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TRAINING TEMPLATE AND EXEMPLAR FOR ADVANCING COMPETENCIES IN UNIT 
HISTORY AND TRADITIONS 

 
 

Research across a variety of organizations has shown that employees who have a strong 
identification with their organization are more likely to be involved, speak positively about their 
organization, and stay in their organization (e.g., Arnett, German, & Hunt, 2003; Mael & 
Ashforth, 1992; Woodruff, 2017). Woodruff (2017) found that Soldiers who identify with the 
Army have higher satisfaction and retention. Organizational identification can be defined as an 
emotional connection an individual has with an organization, when the beliefs, values, and 
principles practiced by the organization are part of the individual’s identity (e.g., Ashforth, 
Harrison, & Corley, 2008; Pratt, 1998). Members of an organization can develop social identity 
at multiple levels in the organizational hierarchy (Ashforth et al., 2008; Vijayakumar & Padma, 
2014). In the U.S. Army, Soldiers can develop a social identity at the broad Army level as U.S. 
Soldiers, but also at the divisional level (e.g., 1st Cavalry Division, 82nd Airborne Division), the 
regimental level (e.g., 3d Cavalry Regiment, 7th Cavalry Regiment), battalion/squadron level 
(e.g., 1st Squadron, 7th Cavalry Regiment), and company/troop level (e.g., A, B, C, D, and F 
troops). Given the positive factors associated with organizational identification, it is beneficial 
for organizations to build and encourage high levels of organizational identification. 

 
Developing Organizational Identification and Culture 
 

Organizational identification can be affected by factors that are not malleable by 
organizational leaders, such as a Soldier’s enlistment motivations (Woodruff, 2017), as well as 
factors that can be influenced by leaders, such as organizational culture (Schrodt, 2002; 
Vijayakumar & Padma, 2014). Organizational culture is the pattern of shared basic assumptions, 
beliefs, and values of an organization (e.g., Ehrhart, Schneider, & Macey, 2014; Schein, 2010; 
Vijayakumar & Padma, 2014); it can define employees’ identities and influence their 
commitment to the organization (Jandeska & Kraimer, 2005; Nawab, Shafi, & Ahmad, 2010; 
Sengupta & Sinha, 2005). Key mechanisms for building organizational culture include ensuring 
leaders focus their attention and feedback in important areas; engaging in cultural rituals and 
traditions; and sharing stories or information about important historical events and people 
(Schein, 2010). These are central ways for new and existing members to learn about an 
organization's values and culture (Karathanos, 1998; Trice & Beyer, 1984). By sharing stories 
about important historical events and people, Army leaders can highlight key values and 
expectations, strengthen Army culture, and encourage organizational identification.  

 
The Army is highly steeped in history and traditions and recognizes the importance of 

organizational history: “Organizational history is the institutional memory of a military 
organization. It should be used to increase individual morale and organizational esprit, as well as 
the public pride and respect for Army organizations” (Department of the Army, 2007, pg. 15). At 
the highest level, the Chief of Military History serves as the principal advisor to the Secretary of 
the Army and the Chief of Staff of the Army on historical matters and is also the Director of the 
Center of Military History (CMH). At the corps and division level, an officer or a civilian 
professional historian is assigned duties as corps or division historian. At lower echelons (e.g., 
squadron/battalion and company/troop), there is no position specifically designated for a unit 
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historian. However, units at these echelons can obtain support from organizations like the CMH, 
the Institute of Heraldry, and Army Museums for official records (e.g., lineage, honors, and 
decorations), streamers, historical photographs, and other resources (e.g., monographs, reports).  

 
A recent online survey of 523 Soldiers and noncommissioned officers (NCOs) of various 

ranks found that only 34.8% responded ‘Yes’ to the question, ‘Is Army history and tradition a 
focus within your organization?’ (Ellis, 2018). Focus group discussions with junior enlisted 
Soldiers and NCOs indicated that in many units the only time they learned or studied their unit’s 
history was to prepare for a promotion board or Soldier of the Month award (U.S. Army 
Research Institute, 2019). As part of a research effort to advance competencies in learning and 
the Army Profession, we developed the current playing card training template and exemplar to 
promote competencies in unit history and traditions.  

 
Playing Cards as Tools for Education 
 

Using playing cards as a tool for education dates back to the mid-17th century in France 
where they taught Louis XIV about world leaders and geography (Goggin, 2004). Another card 
deck during that time period depicted famous battles to teach about military strategy and history 
(Goggin, 2004). During World War II, the U.S. military developed “spotter cards” as educational 
tools for both civilians and military personnel to recognize friendly and enemy aircraft, ships, 
and tanks (Malone, 2008). In the U.S. Army, the most well-known educational playing cards 
developed in the 21st century were likely those depicting the most wanted members of President 
Saddam Hussein’s government. The “55 most wanted” playing cards were introduced in 2003 
and distributed to Soldiers during the Iraq war (Burgess, 2003). It has also been reported that the 
Army recently created playing cards depicting weapons of foreign nations (Correll, 2019). In 
addition to using playing cards for training on tactical operations, they have been used as training 
tools for heritage preservation and cultural awareness (Eugene, 2008). Two Heritage Resource 
Preservation playing card decks were developed: one for Egypt and the other for Iraq and 
Afghanistan. For these cultural awareness training cards, as well as for more educational card 
decks, each suit having a theme (e.g., diamonds shows artifacts and treasures). 

 
In developing the training template and exemplar for unit history and traditions, the 

playing card methodology was selected for several reasons: (1) playing cards have been shown to 
be successful training tools (e.g., Malone, 2008), (2) the delivery format is highly portable, 
encourages wide circulation, and conveys the notion of ‘fun’ in the learning task (Goggin, 2004), 
and (3) the product can be used within and beyond the classroom and in innovative ways (e.g. for 
PT, quizzes). This research product describes the template that was developed to enable units to 
create a set of historical playing cards tailored to their unit’s history and lineage, and provides an 
exemplar set of cards that were developed for the 1st Squadron 7th Cavalry at Fort Hood, Texas.  

 
Method and Results 

 
To develop the template for the historical cards, we followed the approach of the 

Heritage Resource Preservation cards (Eugene, 2008) and selected a relevant theme for each suit 
of the card deck. The four themes identified were:  
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• Clubs: Heraldry, lineage, campaigns, and decorations 
• Diamonds: Wars and other events 
• Hearts: Heroes   
• Spades: Higher Headquarters 

 
Table 1 shows the themes for each of the four suits and a possible content plan for each 

card. The cards should cover the breadth of the history of the unit, particularly when selecting 
content for the campaigns (clubs), battles (diamonds), famous leaders (hearts), and division roles 
(spades). For some units this might begin with the Revolutionary War, while for others it may be 
much more recent. Units that are relatively new will need to go into more detail regarding their 
recent events.  

 
Table 1 
 
Content Plan for Unit History and Traditions Playing Card Deck  
 

Card Suits 
 Clubs Diamonds Hearts Spades 

A Coat of Arms Battles Medal of Honor (MoH) Division Lineage 
2 Distinctive 

Unit Insignia 
Battles MoH recipients Division – unit 

insignia 
3 Song Battles Distinguished Service 

Cross (DSC) 
Division – shoulder 
sleeve insignia 

4 Lineage Battles DSC recipients Division Regiments 
5 Campaigns Battles Silver Star Division Role in 

War/Time Period 
6 Campaigns Battles Famous leader Division Role in 

War/Time Period 
7 Campaigns Battles Famous leader Division Role in 

War/Time Period 
8 Campaigns Battles Famous leader Division Role in 

War/Time Period 
9 Campaigns Battles Famous leader Division Role in 

War/Time Period 
10 Campaigns Battles Famous leader Division Role in 

War/Time Period 
J Campaigns Traditional event Famous leader Division History 
Q Campaigns Traditional event Relevant Poem/Song Brigade/Battalions 

Unit Designations 
K Decorations Identity with unit Fallen Soldiers Brigade Song/Poem 

 
Table 2 shows how the template was used to create a specific plan for the unit history 

playing cards for one exemplar unit: 1st Squadron 7th Cavalry at Fort Hood, Texas.  
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Table 2 
 
Content for 1st Squadron, 7th Cavalry Regiment Unit History and Traditions Playing Card Deck 
 

Card   Suits 
 Clubs Diamonds Hearts Spades 

A Coat of Arms Battles: Battle of 
Little Bighorn 1867 

Medal of Honor 
(MoH) 

Division: 1st 
Cavalry Division (1 

CD) 
2 Distinguished Unit 

Insignia 
Battles: Battle of 
Wounded Knee 

1890 

MoH recipients Division: 
Distinctive Unit 

Insignia 
3 Garry Owen Battles: Battle of 

Guerrero 1916 
Distinguished 
Service Cross 

(DSC) 

Division: Shoulder 
Sleeve Insignia 

4 Lineage Battles: World War 
II 

DSC recipients Division: Cavalry 
Regiments in 1 CD 

5 Campaigns: Indian 
Wars 

Battles: Korean 
War 

Silver Star Division: 1 CD 
Early Years 

6 Campaigns: 
Mexican 

Expedition 

Battles: Vietnam Brevet MG Custer Division: 1CD 
South Pacific, 
Japan, Korea 

7 Campaigns: WWII 
(Asiatic-Pacific) 

Battles: Vietnam SGM Sharrow Division: 1 CD 
Vietnam 

8 Campaigns: Korean 
War 

Battles: Southwest 
Asia 

COL Forsyth Division: 1 CD 
Desert Shield and 

Desert Storm 
9 Campaigns: 

Vietnam 
Battles: Baghdad, 

Iraq 
SGM Corwine Division: 1 CD 

Operation Iraqi 
Freedom 

10 Campaigns: 
Southwest Asia 

Battles: Baghdad, 
Iraq 

LTC Moore, Jr. Division: 1 CD: 
Operation Enduring 

Freedom 
J Campaigns: Iraq Event: Gainey Cup CSM Plumley Division: 1st 

Armored Brigade 
Combat Team 

Q Campaigns: Global 
War on Terrorism 

Event: Order of the 
Spur 

Fiddler’s Green Brigade: 1/1 CD 
Units 

K Decorations Identity with unit: 
Garryowen Trooper 

Operation Iraqi 
Freedom Fallen 

Soldiers 

Brigade: Spirit of 
the Cav 

 
The completed cards for the 1st Squadron 7th Cavalry can be seen in Appendix A. The 

text for each card was developed in collaboration with the unit, using Army publications and 
online resources (e.g., Center of Military History). The images for the cards were obtained via 
public domain, Department of Defense sites, and from other sources. 
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A template of blank playing cards can be found in Appendix B. These can be used by 
units to develop their own set of historical cards. The cards can be developed using Adobe 
software (e.g., Illustrator) or Microsoft PowerPoint Presentation. Adobe Templates in Adobe 
PDF templates can be exported to Microsoft PowerPoint Presentation format for card 
development. 

 
Discussion 

 
Sharing stories and information about important events and people in a unit’s history is 

an effective method to teach new members about an organization’s identity and culture. Strong 
organizational identification and culture builds support for the underlying values of an 
organization (Ehrhart et al., 2014; Schein, 2010) and can increase important organizational 
outcomes such as satisfaction, retention, and commitment to the organization (Jandeska & 
Kraimer, 2005; Nawab et al., 2010; Sengupta & Sinha, 2005; Woodruff, 2017).  

 
Units have lineage and historical information and artifacts displayed at their headquarters. 

While the historical information and artifacts may be located in open and accessible areas, junior 
NCOs and Soldiers seldom visit the headquarters building, if at all. When they do visit, mainly 
for personnel and pay issues, they are unlikely to pay much attention to the historical information 
and unit artifacts. Consequently, depicting key unit historical information in playing cards makes 
the information highly accessible to all Soldiers in the unit. Playing cards are also highly 
transportable and can be used for both planned and “opportunity” training in a variety of settings 
(e.g., classroom and field). Although the playing cards were developed as training resources for 
junior NCOs, they can be used by Soldiers and leaders at all levels to advance competencies in 
unit history and traditions.  

 
While it will take time and effort to develop content for unit-specific history cards, this 

task could be assigned as part of an NCO professional development (NCOPD) session or to a 
Soldier who is passionate about history. Most units already have much of the historical 
information that would be needed for the card content. The time required for production and/or 
selection of images will likely vary from unit to unit, depending on how many historical images 
a unit owns. Further, additional input and support can be gathered from unit veterans, Army 
historians, and other subject matter experts. The printing of the playing cards can be done using 
internal Army resources or commercial vendors.  

 
When the draft exemplar unit history and traditions playing cards were shown to several 

brigade and battalion leaders, they were highly enthused and had a positive reaction to the cards. 
Each of them expressed a keen interest in developing a set for their own unit. Junior NCOs and 
Soldiers in 1st Squadron, 7th Cavalry who informally reviewed their unit playing cards were also 
excited about the training product. The effectiveness of the playing cards for advancing 
competencies in unit history and traditions was not examined here because it is outside the scope 
of this effort. This question can be addressed in a future investigation. 
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Box design 
 
 
 

Back of card 

Blue lines indicate ‘cut lines’ and red lines indicate ‘score or fold lines.’ 
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Appendix B 
 

Blank Playing Cards Template 
 
 

 
 
   

LIVE IMAGE AREA 
(2.125 x 3.125) 
Artwork area. 

CUT LINE  
(2.5 x 3.5) 
 

BLEED AREA 
(2.657 x 3.657) 
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