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24th Air Force
Command Chief

NOTAM
Professional Courtesy

As a Senior Airman in England in 1987, I saw an article in the base paper advertising for Russian linguists to serve at the U.S. Embassy in Moscow.  At the height of the Cold War, this looked like the opportunity of a lifetime.  I went home and asked my wife what she thought of us volunteering.  I use the word “us” purposely.  Our wedding vows cemented our relationship as a team.  I knew I had no right to volunteer for something without her being on board.

I went in for a weekend mid shift the following night and told my friends about my plan to volunteer as soon as Monday morning rolled around (no e-mails, no vMPF in those days).  I needed to wait until Monday so I could make a phone call to the office owning the program.

I was pretty excited about my plan until one of the NCOs on my flight overheard me.  I was quite surprised at first by what he said to me.  “There’s no Air Force policy which says you have to get your supervisor’s permission, but you should still tell your supervisor what you’re planning to do before you do it.  It’s a professional courtesy, in fact a professional obligation.”

Of course, I coughed up the typical “why the heck would I want to do that” response.  I really didn’t understand why I should have to tell my supervisor anything about my plan.  It didn’t affect him.  He wasn’t going to Moscow.  I was (or at least I hoped I was).

I didn’t understand this NCO’s point at all, so he explained further, “If you’re selected, your supervisor will have to modify training plans, work assignments, and duty schedules.  And then, oh yeah, who do you think will be working the phones to identify a replacement for you?”  I began to realize my supervisor deserved a heads up.  I also understood this wasn’t an attempt by my leadership to mess with my plan.  They simply needed to know about it.  It all sounded reasonable now.  Permission wasn’t what I was seeking nor was it what was being offered.

Thanks to this NCO taking the time to explain it to me rather than just telling me what I was going to do because it was “mandatory”, I understood my commitment to my unit, my flight, and my supervisor.  Just as I had no right to volunteer “us” (my home team) without speaking to my wife, I also owed it to my supervisor (my Air Force team) to let him know my plan.

When I did tell my supervisor my plan that night he actually thanked me.  He appreciated the heads up.  He even offered to help me clear hurdles should any pop up during the application process.  I learned a lot that night about professional courtesy and its impact on the team.  My supervisor had a job to do (many in fact) and giving him the courtesy of a heads up prepared him for what could lie ahead, which in turn kept the entire team on track.

Do you have your eye on that choice training opportunity or assignment?  Great!  Good luck.  I hope you get what you’re looking for.  But first, please extend some professional courtesy and tell your supervisor your plans.

KEVIN G. SLATER, CMSgt, USAF

Command Chief Master Sergeant
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