
Obstacle Course or Confidence Course? 

Sometimes you will hear what you just did described as an “Obstacle Course.”  Other times you’ll hear it 

called a “Confidence Course.”  Both names make sense, but each emphasizes a different aspect of 

leadership.  What about leadership is implied by calling it an “Obstacle Course”?  I think it has something 

to do with the fact that leadership is not easy.  Leaders must continually overcome the obstacles that 

stand in the way of them and mission accomplishment.  What are some of those obstacles?  (Limited 

resources.  Unclear or changing guidance.  Followers who aren’t “easy to lead.”  The leader’s own 

weaknesses and limitations.  Past failures or bad experiences.  Unforeseen circumstances such as a 

pandemic or a weather emergency.  Resistance to change.)  Leadership is a long, hard struggle against 

such obstacles that naturally or deliberately oppose it.  Thus leaders have to muster the same 

determination, grit, fortitude, and persistence to accomplish their goals as you had to in order to 

successfully negotiate these obstacles. What are some obstacles you will have to overcome as a cadre 

member and how will you overcome them?  (Lack of time.  Lack of sleep.  New tasks to master.  Knobs 

who learn slowly or don’t try hard.  Heat.  Rain.  Uncooperative peers.)  How about when we think of it 

as a “Confidence Course”?  Whose confidence are we talking about?  The leader’s or the led?  Both 

right?  As a leader you must create an organizational climate of optimism and positivity.  People must 

believe that the work is important and that the goal is achievable.  They must believe that they have the 

ability to contribute and are empowered to do so.  Leaders who expect positive results and model 

optimism are infectious.  Positivity may not always lead to success, but negativity almost always leads to 

failure.  How do you build your own confidence as a leader? (Build skills.  Practice and rehearse.  Support 

each other.  Work in buddy teams.  Ask questions.  Know your limitations.  Don’t be afraid to ask for 

help.)  How do you build confidence in your subordinates?  (Set realistic expectations.  Be 

patient.  Crawl, walk, run methodology.  Praise and other positive feedback.  Set up for success.  Meet 

them where they are.  Treat everyone as an individual.  Treat with dignity and respect.)  One last 

thing.  Some of you weren’t as challenged by this course as the rest of us.  Maybe you’re just naturally 

gifted that way or maybe you’ve done it before and have perfected this skill.  That’s great but don’t 

declare victory.  Step 5 of CTM is grow.  Seek out new challenges and new obstacles to further increase 

your skills and confidence.  You should find plenty such opportunities during cadre. 

 Octagon and “Lead with humility.” 

A one-on-one contest usually ends up with a winner and a loser.  What lessons can we learn about 

humility when we end up on the losing end?  (we aren’t going to be the best at everything; empathy for 

others when they don’t succeed; sometimes no matter how hard you try, it still isn’t going to turn out as 

you’d hoped; resiliency).  If you lost your octagon fight, I bet you don’t consider yourself a worthless 

failure who doesn’t belong at The Citadel, do you?  Of course not.  Your knobs are going to lose some of 

their “fights” to.  They won’t be with pugil sticks, but they’ll be with shoe shining or time management 

or PT or any number of the other “fights” that make up knob year.  As a leader, remember that you 

don’t win all your fights either and remember how resiliency helped you not just soldier on, but grow.  

We know Pat Conroy mainly for his Lords of Discipline book, but if we want to learn about leading with 

humility we should read his My Losing Season about The Citadel basketball team’s 8-17 record in the 

1966-1967 season.  Conroy’s coach humiliated and browbeat the team after every defeat, and Conroy 

learned that that kind of leadership breaks down instead of builds up.   “Humiliate” and “humility” share 

the same root.  Leaders have humility; they do not humiliate.   



What about if you won your fight?  Does that make you inherently better than your opponent or just 

better with pugil sticks?  Is it not entirely possible that your opponent might be better than you at 

something else and that if that was what the “fight” was about, that he would win?  After your victory, 

did you mock your opponent or did you shake his hand and tell him “good job”?  We can easily 

understand the lessons of humility when that’s the hand that life deals us, but our true attitude toward 

humility might be more legitimately tested when we enjoy success.  Abraham Lincoln said, “Nearly all 

men can stand adversity, but if you want to test a man's character, give him power.”  What does that 

say about leading with humility?  You will have much power as a cadre member.  How will you use it to 

lead with humility? (use your strengths to help others; share your strengths—let others have some of 

the limelight even when you could have it all; praise and encourage— subordinates, especially knobs, 

highly value positive reinforcement from someone they admire; remember, there is always someone 

better than you at something—let them shine too) 

The Workman’s Weaver and “Embrace a true, authentic self” 

Most of the stations on the course require a heavy dose of teamwork.  This one is more of an individual 

effort.  People can cheer you on and give you advice, but at the end of the day, it’s on you to push and 

pull your body over and under each log.  The Workman’s Weaver is literally an exercise in ups and 

downs.  Each individual log is its own up and down, and the inverted “v” shape of the entire obstacle is 

one big up and down.  It’s a good object lesson for life.  Life has its big ups and downs, for example the 

hard four-year climb through The Citadel experience that culminates at the top of the Weaver with 

graduation and then unleashes the benefits of being prepared for successful life as a young professional 

represented by the second half of the Weaver.  Within those major muscle movements, life also has its 

daily ups and downs and those are represented by the individual logs of the Weaver.  Think of all the 

individual logs a knob has to get over on his or her journey to Recognition Day: getting used to new 

surroundings, acclimating to the military lifestyle, close-quarters living, constant supervision, academics.  

Sometimes the knob will be momentarily on top of a log too though.  Passing a PT test.  Meeting a new 

friend.  Mastering the about face.  Getting the lacquer of his brass.  Consider those as “short-term wins” 

that can keep the knob motivated to keep pressing on with her “eyes on the prize.”  As a leader, you are 

on the same journey.  The end of Cadre Period might be the top of the Weaver for you.  To get there 

you’ll have some ups and downs.  You’ll need to perfect your skills as a trainer, overcome your own 

leadership stresses such as time management, and learn how to tailor your leadership style to meet the 

needs of different people.  The second half of your Weaver might be the pride you take in seeing your 

knobs prepared to succeed as cadets thanks to the good start you gave them.  This is going to be 

especially true when these knobs rebalance into other companies for their sophomore year.  As they 

spread out throughout the corps, they are reflections of you and your leadership.  Make them 

reflections you will be proud of.   

 What’s all this have to do with “embracing a true, authentic self”?  As you go through life’s long- and 

short-term ups and downs, do you lead with the honesty, transparency, and consistency of a person of 

integrity or do you self-aggrandize and inflate your successes and camouflage and quibble away your 

failures?  Can you, as Kipling requires, “meet with Triumph and Disaster, And treat those two imposters 

just the same?”  Not long ago you were a knob on the uphill climb of the Weaver.  You may have now 

reached the top in your cadet career, but you’re still the same person with the same values.  Will you 

lead according to those self-defining values or will you pretend to be something else?   



 Oh yeah; one more thing.  If you don’t know already, let me warn you that after graduation there is 

another Workman’s Weaver waiting for you and you’ll be back on the uphill climb again.  And then 

they’ll be another one, and another one, and another one still.  Will you carry into all those Weavers the 

values that have come to define you as a cadet? 

 Rappel Tower and “Act and speak with courage.” 

Can you be afraid and courageous at the same time?  Of course.  Courage is not the absence of fear.  It is 

overcoming that fear to act on something that is more important than your fear.  Most people who are 

leaning over the edge of a 34-foot tower with their life entrusted to a 7/16” diameter rope are going to 

feel some fear.  Fear is a survival instinct that helps keep us safe.  Courage is a leadership characteristic 

that transcends fear to help us accomplish the mission and serve others.  On the rappel tower, you had 

to exercise physical courage.  As a leader, you will more often have to summon moral courage.  What 

are some situations you might encounter during Challenge Week and Cadre Period that might require 

moral courage? (correcting a fellow cadre member who is not exercising good leadership, sticking up for 

a knob who is being treated unfairly, asking for help from your fellow leaders when you need it).  And 

let’s not forget about the knobs.  Do you think they are acting and speaking with courage when they 

accepted the challenge of The Citadel?  Are they are not feeling some of that same fear that you felt 

looking over the edge of the tower?  Did you not feel a sense of accomplishment and empowerment 

when you overcame your fear and successfully rappelled?  Wouldn’t a good leader want his or her 

subordinates to feel that same growth?  And one more thing… it wasn’t just your confidence in that 

7/16” rope that helped you lean out and push off was it?  What else helped you overcome your fear? 

(the training from the instructors, the belay man, the energy of other cadets).  It is a lot easier for us to 

act and speak with courage when we have a support system to lift us up.  Be each other’s moral courage 

support system and be part of your knobs’ moral courage support system too.  Leaders build courage in 

their followers; not fear. 

The LRC and “Develop and value people and resources” 

The LRC is all about group problem solving.  You are presented with an unfamiliar and ambiguous 

situation that you have to figure out.  Every cadet looks at the pile of ropes, ammo cans, logs, and 

boards differently and uses their particular frame of reference and creativity to try to make sense of it.  

Some are going to naturally want to solve the problem by brute strength, others by finesse, others by 

speed, others by deliberateness.  The tall guys are going to be able to reach out and bridge distances.  

The short guys are going to be able to avoid danger areas.  The big guys are going to be human step-

ladders.  The lightweight guys are going to be human cannonballs.  Because everybody is different—

both in their approach to problem solving and in their characteristics—the group has what it needs to 

accomplish the mission.  If everyone were the same, that wouldn’t be so.  If a football team had only 

lanky, fast, and acrobatic wide receivers, but no big-bodied offensive lineman, it would not be 

successful.  Teams need diversity to fill all the different roles.  It is the leader’s responsibility to figure 

out how everyone can contribute and to create the inclusivity in the organization that makes the whole 

bigger than the sum of the parts.  Figuring out everyone’s strengths and creating the conditions for them 

to use them is a big part of how a leader develops people.  Leaders need to recognize talent and release 

it. 

Although The Citadel will be an unfamiliar and ambiguous experience for your new knobs, they also 

bring the same assets of a frame of reference and individual strengths that helped your group navigate 



the LRC.  Value and develop what each knob brings with him or her to The Citadel.  “Breaking them 

down in order to build them back up” is a pretty inefficient way of developing people.  Find out which 

knob already knows how to march thanks to JROTC, which one can already run thanks to being on his 

high school track team, which one is a year older and already over being homesick, which one has the 

natural charisma that makes his classmates respect him.  Build on those strengths.  Unleash that 

potential.  It’s a combat multiplier.  If a knob that knows how to shine shoes already can help her 

classmates develop that skill, empower her to do so.  That way you have extra time to help develop 

knobs in another area.   

Challenge Week is one big LRC.  When you showed up at the LRC site, did LTC Panton or Capt McLeod 

make the stations harder?  Did they grease the logs or put piranhas in the water?  Of course not; the LRC 

is hard enough as is.  So is Challenge Week and knob year.  The leader’s job is not to add to her 

subordinates’ stress.  It is to help them navigate through that stress.  It’s the same with the “LRC” that is 

Challenge Week, but instead of the group you just went through this LRC with, you are going through 

the “Challenge Week LRC” with your knobs.  You may be the leader, but you are still part of the team 

and the challenge.  Your job is to get your team through the LRC, not to make the stations harder for 

them.  That’ll be easier if you look at your purpose as being to develop your knobs, instead of breaking 

them down. 

Kraft’s Struggle and “Empower and hold others accountable” 

Did the first cadet get over the wall by himself?  No, other cadets boosted him up until he could pull 

himself over.  They “empowered” him to get to the other side.  Once he was on the top, was that the 

end of it?  No, he helped pull others over while the team on the ground pushed.  What if that first man 

had gotten safely to the ledge on the other side and pulled out his canteen and sat down and rested 

while he let the rest of the group fend for themselves?  Ridiculous right, but if he tried to pull such a 

stunt you would have “held him accountable” right? 

When we talk about empowering others and holding them accountable during Challenge Week, are we 

talking about knobs or fellow cadre or both? (both).  

How do we empower our fellow cadre members? (being “easy to lead” if they are in charge, being good 

demonstrators if we are the AIs, logistically and administratively supporting them in we are in those 

roles and they are front line cadre, training them as trainers if we are drillmasters, supporting them by 

being present if we are their leaders)  How do we hold our fellow cadre members accountable? 

(rehearsing training with them and giving them honest feedback, watching them and looking for signs of 

fatigue or growing frustration, extracting them from a situation before they break the ROE, AARing their 

performance) 

How do we empower our knobs? (giving them the information they need to plan and prepare—CTM 

Step 1 Expectations; training them to standard so they have the skills they need to be successful—CTM 

Step 2 Skills; giving positive reinforcement when they do something, even something small, well—CTM 

Step 3 Feedback) 

How do we hold our knobs accountable?  Of course we do this in spades, but think about it.  You can 

only hold someone accountable for something that is a reasonable expectation.  We need to hold our 

knobs accountable to a level appropriate to their fledgling stage of development.  At this point we 



should mainly hold them accountable for being easy to lead—for trying hard and for putting forth 

maximum effort.  One tool we have added this year is the “Task Tracker.”  This chart outlines the skills 

we expect a knob to master during Challenge Week and squad leaders will give them go/no go 

assessments for each of these tasks.  They’ll be a new set of tasks we will hold them accountable for 

during the rest of Cadre Period and still another set we hold them accountable for, as we do you, as 

upperclass members of the chain of command.  Remember where they are in their present stage of 

development and hold them accountable based on reasonable expectations. 

Perez’s Passage and “Respect others by building trust and learning from mistakes” 

If you were the person being carried through Perez’s Passage, you had absolutely no control over your 

fate.  You were moving forward.  You were negotiating an obstacle.  You were getting where you 

wanted to go; but you had to trust others to have the skill, will, and caring to lead you to those goals.  

Your job was to trust them and be easy to lead.  At that particular moment in time, you weren’t 

contributing much to the organization, but once you got through the tire, it was your turn to help.  

During Challenge Week, the knobs are being carried through the tire by you cadre members.  Their job is 

to be easy to lead.  Now we don’t expect them to completely lie there idle and we don’t expect you to 

completely carry them, but you get the idea.  Right now they are going through the tire and it’s your job 

to help them.  Once they get to the other side, it’ll be their turn to help—to serve others—but right now, 

you are serving them.  They trust you to do that.  They have about as much control of their destiny right 

now as you did when you were being passed through the tire.  It’s kind of a helpless feeling.  They are 

counting on you. 

Garcia’s Leap and “Respect others by building trust and learning from mistakes” 

Like the person doing the leap, the knobs are committing themselves to your trust.  It really goes against 

instinct to do that.  Most knobs have never been so fully dependent on someone else other than their 

parents than they are on their cadre squad leader.  That’s a big responsibility.  It is an even greater leap 

of faith for the knob because they don’t know you.  When you took your leap, you knew the people who 

were going to catch you.  You had a relationship with them that lead you to believe you could count on 

them.  You built that relationship over time and from the first day of Challenge Week you are going to 

be building that relationship with your knobs.  You are going to have to accelerate that process because 

the amount of trust the knobs will extend to you is a function of the strength of the relationship.  How 

do you do that?  You must consciously and deliberately try to get to know your knobs as human beings.  

What are their strengths and weaknesses, their goals, their backgrounds, their needs, their likes and 

dislikes, their personalities?  You also need to let them know you as a human being too.  You can keep it 

professional and still know someone.   You have to do that as a leader.  One tool we are adding this year 

to help build those leader-led relationships is formal counseling.  You’ll get a detailed class on it later, 

but in the meantime know that squad leaders will give each of their knobs an initial counseling within 48 

hours of M-Day.  That counseling will accomplish many things, but one of them will be help set the basis 

for that relationship of trust. 

Jenkins’ Pinnacle and “Serve others before self” 

Serving others can take many forms.  How did you serve each other in negotiating this obstacle? 

(steadying the 4 x 4, boosting each other up, pulling each other up, spotting each other, cheering each 

other on, coming up with a strategy)   There were many ways to serve, and not all of them required a 



physical action.  What determined who served and in what ways? (abilities, willingness, attitude, 

opportunity)  Was the leader of the group the one who got to the top first?  No, that person performed 

a valuable task that was part of accomplishing the mission, but the leader doesn’t always have to be 

“first,” either literally or figuratively.  Leadership is service.  How do leaders serve? (creating conditions 

that enable success, providing information and resources, setting the example)   What is servant 

leadership? (meeting the legitimate needs of those under your care so that they are empowered to 

accomplish their part of the mission and develop as individuals)  It seems a little topsy-turvy, but as a 

cadre member it’s your job to serve the knobs.  Based on your particular duty position, how would you 

do that?  If you are a leader in the chain of command, it’s also your job to serve your subordinate 

leaders.  Based on your particular duty position, how would you do that? 

 


