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odern warfare is characterized by

continual change, driven by rapidly

evolving technology and the growing
interconnectedness worldwide. To achieve success
in this complex environment, as outlined in the
Army’s operating concept, the United States Army
requires a new model of leadership. Leaders must
demonstrate agility, adaptability, resilience, and
innovation to navigate uncertainty and ambigu-
ity. The predictable battlefields of the past have
evolved into multidomain operational environ-
ments where information, cyberspace, and cogni-
tive factors are as decisive as traditional combat
power. This environment requires not only tactical
proficiency but also cognitive dominance.

In response, Army University is spearheading a
fundamental transformation of military education
in order to better deliver warfighting capability to
the operational force. This initiative moves beyond
time-worn instructional models to forge the criti-
cal and creative thinkers the Army needs for 2030
and beyond. This is not a superficial update to cur-
ricula but a shift in the approach to adult learning,
moving away from lecture-based instruction to a
student-centric model. The new paradigm priori-
tizes intellectual agility over rote memorization,
active problem-solving over passive reception
of information, and collaborative learning over
solitary study. It recognizes that in the twenty-first

century, the ability to learn, as well as unlearn, is
the most critical strategic advantage.

The Leadership Laboratory: A New

Educational Paradigm
At the heart of this educational transformation

is the reconceptualization of the classroom into a

dynamic “leadership laboratory.” Institutions at

the forefront of this movement, such as the Army

Management and Staff College (AMSC), which is

responsible for educating the Army Civilian Corps,

are pioneering this approach. The objective is to culti-

vate a suite of essential leadership competencies that

are difficult to teach through traditional lecture-based

methods: self-awareness, critical thinking, complex

problem-solving, team development, and leading

organizational change.

® Self-Awareness: The laboratory environment
serves as a mirror. Through structured peer feed-
back mechanisms and guided self-reflection after
challenging exercises, participants gain profound
insight into their own leadership styles, commu-
nication patterns, decision-making biases under
pressure, and their personalized leadership devel-
opment goals shared in the beginning elements
of AMSC courses. Understanding how one reacts
to stress and ambiguity is a foundational step
toward effective leadership.

® (Critical Thinking and Problem-Solving: The
laboratory model is built upon intentionally
ambiguous scenarios. By withholding the “how,”
facilitators compel learners to analyze complex
situations, identify core problems, question their
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assumptions, and evaluate multiple courses of
action without a pre-packaged solution. This
process hones their ability to think critically
rather than merely following a checklist.
Team Development: In this environment, team
formation is not an administrative exercise but a
core part of the learning process itself. Learners
from diverse backgrounds and experiences must
quickly learn to build trust, communicate ef-
fectively, and leverage each other’s strengths to
succeed. They experience firsthand the stages of
team development in a compressed time frame,
providing a powerful, memorable lesson in
collaboration.
Leading Change: Every exercise that requires
a team to move from a state of ambiguity to a
position of clarity is a lesson in leading change.
Learners articulate a vision, build consensus, and
navigate resistance from peers within the safe
confines of the classroom, preparing them to lead
substantive change initiatives in their home orga-
nizations. Graduates return to their organization
equipped with a peer-reviewed, actionable im-
provement strategy designed to strengthen opera-
tional processes and bolster team effectiveness.
This transformative learning is achieved by
creating conditions that mirror the intricacies of the
modern operational environment. The curriculum
creates a climate of psychological safety, a critical
component where civilian leaders feel secure enough
to share real-world challenges and vulnerabilities
without fear of judgment. This openness allows the
group’s collective experience to become the primary
textbook, a rich source of strength for generating new
perspectives and innovative solutions. Facilitators
act as guides rather than lecturers, using provocative,
open-ended questions to spark debate and deepen un-
derstanding. The role of a facilitator in this environ-
ment is to guide the learner toward tapping into the
capacity they already possess and self-discovery rath-
er than transmitting the full extent of the content. This
Socratic method models the principles of Mission
Command within the classroom itself; learners are
given autonomy, are empowered to make decisions,
and are encouraged to hold each other accountable,
thereby taking ownership of their learning journey.
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Students collaborate in the Civilian Education System's Organizational
Leadership Course, 2006, Fort Leavenworth, KS (Photo by Allyson
McNitt)

From the Leadership Laboratory to
the Workplace — Embodying Mission
Command

The Army has adopted Mission Command as its
philosophy to empower subordinate decision-making
and decentralized execution. While easily understood
in theory, it is far more challenging to implement in
practice. The true power of learning these principles
in a leadership laboratory is that it provides a tangi-
ble, actionable blueprint. The principles cease to be
abstract concepts from doctrine and become practical
tools that leaders can carry back to their organiza-
tions, building more empowered, agile, and effective
leaders and teams.

AMSC courses operationalize learning with the
deliberate application of the experiential learning
model. Every learning outcome begins with an
exercise providing the essential context—the “who,”
“what,” “where,” and “why,” while strategically
omitting the “how.” Before any doctrinal instruc-
tion is provided, the learners are immersed in these
activities and are tasked with developing their own
methods to achieve the objective. This approach
compels participants to draw upon their deepest wells
of professional experience and personal knowledge,
creating a fertile ground for innovation and collabora-
tive problem-solving.

Central to this process is AMSC’s educational phi-
losophy, which embraces learning from both success-
es and failures. AMSC cultivates a safe environment
where learners feel empowered to take calculated

ARMY CIVILIAN PROFESSIONAL JOURNAL - APRIL 2026

17



risks, knowing that missteps are not punished but are
instead studied for their educational value. AMSC
facilitators reinforce the principle that an experience
only becomes a failure if nothing is learned from it;
this mindset shift can be a transformative experience.
It liberates the learners from the fear of imperfection
and unlocks their creative potential. Consequently,
the faculty and peers are consistently impressed by
the ingenuity and novelty of the solutions presented,
which often surpass what a standardized, doctrinal
approach would have produced.

Each exercise concludes with a structured, facul-
ty-led reflection, the cornerstone of the learning pro-
cess. This is not a search for a single “right answer”
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result of the actions they took to build trust and culti-
vate authentic relationships within the intense, shared
experience of the learning environment. The bonds
and the community built during their attendance often
continue well beyond their graduation date.

The Leadership Laboratory—Challenges
There is a constant struggle between achieving
the stated outcomes/objectives and centering the
instruction around the learner and the experiences
that person brings to the learning environment. Both
can coexist; however, it may require facilitators to be
creative and flexible in real time. Facilitators must be
prepared to provide potentially unflattering feedback,

“The curriculum creates a climate of psychological safety, a critical
component where civilian leaders feel secure enough to share real-world
challenges and vulnerabilities without fear of judgment.”

but a collective effort to elevate understanding and
application. Learners are prompted to deconstruct
their performance with questions: “What were our
intended outcomes versus our actual results?” “What
were the critical decision points and what drove our
choices?” “How can we adapt this lesson for our
teams back home?” The faculty actively encourages
dissenting opinions and the rigorous exploration of
alternative approaches. This intellectual friction, this
structured discourse, is what drives the meaningful-
ness of the discussion and cements the learning.
Only after this phase of critical self-assessment
and rich group dialogue does the faculty introduce
doctrine as a historical baseline for the learners to
analyze using their new insights. This sequence is
critical; it anchors the learners’ visceral, hands-on
experience in established principles, giving them a
theoretical framework to understand why their chosen
approach succeeded or failed. This methodology
naturally builds a significant degree of trust among
learners and faculty. Graduates often recognize that
the powerful bonds forged in the course are a direct

ask questions that challenge our way of thinking, and
push the learners beyond their areas of comfort.

The fixed mindset of “this is how we’ve always
done it” frequently arises; however, it presents an
opportunity for the learners within the leadership
laboratory to propose alternate perspectives and ap-
proaches. The learners in this environment often hold
greater influence in challenging these perspectives
than the facilitators themselves.

The Way Forward: Educating to Win
This educational transformation is not a finite
project but an enduring and essential undertaking
for enabling Continuous Transformation across the
Army Enterprise. It requires a sustained investment
in developing skilled faculty who can perform as
expert facilitators, not just subject matter experts. It
demands a culture that rewards intellectual curiosity,
encourages dissent, and champions lifelong learning.
By moving from a passive, instructor-focused model
to an active, learner-centric “leadership laboratory,”
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Army University is not just changing how it educates

but fundamentally redefining how it develops leaders.

The goal is to forge a generation of Army leaders,
both uniformed and civilian, who are not merely pre-
pared for a predictable future but who are equipped
with the cognitive tools, emotional intelligence,
and innovative spirit to shape it. As argued by Gen.
Randy George, Chief of Staff of the Army, “the
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Army’s focus on ‘continuous transformation’ means
iteratively adapting and evolving how we fight, how
we organize, how we train, and how we equip.”" The
future of conflict is undeniably complex and uncer-
tain. Through this educational approach, the Army is
ensuring its leaders are more than ready to meet the
challenge, secure in their ability to out-think, out-
lead, and out-maneuver any adversary. ®

Note
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