Enlisted promotions require time, effort 
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AIR FORCE PERSONNEL CENTER - There are many things airmen can do to affect their chances for promotion, but perhaps the most important is taking the time to study.  While this may not seem important to an airman just out of basic training, the same holds true for them as well.  

The Weighted Airman Promotion System may be used in determining who gets promoted within the noncommissioned officer ranks, but the 'clock' used in four of the six factors begins from the time an airman enters the Air Force. Time in grade and time in service are earned naturally, but decorations and enlisted performance reports are determined by how well someone does their job.

According to the chief of the Enlisted Promotions and Air Force Testing Branch here, there are several things that airmen should focus on to give themselves the best possible chance for promotion.

Start preparing for promotion early 
"Even though an airman first class is not taking a WAPS test for promotion to senior airman, the EPR he or she is having written today will affect his or her overall promotion score tomorrow," said Chief Master Sgt. Mark Billingsley.  "Decorations are earned as well, not handed out automatically, so it is important that airmen take control of their careers early."

While some decorations may earn points toward WAPS scoring, winning awards such as airman of the quarter or an academic award from the NCO Academy can help strengthen a record over the course of a career.

However, nothing can hinder a career more than lack of preparation, according to Chief Billingsley. 
"Taking time to study for the Specialty Knowledge Test and Promotion Fitness Exam is key for promotion to staff through master sergeant," said Chief Billingsley.   

"One of the worse things a troop can do is listen to someone who tells them not to study because 'no one makes promotion their first time up,'" the chief added.  "This is simply not true.  Every cycle, in every grade, there are people who make promotion the first time eligible.  They do it by studying and really preparing for the test.  And of course, if they don't quite make it the first time they'll have a good foundation of knowledge to build on for the next testing cycle, which will come very quickly.  Either way they'll have a leg up on the competition.

Don't get lax in study habits 

"The key is to not rest on your laurels, but to continue to excel by giving yourself the best opportunity for promotion," added the chief.  "That applies for senior NCOs as well.  The USAF Supervisory Exam is no joke, those gunning for senior or chief need to take time to study for their test as well."

"The mistake senior NCOs sometimes make is expecting the board score will carry them over the promotion cutoff, so they don't take the USAFSE as seriously," Chief Billingsley said.  "There are many fine senior NCOs with outstanding records who miss promotion each year because they haven't adequately prepared for the test."   

 For promotion to senior and chief, the board score, EPR score and decorations make up the largest percentage of the overall promotion score.   This only emphasizes that a career is built from day one, according to the chief

Even though the responsibility falls squarely upon the individual to prepare for promotion, supervisors play an important role as well from start of a military member's career.  
"The importance of ensuring their people are prepared to test is something each supervisor should take a personal role in," said Chief Billingsley.  "It doesn't matter if they're an airman trying to complete their Career Development Course for skill-level upgrade or a senior NCO, each person needs to take the time to study and prepare before testing.

Keep study materials current 

"The supervisor can't take the test for them, or coach them - studying for WAPS tests must strictly be done independently.  But the supervisor can still help by asking how study time is going and making sure they have the proper materials they need to study," he added.

The WAPS catalog is the first stop each person should make to ensure they have the current study material needed for promotion, according to the chief.

"The unit WAPS monitor is the first place each person needs to visit.  Be sure to check the WAPS catalog for current revisions to CDCs, study reference materials and professional fitness exams to ensure you have the right material in hand to study," said Chief Billingsley.

Supervisors make an impact 

Another way that supervisors can directly support the promotion process is by improving their own writing skills - especially when it comes to completing EPRs, decoration citations and award packages.  
"All supervisors, from NCOs to officers and civilians, need to ensure they give their people the best possible chance for promotion by writing effective performance reports and awards packages," said Chief Billingsley.  "This is especially important for those competing for promotion for senior and chief master sergeant, where each individual's records are reviewed by a board.  
"The records best representing a person's potential for advancement are going to have a better chance than those who have done a tremendous job," the chief said, "but often their EPRs or award citations don't effectively reflect their performance or accomplishments.
Since the senior NCO selection folder used by the promotion board includes the last 10 years' worth of EPRs, its possible there might be staff and technical sergeant EPRs in the folder.

"Sometimes supervisors don't think about the effect that EPRs they are rating now on staffs and techs will have later in that person's career," said Chief Billingsley.  "Too many supervisors wait to put their best effort toward accomplishing master and senior master sergeant EPRs.  In reality, every EPR is important to promotion.
"The bottom line is that sustained outstanding performance and solid preparation for the test go hand-in-hand in identifying those with the most potential to step up to that next grade," the chief said. "The beauty of our promotion system is that it's visible and allows each person to be involved and have a degree of control over their own career."
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