Training Topic #17g – After-Action Reviews (AAR) & Reports

Lesson Intent.  The intent of this lesson introduce members to the concept of the Army-Action Review and review the procedures for conducting and submitting after-action reviews (AAR).

Instructor Note.  The AAR written formats used in this training session are extracted from the current National Emergency OPLAN; ask training participants to have their OPLAN available for reference.

References: Army MARS National Emergency OPLAN Annex C.  Field Manual 25-100, Training the Force, Chapter 5 Assessment.  Field Manual 25-101, Battle Focused Training, Appendix G, After-Action Reviews.  Army MARS Basic Training Course Paragraph 1-7, MARS Mission Analysis.

Introduction - The evaluation of training measures the demonstrated ability of individual MARS members, leaders, and state organizations against specified training standards; evaluation is integral to training.  The U.S. Army has used the AAR extensively in all training since the early 1980's and was an integral part of the rebuilding the Army's training process after the Vietnam War.

The after-action review provides feedback for all training.  An AAR is a structured review process that allows training participants to discover for themselves what happened, why it happened, and how it can be done better.  The AAR is a professional discussion that requires active participation of those being trained.  An AAR is NOT a critique and has the following advantages over a one-way critique:

· Focuses directly on key Army MARS mission essential tasks.

· Emphasizes meeting Army MARS standards rather than pronouncing judgment of success or failure.

· Uses "leading questions" to encourage participants to self-discover important lessons from the training event.

· Allows a large number of members and state leaders to participate so that more of the training can be recalled and more lessons learned can be shared.

There are two types of AARs we use in Army MARS--those conducted immediately following a training event and follow-up written AARs provided by members through their chains of command.

· Interactive AARs include participation by all members who took part in the training and are normally conducted immediately following the training event.  During these reviews one station should be appointed as the facilitator to guide participating stations through the AAR process.  It is also important to assign one or more members to record the results and provide them to their chain of command.

· Member prepared written AARs are prepared in accordance with the outlines in Appendix 9 (AARs) to Annex C (Reports) to our Army MARS National Emergency Operations Plan or "OPLAN" 4-02.  These reports are prepared and submitted after a training event where the member also participates in a group AAR or following an actual event within the timelines we'll discuss in a few minutes.

Interactive AAR - The interactive AAR consists of four parts:

· Establish what happened.  All stations involved help determine what actually happened during performance of the training event.

· Determine what was right or wrong with what happened.  Stations establish the strong and weak points of their performance.  Stations acting as evaluators play a critical role in guiding the discussions by participants so that conclusions reached by participants are in accordance with Army MARS practice and procedures, consistent with Army MARS standards, and relevant to the Army MARS mission.

· Determine how the task should be done differently the next time.  The evaluating station leads the group in determining how participants will perform differently the next time the task is performed.

· Perform the task again.  This is done as soon as possible to translate observations and evaluation into corrective action.  Additional training allows stations to apply the lessons learned during the AAR.

Conduct of interactive AARs

· Good AARs require good planning and preparation.

· The person responsible for conducting an on the air AAR should do the following during the planning phase:

--Establish objectives for the AAR.
--Select qualified observers if additional assistance is required to monitor training.
--Identify the participants.
--Review the state's training objectives and plans for the event.

· During the preparation phase:

--Review the training objectives, initial message traffic flow, and MARS procedures that should be used during the training event, for example net and traffic relay procedures.
--Develop a discussion outline.

· And finally during the conduct phase:

--Restate the organization's mission and the event's training objectives.
--Generate discussions.
--Orient and focus the group on the training objectives; it's very easy to become side tracked with issues not related to the discussion at hand.
--Seek maximum participation; involve all the members who took part in the training event.
--Summarize continuously to emphasize key learning points.

· State officers and members acting as evaluators avoid lecturing participants on what went wrong.  They use the AAR to tell a story about what was planned, what happened, and what could have been done differently to improve performance.

· Facilitators guide discussions to bring out important learning points, preferably by the members themselves.

· Members learn much more when they identify for themselves what went right and wrong than when lessons are dictated.

Individually prepared written AARs - In addition to on the air AAR participation each station also generates a written AAR to further detail experiences and lessons learned from the training event.  Additionally, during real world events member AARs are required from all stations involved.  The report formats are outlined in Appendix 9 of the National Emergency OPLAN 4-02.

· An initial report should be submitted immediately after the termination of the event to provide the chain of command with basic details on participation and issues.  The timelines for submitting initial reports are:

--Participating stations provide their written AAR to their State Director within 24 hours.
--State Directors provide their consolidated AAR to their respective Area coordinator within 72 hours.

· Participating station final reports are due to their State Director in five days.  Final reports from State Directors and region/area coordinators are submitted to MARS headquarters within 20 days.

AAR formats are straightforward.  One of the most important sections is paragraph 12 where problems/issues/successes encountered or observed are described.  Here's a tip for outlining these issues--use the "PROBLEM -- DISCUSSION -- RECOMMENDATION" technique:

· "PROBLEM" - outline the problem in short, succinct terms; give the bottom line up front.

· "DISCUSSION" - describe the problem in as much detail as necessary to ensure the reader understands the scope of the issue.

· "RECOMMENDATION" - give a clear, concise recommendation of how to solve the problem you have identified.  Making specific notes on ways to fix problems or improve MARS practice and procedures based on experiences during the exercise or actual event are the most beneficial feedback you can provide.

Finally, remember also that identifying things that go well in paragraph 13 is also useful feedback for the chain of command as it reinforces the validity of existing procedures.

Questions for discussion:
Questions that came up during discussion:
The way ahead: Next time we'll discuss the different time systems we use and how we can synchronize time among net stations on the radio.
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