LESSON PLAN
THE STAFF OFFICER AS COMMUNICATOR 
Squadron Leadership School

“FOUNDATIONS FOR LEADERSHIP” Block 

seminar 4.2 
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SCOPE 

To lead, you need the ability to make your ideas clear to others and to arrange your thoughts in a way that persuades subordinates, peers, and superiors. This seminar considers the role staff officers have as communicators. Students will discuss the principles of good communication, and explore a 7-step process for public speaking and writing. Students will examine these principles as they apply to a case study involving the Space Shuttle Challenger. Finally, the seminar includes a review of the types of written and oral communication that staff officers frequently encounter at the squadron level.

OBJECTIVES

1.
Describe principles of effective and ineffective communications

2.
Describe the seven steps in the Air Force’s communication process

3.
Analyze a case study and explain how poor communication affected the mission

4.
Explain the purpose and requirements of:

· Letters of invitation and thanks

· Award nominations

· Official requests for support

· Information or advocacy briefings

· Introducing and thanking a speaker

· Facilitating a meeting

· Position papers

5.
Create checklists for successfully using the media listed above

DURATION  

80 minutes

SPECIAL NOTES
Like the other SLS seminars, this lesson includes the standard student handout, but it also includes the special readings listed below. The instructor should review each before class time, especially “Engineering by Viewgraphs.” 

Exceprts from AFH 33-337, The Tongue and Quill, 2004. 

Pages 4-8
Principles of Effective Communication

Pages 10-13
Preparing to Write and Speak

Pages 217-218
The Position Paper

“Engineering by Viewgraphs,” Columbia Accident Investigation Board
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INTRODUCTION

State your topic and introduce yourself.

ATTENTION

Compare the Nixon and Churchill quotes. Note that the Nixon quote is about uncertainty, yet the Churchill quote is absolutely definitive in its purpose. 
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OVERVIEW
See the slide for a list of objectives.

CHARACTERISTICS OF GOOD COMMUNICATIONS
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DISCUSSION QUESTION

Regardless of whether we’re speaking or writing, briefing the boss, or being interviewed by the media, there are characteristics that all successful forms of communication have in common. What are they?
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ANTICIPATED RESPONSE:  

See slide.
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FOLLOW-UP QUESTION

Looking at the issue from the opposite perspective, what are some characteristics that are “mortal sins,” making communication ineffective?

ANTICIPATED RESPONSE:  

See slide.
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TRANSITION

We’re off to a good discussion. Let’s turn our attention to a publication called, Tongue and Quill, to learn what the Air Force thinks about communications.

FIVE PRINCIPLES FOR EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION
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DISCUSSION QUESTION
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The Air Force’s communications handbook, Tongue and Quill, identifies five principles for effective communication, which are listed on the slide. What do you think each one means? How does the Air Force interpret these terms and apply them to the field of communications?

ANTICIPATED RESPONSE:

See the Tongue and Quill handout, page 6. Briefly review each, as defined in that short article.
TRANSITION

These principles speak to the quality of our communications, what we want our communications to look like in their final form, as experienced by our audience. But what about the creative process? What steps guide us as we attempt to communicate? We’ll consider that issue next.

SEVEN STEPS FOR EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION
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DISCUSSION QUESTION
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On this slide, you see seven steps that Tongue and Quill suggests you follow as you prepare to speak and write. Perhaps you might amend these steps slightly to match your personal preference, but for during SLS, we’ll use this model as our starting point. What is involved in each step? What is the correct sequence for the seven steps?

ANTICIPATED RESPONSE

See the Tongue and Quill handout, pages 10-13 for an overview of the seven steps. The correct sequence is shown on the next slide. 
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TRANSITION

Now that we’re armed with an understanding of what communication is supposed to do, and how it should be created, let’s consider how communication issues affect us in real life.

CASE STUDY:  
SPACE SHUTTLE CHALLENGER
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LECTURE ITEM / INTRO TO CASE STUDY

The Challenger exploded in 2002, killing all seven astronauts in one of the space program’s greatest tragedies. You might recall that when the Challenger blasted-off, NASA officials became concerned about pieces of foam striking the shuttle’s wing. Was this a big problem? Was there anything the astronauts or the engineers on the ground could do to mitigate the incident? While the Challenger orbited the earth, NASA officials explored those questions. What you are about to see is a facsimile of a PowerPoint slide, provided by Boeing on 21 February 2003, that was prepared to address those important issues.
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As you proceed to the Boeing slide, explain the following special terms:

SOFI:

Spray-on foam insulation

STS-87: 
Designation for the Space Shuttle mission

DISCUSSION QUESTION

Let’s review that slide, and while (presumably) none of us is an aerospace engineer, can anyone tell us what this slide is saying? Does this slide illustrate the characteristics of good communication we discussed earlier?
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ANTICIPATED RESPONSES

Students should find this slide puzzling. For an explanation of what it’s trying to say, see the Columbia handout.

FOLLOW UP QUESTION

How many lives are at stake again? Has the life-or-death situation been overlooked?   (Rhetorical)
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LECTURE ITEM
Refer students to the Columbia handout as you discuss the points below:

Introduction.  In studying the Columbia tragedy, the Columbia Accident Investigation Board concluded that the poor communication within NASA contributed to the disaster. They were particularly critical of the ubiquity of PowerPoint slides, citing them as inadequate as a primary means of communication.

Bullets vs. Prose.  Don’t do heavy lifting with PowerPoint. Real prose formed with sentences and paragraphs is superior to the abbreviated grunts of slideware programs. Perhaps the person using this slide to brief NASA officials made his or her point using a narrative, like any good storyteller. Perhaps that briefer made what is unintelligible about this slide easy to understand. But we’ll never know. When you communicate with slides, the danger is that the real meaning of your talk will be lost. If the slides are emailed to another person – say, you’re boss’s boss for example – who will be there to provide the narration? 
[Editor’s Note:  With SLS, notice that we are providing detailed lesson plans to communicate our teaching points; hopefully you are finding these lesson plans useful and agree that were we to provide only slides, you’d be lost.]
Hierarchies.  Notice that there are six levels of hierarchy to this slide, even though it contains only 11 sentences.  The professor analyzing the slide for the Columbia investigative board, Dr. Edward Tufte, likes to point out that when Dr. Spock wrote his user manual for the most complex object in the world – a newborn baby – he needed just two levels of hierarchy: chapters and subchapters. 

Vocabulary:  The word “significant” is used five times, each time with a different meaning. Modifiers can help, but lots of times they don’t do any work to improve the reader’s understanding.  “My car is very red” tells us the car is red, but little else. If you can provide empirical data, do so. The Columbia board was expecting hard numbers in the information provided by engineers. 

Ambiguous Antecedents: Words like “she” and “it” are called pronouns – because they refer to other nouns. “Mary told Sue to meet at lunch, but she was late.”  Who was late? In the slide Boeing prepare for NASA, the word “it” refers to the damage inflicted on the protective tiles. Shouldn’t writers use clear language when creating important reports?

Parting Thought:  

PowerPoint can detract from your presentations. Former IBM president Louis Gerstner experienced the “Death by PowerPoint” syndrome, but decided he wasn’t going to take it anymore. During one briefing, he famously got up from his chair, walked over to the projector, and switched it off, telling the vice president briefing him, “Let’s just talk about your business.”  If you use visual aids like Powerpoint slides during a talk, remember that the visuals are not a substitute for a narrative.

TRANSITION

Communications can have life and death implications, as evidenced by what the Columbia Accident Investigation Board found in the previous slide. In CAP, our ES missions have life and death implications, too. And if you’ve worked with cadets, you know how seriously moms take the safety of their kids. Next, we’ll take a look at the types of communications you’re likely to be involved with as a squadron staff officer.

NOTE:  This might be a good place to take a 5-minute break.
COMMON COMMUNICATION PROJECTS
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Break the class up into groups of 2 or 3 students. Assign each group one of the communication formats listed on the slide. Have the groups complete the project described on the slide.

ANTICIPATED RESPONSES
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See the slides – because there are so many slides for this section, they are shown in two column on this page.
NOTE REGARDING FORMATTING

This exercise is not intended to have students research the format of official memos, or the instructions typists follow when drafting correspondence. However, you should mention that students will find formatting guidance in the Tongue and Quill. 

TRANSITION

Finally, we come to the position paper, which is widely-used in the Air Force when staff officers want to convince their commander to implement a certain policy, or take a certain stand on an important issue. 
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POSITION PAPERS
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LECTURE ITEM
Refer students to the position paper handout, which includes a sample position paper. If any students have prior military experience, invite them to share their experiences about writing position papers.
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Note:  The position paper has been separated from the media listed in the project above because most students will have never encountered the position paper before, whereas almost everyone has drafted a thank you letter, etc.
FINAL THOUGHT

Language is one of the biggest weapons in a leader’s arsenal. As a staff officer, be a leader and a communicator. Mobilize the English language and send it into battle. 

