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Good Evening Ladies and Gentlemen,

Tonight we are here to recognize the most current graduating class of the Non-Commissioned Officers Academy (NCOA). Welcome to all our graduates, enlisted men, officers, commanders and our graduates family and friends. 
We have all experienced other graduations in our lives but this one is different. Our graduates are not teenagers finishing high school and stepping out into a whole new world. They are not new recruits coming into an entirely new situation with no experience. Every one of these graduates is already an accomplished member of the military with service years in double digits. They are skilled, talented and disciplined and totally committed to serve their country in the United States Air Force. They have proven themselves trustworthy and committed to the service they provide. They have proven themselves by hard work, honesty and integrity and with an uncommon commitment. They didn’t come into this class to begin their careers; they came into this class to advance their careers.
I was privileged to act as the NCOA mentor for this graduating class. During this six week course I shared my experiences in the military, sat through their presentations and participated in the class. This was an enriching experience for the students, the teachers and for me. This class is unique in that it doesn’t teach people to supervise those in their authority. This class takes people who are already supervisors and teaches them to be leaders. There’s an important distinction between being a supervisor and being a leader. A supervisor gives orders and others follow those orders. A leader draws people to follow them by the example they set. 
John Maxwell said, “Leadership is Influence.” That is a simple but succinct statement. When you are a leader, whether you seek to be a leader or others appoint you a leader, your leadership will influence those around you. That influence can be good or bad depending upon the example you set. If you treat those around you with respect you will set the example to treat others with respect but if you treat those around you without respect then those who follow you will follow your example in how they treat others. If you set the example of working hard, working honest and working ethical then those who follow you will follow your example but if you set the example of doing as little as possible as a leader and making dubious choices and decisions then those around you will follow in your footsteps. 
A teenage boy once told his mother, “Mom, I just noticed that the younger guys in our group are watching me and copying me. It made me realize that I have to be careful of my actions so I can set a good example for them.” That teenage boy was already, at the age of 16, beginning to be a leader without even realizing it. But, once he did it affected his behavior and his decisions. That teenage boy became a chaperone at 18, a supervisor at 22 and now at 36 is a leader in his job, a small business owner and a pastor of a small church. It’s important to know that whatever work you do in life, once you are a leader you will influence those around you. Having that knowledge can improve not only your life but the lives of everyone around you.

There are many people who hold no title or office but people with follow them anywhere because they exude the qualities of intelligence, wisdom and common sense along with a persona that draws the respect of those around them. I believe that we have some of those people in this graduating class. They were already supervising others and doing an exceptional job. This class will take them to the next level where they do more than simply give orders but will lead those around them to excellence in whatever jobs or assignments they are given. 
This class is also very aware that there future in the military is open at this point. They know they are facing the Retention Board. That’s why this class was so important to them, so that they can be prepared regardless of their future, whether in the military or out of the military. They want to stay in the military. That’s why they have worked hard in their career thus far and why they poured their all into this class to prepare them for whatever the future brings. Each and every one of these graduates has been a credit to the military and it is their desire to continue in that capacity. 

My father has always told me, "Son, you have to stay ready to keep from getting ready". I wholeheartedly agree with my father in this. I believe that you must be prepared for anything whether it means to prepare for your future out of the military or preparing for your future in the military. 
I am confident that whatever the future holds for our distinguished graduates they are prepared to go into that future and give it their best. Regardless of whether they are able to remain in the military or whether they must leave the military they have a combination of natural skills and talents combined with the best training in the world. They will put those skills, talents and training into whatever they end up doing and produce the finest quality produce or service while leading those around them to greatness in whatever they set their minds to accomplish. 
Finally, according to John Maxwell, “A leader is one who knows the way, goes the way and shows the way.” I encourage each of our graduates to take what you have learned about leadership into your future, whatever the future holds, and show others the way as you have been shown the way. 
Congratulations and good luck to each of you.

Thank you
