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THE ROLE OF THE MARINE Staff Noncommissioned officer

Introduction.  Try to imagine the Marine Corps without noncommissioned officers (NCOs) and staff noncommissioned officers (SNCOs).  There would be no

· Drill instructors (DIs) 

· Recruiters

· One to fill the numerous enlisted leadership billets that you have come to recognize since you joined the Marine Corps

· Way to develop warrant officers

All of these different duties would then fall to the junior officers.

NOTE:   The NCO Handbook uses the generic term NCO to denote both NCOs and SNCOs.
Baron Von Steuben, when forging the regulations for the new Continental Army, wrote the following concerning the importance of an NCO corps:

“The choice of NCO is an object of greatest importance:  The order and discipline of a regiment depends so much on their behavior, that too much care cannot be take…Honesty, sobriety, and a remarkable attention to every point of duty, with a neatness in their dress are indispensable requisites; a spirit to command respect and obedience from the men, an expertness in performing every part of the exercise, and an ability to teach it, are also absolutely necessary.”

Noncommissioned officers (NCOs) are as old as war itself.  In the seventh century B. C., the Book of Deuteronomy speaks of “captains of fifties and captains over tens” among the forces of Moses.  The traditional role of the NCO can trace its lineage back to the Roman legions, when a centurion commanded the smallest tactical unit, the century.  Today most military organizations have an NCO corps.

What makes the staff noncommissioned officer (SNCO) in the Marine Corps unique is the level of responsibility and authority their officers invest in them.  A good example of this is to compare the ratio of officers to enlisted personnel for the four armed services.  Of the four, the Marine Corps has the lowest ratio.  The Marine Corps expects its NCOs and SNCOs to provide the additional leadership; Marine NCOs and SNCOs are rewarded with greater responsibility than any other NCO corps.

	Branch of Service
	Ratio of Officers to Enlisted

	Air Force
	1:4.0

	Army
	1:5.0

	Navy
	1:6.3

	Marine Corps
	1:8.8


Purpose of the SNCO.  The SNCO has traditionally been called the "Backbone of the Marine Corps" because the SNCO

· Assists the commander in all administrative matters and the training of junior Marines

· Provides counsel and advice to both officers and enlisted Marines based on their professional knowledge and experience

The success of the officer/SNCO relationship depends on the officer’s ability to maintain a professional relationship that fosters communication and professionalism.  The purpose of the SNCO is to

· Decentralize command down to the lowest level—the very heart of our warfighting ethos and leadership philosophy

· Provide a link between the commander and Marines

· Provide a senior enlisted advisor to each commander.  While this is the MOS requirement for a first sergeant (1stSgt) and sergeant major (SgtMaj), every SNCO is the enlisted advisor to the officer for whom they work directly

· For staff sergeants (SSgts) and gunnery sergeants (GySgts), they will be the platoon commander, OIC, or staff officers

· Because master sergeants (MSgts) and master gunnery sergeants (MGySgts) are the technical experts with years of experience and leadership skills, they are senior enlisted staff assistants to the commanding officers of the commands to which they are assigned.  As part of this role, the SNCO is responsible for developing the junior officers as they begin their career

· Provide avenues for advancement whereby enlisted Marines may realize their full potential

· Recognize and reward outstanding technical and military skills

In other words, NCOs and SNCOs help a commander lead, train, and take care of his Marines, enable good Marines to get ahead; and make the best use of the essential skills of each Marine.

What is an SNCO?    To understand the role of the SNCO, you must first understand what an SNCO is.  SNCOs in the Marine Corps are a combination of training tempered by years of experiences.  Every SNCO is the product of the transformation of recruit training followed by MOS training and the enlisted professional military education (PME) program.  The level and amount of training and experience will vary depending on rank; a

· SSgts may have from 8 to 10 years of experience

· Sergeants major or master gunnery sergeants may have from 20 to 30 years

Most will have operational experience, and many will have combat experience.  Added to this will be the appropriate PME schooling as well as tours of duty on one of several special duties (drill instruction (DI), Marine Corps security guard (MSG), recruiting).

To enlisted Marines, the SNCO is an example to emulate.  SNCOs

· Use their experience and training to train and develop their subordinates

· Individually

· As a unit

· Provide an intermediate level of leadership within the chain of command

· Cushion the friction between officers and enlisted

Professional Military Education (PME).  In addition to experience, each SNCO is a product of the enlisted PME program. Historically, NCO/SNCO professional schooling was accomplished on the job.  As the Marine Corps’ size grew and weapons and tactics became more complex, the need to provide more formal training was identified.  The first NCO/SNCO academy was established in 1971.  The SNCO academy is designed to prepare enlisted Marines for the complexity of the modern battlefield.

All NCOs and SNCOs, beginning at the rank of corporal, receive training, which provides them with the knowledge and confidence required for the increased responsibilities of each rank.  Topics taught include

· Leadership

· Drill, Customs, Courtesies and Inspections

· Training Management

· Techniques of Military Instruction

· Physical Fitness Training

· Personnel Administration and Military Justice

· Tactics/Warfighting Skills

NCO/SNCO professional schooling is broken down into four phases described in the table below.

	Professional Schooling Phase
	Description

	Basic
	· Begins with corporals who complete the Fundamentals of Marine Corps Leadership MCI

· Marine Corps University provides a program of instruction for units to run a 10-day corporals leadership course run

· At the discretion of the unit commander 

· Specified number of times per year (at TBS, eleven classes per year)

· All Sgts must complete the 8000 sergeants distance education course to be able to attend one of the six-week, sergeant courses located at

· Quantico, VA

· Camp Lejeune, NC

· Camp Pendleton, CA

· 29 Palms, CA

· Okinawa

· Hawaii

· All Sgts must have completed the sergeants distance education course to be qualified for promotion to staff sergeant

	Career
	· SSgt selectees and newly promoted SSgts complete the 7100 SNCO career distance education course to be able to attend one of the seven-week career courses located at

· Quantico, VA

· Camp Lejeune, NC

· Camp Pendleton, CA

· Okinawa

· All SSgts must complete the SNCO career distance education course to be qualified for promotion to gunnery sergeant

	Advanced
	· GySgt selectees and newly promoted GySgts complete the 7200 SNCO advance distance education course to be able to attend one of the seven-week, advance courses located at

· Quantico, VA

· Camp Lejeune, NC

· Camp Pendleton, CA

· Okinawa

· All GySgts must complete the

· SNCO advance distance education course to be qualified for promotion to 1stSgt or MSgt

· Warfighting Skills Program through MCI 7400


	Professional Schooling Phase
	Description

	Senior
	· Upon selection to 1stSgt, all Marines in this grade attend a three-week 1stSgt course conducted annually during June at Quantico, VA

· Additionally, within the first two years of promotion to 1stSgt and MSgt all Marines attend one of the one-week, regional E-8 seminars held at

· Quantico, VA

· Camp Lejeune, NC

· Camp Pendleton, CA

· Okinawa

· Training for sergeants major/master gunnery sergeants

· SgtMaj/MGySgt Symposium and Russell Leadership Conference 

· Annually during April

· For all SgtsMaj and MGySgts within the first three years of promotion

· For five days

· At Quantico, VA

· Once a year, the Sergeant Major of the Marine Corps hosts a two-week symposium for all SgtsMaj working for general officers to discuss issues pertinent to the entire Marine Corps


Exception Criteria.  Occasionally NCOs/SNCOs may be unable to comply with resident course requirements due to temporary conditions such as

· Geographic location

· Type or nature of duty

· Seat availability

· Physical incapacitation

Do not use such conditions, however, to circumvent the intent of the SNCO PME Program.  Commanding officers are

· Authorized to operate outside the strict time limitations set forth above only in those cases where there is no option

· Not authorized to use tempo of operations or the indispensability of a particular individual to keep any NCO/SNCO from meeting PME program requirements

In those instances when a Marine must deviate from the program, fully document the reasons in the Marine's SRB.  For sergeants and above, include an explanation of the deviation in section C of the fitness report.  Additionally, Marines who have successfully completed DI, MSG, or recruiting school can receive credit for their resident PME from these courses but only for the grade at the time they attended these courses.

Roles of the SNCO 

For every officer there will be an SNCO:

· A platoon commander has a platoon sergeant

· The supply officer has a supply chief

· The operations officer has an operations chief

· Every company commander has a first sergeant

· The Commandant has the Sergeant Major of the Marine Corps

This relationship will exist in every unit and regardless of MOS.  Regulation establishes the relationship between the first sergeant or sergeant major and the commander; however, this same relationship should exist between all SNCOs and officers.  No matter what the rank, every SNCO is the senior enlisted advisor to the officer for whom they work.

The traditional roles of an SNCO are 

· Mentor to subordinate Marines drawing on the experience that comes from holding each of the ranks under him

· An officer’s right-hand man

· Ensures unit success

· Is prepared to assume command, if necessary, should the officer fall.  Must be willing and able to step forward and take charge directing the unit’s efforts toward a desired end

· Front-line supervisor who

· Leads from the front

· Handles day-to-day close supervision of the Marines in his unit

· Knows the job of those above him

· Has the ability to make decisions promptly and announce them in a clear, forceful manner

· Teacher and instructor

· Trains subordinates in basic skills

· Knows training standards and requirements

· Supervises unit training management

· Develops the junior officer.  More than any other military organization in the world, SNCOs in the Marine Corps are an essential element of officer training and development.  The newly commissioned officer is the best-trained officer in the world, however they have little practical experience

· SNCOs advise and guide young officers during this critical period in the officer’s development to ensure young officers can develop to their full potential

· Education should extend to all facets of the young officer’s development

· Leadership

· Warfighting

· MOS proficiency

· Discipline

· Troop welfare

· Responsible leaders

· Accountable for the actions of their unit.  Responsible for everything their unit does or fails to do

· In the absence of orders, take the initiative to perform the actions they believe their senior would direct

· The example in all things
· Demands professionalism and does not accept less
· Instills pride
· Builds confidence
· Lays the foundation for aspiring Marines

Tasks and Duties of the SNCO.  SNCOs 

· Know their Marines and look out for their welfare.  They

· Are always available and approachable
· Are willing listeners
· Advise Marines to solve personal and professional problems
Take a personal interest in their subordinates

· Provide guidance and counsel on career opportunities and means for personal growth

· Enforce standards of military and physical appearance.  SNCOs

· Set the example

· Are physically fit

· Exhibit a “poster” like appearance

· Are always well groomed and correctly dressed

· Ensure supervision, control, and discipline of subordinates.  They

· Expect compliance

· Exercise leadership ability to enforce standards without any form of mental or physical abuse

· As an advisor to the commander, provide necessary information to permit the commander to make clear-eyed decisions.  The SNCO’s role is to assist seniors by

· Providing essential feedback and advice on problems within the unit

· Supervising and counseling enlisted personnel

· Keeping apprised of all the commander’s policies, disseminating information concerning such policies to the unit’s enlisted personnel

· Reporting to the commander on enlisted matters pertaining to the efficient operation of the unit

· Be the “linking pin” between subordinates and senior leadership.  
· Be a 

· Proficient trainer/teacher
· Role model dedicated to upgrading their Marines’ performance by reflecting
· How they should act

· What they should look like

· What they should be

· Enforce rules and regulations; maintain professional standards and discipline

· Train subordinates in basic skills and help with subordinates’ personal and professional development

· Plan and conduct routine daily operations

· Provide input for training schedule
· Supervise daily tasks
· Ensure mission accomplishment
· Maintain appearance and condition of billeting spaces, facilities, and work areas
· Ensure the health and comfort of subordinates
· Ensure safety is stressed in the work environment

· Maintain serviceability and accountability of assigned arms and equipment

Responsibilities of the SNCO

Supervision.  SNCOs observe subordinates in the performance of their duties and evaluate daily to ensure all Marines are productive.  The goal is to match their skill level, training, and rank with the job requirements, not to place them in jobs in which they are under or over qualified.

Initiative.  For subordinates to achieve their potential, they must have the opportunity to exercise their skills.  They must be given the opportunity to use their own initiative even though mistakes due to lack of knowledge and experience or judgment may occur.

Using the Chain of Command.  Information must flow up and down the chain.  Subordinates must know they can seek advice and counsel.  SNCOs ensure all Marines know their rights to address the commander—“request mast.”

Dealing with Honest Mistakes.  SNCOs determine the seriousness of the Marine’s actions and recommend corrective action that is not malicious.  Honest mistakes are used as a training experience for Marines to accept responsibility and repercussions if necessary so Marines have the opportunity to grow.

Rewards and Incentives.  SNCOs do not make promises they can not keep.  SNCOs know their degree of authority, make it clear to their subordinates, and also inform subordinates that their recommendations are generally accepted.

Integrity.  SNCOs are as good as their word.  They must do the right thing—be fair and just with subordinates.  All subordinates are not alike.  SNCOs study their Marines and apply the appropriate remedy for the situation.

Giving Credit.  SNCOs go out of their way to ensure recognition is directed to the proper individuals for creditable work, often submitting award recommendations themselves.  SNCOs avoid abusing rank by knowing where the fine line is drawn between good leadership and abusing the privileges of rank.  SNCOs treat all Marines with firmness, fairness, dignity, and respect.

Officer and SNCO Professional Relationship

Officers and SNCOs/NCOs must coordinate and unify their efforts based on an understanding of the individual personalities of the officer and enlisted leaders.  The officer/SNCO relationship should be as "partners in leadership."  The team concept recognizes individual styles of leadership, yet the Marines in the unit perceive the command element as originating from both the officer and the SNCO.  The establishment of

· Goals

· Techniques of discipline

· Decisions that affect the unit

should have the consensus of this officer/SNCO "team."  This officer/SNCO team is a marriage of youth, enthusiasm, and the most current knowledge with experience and practical knowledge.

Command Element.  The responsibility for command rests with one individual—the unit leader/commander.  Marines must perceive the command element as originating from both the officer and SNCO by establishment of common goals, techniques of discipline, and mutual decisions that have a consensus of the officer/SNCO team.  Any differences are ironed out in private.  Listen to the SNCO; he has seen it before.  However, you, the officer, have the final say.  Publicly, your SNCO should always support you; SNCOs work with officers to accomplish their common goals.

Responsibilities for Professional Working Relationships.  For their SNCOs to establish a professional working relationship, officers must provide 

· Guidance

· Support and encouragement

· Respect

· Loyalty

In return, SNCOs provide their officer

· Advice

· Assistance

· Respect

· Loyalty

The "team" concept provides for both the officer and SNCO to function as individuals yet complement each other as partners in leadership working toward the common goal of mission accomplishment & troop welfare.  The officer sets policy; the SNCO enforces it.

Duty, Social, and Business Contact.  Duty relationships and social and business contacts among Marines of different grades will be consistent with traditional standards of good order and discipline and the mutual respect that has always existed between Marines of senior and lesser grades.  Major General John A. Lejeune, 13th Commandant of the Marine Corps, wrote the following paragraphs in the Marine Corps Manual; since that time these paragraphs have defined the relationship between officers and enlisted members of the Corps:

“A spirit of comradeship and brotherhood in arms came into being in the training camps and on the battlefields.  This spirit is too fine a thing to be allowed to die.  It must be fostered and kept alive and made the moving force in all Marine Corps organizations.”

“The relation between officers and enlisted men should in no sense be that of superior and inferior nor that of master and servant, but rather that of teacher and scholar.  In fact, it should partake of the nature of the relation between a father and son…”
“Finally, it must be kept in minds that the American soldier responds quickly and readily to the exhibition of the qualities of leadership on the part of his officers.  Some of these qualities are industry, energy, initiative, determination, enthusiasm, firmness, kindness, justness, self-control, unselfishness, honor, and courage…Every officer should endeavor by all means in his power to make himself the possessor of these qualities and thereby to fit himself to be a real leader of men.”

The relationship of an officer with an SNCO will always be one of professionalism.  You will share experiences and problems to include combat that will bind you as closely as husband and wife, but you will never be buddies.  You will become confidants and comrades-in-arms, each willing to sacrifice for the other, but your relationship will never be casual or cavalier.

Overall, the officer and SNCO team is the winning combination that will continue to make Marines and win the nations battles.
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