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Education and the General: Educating Military Executives
Randall Wakelam

“Hawke is a very good sea officer but no Minister” said Pitt on one
occasion, when he thought that that distinguished Admiral was opposing
a scheme designed to help the general situation in Europe in order to
further another that could have only a local e↵ect. (Doyle 1931)
Any officer who attains a certain standing is liable to be called into council, either with the Government at home, in the Dominions or in the
colonies, with diplomatic or consular officers, British or foreign, and with
business and shipping interests. In council, however, his views will carry
no weight if it is found that he knows little beyond what he should do
with his forces should he happen to meet the enemy. We want at all
times, but particularly when at war, to ensure that the military view
shall be given full attention, and an officer who shows that when formulating his opinions he has given the necessary consideration to all the
various factors-political, economic, etc. is far more likely to get his ideas
accepted than one who has obviously failed to give these matters due
weight. (Slim 1947)
“What got you here won’t get you there.” (Jans, Mugford et al. 2013)
The conundrum of the general officer which Pitt commented over 250 years ago
and Slim more recently is summed up neatly by the pithy observation from the
Australian Defence Forces in our times. What they all say, fairly clearly, is that the
warfighting capabilities of the officer, even at senior ranks, will not necessarily be the
same competencies that he, and now she, needs to lead a Service, or the Services, in
making good the security of the nation.
This article looks at the concepts and practices used in the ABCA nations for
preparing their most senior officer cadre. It begins by defining concepts of education
and identifying the competencies required of general officers. It then looks at the
educational structures in place and suggests what might be changed, or kept, to make
good on the ultimate goal of ensuring that senior leaders have the competencies to
steer their services through the challenges of security and defence in the 21st century.
Before continuing, it should be noted that we will not in most cases look at specific
courses or programmes but more broadly at the sorts of learning and education that
go on.
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When civilians think of military education they may envisage a field of soldiers
doing calisthenics early in the morning or firing earnestly at targets on the rifle range.
A more modern version of this might see a pilot in a flight simulator or a team around
a plotting display in a virtual ship’s ops room. All of these activities tend towards
training and so they qualify under the broad rubrique of learning, but they do not
capture the half of that latter concept. What they do reflect is the necessity for
service personnel, both non-commissioned and commissioned, to be able to respond
in a standard fashion to predicted circumstances — this is training. What they
reflect less is the need for more senior personnel to develop and implement e↵ective
responses to unpredicted circumstances. This largely intellectual action requires
more liberal education than it does training.
Before focussing uniquely on this aspect of learning, it would be useful to parse
out a learning lexicon. Should one speak of education, training, learning, skills
acquisition or something else? Does it really matter what terms are used so long as
we can observe the preparation, cognitively, morally or practically, of personnel to
allow them to discharge the functions of a military service? It is perhaps significant
that when some of the terms discussed in the following paragraphs were presented
in 2014 at a conference for historians of education some in the audience were not
familiar with them. One might conclude that a common understanding of basic
concepts must never be taken for granted.
In the Concise Oxford Dictionary (Soanes, Stevenson 2008) one finds the following three terms which are to some degree interrelated:
• to educate: to give intellectual, moral and social instruction;
• to train: to teach a skill or type of behaviour through regular practice or
instruction.
• to learn: to gain knowledge of or skill in (something) through study or experience or being taught.
Recent pedagogical research (McNeir 1993, Manno 1994) links these actions with
the concept of the ‘learning outcome’: what one expects the learner to be capable of
at the completion of the learning activity. Generally, although not always, it should
be possible to confirm the achievement of the learning outcome through some form
of assessment. A slightly older construct, Bloom’s Taxonomy of Learning, allows us
to discern between cognitive, psycho-motor (physical skills) and a↵ective (vales and
morals) capacities, which taken together seem to capture the range of capabilities
and capacities which humans demonstrate. Assessment is somewhat easier to do
when dealing with psycho-motor learning and somewhat, perhaps much, harder to
do when looking at a↵ective learning. (Bloom 1976, Anderson 2001) Indeed, how
does one confirm that the learner has accepted and will employ, for example, a
culture-sensitive approach when dealing with people from other nations, religions or
cultures?
In further defining the context of this research we come to more recent ideas of
‘learning organizations’ and ‘life long learning’. Learning organizations, as described
by American researcher Peter Senge (Senge 2006), are evidenced by the presence of
five characteristics.
The first of these is “personal mastery” which involves “personal growth and
learning”. It requires us to discern where we are and compare it to where we want to
be. The di↵erence between the two generates a “creative tension” which spurs us to
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action. There are however, organizations which do not want personal mastery; their
managers and leaders prefer their workers to simply remain stagnant intellectually.
(2006, 131–2)
A second characteristic of learning organizations is the ability to challenge and
where necessary transform or replace deeply held ‘mental models’; i.e. ways of doing
business. Senge sees the requirement for openness when thinking about these models;
do they work in changing circumstances or not? One of the biggest challenges is
dealing with the reality that the mental model whether or not the hierarchy of the
organization is open to change or is determined to control and direct. (2006, 171)
The third characteristic of the learning organization is the shared vision. Senge
says that at its simplest it comes from answering the question “What do we want to
create. . . .” He says the belief or vision becomes “palpable” and that it “creates a
sense of commonality that permeates the organization and gives coherence to diverse
activities. Senge points to various corporations that experienced phenomenal growth,
Apple for example, as manifesting shared vision. (2006, 192-3) He might well have
looked at militaries in general, which on the face of them have an ethos and bond
which unites members regardless of their function within the whole.
The fourth characteristic is what Senge calls team learning. About this he says:
“Team learning is the process of aligning and developing the capacity of a team to
create the results its members truly desire.” It builds on shared vision and personal
mastery. (2006, 218) Team learning as three characteristics. First, the thinking
and learning must be insightful. Next there must be “innovative and coordinated
action” where trust exists between learners that the whole team is moving towards
the same goals, but with some freedom of action. Finally, team learning may involve
coordinated and sympathetic interaction with other teams. (2006, 219)
Pulling all these together, “. . . systems thinking is the fifth discipline. It is the
discipline that integrates the disciplines, fusing them into a coherent body of theory
and practice. It keeps them from being separate gimmicks or the latest organization
change fads. Without a systemic orientation, there is no motivation to look at how
the disciplines interrelate. . . . it continually reminds us that the whole can exceed
the sum of its parts.” (2006, 11–2)
A second recent addition to learning lexicon is the idea of life long learning which
is generally linked to rapid advances in knowledge and technology. In the Oxford
Handbook of Lifelong Learning Manuel London (London 2011) argues that lifelong
learning in the workplace can occur where the organization sets up a “learning environment” including policies, practices and activities to encourage learning. (2011,
5) In the same volume Paul Hager (Hager 2011) reviews the nuances of the term
since its first use in the 1970s. Importantly for this paper, he points out that lifelong
learning is not an individual activity, but that it can equally apply to organizations.
(2011, 24)
If these concepts can be seen in the experience of society as a whole then are
they also to be found in professional education and in military professional education
and learning? Do they applying in preparing the general? And if so how? Before
attempting to answer these questions we are best to define the key characteristics of
a profession and professional learning.
In his work, Professionalism: The Third Logic, Eliot Freidson (Freidson 2001)
argues that “professionalism” exists when “an organized occupation gains the power
to determine who is qualified to perform a defined set of tasks, . . . and to control
the criteria by which to evaluate performance.” (2001, 12) While all occupations
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contain some blend of skills and knowledge, professions, he says, involve a “special
kind of knowledge . . . believed to require the exercise of discretionary judgment
and a grounding in abstract theory and concepts.” (2001, 13) All training, whether
for craft, technical or professional work involves some degree of vocational training,
but professions benefit from the broadening experience normally associated with a
university milieu and approach to learning. (2001, 90) It is this liberal education that
both enables specialist practitioners to later serve in managerial positions and also
establishes a societally recognized legitimacy. (2001, 121) Moreover, a professional is
better prepared by having a broad knowledge of theories which can be a “guide [to]
discretionary judgment” rather than a narrow ability in only some of the practical
applications of the profession. (2001, 95)
Professors Rod Gidney and Wyn Millar have found similar themes in the evolution of professional education in nineteenth century Canada. In their monograph
Professional Gentlemen (1994) they explore the three traditional professions – divinity, medicine and law, concluding that technical proficiency had to be accompanied
by a liberal education which remained “the touchstone of the educated man: it constituted a training in character and culture, the necessary prerequisite to framing
technical expertise within ‘scientia’. . . .” (1994, 355) This scientia – knowledge –
was thus a fundamental component of the individual’s formation, giving the professional the ability, in theory at least, to see the bigger picture while at the same time
conferring a certain social status both on the individual and the profession.
While Friedson, Gidney, Millar and others do not discuss the military, there
are researchers who do and who see it as a profession. Samuel Huntington’s The
Soldier and the State (Huntington 1957) is a cornerstone of that thinking. In it
he argued that twentieth century professional officers were much more than full
time practitioners in that they met three essential criteria of professions: expertise,
responsibility and corporateness. (1957, 8–10)
Huntington identified that while officers held a variety of qualifications (pilot,
intelligence analyst, submariner, etc.) there was, however, a common underpinning
that could be identified by the phrase, “the management of violence.” An officer’s
associated duties included preparing the force, planning its missions, and directing
its actions. An officer’s skill was neither “craft” nor “art”. “It is instead an extraordinarily complex intellectual skill requiring comprehensive study and training.” In
Huntington’s view, acquiring this intellect required about one third of an officer’s
career. Mastery came not simply through “learning existing techniques. [The management of violence] is in a continuous process of development, and it is necessary
for the officer to understand this development and to be aware of its main tendencies
and trends.” These statements surely suggest the requirement for life long learning.
But even this was not enough, for Huntington posited that the officer must be in tune
with the culture in which he operated. This required an understanding of society,
of the characteristics of other professions and of human beings themselves. (1957,
11–14) More evidence, one can argue, of the place of scientia.
So it would seem that there is a ‘doctrine’, perhaps a /mental model, or at least
a set of concepts that one can apply to military learning, but we also need to define
who or what the general officer is and what specific skills and knowledge s/he might
need before speculating on how these might be acquired.
In the 1939 Lees Knowles Lectures at Cambridge University the General Sir
Archibald Wavell (Wavell 1941) focussed on three aspects of generalship: the general and his personal qualities; the general and his subordinates; and the general and
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his political masters. Before discussing these relationships he quoted from Socrates
who had said “the general must know how to get his men their rations and every
other kind of stores needed for war.” Planning, energy and tactical knowledge were
also critical to this Socratic model for success. (1941, 14–5) Wavell agreed that effective administration was the “real crux of generalship,” and went on to say that
administering – providing for an army’s needs – was critically important. (1941, 15)
Nonetheless, Wavell continued, generals also needed a range of personal attributes:
mental and physical robustness, physical courage, health and youth, courage of convictions, knowledge of humanity and fighting spirit. (1941, 15–23) These things gave
the general the strength of character to be e↵ective when working with subordinates
where it was necessary for him to “keep strict, though not necessarily stern discipline,” “give [ungrudging] praise where praise is due,” be visible to the troops, avoid
sarcasm and keep the soldiers informed. (1941, 46–7) These things, he said, were
hard to do given that generals were far less visible to their soldiers than in times past.
Finally, and central to the present discussion, Wavell, reminded his audience of the
problems of the Great War and how it was vital that the general and the politician
worked in unique yet overlapping spheres and that cooperation was of vital importance for the successful conduct of the war. (1941, 57–62) All things considered
Wavell painted the picture of a complex and demanding role where the general was
required to exercise a mastery of a broad range of skills and knowledge, drawing on
each as the situation demanded to ensure the success of the fighting troops.
If Wavell’s model, not to mention Slim’s and Pitt’s ideas, is still pertinent today
the general needs both the competencies to administer within the organization and
the savvy to deal with government, both politicians and high functionaries.
Before going further, however, it is worth reminding ourselves that generals are
not, as is often the case with business executives, recruited from another organization,
or even di↵erent types of businesses. Rather they normally advance within one
national system and service so that by the time they reach the executive cadre
they have a deep sense of the purpose and functioning of their service. Part of
that advancement includes professional learning, both training and education, both
appointment specific and general, and so we should be cognizant of this prior learning.
But not all prior learning will help in executing the functions of the general. A
1960s Canadian military study (Wakelam, Coombs 2010) of the then newly unified
officer corps concluded that the importance of various sets of competencies and
knowledge ebbed and flowed during a career. Technical and tactical expertise, what
the study called “military occupation skill”, became relatively less important as an
officer advanced in rank. Knowing how to conduct a fighting patrol would be of little
utility to the general responsible for procurement or his/her counterpart working in
international policy formulation. For those officers, knowing how the military fit
within government, that is “military expertise”, was the focus of their competency.
All of this and the supporting intellectual and personal values were captured in the
diagram shown here: “Variation in Importance of Qualities with Rank”. (2010,
45) Executive ability it should be noted was “the ability to make decisions . . . and
live with problems which defy solution”, a notion we attempt to capture today by
referring to chaos, ambiguity and wicked problems.
The Report of the Officer Development Board concluded that to be constantly
ready for new challenges as they progressed in rank meant that officers required
continual education; the report suggested that 20 percent of a career should be
devoted to professional learning activities, including where appropriate a civilian
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graduate degree. (Wakelam 2004) This final statement was a bold one in an era
when a high school diploma was often the norm for winning a commission. The
military political security and military challenges of the last decade make the notion
of problems which defy solution seem a commonplace. In 2014 we are witness to
renewed East-West tensions and conflict in Ukraine, the Ebola crisis and instability
in Iraq and Syria as a result of ISIS to name just three major concerns. How to deal
with issues like these while also juggling shrinking resources are the daily stu↵ of a
general’s diary.
To this point we have established that there is a doctrine of learning concepts,
and that the military like other professions values knowledge as a vehicle to staying
connected with and meeting the needs of parent societies. We have also seen that
generals must be able to work with their operational forces, but that they must also
work across government and society in dealing with incredible challenges. What sort
of education or learning can possibly prepare these individuals for the most senior
appointments? We now turn to four documents written in the ABCA nations, most
quite recent, each of which attempts to lay out some general principles or intents for
officer professional education either specifically for or including the executive cadre.
Once we have looked at some key points we will perhaps be able to discern what an
optimal learning experience looks like.
The earliest of the studies is the UK Modernising Defence Training: Report of
the Defence Training Review completed in 2001 (Great Britain Ministry of Defence
2001) These are extracts from the document and its supporting essays:
There are three main stages in officer training: initial officer, command
and sta↵, and senior officer training. Despite obvious gaps and exceptions, initial officer training and initial sta↵ training probably correspond
to the tactical level; Advanced sta↵ training to the operational; and senior officer training to the strategic level. (2001, Supporting Essays, 9)
Training should reflect the di↵erent demands of each level of an officer’s
career. The initial requirement is primarily to prepare an officer to operate at the tactical level and in a mainly single service environment, including all the required specialist skills. Thereafter we need progressively
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to prepare officers for a wider and more senior range of appointments,
which, at the operational and strategic levels are increasingly likely to be
in the joint/multinational/inter-agency environment, in the integrated
MOD HQ or its supporting defence businesses. (2001, Supporting Essays, 9)
Most officers attend some form of Initial Officer Training and the great
majority Initial Command and Sta↵ Training; thereafter training becomes more selective. Officers will find themselves increasingly working
in a joint environment. But joint expertise takes time to develop. Building on the changes already implemented in recent years, we propose a
progressive increase throughout an officer’s career in exposure to joint as
well as multinational, inter-agency and wider defence issues. This will
begin with the introduction of short common modules during Initial Officer Training, which will continue to be conducted in a predominantly
single Service environment, given the importance of instilling individual
Service ethos. Thereafter, while the focus of Initial Command and Sta↵
training will similarly continue to be primarily single Service, we propose further common defence modules and an increase in joint activity,
taking advantage of the collocation of sta↵ training at the Joint Services
Command and Sta↵ College at Shrivenham. (2001, 15)

Figure 6.1: Recreated from Modernising Defence Training: Report of
the Defence Training Review (2001)
There are gaps in training for senior officers . . . in business leadership
and management skills.(2001, 14)
. . . we will establish a small Defence Leadership Centre to design an
overarching policy framework and strategies for managerial and leadership development. The centre will: provide a more focused and coherent
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approach throughout an individual’s career to leadership training, particularly for those likely to reach the corporate/strategic level. . . (2001,
24)
There is virtually no formal training in Joint Warfare for officer above
1-star at the operational level. We propose to meet the training requirements for commanders of joint and multinational operations through a
mixture of very short modular courses, interactive gaming, and the development of a Joint Training for Operations Centre. . . . Inter-agency
training will be enhanced through the development of an annual politicomilitary game [replicating joined up government]. (2001, 16)
Overall it would seem that the concepts espoused at the time reflected the various
levels of employment of officers and recognized the complexities awaiting those who
would work in the highest offices. The range of courses and programmes available
includes ‘specialist masters’ MPhils and fellowships in addition to the HCSC and
the RCDS programmes. Unfortunately the DTR was only partially implemented. It
could be said that conflicts in IRAQ and Afghanistan, as well as in other regions,
took away the flexibility of MOD to provide these learning venues. But surely these
operational demands and their strategic and political branches called for this very
sort of learning.
Two reports were published in 2013. In the United States an independent think
tank report Building Better Generals (Barno, Bensahel et al. 2013) stated:
The U.S. military needs an adaptive and creative officer corps in order to
address the complex challenges of the 21st century — where the demands
of managing an increasingly volatile international security environment
and massive defense enterprise will rapidly collide with the realities of
declining defense budgets and constrained U.S. global military capabilities. Yet 12 years at war in the unconventional conflicts of Iraq and
Afghanistan have distorted the skills of the officer corps and much reduced the time that has been available for professional military education and broadening assignments. Additionally, over a decade of irregular
warfare may poorly prepare officers for what lies ahead. For this reason,
the United States must redouble e↵orts to strengthen its current and
future military leaders, starting with its corps of generals and admirals,
and extending to all those rising to fill these positions. These officers will
be responsible for leading a smaller, more austere force charged with fulfilling the nation’s global security responsibilities. Improving flag officer
assignment, education, selection and evaluation is a wise and necessary
investment to ensure the nation maintains the senior leadership capable
of preventing, and if necessary, winning the next war.
Several initiatives would significantly improve flag officer development
and accountability in the years ahead. Tomorrow’s flag officers would
benefit from an assignment system that tracks them into one of two specialties: warfighting (“operational”) and institutional (“enterprise”) billets. Coding all two-, three- and four-star billets as either operational or
enterprise, and assigning flag officers selected for two-star rank to one of
these tracks, would enable officers to optimize their development and education for the responsibilities of their assignment. Flag officers will also
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need robust, tailored education to support their assigned track. Officers
on the operational track should attend a new U.S. Higher Command and
Sta↵ Course that emphasizes strategic and political-military skills; enterprise officers should attend business schools and corporate and executive
leadership programs, supplemented by military-specific courses.
Finally, officers will need a selection and evaluation process that establishes clear expectations for performance and enhances accountability
throughout their careers, particularly at the three- and four-star level.
This process should include performance reviews and written evaluations
for all officers, which will additionally promote mentorship and continuous self development. Today, this system abruptly stops when an officer
is promoted to three-star rank. (2013, 5–6)
This last paragraph contains a significant point: education is for specific people
and the profession must identify those people who have ‘the legs’ and the brains to
operate e↵ectively at the highest levels. But readers will see that the entire system
proposed by the study would demand a great deal of foresight to pick the right people,
this followed by highly focused and individualized education for those identified.
Also in 2013, Australia reviewed its senior officer learning strategy. The following
are extracts from The Chiefs A Study of Strategic Leadership (Jans, Mugford et al.
2013)
The report reaches three major conclusions, relating respectively to individual development, organisational development and leadership style.
These conclusions are that:
• for the ambitious officer, “what got you here won’t get you there”;

• for the military institution, “what got us here won’t get us there”;
and
• the principle that “leadership is a team sport” is just as valid at the
senior level as it is lower in the organisation. (2013, 111)
It is recommended that:
• the core JPME e↵ort (or at least that from mid-career onwards)
be oriented around the four strategic leadership roles of Strategic
Leader, Strategic Builder, Strategic Director and Steward of the
Profession.
• such JPME be focused on preparing officers for future roles in both
leadership and support for senior leaders.
• officers from mid-career onwards periodically be exposed to and engage with contemporary and evolving issues at the strategic level,
with exercises that require them to examine the responsibilities and
skills needed for the Director-Leader-Manager-Steward forms within
their own current and immediate-future career roles. (For example,
as part of preparation for ship/unit command, O4 and O5 could
examine the application of these four roles to that level of command
and the level of command immediately above it.)
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• such engagement use active rather than passive modes of learner
behaviour.
• each Service continue with the current encouraging trend of introducing career models that enable selected officers to develop indepth specialisations within relevant fields – not just within “personnel management” and “project management/technology” but also
within economics, politics and military sociology. (2013, 113)
Notions of ‘got here. . . get there’ seem awfully like personal mastery and perhaps
mental models. There are striking similarities with Senge’s model throughout the
Australian document. There are also striking similarities with the recommendations
of the US study’s recommendation to group officers either for operations or enterprise
assignments. Perhaps most centrally we can see the wisdom of Wavell and Slim in
the recognition that strategic leadership is not the same as operational and tactical
acumen.
A third document from 2013 captures the main themes from a pan NATO conference on military education and learning. Extracts from the report of “Connected
Forces, Educated Minds: Transformation and Professional Military Education” follow. (Wilton Park 2013) From the conference report:
The aim of this two day conference is to help lead the way towards a
new NATO Standard for professional military education (PME). Specifically, the conference will consider PME in the light of the lessons learned
from over a decade of Alliance-led operations and how best the corporate
memory gained can be captured before becoming lost so that PME takes
its rightful place as part of enhanced training, exercising and education
in the creation of NATO Forces 2020. (2013, 3)
Education will vary according to level and capability and be tailored to
support careers that specialise in many security domains. For example,
at the mid-level education will produce “brilliant mechanics”, whereas
at the higher-level it will reinforce “strategic level intuition”. The PME
system must be agile enough to recognise early and support “the likes
of a Petraeus or Stavridis” as well as more modest mortals. Critically,
central to PME will be a tailored, career-long learning relationship that
can identify early talent and foster an elite of officer-scholars, some of
whom are sent o↵ for a time into the civilian education sector with no
suggestion that their careers will be blighted as a result. (2013, 1)
On a related blog site principal conference contributor Julian Lindley French
wrote:
To my mind education, the knowledge it is built upon and the connectivity it breeds is the missing link between NATO nations that will help
the Alliance close the strategy-austerity-capability gap.
NATO 2020 pre-supposes defence modernisation at a time of acute defence austerity. NATO have created both Smart Defence and the Connected Forces Initiative both of which further pre-suppose much greater
synergies between capabilities and capacities. Today, value for money in
defence strategy is as much about ‘human software’ as hard capability.
68

The New Strategist

R. Wakelam

Therefore, critical to NATO 2020 must be a model of professional military education that aims to promote comparative advantage of NATO
personnel both on and o↵ the battlefield. In other words, NATO must
become as much knowledge nexus as military nexus. (Lindley–French
2013)
The report talks more about the career process perhaps, but the Lindley French
comments illuminate the central value of education in giving senior leaders the advantage they need to provide security and defence e↵ectively when the problems
seem never to abate.
In Canada a review of the entire officer development system is currently under
way, but details are not available. At this time the Canadian Forces College o↵ers the
National Security Program (NSP) for officers of the colonel/naval captain and civilian
equivalent; it is designed to prepare leaders to operate at the strategic level. All
students take the same curriculum, those taking an extra course in economics are able
to complete a Masters in Public Administration. Courses focus on national security
policy and instruments of national power as well as the workings of government.
There is one course dealing with operations but here the context is set at a very
broad level and deals more with defence and security policy than the conduct of
operations. Several ‘wargames’ and simulations are used with facilitators drawn
from active and retired government executives and former politicians. The intent is
to replicate the complexity and chaos of political decisions. 1
The genesis of the NSP was the result of meeting between the CDS and the
Commander of the Canadian Defence Academy in 2007 at which the author was
present. In addition to establishing the NSP, the CDS and his Vice Chief felt that
there was a need for graduate education and fellowships for selected officers. Their
intent was to create the necessary tailored learning to generate a pool of one and
two star officers with the knowledge and intellectual skills to replace them. Followon work led to a study by a retired commander of the army in which it was noted
that roughly 70 percent of Canadian general officer positions were not in operations,
but rather in institutional leadership and management in areas such as personnel or
defence policy, procurement and finance — those ‘enterprise’ billets in the US and UK
studies. His conclusion was that to be e↵ective in these sorts of functions the general
needed to have served in lower level appointments within these specialized areas,
normally at the major/ lieutenant colonel rank. Other recommendations included a
mentoring programme for all general officers, particularly for those moving into the
national headquarters and having to work across government for perhaps the first
time.
The Canadian experience like those of the other ABCA nations is founded on
identifying those with the potential to go on to the most senior ranks, and then
giving them the experience and learning opportunities necessary to do just that.
While earlier it was stated that the paper would not look at specific courses
and programmes the review of the NSP above has opened the door to such an
examination. But for the purposes of this paper it is sufficient to say that each of
the ABCA nations has its own programme or programmes which, over the span of
about 10 months, expose selected senior officers to the range of issues they will face
when working at the strategic and even political levels of government. To these are
1 The syllabus of the program is available on line at http://www.cfc.forces.gc.ca/119/187/
312/331-eng.pdf
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added, or at least envisaged, additional ‘bespoke’ learning events from short courses
to graduate degrees, intended to provide that extra something to actually catalyze
the officer’s potential.
We are left with the question: Are these programmes enough? If nations stick
with their existing in-house programmes then arguably not. Selection for one a year
of learning assumes that the officer has both the intellect to learn and advance as
well as the intrinsic desire to learn. If however there is a streak of hubris in that
individual, or if she or he accepts a year of schooling simply because it seems the
right thing to do for career advancement, then the learning experience and the further
service may not be equal to the investment.
Moreover, while we as professionals race about attempting to deal with the wicked
problems we tend to lose sight of the fact that we need to be on top of our game.
Would we, for example, want to visit a physician who eschewed learning and using
the latest diagnostic practices in keeping us healthy? Why then would anyone want
to put trust in the general would only grudgingly accept a learning billet or who
ignored professional self development being too busy with operations?
Finally, can we say that war and defence college programmes are ‘the answer’
to preparing the general. As good as they may be they are generally limited in
allowing the student to be curious and to risk adventuring into unknown issues. And
yet this adventuring and risk taking are exactly what the operating environment
of the most senior leaders often looks like. Just perhaps, we need to consider the
use of civilian graduate programmes and fellowships – where students can be put
in ‘unmoderated contact with knowledge’, where there is no school solution and no
rules of engagement about where the discussion can go – as closer to the norm, and
this perhaps in addition to the war or defence college. We need to invest in the next
generations of executive leaders; the return on that investment could be well worth
the e↵ort.
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