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WHITE SANDS MISSILE RANGE, N.M (Nov. 9, 2005) — “I’m just not buying it” may have been the first thought that crossed the minds of Department of Defense and private-sector volunteers who attended Army Communities of Excellence training last winter in Hawaii. 

With its goal to provide an overview and further drive home the mission of the ACOE program — to provide the Army community and its customers with excellent facilities and services in a quality environment by developing better ways to help people and get work done — the session opened the first day with participants like Louis Roach feeling skeptical.

And Roach wasn’t at all shy about making his reservations known. 


The deputy to the garrison commander at Fort Greely, Alaska, since March 2003, Roach had been charged with helping to re-establish a base in support of the Missile Defense Agency’s Ballistic Missile Defense System. By the time Roach first heard about the ACOE program, he had undergone so many Army reorganizations that he didn’t give it much credence.

“(I felt that) it was associated with people that didn’t have much to do,” said Roach. “I really didn’t want anything to do with it.”

Nonetheless, Roach was asked to attend the gathering in Hawaii, much to his chagrin.


It was here that Roach first met Mark Blazey. Blazey, the president of Buffalo, N.Y.-based Quantum Performance Group Inc. has been a key partner with the Army for the past two years. As the session facilitator and lead judge for the ACOE program, Blazey is helping transform the ACOE program so that it is aligned with the Army’s vision for the future. 

“What we are trying to do is increase the rigor of the ACOE process so that it is truly compatible with the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award,” said Blazey. The Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award is an annual award program that recognizes U. S. companies for business excellence and quality achievement. 


The goal is to achieve that kind of competence among the managers, the leaders and the performance of the installation so that they are good — or better — than the best in the world, Blazey explained. 


Roach readily admits that he did give Blazey some “lip service” upon their initial meeting. 
“I had no real interest in wasting my time. To me, it didn’t have a lot of credibility and it always confused me,” he said.

According to Roach, Blazey eventually asked him to “settle down” and to give others — those truly interested in the ACOE training process and how they could apply it on their installations — an opportunity to learn. It was shortly after this rebuke that Roach had what some might call an epiphany. 


“By the end of the day, (Blazey) had convinced me that he knew what he was talking about, and that the only detriment to (ACOE) would be how much effort I put into learning about it and applying it in my unit,” Roach said. 


Though he had only just scratched the surface of what the ACOE program was really all about, he did learn some valuable lessons. 

“The one thing that I took from his training was that I could now find deficiencies. I could streamline and I could identify where I was, and where I wanted to go,” he added.

The mission


The ACOE program is the recognition award program and pinnacle of the Installation Management Agency’s continuous improvement initiative. The ACOE program recognizes role models of Army excellence in installation management. Sponsored by the chief of staff of the Army and managed by the Installation Management Agency, ACOE encourages and rewards installations that optimize quality in their environments and maintain excellent facilities and services, demonstrating organizational maturity in their approach and deployment of processes targeting key performance gaps. 

All installations that apply for the award, regardless of size or mission, must undergo a rigorous assessment process, which entails the candidates being directly evaluated against the Army Performance Improvement Criteria. 


Based on the Malcolm Baldrige Criteria for Performance Excellence, the APIC guides Army leaders through seven categories, which examine all aspects of their organizations and determine how well they are meeting their goals. The categories are interrelated and based on a set of values and concepts that, when fully applied, result in a highly effective and efficient organization. 

It is through this evaluation process that the award candidates are able to identify all of their priorities, strengths, weaknesses and systems.


Following a comprehensive award-board assessment, an independent panel of six senior examiners looks at all the submission packets and all the assessments within the Army to determine those that are contenders for premiere role-model status, said Rosye Faulk, IMA ACOE program manager. 
“Garrisons competing at the ACOE award-board level have embedded continuous improvement and fully integrated performance management systems into their organizational culture,” Faulk said.

“We are looking for excellent examples of leadership, setting vision and strategy. We are looking at the results that are gained through the application of the strategy and innovative initiatives,” she said. “We look at how internal leadership uses methods and tools presented by APIC to help make their garrison more successful. Basically, we are gauging their ability to be innovative, agile in adapting to change, all the while producing positive results amongst their peers.”


Top-performing Army garrisons are recognized with monetary prizes of $2 million for first place, $1 million for second place and $750,000 for third place.

Basic training for new recruits


Nearly six months after being introduced to the ACOE and APIC process, Roach found himself among a handful of DoD and civilian volunteers selected to attend the ACOE Examiners’ Training Aug. 30 through Sept. 2 at White Sands Missile Range, N. M. Here, during this three-day session, volunteers were trained as examiners for the ACOE Award Competition examination process for fiscal 2006.


This training is the first phase in the ACOE examiner development system, said Faulk. These new recruits train and then compete for spots to shadow an experienced examiner, who will become their mentor. Examiners-in-waiting are selected from this pool based on their skills, training and background. 

“We watch them and assess their level of performance and understanding of the criteria, and then we select those that will be examiners,” Faulk said.


WSMR was selected for this training because of the leadership and vision of Garrison Commander Col. Don Gentry. According to Faulk, Gentry was one of the most vocal commanders to embrace continuous improvement and the ACOE program, and volunteered WSMR as one of the locations to host this training. Fort McCoy, Wis., offered to host the second. 


This training is necessary because it is in line with the Army’s vision of excellence within all its operations. 
“The secretary of the Army has been very clear that the Army is going through a business transformation process and this type of training is important because it goes along with the priority to imbed continuous improvement into the Army culture,” Faulk said.


This second component — embedding continuous improvement into the Army culture — is what every garrison should use as criterion to develop its self-assessment and set priorities and vision within its garrison, Faulk added.


This is being accomplished through education of examiners and the garrison assessment process.


Blazey emphasizes that these volunteers are the backbone of the whole system. They are trained to look out for the systems and processes these garrisons have in place, he said.


“Their goal is to help the garrisons identify the ‘soft spots’ and the areas that need improvement,” Blazey said.


The APIC analysis is set up to help garrisons identify where they are and where they need to make some improvements. 

“Everybody wants to get better, but not everyone does it efficiently,” said Blazey. “Many organizations spend their energy getting better at things that don’t produce the best or the quickest growth. We try to help them identify those areas that are the key blockers to organizational excellence.”


Examiners provide that in the form of a feedback report. The organizations then take that report, and if they are good leaders, says Blazey, they take action to improve and get better.


“This process of improvement is a continuous process. The APIC is the cornerstone for the Army’s business transformation because it provides a road map and an analytical tool to figure out what key areas to focus on improving,” he said.


While the training itself focuses primarily on helping the students understand what the 

performance excellence criteria are all about and how to spot the strengths and weaknesses in individual organizations, would-be examiners must also be able to clearly communicate these points and write them in the report, he said.

Applying ACOE in the trenches


To Roach, one area in particular where these APIC training tools came in handy was as it related to his efforts to establish a better workforce.


Before he became familiar with APIC and ACOE, Roach says he didn’t have a screening process in place for selecting employees. He basically would hire anybody who would take the job.


“I saw how I was wasting so much money because I had people come here and then leave. I was spending all my dollars recruiting a work force that was going to leave,” said Roach.


Weeks after attending Blazey’s initial training session in Hawaii, Roach said he started a screening process for potential employees. He began to query job applicants to find out why they wanted to go to Fort Greely, and provided them with what he calls the “Facts of Life at Fort Greely.”


“It gets 50 below zero up here, we don’t have any medical treatment facilities, we are 100 miles from the nearest McDonald’s and Wal-Mart,” he said. “I started a process where a person was absolutely 100 percent informed about what life was going to be at my installation before I put $30 to $40 thousand into moving them up there.”


While Roach admits that he does receive many rejections with this approach, now when he hires an employee, that employee is usually in it for the long haul. 


Roach believes that the true benefit of the ACOE process is continuous improvement, and not so much the winning an award.


“That is exactly what we are doing,” Roach said. “We are improving our organization and reaping rewards for our garrisons.”

The way ahead


Although organizations have had success with the ACOE process, there are many still who doubt it can make a difference. However, Blazey firmly believes that the ACOE process is critical to the Army because it is facing real competition for the services it provides.


“Every single thing the Army does is being done by some private sector organization. So why should it be done in an inefficient way, when resources are limited?” Blazey said.


In the last decade or so, resources are becoming increasingly scarce and the public is demanding the most efficient use of tax dollars, he said. 
“As Army garrisons continue to provide these services, their performance level has to be comparable to the best out there,” Blazey said.


“Arguably, we have the best war fighters in the world, and IMA is dedicated to having the best installation management system in the world supporting the war fighters,” Blazey added. “The goal of ACOE is to drive performance excellence into the culture of all IMA. Part of that has to do with the discipline and the rigor of the review process, which is why we are putting so much effort into examiner development.”


(Theresa A. Zahaczewsky, IMA headquarters, contributed to this story.)
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