
JROTC – The Great Equalizer 
 
A few weeks ago, I was invited to say a few words to kick off the Fall 
Field Day Competition for the Air Force JROTC units in Cabarrus 
County Schools.  We have units at four of our high schools:  Central 
Cabarrus, J.M. Robinson, Mount Pleasant, and Northwest Cabarrus.  It 
was an honor and a privilege to stand in front of about 250 students as 
they prepared to compete against each other in competitions of 
leadership, communication, teamwork, and sportsmanship.  Whenever 
I leave a JROTC event, I always leave uplifted and inspired by the 
students and their dedication and focus. 
 
I really had no interaction with JROTC until I became a teacher at 
Central Cabarrus High School.  I had always assumed it was just a 
recruiting wing for the military.  During my first year teaching, I 
struggled to learn how to reach students who were not interested in 
English.  I had two guys in particular who were extremely smart but 
simply did not respond to anything I tried with them.  They frustrated 
me all year, and both failed my class.   
 
About 6 weeks into my second year of teaching, I saw both of them 
around school, and they looked completely different.  I thought this 
was strange but chalked it up to maturity.  It was not long before I 
saw them in their JROTC uniforms.  They both looked sharp and 
carried themselves with a sense of pride I had not seen before.   When 
I asked them what had changed, one said, “I feel like I have a 
purpose” and the other said, “I have a focus now.”   
 
I began to talk to the JROTC instructor, Colonel Nimmo, about what 
they did in the program.  I soon learned it was not about recruiting for 
the military at all.  Instead, it was about leadership and team building.  
They welcomed all students.  Some were in the top of their class, and 
some were in the bottom.  Some were going directly into the military, 
and some were not even considering it.  JROTC welcomed them all and 
tried to teach them how to lead each other and how to work together. 
 
Later, when I became the principal at Central Cabarrus, I saw this 
happen over and over again. Students who were in trouble and not 
succeeding could be completely turned around in JROTC when nothing 
else worked.  Students who were leaders in their class worked side by 
side with students who had never led anything. I also worked with and 
learned from Colonel Hefner who was leading JROTC while I was the 
principal.  I saw again and again how he worked with students and got 
them to perform when no one else could.  We talked often about 



leadership and what it meant when he was in the Air Force.  I learned 
many things about my own leadership style from watching Colonel 
Nimmo and Colonel Hefner lead students.   
 
I wish everyone could see how these programs unify students.  
Students go through leadership training together throughout the year 
and during the summer.   When asked to serve their community, they 
always say yes and give up their time without question.   
 
Through the design of the program, it is also a place where students 
become equals.  Black students lead white students.  Young ladies lead 
young men.   Poor students lead wealthy students.  Number 310 in the 
class leads number 5 in the class.  Over the course of the semester 
and school year, all of these roles get reversed and mixed up.   It is 
inspiring to see students constantly asked to lead and follow their 
peers.  They are also challenged to analyze their teams and see where 
students and their talents will fit in best for a common mission.   
 
In a time where people often say that young people are disrespectful 
and lack initiative, I see 250 kids from all different races and all 
different backgrounds saluting their leaders and getting ready to 
challenge each other to lead and follow.  I hear them only say, “Yes, 
sir” and “Yes, ma’am” to each other and to adults.  I see them show 
up when they are out of school to present colors for school board 
meetings, summer graduation ceremonies, work parking for school 
events, and to kick off our convocation at the beginning of the school 
year.    
 
Our JROTC programs help develop leadership and character, 
regardless of interest in the military.  It is a place where students have 
the opportunity to lead, follow, and become equals.  Most importantly, 
these programs make our schools better places and our students 
better people. 


