INTERNATIONAL OFFICER SCHOOL

As WW II ended, by 1946, the first four international officers arrived at Air University, even before the Air Force became a separate service.  Numbers increased rapidly, and in 1947, 33 officers attended AU courses.  In 1948, the number rose to 44.  The increasing numbers of students whose first language was not English presented a new challenge.  Language barriers and culture shock kept international officers from realizing their full potential in Air university courses.

By 1952, the Air Command and Staff School recognized that a form of lead-in training was essential.  Consequently, they entered into a contract with the University of Texas, Austin, to provide a team of linguists headed by a young Ph.D., Dr. John E. Garner, in an experiment to enhance English proficiency and reduce the severity of culture shock for the Air University international student body.  The team began work in 1953.

Taking full advantage of conceptual and methodological advances made during WW II to bring U.S. military personnel to functional fluency in critical foreign languages in the shortest possible time, Dr. Garner and his team applied these tools to devise an intensive eight-week program.  This program immersed students in English for 30 classroom hours a week using the radically new audio-lingual methodology.  The program was a rousing success.  In 1954, contract positions were converted to permanent Civil Service status, and the Allied Officer Preparatory Phase was born.

In short order, using developments in audiotape laboratory technology, students learned phonological and grammatical patterns in the classroom and then reinforced these skills in laboratory practice.  Students, for the first time, heard English spoken naturally and idiomatically and, most importantly, in an Air Force context.  Results were revolutionary.  Students received attention from professionally qualified scientific linguists, all versed in anthropology, and able to address cultural issues to overcome students’ culture shock.

By 1956, the School of Aerospace Medicine at Brooks AFB, TX, requested that a similar program be established at Air University to teach medical terminology to medical officers who were to become flight surgeons, a program that continued interrupted for 32 years.

In 1961, the Allied Officer Preparatory Course merged with Academic Instructor School to form a new organization: the Academic Instructor and Allied Officer School (AIAOS).  The Allied Officer School later underwent a name change to Foreign Officer School (FOS), since many students were from countries not having formal alliances with the United States.  Eventually, in the early 1980s, the quest for a name more reflective of the school mission resulted in the International Officer School.

The year 2003 marks the 50th anniversary of a unique experiment in international military and diplomatic relations.  In its half century of existence, the International Officer School has graduated some 9,363 students from 131 countries.  From among these graduates, there have been no fewer than 313 air force commanders, some 3.3% of all attendees.

