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Roles and  Missions of the First Sergeant
STUDENT OUTLINE

EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVES:  Students will be familiarized with the following:


a.
History of the grade of first sergeant


b.
Roles and missions of the first sergeant


c.
Purpose and background of the first sergeants course

OUTLINE
1.
History of the Grade of First SergeanT.


a.
The grade of first sergeant initially appeared in the United States Marine Corps in 1833 when Congress created the grade of orderly sergeant.  The grade was created for two reasons: 



(1)
There was no intermediate rank between sergeants and sergeant major.  Only one sergeant major and one quartermaster sergeant were in service at that time and both were at Headquarters Marine Corps (HQMC.)



(2)
Many naval vessels had no Marine officer for its detachment of Marines, thus a sergeant on a sloop-of-war had a much larger responsibility than a sergeant at the Washington barracks yet both drew the same pay.  Thirty billets for "orderly sergeants of the post" and "first sergeants of guards at sea" were established with a monthly pay of $16, the same amount as drum majors and fife majors. Other sergeants were paid $13 per month.  


b.
Legislation enacted in 1834 confirmed the right of the Marine Corps to issue warrants as sergeant major and quartermaster sergeant.  That same year saw an important step in the evolution of the modern first sergeant, when three orderly sergeants were employed as clerks at HQMC.  One was employed by the Colonel Commandant, a second by the Adjutant and Inspector, and the third by the Quartermaster.  Although these were eventually replaced by civilian clerks, their employment as administrative specialists did set a precedent. 


c.
Although the Act of 1833 referred to the noncommissioned officer in charge of a ship's guard as a first sergeant, he was often referred to as an orderly sergeant in official documents. The term "first sergeant," however, came more and more into use over the years, especially when referring to the activities of Marine detachments at shore stations.  In brief, the orderly sergeant was becoming recognized as "first sergeant" in every sense of the word.  His greater responsibilities both in leadership and administration were reflected  by his higher pay grade. He was a cut above the ordinary sergeant. 


d.
By the close of the civil war, the orderly, or "first" sergeant had vaulted above the quartermaster sergeant into the second pay grade.  Pay grades were the opposite of today, an  E-1 was a sergeant major.  By the summer of 1872 the orderly or first sergeant was in the second pay level and the sergeant major, quartermaster sergeant and drum major occupying the first pay grade.  That same year, the Corps dropped  the title "orderly sergeant" for the more descriptive title of "first sergeant." 


e.
First sergeants remained in the second pay grade until 1893, when, together with the drum major, they received a pay increase of three dollars per month. The sergeant major and quartermaster sergeant continued to head the list of Marine Corps noncommissioned officers, but they were drawing $2 less than the first sergeant and drum major.  To add to this unusual pay scale, a wartime measure enacted on 5 May 1898 added the grade of gunnery sergeant, which further complicated the enlisted grade structure. 


f.
On 3 March 1899 an attempt was made to untangle the enlisted grade structure.  A law enacted on that date authorized the Corps to have, five sergeants major, one drum major, 20 quartermaster sergeants, and 72 gunnery sergeants.  The gunnery sergeant was placed on a par with the first sergeant.  However, the gunny received $10 more a month, giving them the highest pay of any enlisted grade, presumably because of their skill with naval ordnance. 


g.
No further attempt was made to adjust the relationship among the top noncommissioned officer grades until 1908.  In the spring of that year, the pay of sergeants major, quartermaster sergeants, first sergeants, and drum majors was raised to $45 per month with the gunnery sergeant's pay remaining at $35 per month.  By 1914, however, the gunnery sergeant was returned to the top pay grade drawing the same pay as the other four senior enlisted grades.


h.
On 10 June 1921 the grade structure of the services was changed by law to seven pay grades.  The Marine Corps examined the command relationship of its noncommissioned officers and arrived with an entirely new arrangement of the enlisted ranks:  (See Figure 100-1)

	GRADE
	CORRESPONDING RANK

	1
	Sergeant Major 

Quartermaster Sergeant

	2
	First Sergeant 

Gunnery Sergeant

	3
	no corresponding Marine grade

	4
	Sergeant

	5
	Corporal

	6
	Private First Class

	7
	Privates, Drummers and Trumpeters


Figure 100-1


i.
This new system contained several flaws for all grades.  The first sergeants were particularly disgusted with the promotion system.  Often, seasoned and capable first sergeants watched in disbelief, as sergeants and even corporals, men with minimum experience and service, were promoted over them to the grade of sergeant major.  And some think the promotion system we have now is flawed!!


j.
Several alterations to the enlisted grades were made over the next several years, adding specialist ratings etc.  It wasn't until 1926/27 that the Marine Corps turned its attention to the grades of first sergeant and gunnery sergeant.  Three significant changes were implemented:



(1)
Both ranks were left in the second pay grade, but the roles for each rank were more clearly defined.  The position of the first sergeant as the "first or leading noncommissioned officer in the organization to which attached" was spelled out.  



(2)
All first sergeants holding technical warrants and serving in technical billets, were replaced with gunnery sergeants.  



(3)
Most importantly, the commandant directed that, in order to correct injustices in promotion policies, sergeants major could only be selected from the list of first sergeants and gunnery sergeants. 


k.
A considerable problem with the enlisted grade structure stemmed from there being two type of warrants issued for each grade: technical and regular warrants.  



(1)
Eventually, only sergeants major, quartermaster sergeants, paymaster sergeants, first sergeants, and supply sergeants could hold regular warrants.  This proved useful since sergeants and above holding regular warrants could only be reduced by the direction of the commandant or as the result of a courts-martial. 



(2)
With the specialty rating system used at that time, confusion reigned.  By the eve of World War II, the Marine Corps enlisted rank structure was a hodge-podge of ranks, titles, technical and regular warrants.  (See Figure 100-2)


l.
During World War II, a plethora of specialist ratings (commissary, baker, clerical) grades came into being and further confused the enlisted grades.  The principal change came on 10 February 1943 when the first sergeant was advanced to the first pay grade.  The sergeant major continued to have precedence in the first grade and the principal that only first sergeants could be advance to sergeant major was further reinforced.  In April 1945 the commandant authorized to new grades further confusing the structure. They were sergeant major (aviation) and first sergeant (aviation). 


m.
In 1946 this cumbersome enlisted grade structure was doomed by the introduction of a new method of record keeping.  The IBM machine.  A major over haul of the enlisted grades was required to enable the Marine Corps to adequately manage its enlisted force.  Consequently, as of 1 December 1946 a new enlisted grade structure went into effect.  Although a drastic departure from tradition, this draconian realignment brought order to the Marine Corps enlisted grade structure  (See Figure 100-3)

	GRADE
	CORRESPONDING RANK

	1
	Sergeant Major

Master Gunnery Sergeant

Master Technical Sergeant

Quartermaster Sergeant

Paymaster Sergeant

	2
	First Sergeant

Gunnery Sergeant

Technical Sergeant

Drum Major

Supply Sergeant

	3
	Platoon Sergeant

Staff Sergeant

	4
	Sergeant

Mess Sergeant

Chief Cook

Field Music Sergeant

	5
	Corporal

Mess Corporal

Field Cook

Field Music Corporal

	6
	Private First Class

Assistant Cook

Field Music First Class

	7
	Private

Field Music


Figure 100-2

	GRADE
	OLD RANK
	NEW RANK

	1
	Sergeant Major

First Sergeant

Master Gunnery Sergeant

Master Technical Sergeant

Quartermaster Sergeant

Paymaster Sergeant

Master Steward

Master Cook
	Master Sergeant

	2
	Gunnery Sergeant

Drum Major

Supply Sergeant

Steward 1st Class

Cook 1st Class

Technical Sergeant
	Technical Sergeant

	3
	Platoon Sergeant

Chief cook

Steward 2d Class

Cook 2d Class

Staff Sergeant
	Staff Sergeant

	4
	Sergeant

Field Music Sergeant

Field Cook

Steward 3d Class

Cook 3d Class
	Sergeant

	5
	Corporal

Assistant Cook

Field Music Corporal

Steward's Assistant 1st Class
	Corporal

	6
	Private First Class

Field ;Music First Class

Steward's Assistant 2d Class
	Private First Class

	7
	Private

Field Music

Steward's Assistant 3d Class
	Private


Figure 100-3


n.
From 1946 to 1958, there were only three major alterations in the enlisted rank structure. 



(1)
In October 1949, the Career Compensation Act inverted the pay-grade numbering system by placing privates as E-1s, privates first class as E-2s, etc. 



(2)
In December 1954, the Marine Corps announced two additional titles within the pay grade of E-7. The ranks of sergeant major and first sergeant were reestablished, with the order of seniority being, sergeant major, first sergeant and master sergeant.



(3)
Congress amended the Career Compensation Act of 1949 by adding the pay grades of E-8 and E-9.  This change was made to give recognition to noncommissioned officers acting in senior billets.  The billets of first sergeant and sergeants major were considered too important to be classed merely as an administrative specialty.  This re-emphasis on the role of the senior noncommissioned officers was followed by a sweeping revision of the enlisted ranks and grades which brings us to the current enlisted grade structure:  (See Figure 100-4)

	GRADE
	CORRESPONDING RANK

	9
	Sergeant Major

Master Gunnery Sergeant

	8
	First Sergeant

Master Sergeant

	7
	Gunnery Sergeant

	6
	Staff Sergeant

	5
	Sergeant

	4
	Corporal

	3
	Lance Corporal

	2
	Private First Class

	1
	Private


Figure 100-4

2.  Roles and Missions of the First Sergeant.  Throughout the evolution of the enlisted grade structure, one thing remained constant, the first sergeant was looked upon as the consummate professional, the epitome of soldierly virtue, and a leader of Marines. 


a.
The first sergeant must be the honest broker when dealing with promotions, punishment, awards, and the daily training and education of Marines.  He or she often has to be the one to make the tough recommendations to the commander.  The first sergeant is the one that tells the gunny that his alphas aren't going to make it to retirement, explains to the sergeant why he failed selection for promotion, and takes the new lieutenant aside to explain the "facts of life."   


b.
It's not all bad news.  As the first sergeant, you get to tell Marines they have been selected for promotion, or their AA form requesting a special duty has been approved.  Possibly one of the most enjoyable tasks will be getting to a fighting hole in some far away war, to inform a young Marine that he is now the father of a baby boy.  The first sergeant is not an office pogue, he or she belongs with the company.  Naturally, there will be times when a first sergeant is needed in the "rear" to get CONAD to square away a problem, but you should spend the majority of your time out front with the commander. 


c.
As the first sergeant, you will always be a member of the command element.  You do not command, but you will be the senior enlisted Marine to the commander.  Remember, the last line in the MOS manual for 9999 is, "Assumes other duties designed by the commander."  You will interpret and implement the orders and directives of your commander.  However, your loyalties are always to your country first, your Corps second, your command (not necessarily the commander) third, and then to your Marines.  Your entire career you have been told that the first duty is accomplishing the mission, then taking care of your Marines.  I would submit that, as first sergeants, YOUR MISSION IS TAKING CARE OF MARINES!

3.  Background AND Purpose of the First Sergeant's Course. 


a.
Background.  The last formal First Sergeant’s Course was held at Parris Island, South Carolina in 1982.  The Marine Corps discontinued this school mainly because of the combined administration system the Corps had adopted.  The Marine Corps no longer required company level administration.  Later that same year, the Marine Corps stood up what is today referred to as the Advance Course.  



(1)
Initially, the Advanced Course was designed for master sergeants and first sergeants or selectees of either rank.  The course covered a wide range of topics from weapons and tactics to leadership and administration.  The Advanced Course was about 11 weeks long.  In the late 80's, this course was changed to the Advanced Course we have today for gunnery sergeants and gunny selects.  Since that time, the Corps realized there was a great void created in the knowledge of our first sergeants; a degree of knowledge necessary to maintain the level of expertise required of their position.



(2)
In response to a recommendation made by the Sergeants Major of the Marine Corps symposium in 1995, the Commandant of the Marine Corps approved the development of a first sergeant's school to be held annually at Quantico Virginia for those newly selected first sergeants.  What you are about to begin is the first formal First Sergeant's Course to be held in the Marine Corps since 1982.


b.
Purpose.  The purpose of this course is to prepare gunnery sergeants selected for first sergeant, or newly promoted first sergeants, to assume the duties as a First Sergeant of Marines.  The course will facilitate the transition from a gunnery sergeant's previous MOS to the 9999 MOS.  This course will provide basic instruction covering the duties and responsibilities of a first sergeant, regardless of the unit assigned.  Understanding these duties and responsibilities will enable the first sergeant to advise, counsel, and interact with the unit's commander, officers, staff noncommissioned officers, and enlisted Marines to best accomplish the unit's mission.  This course is not all inclusive, but it is a starting point for gunnery sergeant's to embark on one of the most rewarding and satisfying journeys of their career.

REFERENCE
United States Marine Corps Ranks and Grades 1775-1969  (published by the Marine Corps Historical Division, 1970)
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