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Executive Summary 
 

Title: Creating the Strategic Corporal – How to Improve the Preparation and Selection of 
the Marine Corps’ First Line of Leadership 
 
Author: Sergeant Major Gregory D. Harting, United States Marine Corps 
 
Thesis:  This study evaluates all aspects of how the Marine Corps creates its Strategic 
Corporals. It has found that the majority of Corporals within the Marine Corps may not 
be fully professionally competent for two main reasons. First, new Corporals do not have 
a clear understanding of their professional responsibilities. Second, all improvements to 
the process by which the Marine Corps creates its Corporals have so far focused solely on 
education, and have failed to identify and correct shortcomings in the evaluation and 
selection process used. 
 
Discussion: General Kulak’s 1998 article that coined the term “Strategic Corporal” and 
General Amos’ Reawakening campaign served to orient the Marine Corps toward 
ensuring it understands the importance of, and creates strong and competent Corporals. 
One challenge to creating strong Corporals is how to ensure a clear understanding of 
professional responsibilities. This study explains  professional responsibilities and makes 
them easily identifiable by distinguishing them from technical responsibilities. It also 
evaluates how the Marine Corps prepares its Lance Corporals for the responsibilities of a 
Noncommissioned Officer through required professional military education (PME). It 
further takes a detailed look at how Lance Corporals are selected for regular promotion 
by evaluating how Composite and Cutting Scores are calculated, and considers the role of 
the Proficiency and Conduct Marking Process, as well as the Non Recommendation/Will 
Not Promote Process. Finally, it identifies shortcomings in these processes and offers 
corrections and/or enhancements that will improve the quality of Marines becoming 
Corporals, thus resulting in a higher quality of leadership. 
 
Conclusion:  The Marine Corps to date has spent much time and effort on 
acknowledging the importance of, and creating professional military education for its 
Corporals. It is time now to look at the rest of the process beyond just professional 
military education, and make the changes needed, no matter how difficult, to ensure the 
Corps has professional and prepared Strategic Corporals in its first line of leadership. 
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Preface 
 
 As a Sergeant Major of Marines with the responsibility to be the duty expert in all 
things common to every Battalion or higher level Marine Corps unit, I have the 
opportunity to focus on the professional aspects of the force rather than specific Military 
Occupational Specialty concerns. An understanding of and appreciation for the 
professional aspects of being a Marine are not more critical than at the rank of Corporal 
due to the proximity they have to the Non NCO ranks, the newness of the 
Noncommissioned Officer responsibilities, and the level of authority and responsibility 
the Corps gives them. 
 I tried to remember the challenges I faced as a new Corporal, and the challenges 
of all of the young Corporals I have served with across the MAGTF as I evaluated how 
we as a Corps prepare them. I have felt for many years that the institution fails to prepare 
them adequately, promotes Marines that should not be promoted, fails to promote some 
that should, and this study has confirmed that for me. I have also felt for many years that 
as an institution, Marines are quick to assign blame for institutional problems on our 
Noncommissioned Officer Corps, and then use additional professional military education 
only as the answer. I believe it is time to look to other places and start making the hard 
manpower decisions that will ensure we have professionally competent Corporals. 
 I would like to thank first and foremost my wife Heidi and son 2nd Lieutenant 
Michael Harting for the support and inspiration to stay educated. Secondly, to all of the 
Strategic Corporals serving that are doing the best they can to understand and fulfill their 
professional responsibilities - - this is for you. Next, I would like to thank those that made 
my attendance at the Marine Corps Command and Staff College possible. Finally, I want 
to thank my faculty advisors Dr. Richard DiNardo and LtCol Haakon Waroe, my Master 
of Military Studies mentor Dr. William Gordon, students of Conference Group 16, and 
Gunnery Sergeant Alejandro Gonzalez of the Manpower Information Systems 
Technology Manpower and Reserve Affairs section at HQMC.  
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Introduction 
 

In many cases, the individual Marine will be the most conspicuous symbol of 
American foreign policy and will potentially influence not only the immediate 
tactical situation, but the operational and strategic levels as well. His actions, 
therefore, will directly impact the outcome of the larger operation; and he will 
become…-the Strategic Corporal.1 
 
           -General Charles C. Krulak 
     31st Commandant of the Marine Corps 
 
Strong leadership is the key to our success, and thus our Non-Commissioned 
Officers are the main effort. Of the 174,415 enlisted Marines on active duty today, 
145,114 are Sergeants and below. Fully 83.2% of our enlisted force is led by 
NCOs. Our Sergeants and Corporals proved over the past decade of war that they 
are the backbone of our Corps. As such, we will publically increase the stature of 
our NCOs commensurate with our high regard for them. Commanding Officers 
and Sergeants Major need improve the quality of our promotion ceremonies for 
Corporals and Sergeants. Establish more stringent criteria for promotion to the 
NCO ranks. Cutting scores will become initial qualifiers for promotion, not 
determinants of promotion.2 
 
     -General James F. Amos 
     35th Commandant of the Marine Corps 
 
 
Marines in the grades of Corporal and Sergeant are required to exercise an ever-
increasing degree of maturity, leadership, and professionalism. To a large extent, 
accomplishment of the ultimate mission -- success in battle -- depends on the 
manner in which Marines are developed into small unit leaders and their 
professional abilities. Consequently, no Marine will be promoted to Corporal or 
Sergeant who has not positively demonstrated the potential, motivation, and 
maturity to satisfactorily discharge the duties of a small unit leader.3 

 
      -MCO P1400.32d Marine Corps Promotion  
       Manual, Vol 2,Enlisted Promotions 
  

 Noncommissioned Officers are the backbone of the military. This is a common 

phrase and belief within the U.S. military. In some services the term Noncommissioned 

Officer can refer to all enlisted leaders, such as Sergeant through Command Sergeant 

Major in the Army. In the Marine Corps, the term Noncommissioned Officer refers 
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specifically to its Corporals and Sergeants; however, the belief that these two ranks are in 

fact the backbone of the service is still valid. In 1998, then Commandant of the Marine 

Corps General Krulak coined the term “Strategic Corporal” in an article outlining the 

extreme importance of our lowest level of leadership to the operational and strategic 

levels of war.4 In 2013, then Commandant General Amos called for a “Reawakening” of 

professional conduct and made the Noncommissioned Officer the main effort.5 Following 

both of these efforts at emphasizing and energizing the Noncommissioned Officer Corps, 

many articles were written about how to create the best Noncommissioned Officer, and 

some institutional changes were made toward that effort; however, changes have so far 

mainly focused on education, rather than the entire process by which the Marine Corps 

creates Noncommissioned Officers. Within the Noncommissioned Officer ranks, and 

indeed within the entire leadership rank structure of the Marine Corps, the challenge of 

creating a competent Corporal of Marines is the most difficult.  

 This study evaluates all aspects of how the Marine Corps creates its Strategic 

Corporals. It has found that the majority of Corporals within the Marine Corps may fall 

short of being professionally competent for two main reasons. First, new Corporals do 

not have a clear understanding of their professional responsibilities.6 Second, all 

improvements to the process by which the Marine Corps creates its Corporals have so far 

focused solely on education, and have failed to identify and correct shortcomings in the 

evaluation and selection process used. This study will therefore offer a clear distinction 

between professional and technical responsibilities and competence, as well as 

improvements to the overall process by which the Marine Corps creates its Strategic 

Corporals. 
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 A clear understanding of the Marine Corps rank structure is required in order to 

understand its successes and failures as they relate to Corporals. The rank structure in the 

Marine Corps is a highly effective hierarchy that allows efficient command and control. It 

is generally broken up into enlisted Marines, also known as NON NCOs – Private 

through Lance Corporal, Noncommissioned Officers – Corporal through Sergeant, and 

Staff Noncommissioned Officers – Staff Sergeant through Sergeant Major. Officer ranks 

include Warrant Officers – Warrant Officer 1 through Chief Warrant Officer 5, Company 

Grade Officers – 2nd Lieutenant through Captain, Field Grade Officers – Major through 

Colonel, and Flag Officers – Brigadier General through General.7 Inherent in military 

rank are different things, the most important of which for this paper are ever increasing 

amounts of responsibility and authority, both professional and technical.  

 Following this general understanding of the rank structure, an appreciation for 

where the Corporal falls within it is needed. The Corporal is unique in that it is the Corps’ 

first leadership rank. Like a 2nd Lieutenant within the Commissioned Officer Corps, the 

Corporal is new to leadership responsibilities; however, unlike the 2nd Lieutenant who is 

fresh from six months of education and training at The Basic School, the new Corporal 

has no resident leadership education behind him. The Corporal, instead, is expected to 

have learned through distance Professional Military Education (PME) courses and on the 

job training. At the base level, the Corporal is expected to be able to lead a fireteam 

maneuver element of three junior Marines, although, in many Military Occupational 

Specialties (MOS), the certainty of assignment to this type of leadership billet is difficult 

if not impossible.  
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 In the contemporary Marine Corps, the growing importance of the Corporal as a 

leader is continuously emphasized, both doctrinally as the Marine Corps emphasizes 

more distributed operations, and culturally/socially with current perceived ethical 

problems in areas such as sexual assault, hazing, and suicides. However, the emphasis on 

the importance of Noncommissioned Officers in general and Corporals in particular is 

nothing new. The 31st Commandant of the Marine Corps General Charles C. Krulak 

recognized both the tactical importance of what he called the “Strategic Corporal” as well 

as the professional importance of Corporals as small unit leaders in his 1999 forward to 

Marine Corps Reference Publication (MCRP) 6-11D Sustaining The Transformation.8  

General Krulak further validated his belief that the Marine Corps’ most junior leaders, 

which are its Corporals, hold the key to success in both combat and garrison.9 The 36th 

and current Marine Corps Commandant General Joseph F. Dunford Jr. reemphasized the 

importance of leadership at the junior level by focusing on decentralization, the use of 

mission tactics, which is a process that inherently pushes responsibility and authority 

down to the lowest level, and empowering subordinates in his 2015 Planning Guidance.10  

 

Responsibility and Authority – Technical and Professional 

 

 As previously mentioned, responsibility and authority are inherent in rank, with a 

level of authority that is usually commensurate to the level of responsibilities assigned. 

However, rank is not the only way to receive responsibility and authority in the Marine 

Corps. Billet assignment is the other way to hold responsibility and authority. Sometimes 

the billet responsibility and authority will augment the responsibility and authority 
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already held by the rank, such as in the case of a Sergeant billeted as a Squad Leader or a 

Lieutenant Colonel billeted as a Battalion Commander. Both have responsibilities 

inherent in their rank, but also have added responsibilities due to their assigned billets, 

billets that are generally assigned because the Marine Corps has determined that they 

hold the appropriate rank. Sometimes, however, due to manpower shortfalls or other 

factors, the billet assignment held is designed for a Marine with higher levels of 

professional abilities such as in the case of the NON NCO filling the Noncommissioned 

Officer billet, or the Staff Noncommissioned Officer filling the Commissioned Officer 

billet. In both of these cases a junior Marine will hold higher level authority and 

responsibility that is completely divorced from his rank and solely due to his billet. 

 Along with the understanding that responsibility and authority are inherent in both 

rank and billet, and that rank and billet responsibility and authority may not be 

commensurate, an appreciation for the differences between technical and professional 

responsibilities is required, as in many cases this marks the difference between rank and 

billet responsibility and authority. Technical responsibilities are fairly easy to understand, 

as they relate directly to the military occupational specialty (MOS) assigned. The Marine 

Corps has various publications that outline standards that make MOS responsibilities and 

proficiency relatively black and white. MOS Roadmaps are guides to required and 

suggested education, training, and billet, which cover the entire rank structure of specific 

MOS’s. Their purpose is to help Marines and their leaders “intelligently manage their 

respective careers.”11 Training and Readiness (T&R) Manuals outline required Individual 

Training Standards (ITS) and Mission Essential Tasks (MET) by rank and MOS in order 
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to establish training standards, regulations, and policies regarding training Marines for 

each MOS.  

 As a relatively simple example of how these references interact with rank and 

billet, the MOS Roadmap for an 0311 Infantryman has a recommended billet assignment 

for a Corporal of fireteam leader/grenadier or scout team leader.12 The Infantry T&R 

Manual then outlines the technical responsibilities of a Fire Team Leader as carrying out 

the orders of the Squad Leader, training his team in all T&R tasks, effective control of his 

team in patrolling, the defense and offense, and for the condition, care and use of its 

weapons and equipment.13 However, for the more complicated to manage Combat 

Service Support MOS of 3531 Motor Vehicle Operator, the MOS Roadmap has a 

recommended billet for a Corporal as a Motor Vehicle Operator in a tactical or 

commercial motor pool. Of note, the MOS Roadmap shows the billet of Motor Vehicle 

Operator as a generic Private through Sergeant billet, with variations only in collateral 

type duties such as Dispatcher and MIMMS Clerk.14 The T&R Manual also shows this 

lack of variation in technical responsibilities by rank as most requirements such as the 

inspection, loading, and operating of motor transport equipment is standard for Private 

through Sergeant, with only a few technical responsibilities such as the use of automated 

maintenance systems, and publication and hazardous material management reserved for 

Noncommissioned Officers, with no specific technical responsibilities exclusive to 

Corporals.15 The two examples listed above show that through the MOS Roadmaps and 

T&R Standards, all MOS’s and ranks have technical responsibilities, but that not all 

MOSs have technical leadership billets that are commensurate to what the Marine Corps 
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considers as professional leadership ranks. This will hold more significance to the issues 

of professionally incompetent Corporals as this paper develops. 

 In contrast to clearly defined technical responsibilities, professional 

responsibilities are much more subjective, much less tangible, and deserve a detailed 

definition.  

A profession is made up of practitioners performing a kind of knowledge-
based work in which the workers enjoy a high degree of independence in 
application of particular skills. A profession generally has four basic 
elements: a specialized practical expertise, an acknowledged responsibility 
to society, a sense of corporateness, and a professional ethos.”16  

 

U.S. military wide professional standards that apply to Noncommissioned Officers should 

be considered standards of the profession of arms and are dictated in various sources to 

include Title 10 U.S. Code, the Uniform Code for Military Justice (UCMJ), and the new 

National Defense University publication The Noncommissioned Officer and Petty Officer, 

Backbone of the Armed Forces 2014, hereafter referred to as Backbone. Although not 

specifically mentioning Noncommissioned Officers, the exemplary conduct section of 

Title 10 U.S. Code is the highest authority outlining Noncommissioned Officer 

professional responsibilities to the nation. It states that those in authority in the naval 

service must set the example in virtue, honor, patriotism, and subordination. It also 

requires leaders to be conscious of and correct deficiencies in the conduct of 

subordinates, all things that the Marine Corps expects of its Corporals today.17  

 The UCMJ is another national level reference that recognizes the authority and 

responsibility of Noncommissioned Officer by giving  them apprehension and seizure 

powers. It further makes it a specific violation of the UCMJ to be insubordinate to 

Noncommissioned Officers while acknowledging the previously mentioned evolving 
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nature of their responsibilities, acknowledging in the discussion of Article 91 that 

“…increasing responsibility for training, complex and expensive equipment, and 

leadership in combat is placed on noncommissioned and petty officers in today’s armed 

forces. The law should reinforce the respect and obedience which is due them with 

meaningful sanctions.”18 Backbone is the most comprehensive publication yet to discuss 

the complete set of professional responsibilities specific to the Noncommissioned Officer 

in the U.S. military and begins by acknowledging that they “…are now empowered to 

assume added roles and responsibilities—with commensurate accountability—once 

reserved for the commissioned officer corps in each Service.”19  

 In addition to the general Noncommissioned Officer professional responsibilities 

to the overall profession of arms as outlined above, each military service has its own 

unique professional responsibilities, specifically in its practical expertise and professional 

ethics and standards. Backbone discusses the difference in Marine Corps professional 

standards by stating  

It is the culture of the Marine Corps that makes it different not only from 
society as a whole, but also from the other Services. The Marine Corps is 
determined to be different—in military appearance, obedience to orders, 
disciplined behavior, adherence to traditions, and most important, the 
unyielding conviction that the Corps exists to fight.20  

 

The Marine Corps has many sources that discuss the professional requirements and 

standards expected of Marine leaders. Chief among them are the Core Values of Honor, 

Courage, and Commitment, and the Leadership Traits and Principles. Specific to 

Noncommissioned Officers in general and Corporals specifically, the Noncommissioned 

Officer Promotion Warrant tells Corporals that their “conduct and professionalism both 

on and off duty shall be above  reproach” and that they are responsible for the 
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accomplishment of their assigned mission and for the safety, professional development 

and well-being of the Marines in their charge. The currently accepted Noncommissioned 

Officer Creed emphasizes continuous self-improvement, a pursuit of excellence, 

integrity, and upholding the heritage of the professionals that have come before21.  

 As outlined above there are many sources that discuss professionalism and 

professional topics for Marines; however, truly understanding what these subjective 

attributes are can still be difficult. Also, some efforts at enhancing professionalism can 

hinder rather than help the process. For example, the Noncommissioned Officer’s Creed 

just mentioned, while certainly beneficial, replaced a previous creed that outlined in clear 

terms a Noncommissioned Officer’s professional responsibilities, and was arguably more 

appropriate for a new Corporal to understand.22  

 One approach to understanding professional responsibilities and authority is to 

separate the professional responsibilities and authorities from the technical MOS 

responsibilities and authorities. A very easy way to do this is a comparative exercise with 

MOS’s that are not unique to the Marine Corps, of which there are many. Utilizing a 

Marine Corps 0311 as an example, a Corporal 0311 is an E-4 Infantryman who utilizes 

the same weapons systems, gear, and general doctrine of maneuver warfare as an E4 

Corporal (or in most cases Specialist 4) in the Army. So the question is, what makes that 

Marine Corporal different? If there is no difference other than organizational name, then 

Army and Marine Infantry Corporals would seem to be interchangeable. This applies to 

other elements of the Marine Air Ground Task Force as well. Utilizing a Corporal 6256 

C-130 Airframes Mechanic, the same question applies. The Air Force has E4’s who are 

C-130 Airframes Mechanics and who repair the same type of aircraft with the same 
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procedures.  Not much is different within the technical (MOS) realm.  So, what makes the 

Marine Corporal different? The answer is not the technical responsibilities, it is the 

professional responsibilities.  The difference is Marine Corps professional standards 

above and beyond MOS technical standards, professional standards that every Marine 

and every Marine leader hold and are responsible for, regardless of MOS. These 

professional standards are common to and expected of all Marines and include standards 

of performance, proficiency, discipline, conduct, personal appearance, physical fitness, 

customs and courtesies, etc. More significant in terms of this paper, is that the Marine 

Corporal, unlike the Army Specialist 4 and the Airforce Senior Airman, and similar to the 

Navy Petty Officer 3rd Class, is a Noncommissioned Officer and has professional 

leadership responsibilities. 

 The only resource that clearly distinguishes this difference between technical and 

professional standards within the Marine Corps is MCO P1400.32d Marine Corps 

Promotion Manual, Vol 2, Enlisted Promotions 2012, which ironically makes this 

distinction in the Non Punitive Reduction Chapter that discusses reductions for 

incompetence. In outlining “Technical Incompetence” the manual states  

A Marine is technically incompetent if he/she is not proficient or capable 
of performing the duties and tasks prescribed for his or her assigned MOS, 
in the grade currently held, as specified in the current edition of MCO 
P1200.16 (Marine Corps Military Occupational Specialties Manual (MOS 
Manual))”.23 

 

This definition reinforces the idea that technical competence of technical responsibilities 

is easily measurable and identifiable as it is outlined in black and white by grade (rank) 

and MOS. With regard to professional competence, the manual states  
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A Marine who fails to exhibit military attributes to the degree appropriate 
for the current grade is professionally incompetent. These attributes 
include, but are not limited to: leadership, force, judgment, integrity, 
military presence and bearing, reliability, obedience, moral fitness, 
physical fitness, endurance, and self-discipline.24  

 

Clearly, identifying whether a Marine lacks the appropriate degree of force, for example, 

is a subjective endeavor. Of note with both descriptions above, MOS responsibilities are 

identified in terms of MOS and grade and are clearly separated from professional 

responsibilities, which are indicated in terms only of grade. This indicates that 

professional responsibilities are common among all Marines, with the degree dependent 

upon grade, without respect to MOS. This does not mean that professionalism does not 

influence or apply to a Marine’s MOS; rather, it means that it is very possible to have 

offsets in competence by grade. One can be technically competent within his MOS for his 

grade but not professionally competent for his grade. For Corporals, this generally 

appears when a Corporal is filling a billet that requires high levels of technical experience 

but is not also a leadership billet. The reverse also applies of course, wherein a Marine 

has the appropriate level of professional competence for his grade but lacks the expected 

technical competence. However, since a lack of technical competence is easily 

identifiable for reasons explained above, this is generally only tolerated if a Marine has 

completed a lateral move to a new MOS.   

 Now that there is clarity with regard to professional and technical standards 

expected of Corporals of Marines, next to analyze are the unique challenges that new 

Corporals face that can lead to professional incompetence. The very first challenge of 

course, is that the new Corporal is the very same person the day after he is promoted to 

Corporal as he was as a Lance Corporal the day prior. And although he has not changed, 
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the authority he holds, the responsibilities he has, and the expectations on him have 

changed, quite a bit. Strictly speaking of the professional, all of the subjective 

professional standards of being a Marine that he was solely responsible for as a Lance 

Corporal, i.e., his own conduct, performance, discipline, physical fitness, he is now 

responsible for enforcing and developing in his peers and subordinates. Complicating 

this, those same subordinates that he is responsible for the day after promotion, were his 

peer group the day before.  Further complicating this issue, many of those Marines that 

are his subordinates now, potentially held a higher place in the peer group due to 

seniority in grade, or even just a stronger personality. With regard to the technical, his 

technical responsibilities may or may not have changed depending on MOS. The big 

difference, however, is that if they have changed, they are very easily measurable by 

looking at the clear cut MOS Manual and MOS Roadmap.  

 

How the Marine Corps prepares Lance Corporals for promotion – PME 

 

 Understanding now the difference in technical and professional responsibilities 

that are inherent in rank and billet, it is appropriate to examine how the Marine Corps 

prepares its Lance Corporals to fill those responsibilities. Just as the measurement of 

technical competence is relatively black and white, the training process is the same. MOS 

Roadmaps and T&R Manuals outline the schools, courses, and training standards that 

Marines need to meet. Although changes are made yearly to training standards, rarely are 

they significantly large or high profile because the Marine Corps has not had a perceived 
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deficiency in its ability to meet its combat mission, or perform all of the technical 

responsibilities inherent in that combat mission.  

 Unlike technical responsibilities, there has been recent and high profile concern 

regarding the Corps’ ability to meet its professional responsibilities. These concerns have 

generally focused in the areas of discipline and ethical conduct and have brought to light 

perceived institution wide issues with sexual assault, hazing, and suicide. The main 

population targeted for corrective action has been the junior enlisted Marines, and the 

Noncommissioned Officers have been singled out as the key to correcting the problem.25 

Following this line of effort the Marine Corps has put much emphasis on updating and 

improving the required Professional Military Education (PME) requirements for Marines 

competing for promotion to Corporal. The currently required PME for promotion to 

Corporal is the Leading Marines Distance Education Program (DEP).26 This is a four 

block course that covers “Developing Leaders; Leadership Tools; Counseling, Coaching 

and Mentoring; and Command and Military Organizations.” The program’s purpose is to 

“prepare the student for the responsibilities of being a non-commissioned officer” and to 

“support and enhance the students’ development of requisite leadership skills and the 

ability to think critically and make sound, ethical decisions.”27 Although the Leading 

Marines DEP is exceptionally relevant for providing the professional education required 

to succeed as a Corporal, the Marine Corps has recently found the need to add an 

additional PME requirement prior to promotion. Beginning in October of 2015 all Lance 

Corporals will be required to attend a one week command sponsored Leadership and 

Ethics Seminar. This seminar is intended to “enhance small unit leadership and ensure a 
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better understanding of Marine Corps Ethos, leadership fundamentals, and the total 

Marine concept.”28 

 There is much strength in the current PME that is required before a Marine can be 

promoted to Corporal, specifically in the curriculum and topics covered and how small 

unit leaders are designated to deliver the Ethics Seminar curriculum. There is one 

significant flaw, however, and that is in the timing of the education. The Ethics Seminar 

is required within 12 months of being promoted to Lance Corporal, and the Leading 

Marines DEP must be completed before the Ethics Seminar.29 All Lance Corporals must 

have at least eight months time in grade (TIG) before they can be promoted; however, in 

general the average TIG for Lance Corporals being promoted is one year and five 

months.30 Assuming that the Ethics Seminars is completed very soon after promotion to 

Lance Corporal, which could be likely based on operations tempo, the perceived ethical 

concerns previously mentioned, and the proclivities of the Senior Enlisted Advisor that 

runs the course, Lance Corporals could likely go over one year or more with no formal 

PME prior to promotion. Add additional time after promotion before a unit level 

Corporals Leadership Course can be conducted and the time between formal PME for 

Marines gaining the critical responsibilities of a Noncommissioned Officer grows even 

more. Commanders are responsible to provide continuous unit level PME and continue 

the professional development of their Marines; however, if this was considered sufficient 

for promotion purposes, there would be no current need for Marine Corps mandated 

Leading Marines DEP and Ethics Seminar. Therefore, the current timing requirements of 

the PME coupled with promotion rates raise concerns about a Marine’s ability to retain 
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and or put into practice what was learned many months, even in the best case scenario, 

before promotion. 

 

How the Marine Corps selects Marines for promotion to Corporal - Evaluations 

 

 Next to evaluate is the process by which Lance Corporals are selected for and 

promoted to Corporal. The first relevant piece to the overall process is the performance 

evaluation process used. Performance evaluations in the Marine Corps are broken up into 

two different processes. The Performance Evaluation System (PES) is used to evaluate 

Sergeants through Major Generals and the Enlisted Evaluation System, otherwise known 

as the Proficiency and Conduct System (Pro/Con), is used to evaluate Marines that are 

Privates through Corporals. The similarities in the two systems are few and revolve 

mainly around both systems being used for more than just promotions, and having 

periodic reporting requirements that must be met in order to ensure continuous evaluation 

reporting. Conversely, the differences in the two systems are stark, beginning with the 

level of detail of the evaluations and amount of guidance provided.  

 The PES is governed by a Marine Corps Order P1610.7F Ch2 Performance 

Evaluation System (Short Title: PES) 2010 , which consists of 184 pages of instruction on 

all aspects of the fitness report and evaluation criteria. The fitness report is what is 

completed by evaluating officers and “…provides the primary means for evaluating a 

Marine's performance to support the Commandant's efforts to select the best qualified 

personnel for promotion, augmentation, retention, resident schooling, command, and duty 

assignments.”31 Fitness reports are completed by the first commissioned officer in the 
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Marine’s reporting chain, also known within the PES as the Reporting Senior (RS). All 

fitness reports are then reviewed by the first commissioned officer in the RS’s reporting 

chain, also known within the PES as the Reviewing Officer (RO). If the fitness report is 

considered adverse in nature, it goes through a third review by a Third Officer Sighter 

that is usually the RS of the RO. The fitness report itself consists of eleven sections that 

include general administrative information, a billet description, billet accomplishments, 

four evaluation sections that cover mission accomplishment, individual character, 

leadership, intellect and wisdom, and fulfillment of evaluation responsibilities, a 

comment section where the RS places a word picture of the Marine’s performance, and a 

comparative assessments section for the RO. Within the four evaluation sections are 

thirteen attributes that the Marine is actually evaluated on which include performance, 

proficiency, courage, effectiveness under stress, initiative, leading subordinates, 

developing subordinates, setting the example, ensuring well-being of subordinates, 

communication skills, professional military education, decision making ability, and 

judgment.32 Each attribute comes with a written description and is broken into a 

Performance Anchored Rating Scale (PARS) of three sections, also with written 

descriptions that give the RS a graduated scale from A through H to choose from. The 

final element of the PES of note is that the final evaluations are not objective, but rather 

they are relative in nature. Meaning, that each Marine is evaluated only against other 

Marines of the same grade written on by the same RS and comparatively assessed by the 

same RO. This relative assessment ensures that differences in understanding of the 

guidance and/or attributes between RSs and ROs does not adversely affect the Marine 

Reported On (MRO). 
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 The Pro/Con System which evaluations Privates through Corporals consists of 

periodic numerical proficiency and conduct markings that “record the Marine’s 

performance which is used to determine eligibility for reenlistment, qualification for 

certain types of duty assignments, characterization of service upon discharge, and 

computation of composite scores for promotion.” 33 Marine Corps Order P1070.12K Ch1 

Individual Records Administration Manual 2000 governs the process utilizing two tables 

and with a total of only thirteen pages of instruction. Contrary to the very detailed PES 

the intent of the small amount of guidance provided for Pro/Cons is to balance the need 

of providing fair evaluations to Marines while not tying the hands of the Commanders 

that approve the marks; therefore, the instruction is intended to be very subjective.34 The 

actual guidance provided is in the form of a general description of conduct and 

proficiency, and a table with suggested numerical markings from 0.0 to 5.0.35 The 

guidance for the conduct evaluation listed in paragraph 4007.6a states  

In addition to observance of the letter of law and regulations, conduct 
includes conformance to accepted usage and custom, and positive 
contributions to unit and Corps.  General bearing, attitude, interest, 
reliability, courtesy, cooperation, obedience, adaptability, influence on 
others, moral fitness, physical fitness as effected by clean and temperate 
habits, and participation in unit activities not related directly to unit 
mission, are all factors of conduct and should be considered in evaluating 
the Marine.36 

 

The Standards of Conduct Table then goes on to recommend a 0.0 to 1.9 rating for 

“Unacceptable” conduct, which is listed as a Marine that is a habitual offender, or in 

confinement, or who has multiple court martial convictions and reductions in grade. From 

2.0 to 2.9 is listed as “Unsatisfactory” and describes a Marine that has no more than one 

summary court martial or two non judicial punishments (NJP) and/or a punitive reduction 
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in grade. From 3.0 to 3.9 is listed as “Below Average” and describes a Marine that has no 

more than one NJP, has no favorable impressions as to the qualities listed in paragraph 

4007.6a, and whose conduct does not merit an honorable discharge. 4.0 to 4.4 is listed as 

“Average” and describes a Marine with no offenses and no unfavorable impression to the 

qualities listed in paragraph 4007.6a. 4.5 to 4.8 is listed as an “Excellent” Marine and 

describes a Marine with favorable impressions to the qualities listed in 4007.6a, as well 

as reliability, good influence, sobriety, obedience, and industry. Finally, 4.9 to 5.0 is 

listed as “Outstanding” and describes a Marine that exhibits to an outstanding degree the 

qualities listed in 4007.6a as well as observes the spirit as well as the letter of orders and 

regulations and has positive effects on others. 

 The guidance for proficiency marks focuses on how the Marine performed his 

primary duties during the period, includes technical skills and specialized knowledge, and 

places an emphasis on the whole Marine concept. Attributes to consider for this concept 

include mission accomplishment, leadership, intellect and wisdom, individual character, 

physical fitness, personal appearance and completion of PME. The Standards of 

Proficiency Table uses the same numerical and adjective rating recommendation system 

as in the conduct section. “Unacceptable” is described as doing unacceptable work in 

most duties, generally undependable, and needing close supervision in the simplest of 

assignments. “Unsatisfactory” is described as doing acceptable work in some duties but 

cannot be depended on, and needing assistance and close supervision in all but the 

simplest assignments. “Below Average” is described as handing routing matters 

acceptably but needing close supervision with duties not of a routine nature. “Average” is 

described as thorough and competent in normal duties needing assistance with problems 
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not of routine nature. “Excellent” is performing excellent work in normal duties but 

needing assistance in extremely difficult or unusual assignments. “Outstanding” is 

superior work in all duties including difficult or unusual assignments. 

 Relative to creating professionally competent Corporals, there are a number of 

problems with the current Pro/Con system as described above. First is the overall 

subjectivity of the guidance. Unlike the distinct description of technical competence, 

which equates to MOS performance, and professional competence, which equates to all 

other military standards, the Pro/Con system mixes the two between proficiency and 

conduct, making effective evaluation difficult. Additionally, conduct, as written in the 

table, focuses heavily on disciplinary conduct, implying that fully half of what junior 

Marines, and by inclusion Corporals, should be evaluated on is there disciplinary 

conduct. In today’s Corps, good conduct is expected, at all ranks, and is the minimum 

standard. With regard to the other Noncommissioned Officer rank of Sergeant, the fitness 

report used has no specific conduct rating, or focus on disciplinary action. Including 

Sergeants in the fitness report process and Corporals in the Pro/Con process ultimately 

leads to the impression that Sergeants are not expected to normally have discipline 

problems but that Corporals, like NON NCOs, are. Conduct to include disciplinary 

conduct, is and should be for evaluation purposes, a function of professionalism and 

should be graded as one small aspect of that.  Doing so would take the focus off merely 

staying out of trouble and put it on overall professionalism.  

 The next shortfall is the negative focus of the suggested marking scale. In reality, 

positive ratings only exist from 4.0 to 5.0, with the majority of marking options 0.0 to 3.9 

just different variants of negative. For example, the barrier between a Marine who rates a 
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characterization of Honorable Service at discharge, clearly a positive, is the difference 

between a below average Marine at 3.9 and an average Marine at 4.0. Additionally, all 

Marines that receive a mark below 4.0 for conduct and 3.0 for proficiency must receive a 

notification counseling, also known as a Page 11, that they can write a rebuttal on and 

that goes in their permanent file. The PES fitness report, in contrast, has one negative 

marking for each attribute, which is the adverse A mark. The remaining markings are 

different variations of positive. Within the actual positive Pro/Con marks of 4.0 to 5.0, 

the average marks of 4.0 to 4.4 describe a Marine that has no “unfavorable impressions” 

to the conduct description and can discharge regular duties competently but needs 

assistance with non routine problems. For a Lance Corporal, this description may be 

acceptable for a reenlistment evaluation and/or an honorable characterization of service, 

but certainly does not demonstrate promotion potential to the Noncommissioned Officer 

ranks, which ultimately leaves promotion potential marks in the 4.5 to 5.0 range as 

currently designed. This being the case, it would follow that if this system worked as 

expected for promotion purposes the average Pro/Con markings of Marines being 

promoted would fall in the 4.5 to 5.0 range.. However, average markings for Lance 

Corporals that were promoted to Corporal in 2014 were 4.4/4.4.37 Therefore, either the 

Marine Corps is promoting merely average Marines to Corporal, or the evaluation system 

does not give enough variation of positive to make it useful. 

 Finally, with regard to evaluations, unlike the PES where the first commissioned 

officer in a Marine’s chain of authority completes a fitness report, only Commanders with 

Special Court Martial convening authority are authorized to approve Pro/Con Marks. In 

practice, this means that in most cases, Lieutenant Colonel Battalion and Squadron 
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Commanders are the approval authority. To put this in perspective, a Battalion of over 

1,000 Marines, where the majority are always Corporals and NON NCOs, may have up 

to 50 RSs that write fitness reports, but only one Commander to approve Pro/Con marks. 

The general process for Pro/Con assignment begins with a recommendation from the first 

Noncommissioned Officer or Staff Noncommissioned Officer in a Marines chain of 

authority that moves up through his SNCOIC/Senior Enlisted Advisor (SEL) and Officer 

In Charge (OIC)/Company Commander, to the approving Commander’s SEL, and then to 

the Commander for approval. Throughout this process, the recommended marks will 

likely be adjusted by some or all of the recommending chain based off of a need to 

establish a hierarchy with their Marines and their understanding and philosophy of the 

guidance within the IRAM. Ultimately, the Commander will approve based off his 

understanding and guidance of the IRAM, with most of the Marines falling into the 

average category, the rest being low outliers due to conduct/disciplinary issues, and a few 

being high outliers in the excellent and outstanding category. The IRAM places a 

premium on the Commanders authority and responsibility to assign marks, and states that 

he should consult with a Marines supervising officer or Staff Noncommissioned to 

inform the marks he gives. However, the reality that the Commander will make an 

informed decision on each Marine is unlikely, particularly in situations where a Battalion 

Commander has upwards of 300 Marines that need marks at the same time as in during a 

mandatory semi annual marking period. The totality of the issues with the Pro/Con 

system as outlined above ultimately result in constrained and subjective markings, that 

focus too much on disciplinary conduct, something that is a given for Marines, and is 
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approved by a Commander that most likely would not be able to pick the Marine out of a 

lineup.  

 

How the Marine Corps selects Marines for promotion to Corporal - Selection 

 

 Rank promotions in the Marine Corps are governed by four separate processes. 

Commissioned and Warrant Officer promotions must follow a specific process codified 

by law and the promotions are ultimately approved by the President of the United States. 

Enlisted Marines competing for promotion for the Staff Noncommissioned Officer ranks 

of Staff Sergeant through Sergeant Major follow a very similar process and the 

promotions are ultimately approved by the Commandant of the Marine Corps. Both 

processes involve a centralized annual board of senior and experienced Marine officers 

and Staff Noncommissioned Officers (in the case of enlisted boards), that review and 

brief the career records of Marines that have been identified for the promotion 

opportunity based off of their time in grade, time in service, other standards such as lineal 

standing (in the case of officers), and the needs of the Marines Corps, in order to identify 

and recommend the best qualified Marines for advancement to the next higher grade.  

 Promotions to the ranks of Private First Class and Lance Corporal (NON NCO) 

are generally a function of time in service, time in grade, and the discretion of the unit 

commander. MCO P1400.32D Marine Corps Promotion Manual, Volume 2, Enlisted 

Promotions 2012, the relevant order for all enlisted promotion matters, states that 

Marines that have served on active duty for at least six months and whose service has 

been satisfactory as determined by the commander must be promoted to Private First 
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Class.38 For the next promotion to Lance Corporal it states that Privates First Class with 

at least nine months time in service and eight months time in grade as a Private First 

Class may be promoted to Lance Corporal, again based on the discretion of the 

commander.39 In order to help the commander determine whether a Marine should be 

advanced, the manual emphasizes that Marines in these grades “…are required to 

exercise an ever-increasing degree of maturity, leadership and professionalism…” and 

that Marines that have not “…demonstrated these traits and the desire to assume positions 

of higher authority…” shall not be promoted.40 Lastly it explains that in order to reduce 

the administrative burden on commanders and reduce the amount of late promotions, the 

Marine Corps Total Force System (MCTFS) which is the Marine Corps’ overarching 

administrative program, will automatically identify and promote eligible Marines to the 

next higher grade unless stopped by the commander through an administrative process by 

which he not recommends the Marine for promotion. The not recommended for 

promotion (NON REC) process will be explained fully in the next section covering 

Noncommissioned Officer Promotions. 

 The Noncommissioned Officer promotion process by which Lance Corporals and 

Corporals are promoted shares a number of requirements with the other processes. 

Similar is the reliance on time in service and time in grade that the officer, Staff 

Noncommissioned Officer, and NON NCO processes use, as well as the supremacy of 

the commander’s decision to promote, the automatic selection and promotion by MCTFS, 

and the NON REC process that the NON NCO process uses. Missing is the 

comprehensive board process used by the officer and Staff Noncommissioned Officer 

process, and added is an automated composite/cutting score process. 
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 Central to the Noncommissioned Officer promotion process is the use of 

automated composite scores, which are designed to allow the Commandant of the Marine 

Corps (CMC) to control the Corporal and Sergeant population on the basis of vacancies 

throughout the Marine Corps. Automated composite scores are numerical values assigned 

to each eligible Lance Corporal and Corporal and are the sum of numerical values 

representing an individual Marine’s Rifle Score, Physical Fitness Test Score, Combat 

Fitness Test Score, Average Proficiency Marks, Average Conduct Marks, months of TIG 

and TIS, and bonus values for service in a Special Duty, Self Education, and Command 

Recruiting. Automated composite scores are calculated quarterly for all eligible Marines 

that have the required TIS and TIG and are not otherwise promotion restricted. CMC is 

able to control the Noncommissioned Officer population by using the composite score 

monthly to create a hierarchal list of eligible Marines, grouped by grade and MOS. This 

then allows the CMC to determine shortfalls by grade and MOS throughout the Corps 

and fill them by identifying the same number of Marines on each list, with the lowest one 

becoming the cutting score for that month and that grade/MOS grouping. Therefore, for 

each month, every combination of MOS and grade that have shortfalls should have a 

cutting score, and most if not all cutting scores should be different. 

 This process, as with the NON NCO process, is designed to be automatic. 

Meaning, MCTFS automatically generates which Marines are eligible for promotion, 

gives them a composite score, identifies shortages by MOS and grade, determines which 

Marines have a high enough composite score to fill the shortage, publishes a select grade 

roster to inform commands of who has met the cutting score, and then barring 

intervention from the commander, promotes the Marines in the system.  



 

 25 

 Of course, because the commander is the ultimate arbiter of whether a Marine 

gets promoted or not, there is a process by which he can overrule the automated system. 

This happens through a Recommended (REC) or Not Recommended (NON REC) for 

promotion process that each Marine must receive each month. During this process 

MCTFS automatically recommends each and every eligible Marine, not otherwise 

promotion restricted, for promotion. If the commander determines that a Marine is not 

recommended, he must provide a written counseling to the Marine informing him that he 

is not recommended for that period and why, which goes in the Marines permanent 

record. If for some reason a NON REC is not completed in time, which is usually no later 

than the 15th of each month, and the Marine makes the cutting score, then the 

Commander must do a Will Not Promote process, which is essentially the same process 

with the counseling and how it is entered into the system. The Marine is no longer 

promotion eligible for that month but the big difference is that he has taken a promotion 

for that month away from another Marine, lower on the composite score list, that would 

have made the cutting score if he had been not recommended appropriately.   

Therefore, it is even more critical to ensure that a commander's recommendation 
concerning a Marine's promotion to Corporal or Sergeant is a thoughtful, 
deliberate decision. Each Marine recommended must be worthy of the title 
"Noncommissioned Officer." Marines should be recommended for promotion to 
Corporal or Sergeant only after demonstrating they are worthy of the next higher 
grade.41 

 

 The Noncommissioned Officer promotion process itself presents some challenges 

to creating professionally competent Corporals, beginning with the automatic REC/NON 

REC process. Much like the negative approach discussed above in the Pro/Con 

evaluations, requiring commanders to look for reasons “not” to promote Marines rather 
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than for reasons “to” promote the Marines that are “worthy of the title Noncommissioned 

Officer” and that have “demonstrated” they are ready and able to assume the 

responsibilities of a Noncommissioned Officer, places a negative connotation on the 

process. Further, forcing commanders to place a written counseling in each not 

recommended Marines permanent record can appear to the Marine and the commander 

that it is in fact a punishment that stigmatizes the Marine. Many Marines may be led to 

believe that because they are already recommended (by the system), if they meet the 

cutting score then they deserve to be promoted as long as they haven’t done something 

bad resulting in the punishment of a commander’s NON REC. This could ultimately lead 

to the belief that as long as a Marine stays out of trouble, he or she will eventually have 

enough TIG and TIS and a high enough composite score to get promoted, and that 

promotion is then their right. This can give Marines the mindset that they need to focus 

on “not” doing something that will get them not recommended, rather than a mindset to 

focus on “doing” things that will get them recommended. So, if they are then not 

recommended for failing to demonstrate the sometimes subjective attributes expected of a 

Noncommissioned Officer and/or failing to give the commander confidence in their 

abilities to work at a higher level, they may feel cheated.42 Considering that out of a pool 

of 200 Marines eligible for promotion, potentially 25% may be ready and have 

demonstrated that they are ready for promotion, this means that if the system is done 

correctly, there should be 150 Non Recs occurring. That is 150 Marines potentially 

feeling cheated and having morale issues because the commander is forced to justify 

reasons that they haven’t met their responsibility of demonstrating that they are ready for 

promotion. The administrative burden alone makes this model prohibitive, which is why 
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it is not likely followed in many commands and results in the promotion of Corporals that 

have not demonstrated that their promotion will “positively contribute to the high 

standards of leadership and proficiency required for continued combat readiness.”43 

Contrasting this process with the promotion board process utilized by Staff 

Noncommissioned Officers and Commissioned Officers is instructive. Marines that are 

eligible and briefed by these boards that do not get selected for promotion are not told 

why.  There is no counseling that goes in their record that tells them why their peers were 

selected and they were not.  They are expected to understand that their record did not 

demonstrate that they were the best qualified for promotion. This should also be the case 

for the Noncommissioned Officer promotion process. 

 The second problem with the Noncommissioned Officer promotion process itself 

deals with the Corps’ inability to give all Corporals the opportunity to lead. Promotion 

allocations are based on shortfalls of the entire Marine Corps and Marines are selected for 

promotion with no thought to shortfalls within individual units. Each unit in the Marine 

Corps rates only so many Corporals of whatever particular MOS at that unit. Some units 

have more opportunities for Marines to accomplish training that raise the individual 

scores that comprise their composite scores, and some commanders give higher or lower 

Pro/Con Marks on average that also affects composite scores. This results in relative 

differences in composite scores within the same MOS depending on unit location, type, 

operations tempo etc. Taking the relative differences in composite scores by MOS, 

coupled with promotions that do not take individual units shortfalls into account 

inevitably results in some units having an over abundance of Corporals and other 

commands not having enough Corporals to fill their requirements. The issue with an over 
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or under abundance of Corporals is also related to the assignments process and overall 

unit structure. In most cases in the contemporary Marine Corps, when a Marine is 

promoted to Corporal he does not change units or billets because there is no room due to 

an overabundance of Corporals or due to concerns about unit cohesion. Also, as 

previously demonstrated some billets by MOS can be for a Private through Sergeant, 

which means they are not leadership billets at all. All of these situations are concerning 

because Corporals are supposed to be leaders, and more importantly new leaders, the first 

line of leadership, and if they aren’t in leadership billets, they are not leaders or learning 

to be leaders.  

 

Recommended Corrections 

 

 A number of initiatives can be taken to correct the issues previously discussed and 

improve the overall system, at least one that is quite simple, and all mutually supporting. 

Some of the following recommendations have been discussed in one form or another in 

opinion articles published since the coining of the term Strategic Corporal.44 The first 

recommendation is for the Marine Corps to re adopt its old Noncommissioned Officer’s 

Creed. The current creed previously mentioned, emphasizes continuous self-

improvement, a pursuit of excellence, upholding the heritage of the professionals that 

came before and other subjective and lofty type goals. While these are worthy ideas, like 

many concepts of professionalism they are difficult to frame and unlikely a new leader 

will reference on a daily basis. The old Noncommissioned Officer’s Creed is more 
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objective and gives new Corporals clear marching orders from day one with the 

following text: 

 

I am an NCO dedicated to training new Marines and influencing the old.  I am 
forever conscious of each Marine under my charge, and by example will inspire 
him to the highest standards possible.  I will strive to be patient, understanding, 
just, and firm.  I will commend the deserving and encourage the wayward. I will 
never forget that I am responsible to my Commanding Officer for the morale, 
discipline, and efficiency of my Marines.  Their performance will reflect an image 
of me.  

   

 The next recommendation is that all Marine Corps Tables of Organization be 

reviewed to identify and eliminate any Corporal billets that are not leadership billets. This 

is admittedly a large and complicated task that requires figuring out a solution to 

inequalities in the amount of technical responsibilities versus leadership responsibilities 

for some billets. This will be especially difficult in units with high levels of technical 

MOSs. One potential solution to this situation is rather than promoting Marines to 

Corporal because of higher technical responsibility without the commensurate leadership 

billet as the Marine Corps does now, give monetary bonuses or allowances for higher 

technical skill and qualification. Depending on the amounts, this could be less expensive 

than promoting them, and would do a better job of ensuring the quality leadership skills 

of those that are promoted. Ultimately, due to the diversity in MOSs and unit structures, it 

would require the senior members of each MOS to figure out how to make this work. 

 With regard to PME, the timing concerns can be addressed in one of two ways. 

The timeline for completion of the currently required Ethics Seminar and Leading 

Marines DEP can be stretched out over a Marines TIG as a Lance Corporal, which would 

hopefully keep the information learned in the forefront of their minds at promotion. Or, 
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an additional PME requirement can be implemented at promotion. This process has been 

used by 3d Battalion, 11th Marines who implemented a two day Noncommissioned 

Officer’s Indoctrination Course, and 3rd Marine Aircraft Wing (MAW) who also 

implemented similar education with its Committed and Engaged Leadership 

Indoctrination Course.45 Both courses aim to give new Corporals the practical 

professional tools that they need to be immediately effective, such as instruction on 

uniform inspections, hip pocket training, counseling, leadership theory, and disciplinary 

trends. These indoctrinations bridge the gap between the formal PME required of Lance 

Corporals and that which is given at the Corporal level well after being promoted. 

Among the many strengths of these courses is that they are designed and implemented at 

the local level, following the overall principle of ensuring new Corporals are instantly 

prepared to take on the additional professional responsibility commensurate with their 

new rank. Therefore, a Marine Corps mandated indoctrination course, specifying only 

that a course must be completed for new Corporals, developed and implemented at the 

local level, would be the ultimate service wide correction to the current PME gap for new 

Corporals. 

 Recommended corrections for the enlisted evaluations process begin with 

removing the overall negative focus by changing the Proficiency and Conduct 

evaluations to a Technical Competency and Professional Competency Evaluation. The 

current conduct assessment should be included in the Professional Competency Marking. 

This will allow leaders to evaluate Marines based on their MOS abilities on the one hand 

and everything else required of the profession on the other, removing the confusion and 

subjectivity with the current process.  
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 The second part to removing the negative focus is changing the process to include 

more variations of positive markings than negative. Rather than the current scale, which 

places 0.0 to 3.9 as different variations of negative and 4.0 to 5.0 as average, excellent, 

and outstanding markings, the exact opposite should be utilized. 0.0 to 1.0 should be 

negative and 1.1 to 5.0 should be variations of positive. Along with changing the negative 

aspect of the markings, this will also allow for a greater variation of scores, and give 

more weight to these marks within the composite score. 

 The final recommendation for the correction of evaluations is to change the 

approving authority to the first Commander in a Marine’s chain of command that has 

Non Judicial Punishment authority, rather than Special Court Martial convening 

authority. This would effectively put the approval authority in the hands of Company 

Commanders in the large Battalions, who are the officers in a much better position to 

know, observe, and effectively and fairly evaluate a junior Marine. Certain Marine Corps 

commands, such as most Squadrons, do not have Company Commanders and therefore 

the Squadron Commander would continue to be the approving authority. This should be 

of no concern however, as most Marine Corps squadrons have close to the same numbers 

of Marines as most Marine Corps companies. 

 Recommendations to correct the actual promotion process itself center mainly on 

the automated process by which Marines are recommended or not recommended for 

promotion. In order to remove the focus on the negative, remove the stigma of the NON 

REC, remove the need for Marines to focus on not doing things that result in a Non Rec, 

and remove the need for Commanders to focus on reasons not to promote Marines, the 

automated system should change from automatically recommending all eligible Marines 
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to automatically not recommending eligible Marines. This will allow Commanders to 

look throughout their eligible populations each month and determine which Marines have 

demonstrated that they have the ability and desire to meet the high standards of 

Noncommissioned Officers outlined in the promotion manual. The Marines that are then 

recommended should get a Page 11 notification for their permanent record that states that 

they were recommended for promotion, allowing future reviewers of their record to see 

that they were ready to be promoted whether they make the cutting score or not. For 

critics concerned that deserving Marines may be overlooked in this process, there is still 

the option of providing Page 11 notifications for Marines allowed to stay not 

recommended that they can then rebut and place in their permanent record, but that 

would be the Marine’s choice and be no more damaging than the current system. The 

above change would result in a positive focus for the promotions as well as cut down on 

the administrative burden currently placed on Commanders. 

 The final recommendation to correct deficiencies in the promotion process also 

affects the REC and NON REC process, as well as the assignments process. Promotion 

allocations need to start taking deficiencies within individual units into consideration, in 

order to ensure there are not excessive deficiencies and/or overages at individual units. 

This is especially important for new Corporals, as they need billets to fill where they can 

learn to be leaders. Therefore, rather than recommending for promotion an unlimited 

number of Marines that the Commander feels is ready for promotion, he will determine 

how many Corporals he is deficient based on his on hand, inbound, and outbound 

personnel, and he can only recommend that many in order to fill those billets. Of course 

there will be challenges with this approach in deployed, stabilized, and very small units 
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that would need to be taken into consideration. However, once established this process 

should ensure the correct number of Corporals at each unit across the Marine Corps, and 

that each Corporal has a leadership billet to fill where he can learn to be a leader. 

  

Conclusion 

 

 Critics of the outlined recommendations may rightly point out the potential 

problematic outcomes of some these changes, as well as the complexities and difficulties 

in manpower management that would make implementation of them difficult, to include 

assignments, future force shaping, budget issues, and technical MOS recruiting and 

retention concerns. These are, of course, valid concerns. As previously mentioned, some 

of these changes will need thorough research and evaluation to determine feasibility, 

while others will need none. The hope is that the easy changes will be made quickly and 

the work will be put into the more difficult ones to check their validity. The Marine 

Corps to date has spent much time and effort on acknowledging the importance of, and 

creating PME for its new Corporals. It is time now to look at the rest of the process 

beyond PME, and make the changes needed, no matter how difficult, to ensure the Corps 

has professional and prepared Strategic Corporals in its first line of leadership. 
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Core Values 
 
HONOR: The bedrock of our character. The quality that guides Marines to exemplify the 
ultimate in ethical and moral behavior; never to lie, cheat, or steal; to abide by an 
uncompromising concept of integrity; to respect human dignity; to have concern for each other. 
The quality of maturity, dedication, trust, and dependability that commits Marines to act 
responsibly, to be accountable for actions, to fulfill obligations, and to hold others accountable for 
their actions.  

 
COURAGE: The heart of our core values. Courage is the mental, moral, and physical strength 
the Corps ingrains in Marines to carry them through the challenges of combat and the mastery of 
fear, to do what is right in every situation, to adhere to a higher standard of personal conduct, to 
lead by example, and to make tough decisions under pressure. It is the inner strength that enables 
Marines to take that extra step.  
 
COMMITMENT: The spirit of determination and dedication in Marines that leads to 
professionalism and mastery of the art of war. It leads to the highest order of discipline for unit 
and self; it is the ingredient that enables 24-hour-a-day dedication to Corps and Country, pride, 
concern for others, and an unrelenting determination to achieve a standard of excellence in every 
endeavor. Commitment is the value that establishes the Marine as the warrior and citizen others 
strive to emulate.  
 
Marine Corps Leadership Traits 
 
Justice 
Judgment 
Dependability  
Initiative 
Decisiveness 
Tact 
Integrity 
Endurance 
Bearing 
Unselfishness 
Courage 
Knowledge 
Loyalty 
Enthusiasm 
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Marine Corps Leadership Principles  
 
Be technically and tactically proficient   
Know yourself and seek self-improvement   
Know your Marines and look out for their welfare  
Keep your Marines informed   
Set the example   
Ensure the task is understood, supervised, and accomplished  
Train your Marines as a team   
Make sound and timely decisions   
Develop a sense of responsibility among your subordinates  
Employ your unit in accordance with its capabilities  
Seek responsibility and take responsibility for your actions  
 
NCO Creed  
 
I am the backbone of the United States Marine Corps, I am a Marine Noncommissioned Officer. I 
serve as part of the vital link between my commander (and all officers) and enlisted Marines. I 
will never forget who I am or what I represent. I will challenge myself to the limit and be ever 
attentive to duty. I am now, more than ever, committed to excellence in all that I do, so that I can 
set the proper example for other Marines. I will demand of myself all the energy, knowledge and 
skills I possess, so that I can instill confidence in those I teach. I will constantly strive to perfect 
my own skills and to become a good leader. Above all I will be truthful in all I say or do. My 
integrity shall be impeccable as my appearance. I will be honest with myself, with those under my 
charge and with my superiors. I pledge to do my best to incorporate all the leadership traits into 
my character. For such is the heritage I have received from that long, illustrious line of 
professionals who have worn the bloodstripe so proudly before me. I must give the very best I 
have for my Marines, my Corps and my Country for though today I instruct and supervise in 
peace, tomorrow, I may lead in war.  
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NONCOMMISSIONED OFFICERS PROMOTION WARRANT 

To all who shall see these presents, greetings:  K now  Ye, that repo  
special trust and confidence in the fidelity and abilities  

of ________________________________________________ , I do appoint 
this Marine a _________________________________________________ 
in the  

United States Marine Corps  

to rank as such from the ________ day of_____________ , two thousand 
______ . “Effective with this appointment, you are charged to carefully and 
diligently execute  

the duties and responsibilities of a _________________ of Marines, and I 
do strictly  direct and require all       
obedience to appropriate  orders. As a ___     
must set the example for others to emulate. Your conduct and 
professionalism both on and off duty shall be above  reproach. You are 
responsible for the accomplishment of your assigned mission and for the 
safety, professional development and well-being of the Marines in your 
charge. You  

will be the embodiment of our institutional core values of honor, courage 
and commitment. You will lead your Marines with firmness, fairness and 
dignity while observing and following the orders and directions of your 
senior leaders and enforcing all regulations and articles governing the 
discipline of the Armed Forces of the United States  

of America.”  

Given under my hand at 
_________________________________________________ this 
___________ day of ___________________________ , in the year of our 
Lord two thousand ____________________.  
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