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24th Air Force
Command Chief

NOTAM
Why Are Windshields Larger than Rear View Mirrors?

When I was a young NCO making my fair share of mistakes, my supervisor would often say “there’s a reason why your windshield is larger than your rear view mirror.”  As you might expect, my response the first few times I heard him say this was to walk away, shake my head, and wonder what the heck he was talking about.

Then one afternoon after I had completely jacked up that day’s mission (yes, I’ve made mistakes and still got promoted to Chief—it is possible), he said it again.  “There’s a reason why your windshield is larger than your rear view mirror.”  Instead of walking away this time, I stopped him and asked “what on Earth are you talking about?”

He said, “Kevin, every one of us makes mistakes.  In fact, some of our strongest performers have made more than a few mistakes.  What separates them from everyone else is they learned from their mistakes, they incorporated what they learned into how they approached their next opportunity, and they never let the job behind them distract them from the job in front of them.”  I’m not sure if he saw smoke coming out of my ears or if my eyes were glazed over, but he paused for a moment when I must have looked like I needed a chance to digest what he just said.

I thought to myself, “ok, our strongest performers have made mistakes ... they’ve learned from their mistakes ... they’ve incorporated lessons learned … they didn’t let past performance distract them from the task at hand.  Ok, I think I get it.”

He then went on to say, “Your rear view mirror is important.  If used properly, it affords you opportunities to not only see the past, but to learn from it too.  However, it’s small for a reason.  It deserves some attention, but it shouldn’t be your focus.  Why is your windshield larger than your rear view mirror?  You need a wide field of view to clearly see all of today’s challenges and opportunities, and our leaders’ vision for tomorrow.  If you’re to be a great NCO you’ll need to keep your eyes in front on what’s most important glancing into your rear view mirror just enough to ensure you shape your future with help from your past.

To this day, every time I look into my rear view mirror I see a lot more than the objects behind me.  I see the opportunities I’ve had.  I see my triumphs and I see my failures.  Once my eyes return to my windshield, I’m reminded of the real value of those objects in my rear view mirror – each has prepared me in a way to make better decisions, to take more precise actions, and to view with greater clarity and wisdom today’s opportunities and tomorrow’s challenges.

KEVIN G. SLATER, CMSgt, USAF

Command Chief Master Sergeant
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