface, this may not appear to be a very difficult challenge, but measuring aca
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demic effectiveness is a problem that also plagues our Nation's colleges and universities, i.e., how does an educational institution satisfy the expectations of the customer? More importantly, how does such an institution measure academic success and legitimately determine if its students have acquired the requisite knowledge to make them proficient in their professions? The most basic, inexpensive, and obvious form of measurement is feedback from the customer and former student, i.e., asking both the graduates and their immediate supervisors if the academic program adequately prepared them for the job. Unfortunately, in the past 5 years neither the MCCSSS graduates nor their supervisors have returned an adequate number of questionnaires to effectively validate the curriculums. Response rates on mailed questionnaires have ranged between 10 and 20 percent. Under these circumstances, it is very difficult to determine either the need for change or the kind of change that might benefit the Marine Corps.

In order to compensate for the poor response rates on questionnaires, each school is conducting site visits to the Operating Forces, supporting establishments, and Reserve units. These visits seek to obtain specific information about the perceived quality of instruction, viability of the individual training standards, and the professional attitude of those Marines who recently graduated from MCCSSS. They are also designed to establish both a dialogue and professional relationship with the customer in the field.

School commanders and their designated staff members recently made their first personal visits to east and west coast units with positive results. In most cases, small unit leaders and recent graduates provided specific recommendations for improving the curriculum. For instance, during the visit by the commanding officer of Financial Management School, supervisors in the field indicated that they are more concerned that financial management students be introduced to the practical side of their job than to "free floating" information (such as, teaching the students how to navigate through manuals, introducing them to different reports and providing practical application exercises using these reports, and teaching them how to work with forms from cradle to grave). Each unit also indicated that students do not arrive with adequate trairying in the Standard Accounting, Budgeting, and Reporting System, which is their main source of information when they join the Operating Forces. Today, Financial Management School is taking appropriate steps to remedy this problem.

Marine Corps Gazette s`r October 2000

The schools are continuously challenged by the ongoing requirement to train better and smarter Marines. In essence, they never have the luxury of resting on their laurels or arguing in favor of the status quo; new methods of training and education are constantly being identified, and the Operating Forces are constantly screaming for the entry‑level Marines to arrive better trained and more quickly.

Instructional Methods

Marines who graduate from an entry‑level program cannot be expected to provide their commands with the same quality of performance as Marines who have been on the job for 6 months or 1 year. This simple fact, however, does not relieve the schools from their

A Personnel Administration School instructor assists Marines during a practical application exercise on unit diary entries.

responsibility to graduate Marines who can make an immediate contribution to their new commands. Here, methods of instruction can make the difference. Instructors must be able to determine which technique will provide the best results, i.e., demonstration, practical application, group discussion, lecture, or even the case study method.

Training and educating entry‑level Marines with 6 months on active duty is not the same as training and educating intermediate or advanced students who have anywhere from 3 to 16 years of service. Unfortunately, formal school instructors often fail to distinguish between these groups and assume that the same instructional methods will be equally effective in the classroom, regardless of the Marine's age or experience level. Additionally, we have been the unwitting victims of a myth that Marines will learn in direct proportion to the quality of platform instruction, i.e., the quality of lecture will determine levels of academic and job performance. While learning theories support the contention that an instructor's motivation and
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high energy level will have some impact on student performance, we cannot, and should not, rely on lectures as the primary method of instruction. Among the many things we must do in the classroom is to encourage Marines to think critically. The only way they will do so is if they are placed in the appropriate situations‑students must be actively involved in the learning process.

In an effort to improve both instruction and curriculum development for the formal schools, the Instructional Management School has embarked on an ambitious program that seeks to establish a partnership between MCCSSS and local colleges and universities. The education departments of schools such as University of North Carolina, Wilmington and East Carolina University are continuously conducting research in learning and cognition theories that may prove extremely useful in our efforts to

Two Marines in Automotive Organization Maintenance Course troubleshoot the HMMWV electrical system via a simulation training device.

maximize efficiencies and become more effective. The ultimate goal is to ensure that we align each class with the appropriate method of instruction.

Working closely with the Instructional Management School, the MOS‑producing schools study the value of each instructional method and determine which one provides the best fit for the respective course of instruction. For instance, intermediate and advanced courses are normally attended by students with 6 to 15 years of experience, most of whom can provide significant practical examples in support of the curriculum. The most useful role for instructors in such cases may be to serve as facilitators, drawing as much information as possible from each student so that everyone in the class benefits. Successfully facilitating a class, however, requires considerable training from professional educators. It

also requires an instructor who is not only thoroughly familiar with the course material, but also capable of directing and focusing the classroom discussion so that it satisfies the specific learning objectives while keeping student interest and motivation high.

Another paradigm shift that we must make, if we are to maximize on learning opportunities, has to do with the conventional notion that students must attend classes for 8 hours each day. There is absolutely no reason to believe that 8 hours of classroom time is equal to a specific amount of learning. This is especially true.for intermediate and advanced students. The schools are currently evaluating options that will give their students an opportunity. to work independently and report their findings to the class. For example, group projects that give the students "real‑world" problems and require them to seek information from units in the field or higher headquarters will create a much more interactive learning experience than sitting in a classroom and following along in a manual. Many of us are far too comfortable with "telling" the students what we think they need to know and assume that lectures are the best and most effective means of teaching. Also, we often assume that everyone can learn equally well as long as we do a good job of explaining the material.

The most effective learning environment for entry‑level students is one that provides as much practical application and demonstration as possible. A low student‑to‑instructor ratio will make the instruction even more effective. Unfortunately, certain classes often do not lend themselves to practical application, and manpower constraints often make it difficult to provide enough instructors to keep the ratio at the most effective level. Still, there are numerous instructional techniques that can be used to ensure the students are actively involved in the learning process. The use of interactive computer courseware serves as a valuable tool for reinforcing instructional material, while offering the students an opportunity to work at their own pace. Another method may include establishing mock scenarios to reinforce the material covered in class, followed by discussion among the students to explain how they solved the assigned problem. Many of these instructional methods seem rather obvious on the surface, but they require a great deal of preparation on the part of instructors and curriculum developers, and specific training from professional educators.
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The Final Challenge

Although the mission statement for MCCSSS clearly delineates the command's responsibilities, there is absolutely no doubt in anyone's mind that the academic mission comes second to preparing the Marines, both physically and mentally, for their futures in the Corps. The first and most important responsibility of every Marine on Camp Johnson is to serve as a mentor and leader. Sustaining the transformation and keeping Marines both physically and mentally challenged is no easy task. During the course of a normal training day, instructors have numerous responsibilities. First, they must perform their assigned duties in the classroom that may include teaching, preparing to,teach, or developing new lesson plans; and second, they will spend a significant part of the remaining hours supervising uniform fittings and subsequent inspections; physical fitness; room inspections; and monitoring the dining facility during morning, noon, and evening meals. MCCSSS also ensures that all entry‑level students receive classroom instruction in the mandatory driver improvement course (DIC). The 8 hours of DIC serves to relieve the field of this obligation.

Conclusion

One of MCCSSS' eight primary goals for this calendar year is to improve communications and interaction between its formal schools and units in the field. This effort has been categorized as a marketing goal that will cause MCCSSS to use every opportunity to advertise its mission, capabilities, and accomplishments. The remaining goals focus exclusively on graduating the very best Marines from each formal school.

One initiative that has gained momentum in recent years has to do with the university concept. The idea is to determine whether or not the Marine Corps would benefit if MCCSSS conducted its academic operations along the lines of civilian colleges and universities. Among other things, this would entail the centralization of functions such as media de
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velopment, classroom utilization schedules, and any classes that have an interdisciplinary flavor. For instance, Supply School and Financial Management School both teach fiscal and budgeting classes, but their curriculum developers and instructors work independently of each other. Another example is maintenance management, which is taught independently by Logistics Operations School and Supply School. There is good reason to believe that the university concept could ultimately reduce the need for instructors, classroom space, and technological resources. The command is already moving in this direction with the anticipated construction of the new academic building in fiscal year 2003 that will serve as classroom and office space to many of the existing schools.

A second initiative that will play a significant role in training and educating our Marines is distance learning. Some of the formal schools are coordinating with the Corps' Training and Education Command to determine the mechanism and technology that will make this initiative a success. Momentum has already been established in this direction with a significantly improved web site for MCCSSS. By the end of this year, the schools will have updated and revised lesson plans for each course of instruction.

Training and educating requires the best and brightest instructors, both enlisted and officer. MCCSSS is fortunate to have extremely talented Marines who enthusiastically share their extensive experiences with the entry‑level Marines and draw on the valuable experiences of the intermediate and advanced students. Most importantly, they are not afraid to demonstrate creativity and motivation in the classroom. As instructors they provide their students with the knowledge that will make them productive members of their commands‑as leaders and mentors they provide them with the skills they will need to survive on the battlefield. The future of the Marine Corps rests with training and education.

>Col Stein is currently serving as the CO, MCCSSS. He has held numerous command billets and served as a faculty advisor at Marine Corps Command and Staff College. Col Stein holds a bachelor's degree, two master's degrees, and a doctorate in education.

