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ARMY M4 QUALIFICATION STANDARDS PAPER
TARGETS: A COMPLETE GUIDE TO MARKSMANSHIP
EXCELLENCE

For every soldier in the United States Army, the M4 carbine is
more than just a weapon—it is a lifeline. Mastery of this firearm is
non-negotiable,  and  the  Army  M4  qualification  standards  paper
targets serve as the benchmark for that mastery. These targets
are  not  simple  pieces  of  cardboard;  they  are  meticulously
designed tools that test a soldier’s accuracy, speed, and decision-
making under simulated combat conditions. Whether you are a
new recruit preparing for Basic Combat Training or a seasoned
non-commissioned  officer  refreshing  your  skills,  understanding
the  nuances  of  these  paper  targets  and  the  standards  they
represent is essential. This article provides a deep dive into the
Army  M4  qualification  process,  the  design  of  the  paper  targets,
scoring criteria, and practical tips to achieve the highest possible
score.

UNDERSTANDING THE M4 CARBINE AND ITS ROLE IN

QUALIFICATION

The M4 carbine is the standard-issue weapon for most U.S. Army
units.  It  is  a  lightweight,  gas-operated,  magazine-fed  carbine
chambered in 5.56×45mm NATO. Its compact design makes it
ideal for close-quarters battle and maneuver warfare. However,
regardless of its advanced engineering, the weapon is only as
effective  as  the  soldier  wielding  it.  That  is  why  the  Army
mandates  regular  qualification  to  ensure  every  soldier  can
engage  targets  accurately  and  efficiently  under  stress.
Qualification is not merely about passing; it is about establishing
a  consistent  baseline  of  lethality.  The  standards  are  codified  in
Army Regulation 350-1 and Field Manual 3-22.9, which outline
the specific courses of fire, target types, and scoring protocols. At
the heart of these protocols are the paper targets—typically the
M4 Qualification Target (also known as the E-type silhouette) and
the  M4  Zeroing  Target.  Understanding  these  targets  is  the  first
step toward qualifying with confidence.

THE ANATOMY OF ARMY M4 QUALIFICATION PAPER
TARGETS
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The M4 Zeroing Target
Before  a  soldier  can  attempt  qualification,  the  weapon  must  be
properly zeroed. The zeroing process uses a special paper target
designed for the M4. This target features a clearly marked aiming
point—usually a small, circular bullseye—and a grid of one-inch
squares. The grid allows the shooter to count clicks and adjust
the front sight post or rear sight aperture to align the point of aim
with the point of impact. Without a proper zero, even the most
skilled marksman will struggle to meet the Army M4 qualification
standards paper targets require.

The Record Fire Target (E-
Type Silhouette)
The  primary  target  used  during  record  fire  is  the  E-type
silhouette.  This  target  is  a  human-shaped  outline  printed  on
heavy paper or cardboard. It is designed to simulate the typical
torso  of  an  enemy combatant.  The  silhouette  is  divided  into
scoring zones: the final kill  zone (the center mass), the inner kill
zone, and the outer edges. The exact dimensions and ring values
are  standardized  by  the  Army.  For  the  M4  qualification  course,
the target is typically placed at distances ranging from 50 to 300
meters, depending on the firing table.
The  paper  stock  used  must  be  robust  enough  to  withstand
multiple shots without tearing excessively. Modern targets often

incorporate  a  self-adhesive  backing  or  a  scoring  overlay  that
makes it easier for range personnel to tally hits. Some units use
digital scoring systems, but traditional paper targets remain the
standard for training and qualification.

SCORING STANDARDS: WHAT IT TAKES TO QUALIFY

The  Army  M4  qualification  standards  paper  targets  are  scored
based on the number of hits within the designated kill zones. The
qualification  course  consists  of  multiple  firing  tables,  each  with
specific  time  limits,  distances,  and  positions  (prone,  kneeling,
standing). Soldiers must engage both single and multiple targets,
sometimes from behind barricades.
The scoring breakdown is as follows:

Expert – The highest classification, typically requiring 36 to
40 hits out of 40 rounds. An Expert qualification is a badge
of honor and a critical factor in promotion points.
Sharpshooter – A solid performance, usually 30 to 35 hits.
This is the median standard for most combat arms units.
Marksman – The minimum passing score, generally 23 to
29 hits. Falling below this threshold constitutes a failure
and requires remedial training.

It  is  important  to  note that  these numbers may vary slightly
between  different  Army  commands  or  revised  regulations.
However, the 40-round course is the most common standard. The
exact hit requirements for each classification are published in the
current version of Army Regulation 350-1. Soldiers should verify
with their unit’s Training NCO for the most up-to-date tables.
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THE COURSE OF FIRE: HOW THE TARGETS ARE USED

The  qualification  course  is  designed  to  mimic  realistic  combat
engagements. The shooter begins with a fully loaded 30-round
magazine and a second magazine of 10 rounds (the Army issues
40  rounds  total  for  qualification).  The  range  NCO-in-charge
commands  the  firing  line,  and  targets  appear  at  random
intervals. The soldier must identify the target, assume the correct
position, and fire only within the time window.
Typical firing tables include:

Table 1: 50 meters – Standing, supported or
unsupported. Time limit: 60 seconds for 10 rounds.
Table 2: 100 meters – Kneeling or sitting. Time limit: 50
seconds for 10 rounds.
Table 3: 200 meters – Prone. Time limit: 40 seconds for
10 rounds.
Table 4: 300 meters – Prone. Time limit: 30 seconds for
10 rounds.

Some  advanced  courses  also  include  multiple  target
engagements and use of cover. The paper targets are replaced
after each relay to ensure clean scoring. If a target is damaged or
blown  over  by  wind,  a  range  officer  will  authorize  a  re-fire  or  a
replacement target. All hits are counted manually by examining
the paper for bullet holes and using a scoring gauge to determine
the zone.

COMMON CHALLENGES WITH PAPER TARGETS

Environmental Factors
Paper targets are vulnerable to wind, rain, and even sunlight. In
wet conditions, paper can become weak and tear, causing scoring
disputes. Many ranges now use heavy-duty cardboard backings
or laminated paper to reduce this issue. However, soldiers must
still be aware that a shot that tears through a ragged hole might
be misread as a miss. It is wise to call your hits immediately so
the tower can record suspicious holes.

Scoring Discrepancies
Because  the  Army  M4  qualification  standards  paper  targets  are
hand-scored in most units, human error can occur. A bullet that
strikes exactly on the line between zones is counted as the higher
value. Range personnel are trained to be fair, but if you believe a
hit  was miscounted,  you have the right  to  request  a  verification
(within reason). Always inspect your target after the relay.

Ammunition Lot Variations
Different  lots  of  M855  ball  ammunition  can  produce  slightly
different point of impact shifts. If you notice your zero is off after
switching  ammunition  lots  before  qualification,  ask  for  a  quick
confirmation zero. Using the same paper zeroing target you used
earlier can help you confirm your adjustments.
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TIPS TO MAXIMIZE YOUR SCORE ON THE M4
QUALIFICATION

Achieving  Expert  requires  more  than  just  good  shooting—it
demands preparation, mental  focus, and understanding of the
target layout. Here are several actionable tips based on Army
marksmanship doctrine:

Know Your Zero – Always confirm your mechanical zero1.
before the qualification day. Use the proper Army M4
zeroing target and adjust your sights until your groups are
centered.
Practice the Positions – The standing position is often2.
the most challenging. Dry-fire practice at home (with an
empty weapon, cleared by an NCO) can help you build
muscle memory for the trigger squeeze and sight
alignment.
Control Your Breathing – Especially during the prone3.
stages, exhale fully and pause before each shot. This
minimizes movement and keeps your point of aim steady.
Scan the Target Area – Targets may be exposed only4.
briefly. Keep your eyes moving and identify the next target
before you finish your current string. The paper targets
may be small at 300 meters, so use the aiming point
(center mass) consistently.
Manage Your Magazine – Load your magazines exactly5.
as prescribed. A tactical reload should be smooth and
practiced. Fumbling costs precious seconds.
Stay Hydrated and Calm – Fatigue and stress degrade6.

performance. Drink water before you head to the range and
take slow, deep breaths between tables.

WHY PAPER TARGETS REMAIN THE GOLD STANDARD

In  an  age  of  electronic  scoring  simulators  and  laser  training
devices, some may question why the Army still relies on paper
targets  for  M4  qualification.  The  answer  lies  in  realism  and
simplicity. Paper targets provide immediate, physical feedback
that no digital system can fully replicate. The distinct sound of a
bullet  striking  paper,  the  sight  of  a  clean  hole  through  the
silhouette, and the tactile process of scoring each round are all
part of the marksmanship tradition. Paper targets also eliminate
the risk of electronic malfunctions, battery failures, or software
errors that could disrupt a qualification event.
Furthermore,  the  Army M4 qualification  standards  paper  targets
are  inexpensive,  easy  to  transport,  and  can  be  used  in  any
weather  condition  with  minimal  setup.  They  allow  for
standardisation  across  dozens  of  ranges  worldwide.  When  a
soldier picks up a paper target after firing,  they can see exactly
where each round went—no interpretation needed. That clarity
builds trust in the system and in one’s own ability.

THE CONNECTION BETWEEN QUALIFICATION AND
COMBAT READINESS

Qualification is not a paperwork exercise. The skills tested on the
range—aiming,  trigger  control,  target  transition,  and  stress
management—are  exactly  the  skills  soldiers  need  in  a  firefight.
Studies  conducted  by  the  Army’s  Training  and  Doctrine
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Command  show  a  direct  correlation  between  high  qualification
scores and effective performance in simulated combat scenarios.
Soldiers who consistently achieve Expert are more likely to make
accurate  shots  under  pressure,  conserving  ammunition  and
minimizing collateral damage.
The  paper  target  is  the  first  step  in  that  process.  It  forces  the
shooter to focus on the basics: sight picture, breath control, and
steady hold. Master those, and the transition to moving targets,
night vision optics, or vehicle-mounted operations becomes much
easier.

LOOKING AHEAD: THE FUTURE OF M4 QUALIFICATION
TARGETS

The  Army  continues  to  refine  its  qualification  standards.  Recent
updates have introduced new target arrays that include multiple
pop-up silhouettes to simulate an advancing enemy. Some units
are testing hybrid  targets  that  combine paper  with electronic
sensors for instant scoring. However, for the foreseeable future,
the  traditional  paper  target  will  remain  the  backbone  of  M4
qualification due to its low cost and reliability. Soldiers should still
expect to see the familiar E-type silhouette at their next range
appointment.

There  are  also  efforts  to  integrate  more  realistic  target  images,
such  as  the  “K5”  target  that  includes  a  360-degree  threat
assessment,  but these are still  in  pilot  phases.  The Army M4
qualification  standards  paper  targets  currently  in  use  are  tried
and tested. They are not glamorous, but they work. And for the
individual soldier, the goal remains the same: put more rounds in
the center than anyone else.

CONCLUSION

The Army M4 qualification standards paper targets  are far  more
than mere cardboard and ink. They are the definitive measure of
a  soldier’s  proficiency  with  the  primary  individual  weapon
system.  From  the  zeroing  target  that  ensures  your  rifle  is
perfectly aligned to the silhouette that challenges your accuracy
under time pressure, every element of the qualification process is
designed  to  produce  lethal  and  confident  warfighters.  By
understanding the anatomy of these targets, the scoring system,
and  the  best  techniques  to  master  them,  any  soldier  can
approach  qualification  day  with  the  knowledge  and  skill  needed
to earn that coveted Expert badge. No matter how technology
advances, the humble paper target will continue to play a critical
role in America’s defense—one shot at a time.


