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INTRODUCTION: THE SILENT PARTNER IN
MARKSMANSHIP EXCELLENCE

When soldiers step onto the firing line, their focus is laser-sharp:
stance,  grip,  sight  alignment,  trigger  control,  and  breath
management.  Yet,  standing  silently  downrange,  there  is  an
unsung hero that plays a critical role in every qualification event.
That  hero  is  the  Army  Weapons  Qualification  Card  Paper
Target. While often overlooked, these paper targets are far more
than simple sheets of printed cardboard. They are the physical
record of a soldier’s proficiency, the objective arbiter of skill, and
a vital piece of the military's extensive training and readiness
system.
Understanding  the  function  and  design  of  these  qualification
targets is essential for anyone involved in military training, from
cadre  and  range  safety  officers  to  the  soldiers  themselves.  This
article explores the role, anatomy, and importance of the Army
weapons  qualification  card  paper  target,  examining  how  a
seemingly simple piece of paper plays a pivotal role in ensuring
the lethality and readiness of our armed forces.

WHAT ARE ARMY WEAPONS QUALIFICATION CARD
PAPER TARGETS?

At  its  core,  an  Army  weapons  qualification  card  paper
target is a standardized, printed target used to record a soldier’s
performance during live-fire qualification exercises. Unlike simple
silhouette  targets  used  for  casual  practice,  these  qualification
targets  are  designed  with  specific  scoring  rings,  identification
fields, and data blocks that align with official Army regulations.
The term "qualification card" refers to the section printed directly
on the target itself, often at the bottom or on the back, where the
soldier’s  name,  unit,  date,  weapon  type,  and  final  score  are
recorded. This transforms the target from a consumable training
aid  into  a  permanent,  auditable  document.  When  a  soldier
qualifies, the target itself becomes the primary source document,
often signed by a scoring officer and retained for record-keeping.

THE ROLE OF PAPER TARGETS IN MILITARY
MARKSMANSHIP TRAINING

Marksmanship  is  a  fundamental  warrior  task.  Every  soldier,
regardless of military occupational specialty, must demonstrate
proficiency with their assigned weapon. The qualification process
is standardized across the Army to ensure that all soldiers meet a
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minimum level of combat readiness.

Standardization and
Objectivity
The  primary  purpose  of  qualification  targets  is  to  provide  an
objective  and  standardized  measure  of  a  soldier’s  shooting
ability.  Every  soldier,  from  a  newly  assigned  private  to  a
seasoned sergeant major, shoots at the same target, at the same
distances,  under  the  same  course  of  fire.  This  consistency
eliminates  subjectivity  and  ensures  that  a  "qualification"  in  one
battalion means the same thing in another. The paper target is
the immutable record of that performance.

A Tool for Diagnostic
Training
Beyond just  a  score,  the Army weapons qualification card paper
target  provides  immediate  visual  feedback.  Instructors  and
soldiers can analyze the grouping and placement of shots on the
target to diagnose specific issues. Are the shots consistently low
and left? This might indicate a trigger jerk or anticipation issue.
Are the shots scattered high? The soldier may be "pushing" the
weapon.  This  diagnostic  capability  makes  paper  targets  an
invaluable coaching tool, allowing for rapid correction and skill
development.

ANATOMY OF A STANDARD ARMY QUALIFICATION
TARGET

To  appreciate  the  design  of  these  targets,  it  is  helpful  to
understand  their  key  components.  While  different  targets  exist
for  different  weapons,  most  share  common  features  that  serve
specific  purposes.

The Scoring Rings: The central feature of any
qualification target is a series of concentric circles. Each
ring is assigned a point value, with the center ring (the "X-
ring" or "10-ring") representing the highest score. The
scoring system rewards precision and accuracy.
The Zeroing Grid: Many qualification targets include a
dedicated zeroing or grouping area. This is typically a
smaller, high-contrast grid used to align the weapon's
sights before the official qualification begins. Proper zeroing
is critical for accurate shooting.
The Silhouette or Figure: The scoring rings overlaid on a
human-shaped silhouette (like the E-type silhouette) or a
circular bullseye. The silhouette provides a realistic combat
context, while the bullseye is used for precision
marksmanship events.
The Identification Block (Qualification Card): This is
the definitive feature that makes it a "qualification card"
target. It is a printed box containing fields for the soldier's
personal data, weapon serial number, ammunition lot
number, date, range, and final score. This section is filled
out by hand after the firing is complete and serves as the
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official record.
The Calibration Marks: Small printed marks or crosses at
the corners or edges of the target. These are used by range
personnel to ensure the target is properly aligned and
positioned on the target frame.

TYPES OF PAPER TARGETS USED ACROSS DIFFERENT
WEAPON SYSTEMS

The United States Army employs a variety of paper targets, each
designed  for  a  specific  weapon  system  and  course  of  fire.  The
most  common  types  include:

M16A4 and M4 Carbine
Targets
The most widely used target is for the M16A4 and M4 Carbine
rifles.  This  is  typically  a  large,  brown  paper  target  with  a  400-
meter silhouette and a detailed scoring system. The qualification
card is printed prominently at the bottom. Soldiers engage this
target at multiple distances, from 50 to 300 meters, requiring
them to adjust their aim points for bullet drop and windage.

M9 and M17 Pistol Targets
Handgun qualification targets are smaller and designed for close-
quarters  engagement.  They  often  feature  a  simplified  silhouette
with  fewer  scoring  rings  to  reflect  the  closer  engagement

distances and the inherent challenges of pistol marksmanship.
The  qualification  card  on  these  targets  is  smaller  but  equally
important  for  record-keeping.

M249 Squad Automatic
Weapon (SAW) Targets
Machine  gunners  use  targets  that  are  significantly  larger  and
often designed to assess the ability to place a sustained cone of
fire  on  a  designated  area.  These  targets  may  have  multiple
silhouette  figures  to  simulate  a  group  of  enemy  combatants.
Scoring is based on the density and accuracy of the fire within a
specific impact area.

M24 and M110
Sniper/Squad Designated
Marksman Targets
For  precision  shooters,  the  targets  are  smaller  and  feature
incredibly tight scoring rings. These targets demand exceptional
accuracy.  The  qualification  card  for  these  weapons  is
meticulously  scrutinized,  as  sniper  and  SDM  qualifications  are
held  to  the  highest  standards.
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QUALIFICATION SCORING AND STANDARDS

Understanding  how  the  Army  weapons  qualification  card
paper  target  is  scored  is  essential  to  appreciating  its  role.
Scoring is not merely about counting holes.

Point System: Each bullet hole is assigned a point value1.
based on which ring it lands in. Hits on the line between
two rings are scored at the higher value. The highest total
possible score varies by weapon and course of fire.
Qualification Categories: Based on the total score, a2.
soldier is placed into one of three categories: Marksman,
Sharpshooter, or Expert. Each category has a specific score
range. Achieving "Expert" is a significant personal and
professional accomplishment.
Impact on Career: A soldier's qualification score is3.
recorded on their official records. A low score can
negatively impact promotion potential and eligibility for
certain schools or assignments. A high score, particularly
Expert, is a point of pride and can be a differentiating
factor.

BEYOND THE RANGE: DATA COLLECTION AND RECORD
KEEPING

The Army weapons qualification card paper target serves a vital
administrative  function  long  after  the  last  round  is  fired.
Completed  targets  are  handled  with  care  because  they  are
considered official documents.
After  a  firing  exercise,  the  targets  are  collected,  and  the

information from the qualification card is entered into the Army's
digital training management systems. This data is used to track
unit readiness, identify training trends, and allocate ammunition
and range resources. A company that has a high percentage of
experts might be considered more combat-ready than one with a
lower rate. The paper target is the physical source document that
validates this digital data. In the event of an audit or discrepancy,
the original target is the final authority.

Legal and Accountability
Functions
Furthermore,  the  qualification  card  paper  target  serves  an
accountability  function.  The  signature  of  the  scoring  officer  and
the  soldier  themselves  confirms  that  the  event  occurred,  the
score is accurate, and the soldier has demonstrated the required
level  of  proficiency.  This  creates  a  clear  chain  of  accountability
that is essential in a professional military organization.

THE EVOLUTION OF TARGET TECHNOLOGY: PAPER VS.
ELECTRONIC

In  recent  years,  modern  ranges  have  begun  incorporating
sophisticated  electronic  scoring  systems.  These  systems  use
sensors to detect hits and instantly calculate scores, displaying
them on a monitor for the shooter. This is faster, reduces human
error in scoring, and provides real-time feedback.
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The Enduring Value of
Paper
Despite  these  technological  advances,  the  Army  weapons
qualification  card  paper  target  remains  the  standard  for
many  qualification  events.  Why?  There  are  several  compelling
reasons:

Simplicity and Reliability: Paper targets require no
power, no batteries, and no complex software. They work
every time, in any weather condition, from desert heat to
arctic cold. In a tactical environment, this reliability is
paramount.
Low Cost: Paper targets are incredibly inexpensive
compared to electronic systems. For units with limited
budgets, paper targets allow for more live-fire training.
Portability: A hundred paper targets can be carried in a
single cardboard box. Setting up an electronic target
system requires significant infrastructure.
Physical Evidence: As discussed, the paper target itself is
a physical, auditable record. An electronic score is a data
point. A paper target is a tangible artifact that can be
inspected, analyzed, and stored.

Many units now use a hybrid approach: electronic targets for
preliminary  practice  and  diagnostic  training,  and  official  paper
targets  for  the  final  record  qualification.  This  combines  the  best

of both worlds.

PROPER HANDLING, STORAGE, AND DISPOSAL OF
PAPER TARGETS

Because qualification targets are official records, their handling is
governed by  specific  procedures.  They  are  not  simply  thrown in
the trash after a range day.

Collection: After firing, the targets are carefully pulled1.
down from the target frames. They are kept in order to
maintain unit accountability.
Review and Scoring: The targets are formally scored by2.
designated personnel. Any discrepancies are resolved
before the scores are finalized.
Storage: For a specified period (often several years),3.
completed qualification targets must be stored in a secure
location. This allows for future audits or legal inquiries.
Disposal: After the retention period expires, the targets4.
must be destroyed in a manner that prevents any possible
reconstruction or misuse. This is typically done through
shredding or incineration. The paper containing the
qualification card is treated with the same care as any
other sensitive personnel document.

CONCLUSION: MORE THAN JUST PAPER

The  Army  weapons  qualification  card  paper  target  is  a
remarkable convergence of simplicity and sophistication. It is a
training  aid,  a  diagnostic  tool,  a  scoring  device,  and  a  legal
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document all rolled into one. While modern technology continues
to reshape military training, the humble paper target endures
because it works. It provides an objective, reliable, and auditable
standard  that  ensures  every  soldier  is  ready  to  defend  their
nation.
For  the  soldier  on  the  firing  line,  the  target  represents  a  final

exam of their skills. For the unit commander, it is a report card of
readiness. For the Army as a whole, it is a critical component of a
system that produces the world's most lethal and professional
fighting  force.  Next  time  you  see  a  stack  of  these  targets,
remember  that  they  are  not  just  paper.  They  are  the  silent
witness to thousands of hours of dedication, discipline, and the
relentless pursuit of marksmanship excellence.


