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As a lieutenant attending the Chemical, Biolo-
gical, Radiological, and Nuclear (CBRN) Basic
Of� cer Leader’s Course (BOLC), I looked up 

to my small-group instructor (SGI) and considered him a
“subject matter expert.” The immense role that he played in 
our development and improvement as of� cers in the U.S. 
Army cannot be overstated. We were his top priority, and 
he was capable of � elding questions on any topic we raised. 
When we had curriculum-related questions, he always pro-
vided an answer. When we inquired about various Army 
installations, he discussed the pros and cons of each. And 
when he was uncertain about an answer, he did whatever 
it took to � nd one. In short, he taught and mentored thirty 
young, impressionable lieutenants who, at the time, had little 
or no knowledge about what it was like to be a U.S. Army 
of� cer—let alone an of� cer in the Chemical Corps. I could 
never have imagined that I would be an SGI just two and half 
years later! 

With the growing demand for captains in units executing 
Army force generation-based rotations in support of Opera-
tions Iraqi Freedom and Enduring Freedom, senior leaders 
elected to accept the risks associated with � lling U.S. Army 
Training and Doctrine Command instructor positions at only 
50–75 percent strength (with no corresponding decrease in 
student throughput). In response, several U.S. Army Training 
and Doctrine Command schools implemented a strategy to 
use students from Captain’s Career Courses to teach BOLCs. 

At the U.S. Army CBRN School, Colonel Dave Wilcox
(commander of the 3d Chemical Brigade) and cadre with
the CBRN Of� cer Training Department decided to defer the
course start date for quali� ed captains with orders to attend
the Chemical, Biological, Radiological, and Nuclear Cap-
tain’s Career Course (CBRNC3) by six to seven months
and, instead, have them serve as CBRN BOLC SGIs. To
meet the basic SGI quali� cations, a captain must have been
a platoon leader, on battalion staff, and deployed. While 
it is rare for captains to be placed in command before
arriving for CBRNC3, those who have are considered
exceptional CBRN BOLC SGI candidates. This program,
which was implemented in late 2009, was unof� cially
dubbed the “Wilcox Project.” 

I � rst learned of the Wilcox Project as I was preparing 
for a permanent change of station to Fort Leonard Wood, 

Missouri, to attend CBRNC3 in early 2010. That’s when my 
branch manager asked me if I would like to take part in the 
program. For several reasons, I immediately jumped at the 
opportunity. 

One of the main reasons that I chose to participate in 
the Wilcox Project is that I enjoyed the idea of aiding in the
development of a group of lieutenants. Because I had held 
various positions (including those of staff and platoon leader) 
during my limited time in the Army, I believed that I could 
provide valuable insight—especially since I had recently 
held the same positions that the lieutenants would soon be 
� lling. I truly felt that I could effectively answer questions 
and address concerns about serving as a CBRN of� cer in
a chemical battalion and on a light infantry combat team.
In addition, because I had just redeployed from Afghanistan, 
I was eager to pass my deployment experiences along to
the lieutenants.

Furthermore, most of the knowledge and skills that
I acquired while attending CBRN BOLC are what I con-
sider “perishable.” After rarely putting those particular skills 
to use in the last couple of years, I was intimidated by the 
idea of relearning the material while simultaneously at-
tending CBRNC3. Therefore, the opportunity to work as an
SGI (which would allow me to not only assist in the
professional development of lieutenants, but also to further 
my own professional development) was appealing. I knew 
that, as an SGI, I would occasionally get a chance to observe 
technical blocks of instruction, which would be excellent 
“refreshers.” 

Finally, I wanted to experience what it meant to be an 
SGI. The Wilcox Project would afford me the opportunity 
to learn about the time and effort that goes into serving as 
an instructor so that I might be better equipped to determine 
whether I would be interested in pursuing such a position in 
the future. 

Although I was excited about participating in the
Wilcox Project, I initially had some reservations about
becoming an instructor. I was worried that I would not have 
suf� cient knowledge to offer the lieutenants since I had not 
yet attended CBRNC3. I was also worried that there would 
be insuf� cient time for me to shadow another instructor so 
that I could become familiar with how things worked. But, I 
soon realized that my fears were unwarranted. 
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During the � rst few weeks as an SGI, I taught common-
core classes such as “Advise the Commander on CBRN 
Threats” and “Training Management.” I was able to rely 
on my previous experiences to convey teaching points,
answer questions, and address concerns. In addition, other 
departmental instructors and noncommissioned of� cers were
always willing to help by answering my questions and offer-
ing advice about the execution of training. The common-
core block of instruction was followed by several weeks
of technical instruction, which was conducted by expert
instructors from the 84th Chemical Battalion, Fort Leonard 
Wood. During the technical blocks of instruction, my job

primarily consisted of ensuring that the training was properly 
resourced, while also counseling, mentoring, and building 
upon the leadership foundations of the lieutenants. 

Ultimately, the Wilcox Project was an incredibly
insightful and truly rewarding experience that allowed me
the opportunity to further develop myself and the young 
CBRN BOLC lieutenants. I not only instructed and men-
tored the students, but I also gained a better understanding
of what it takes to serve as an SGI and acquired the skills 
necessary to promote future success. And I learned that
serving as an SGI is a job that I truly enjoy—even one that
I wouldn’t mind doing again.

Captain Longo is a graduate of the U.S. Military Academy, West Point, New York.

A  chemical, biological, radiological, and nuclear (CBRN) Specialist with
 Company E, 3d Battalion, 75th Ranger Regiment, Fort Benning, Georgia,
  recently graduated with top enlisted honors from the U.S. Army

Ranger School at Fort Benning. Staff Sergeant Ellis Lawson was presented with
the William O. Darby Distinguished Honor Graduate award during a 4 March
2011 Ranger School graduation ceremony. 

Staff Sergeant Lawson, who is a graduate of Bradwell Institute, Hinesville,
Georgia, joined the Army for the experience. He previously served with the
1st Battalion, 503d Infantry Regiment, Korea, and the 23d Chemical Battalion, Joint 
Base Lewis-McChord. He has been deployed to Iraq, Afghanistan, and Kuwait.

In June 2010, Lawson volunteered for service with the 75th Ranger Regiment. 
Following successful completion of the Assessment and Selection Program, he was 
assigned to Company E, 3d Battalion, where he is in charge of decontamination
and reconnaissance and also serves as the company operations sergeant. “I wanted
a different experience and more challenge to my Army career. The 75th Ranger
Regiment is unique and has great opportunities that you won’t � nd anywhere else,” 
said Lawson. “I would encourage all 74Ds to apply for the 75th Ranger Regiment.”

Within a few short months of joining the 3d Battalion, Lawson found himself in the Regiment’s Small-Unit Ranger 
Training and the U.S. Army Ranger School. He successfully completed both courses on the � rst “go.”

“Ranger School was very cold! But I learned how to be successful in the worst possible conditions,” Lawson said. “It’s 
the kind of place where you � nd yourself and push yourself to the limits.”

Experienced of� cers and noncommissioned of� cers who are interested in volunteering for the 75th Ranger Regiment 
should contact the recruiters by e-mail at 75recruit@soc.mil. 

Ms. Bailey is the public affairs offi cer, 75th Ranger Regiment.

CBRN Specialist Graduates at the Top
of His Ranger School Class
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