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Air Force Tongue And
Quill
MASTERING PROFESSIONAL
COMMUNICATION: THE
ENDURING LEGACY OF THE AIR
FORCE TONGUE AND QUILL

In the fast-paced world of military
operations, clear and effective
communication is not just a courtesy—it
is a mission-critical necessity. For
decades, the United States Air Force has
relied on a single, authoritative resource
to quide its Airmen in the art of writing

and speaking: the Air Force Tongue
and Quill. This manual, officially known
as Air Force Handbook (AFH) 33-337,
stands as the definitive reference for
professional communication within the
service. Whether you are a new Airman
Basic drafting your first performance
report or a seasoned officer preparing a
formal briefing, understanding the
principles outlined in this handbook is
essential for career success and
organizational effectiveness. This article
explores the history, key components,
and lasting relevance of the Air Force
Tongue and Quill, offering practical
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insights for anyone looking to sharpen
their professional communication skills.

What Is the Air
Force Tongue
and Quill?

The Air Force Tongue and Quill is the
official U.S. Air Force guide for written
and oral communication. Its name
evokes a rich historical metaphor: the
"tongue" represents spoken
communication, while the "quill"
symbolizes the written word. The
handbook provides standardized
formats, templates, and best practices
for everything from official memoranda

and letters to email etiquette and public
speaking. It is designed to ensure that all
Airmen communicate with clarity,
conciseness, and professionalism,
thereby enhancing the efficiency and
credibility of the entire force.

The current version, AFH 33-337, has
evolved over time to reflect changes in
technology and communication norms. It
is widely available in print and digital
formats, and many units incorporate its
teachings into professional development
programs. The Tongue and Quill is not
merely a set of rules; it is a philosophy of
communication that emphasizes respect
for the reader, precision of language,
and the importance of purpose-driven
writing.
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THE HISTORICAL ORIGINSOFTHEN to reflect

TONGUE AND QUILL

To fully appreciate the value of the Air
Force Tongue and Quill, it helps to
understand its origins. The U.S. Air
Force, established as a separate service
in 1947, inherited many communication
practices from the U.S. Army Air Corps.
Early handbooks focused primarily on
military correspondence formats, which
were often rigid and bureaucratic. As the
Air Force matured, leaders recognized
the need for a unified, user-friendly
guide that would help Airmen
communicate effectively in a rapidly
changing world.

The first edition of the Tongue and Quill
was published in the 1960s, and it
quickly became a staple of Air Force

the dual nature of
communication—spoken and
written—and to evoke a sense of
tradition and craftsmanship. Over the
decades, the handbook has undergone
numerous revisions. The 2015 update,
for example, introduced guidance on
digital communication, including email,
text messaging, and social media. The
most recent edition (as of 2023)
continues to adapt, addressing issues
like virtual meeting etiquette and the
integration of plain language principles.

The Tongue and Quill’'s longevity is a
testament to its practical value. It has
been used by generations of Airmen to
write award citations, performance
reports, official policy memos, and even
personal letters of recommendation. Its



influence extends beyond the Air Force;
other branches of the U.S. military and
even civilian organizations have adopted
similar frameworks inspired by its
approach.

KEY SECTIONS OF THE TONGUE
AND QUILL

The Air Force Tongue and Quill is
organized into several major sections,
each addressing a different aspect of
professional communication.
Understanding these sections is the first
step to mastering the handbook’s
guidance.

1. The Writing
Process

This foundational section covers the
stages of effective writing: planning,
drafting, revising, and editing. The
Tongue and Quill emphasizes the
importance of understanding your
audience, defining your purpose, and
organizing your thoughts before putting
pen to paper. It introduces tools like the
"Five Ws and H" (who, what, when,
where, why, and how) to help writers
structure their content logically. Airmen
are taught to eliminate jargon and
redundancies, aiming for a "bottom line
up front" (BLUF) approach that delivers
the key message immediately.
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2. Written
Communication

This is the heart of the handbook,
providing detailed templates and
examples for a wide range of written
documents. Key formats include:

» Official Memoranda: Used for
internal communications within an
organization. The Tongue and Quill
provides standard heading
formats, signature blocks, and
enclosure rules.

e Letters: Formal correspondence
with external organizations or
individuals. The handbook
distinguishes between official

letters, personal letters, and
letters of appreciation.
Performance Reports (EPRs)
and Officer Performance
Reports (OPRs): Critical
documents that evaluate an
Airman’s performance. The Tongue
and Quill offers guidance on
writing clear, objective narratives
that accurately reflect
accomplishments.

Award and Decoration
Citations: This section provides
examples of how to write
compelling citations that highlight
accomplishments and justify
recognition.

Email Etiquette: In the digital
age, email is the most common
form of professional



communication. The handbook
covers subject lines, salutations,
tone, attachments, and signature
blocks.

3. Oral
Communication

The "Tongue" aspect of the handbook
addresses briefings, speeches, and
meetings. It includes guidance on
preparing and delivering effective oral
presentations, using visual aids,
handling questions, and managing stage
fright. Airmen learn how to tailor their
message for different audiences,
whether they are briefing a commander,
teaching a class, or speaking at a public

event.

4. Grammar and
Style

This section serves as a quick reference
for proper grammar, punctuation, and
style. It helps Airmen avoid common
mistakes, such as subject-verb
disagreement, misplaced modifiers, and
incorrect word usage (e.g., "their,"
"there," "they're"). The Tongue and Quill
also promotes the use of active voice
over passive voice, as active
constructions are more direct and

engaging.
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5. Technology

and Modern

Communication

Recent editions include guidance on
using word processing software,
presentation tools, and collaboration
platforms. It also addresses the proper
use of social media by Air Force
personnel, emphasizing operational
security and professional conduct.

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE
TONGUE AND QUILL IN TODAY’S
AIR FORCE

In an era of instant messaging and

abbreviated communication, one might
wonder if a detailed manual on writing is
still relevant. The answer is a resounding
yes. The Air Force operates in a high-
stakes environment where
miscommunication can have serious
consequences. A poorly written
operations order could lead to confusion
on the battlefield; a vague performance
report could harm an Airman’s career.
The Tongue and Quill provides a
consistent framework that ensures
messages are clear, complete, and
professional.

Moreover, the handbook promotes a
culture of excellence. Airmen who
master its principles are better equipped
to articulate their ideas, advocate for
their teams, and represent the Air Force
with dignity. The Tongue and Quill also



supports the service’'s emphasis on
"Total Force" integration, helping Airmen
communicate effectively across different
units, branches, and even with coalition
partners.

Enhancing
Leadership
Through
Communication

Effective communication is a hallmark of
good leadership. The Tongue and Quill
helps officers and noncommissioned
officers develop the skills needed to
inspire, instruct, and guide their

subordinates. Learning to write a clear
intent statement, provide constructive
feedback, or deliver a motivational
speech are direct applications of the
handbook’s lessons. Leaders who
communicate well build trust and
cohesion within their teams.

Career
Progression

In the Air Force, writing skills are often
the differentiator in promotion boards. A
well-written officer performance report
or a compelling award nomination can
highlight an Airman’s achievements in a
way that raw data cannot. The Tongue
and Quill gives Airmen the tools to
present themselves and their
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subordinates in the best possible light.
Regular use of its formats also
demonstrates professionalism and
attention to detail—qualities that senior
leaders value.

PRACTICAL TIPS FOR USING THE
TONGUE AND QUILL

Whether you are a new Airman or a
seasoned chief, here are some practical
ways to get the most out of the Air Force
Tongue and Quill:

1. Keep a copy handy. Whether
digital or print, having the
handbook within reach allows you
to quickly check a format or rule.
Many units also provide quick
reference cards for common
documents.

2. Use the templates as starting

points. The examples in the
handbook are not meant to be
copied verbatim; they are
frameworks you can adapt to your
specific needs. Customize the
language to fit your message while
maintaining the proper structure.

. Focus on the reader. Always ask

yourself: "What does the reader
need to know?" The Tongue and
Quill emphasizes reader-centered
writing. Keep your purpose clear
and avoid unnecessary details.

. Revise and edit ruthlessly.

After drafting, step away for a few
hours (or days, if possible) and
then return with fresh eyes. Check
for grammar, clarity, and
conciseness. Read the document



aloud to catch awkward phrasing.

. Seek feedback. Ask a peer or

supervisor to review your drafts.
The Tongue and Quill is a quide,
but real-world feedback from
experienced writers is invaluable.

. Practice oral communication.

Don’t neglect the "Tongue"
portion. Practice briefings in front
of @ mirror or record yourself to
improve delivery. Pay attention to
pacing, eye contact, and body
language.

. Stay updated. The Air Force
periodically revises the handbook.

Ensure you are using the current
version (AFH 33-337) and check
for any supplements issued by
your major command.
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COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID

Even with a comprehensive guide,
Airmen often fall into these traps:

e Ignoring the BLUF. Burying the

main point deep in the document
frustrates readers and undermines
clarity. Always state the bottom
line first.

Using passive voice
excessively. Phrases like "it was
determined that" are weak.
Instead, say "the team
determined."

Overcomplicating language.
Big words do not impress; they
confuse. Use simple, direct
language.

* Neglecting the audience.

Writing a memo for a general
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requires different tone and detail
than writing for a fellow specialist.
Adapt accordingly.

e Skipping the editing step. Even
a minor typo can undermine
credibility. Proofread carefully.

THE TONGUE AND QUILL BEYOND
THE AIR FORCE

While the handbook is designed for Air
Force personnel, its principles are
universal. Civilian professionals in any
field can benefit from its guidance on
writing clear emails, structuring reports,
and delivering effective presentations.
Many business communication courses
draw on similar concepts. For veterans
transitioning to the civilian workforce,
the Tongue and Quill can serve as a
bridge, helping them translate military
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communication habits into language that
corporate employers understand.

CONCLUSION

The Air Force Tongue and Quill is far
more than a dusty manual on a shelf. It
is a living document that embodies the
Air Force’'s commitment to
professionalism, clarity, and excellence.
From the newest Airman writing their
first memorandum to the general officer
composing a strategic vision, every
member of the service relies on the
standards set forth in this handbook. By
mastering the art of the tongue and the
quill, Airmen not only advance their own
careers but also strengthen the
communication backbone of the entire
United States Air Force. Whether you are
in uniform or in the corporate world, take
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a lesson from this powerful guide: clear communication is not an option—it is a
duty.
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