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MASTERING
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QUILL

In the world of military
a n d  g o v e r n m e n t
c o r r e s p o n d e n c e ,
clarity,  precision,  and
professionalism  are
n o n - n e g o t i a b l e .
W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
dra f t i ng  a  fo rma l
m e m o r a n d u m ,
preparing  a  briefing
statement, or writing a
performance  report,
t h e  w a y  y o u
communicate  reflects

d i r e c t l y  o n  y o u r
c r e d i b i l i t y  a n d
attention to detail. For
decades, one resource
h a s  s t o o d  a s  t h e
definitive  authority  on
this  subject:  Afh  33
337  Tongue  And
Q u i l l .  T h i s
comprehensive  guide,
officially  titled  AFH
33-337  The  Tongue
and  Quill ,  is  more
t h a n  j u s t  a  s t y l e
m a n u a l — i t  i s  a
c o r n e r s t o n e  o f
effective
communication for the
U.S. Air Force and, by
e x t e n s i o n ,  f o r
professionals  across
the  Department  of
Defense. In this article,
we  wil l  explore  the
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history,  structure,
practical  applications,
a n d  e n d u r i n g
re levance  o f  th i s
essential  reference,
providing  you  with
everything you need to
harness  its  power  for
your  own  professional
writing.

What Is
AFH 33
337
Tongue
and Quill?
At its core, Afh 33 337
Tongue And Quill  is
an Air Force Handbook
(AFH)  that  serves  as
the  primary  reference
for written and spoken
communication  within
the U.S. Air Force. It is
d e s i g n e d  t o
s t a n d a r d i z e  h o w

Airmen produce official
correspondence,  from
s i m p l e  e m a i l s  t o
complex policy letters.
The  handbook  covers
g r a m m a r ,  s t y l e ,
format ,  and  tone,
ensu r i ng  t ha t  a l l
communication  meets
a  uniform standard  of
excellence.  But  its
reach  extends  far
beyond  the  military.
Many  government
agencies,  contractors,
and  even  p r i va te
sector  organizations
h a v e  a d o p t e d  i t s
principles  because  of
their  emphasis  on
clarity,  brevity,  and
directness.
T h e  h a n d b o o k  i s
divided  into  several
major  sections,  each
addressing  a  different
a s p e c t  o f
communication.  These
i n c l u d e  t h e
f u n d a m e n t a l s  o f
effective  writing,  the
specific  formats  for
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various types of official
c o r r e s p o n d e n c e ,
guidance on preparing
briefings  and
presentations, and tips
f o r  e d i t i n g  a n d
proo f read ing .  By
f o l l o w i n g  t h e
guidel ines  in  AFH
33-337  The  Tongue
and Quill, writers can
avoid  common  pitfalls
such  as  ambiguous
language,  improper
formatting,  and  weak
arguments.

A Brief
History of
the
Tongue
and Quill
The title  "Tongue and
Qui l l "  i s  r i ch  w i th
s y m b o l i s m .  T h e
"tongue"  represents

s p o k e n
communication—briefi
ngs,  speeches,  and
verbal  orders—while
the  "quill"  represents
w r i t t e n
communication—letter
s, reports, and memos.
Together, they embody
the  full  spectrum  of
p r o f e s s i o n a l
expression.  The  first
e d i t i o n  o f  t h e
h a n d b o o k  w a s
published in  the  early
1990s,  consolidating
d e c a d e s  o f  b e s t
practices into a single,
accessible  volume.
Over the years, it  has
been  rev i sed  and
updated  to  reflect
changes in technology,
o r g a n i z a t i o n a l
s t r u c t u r e ,  a n d
communication  norms.
The  current  version,
Afh  33  337  Tongue
And  Quill,  continues
to  evolve,  with  digital
editions  available  for
e a s y  a c c e s s  a n d



4

4 Afh 33 337 Tongue And Quill 2024-08-01

searchabil ity.
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
significant  updates  in
recent years has been
t h e  i n c l u s i o n  o f
guidance on electronic
communication.  As
e m a i l ,  i n s t a n t
m e s s a g i n g ,  a n d
collaborative platforms
became central to daily
operations,  the  Air
Force  recognized  the
need for standards that
applied  to  these  new
media.  Today,  AFH
33-337  The  Tongue
and  Quill  includes
detailed instructions on
e m a i l  e t i q u e t t e ,
subject line formatting,
and  the  appropriate
u s e  o f  d i g i t a l
s i g n a t u r e s .  T h i s
adaptability  is  a  key
r e a s o n  w h y  t h e
handbook  remains
relevant  more  than
thirty  years  after  its
initial release.

Why the
Tongue
and Quill
Matters
for Every
Professio
nal
Even if you are not in
t h e  m i l i t a r y ,  t h e
principles  laid  out  in
Afh  33  337  Tongue
A n d  Q u i l l  a r e
invaluable.  Effective
communication  is  a
skill  that  transcends
industries.  Whether
you  a re  a  p ro j ec t
manager  writ ing  a
status report, a lawyer
drafting  a  brief,  or  a
customer  serv ice
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e
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responding to a client,
the  ability  to  convey
your  message  clearly
a n d  c o n c i s e l y  i s
essential.  The  Tongue
and  Quill  provides  a
proven  framework  for
ach iev ing  th i s .  I t
t e a c h e s  y o u  t o
organize your thoughts
logically,  choose  your
words  carefully,  and
present your ideas in a
way  that  is  easy  for
you r  aud ience  t o
understand.
M o r e o v e r ,  t h e
handbook  emphasizes
the  importance  of
audience  awareness.
Before  you  write  a
single word, you must
consider  who  will  be
reading your message.
What  is  their  level  of
knowledge  on  the
topic?  What  do  they
need  to  know?  What
action  do  you  want
t h e m  t o  t a k e ?  B y
a n s w e r i n g  t h e s e
questions upfront,  you

c a n  t a i l o r  y o u r
communicat ion  to
achieve  your  desired
outcome. AFH 33-337
The  Tongue  and
Quill provides practical
tools  for  conducting
th i s  ana lys i s  and
applying  it  to  your
writing.

Key
Sections
of AFH 33
337
Tongue
and Quill
To fully appreciate the
depth of this resource,
it is helpful to explore
its  major  sections.
E a c h  c h a p t e r
addresses  a  specific
type of communication,
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offering  templates,
examples,  and  best
practices.

FUNDAMENTALS OF
EFFECTIVE WRITING

This  foundat ional
chapter  covers  the
building blocks of good
writing.  Topics  include
sentence  structure,
p a r a g r a p h
organization,  word
choice,  and  tone.  The
handbook stresses the
importance  of  active
v o i c e ,  c o n c r e t e
language,  and  logical
flow.  It  also  provides
guidance  on  avoiding
jargon,  clichés,  and
u n n e c e s s a r y
complexity. For anyone
looking  to  improve
their writing skills, this
section alone is  worth
the read.

CORRESPONDENCE
FORMATS

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t

practical  aspects  of
Afh  33  337  Tongue
A n d  Q u i l l  i s  i t s
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
c o v e r a g e  o f
c o r r e s p o n d e n c e
formats.  This  section
includes  templates  for
official  letters,
m e m o r a n d u m s ,
endorsement  letters,
and routing slips. Each
t e m p l a t e  i s
a c c o m p a n i e d  b y
detailed  annotations
explaining why certain
elements  are  placed
where  they  are.  This
level of detail  ensures
t h a t  e v e n  n o v i c e
writers  can  produce
documents  that  meet
official standards.

BRIEFINGS AND
PRESENTATIONS

Written communication
is  on ly  ha l f  o f  the
equation. The "tongue"
aspect of the handbook
addresses  verba l
p r e s e n t a t i o n s ,
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i n c l u d i n g  f o r m a l
briefings,  staff
meetings,  and  public
s p e a k i n g
engagements.  This
sec t i on  p rov ides
guidance  on  creating
c lear  v i sua l  a ids ,
structuring  a  logical
a r g u m e n t ,  a n d
d e l i v e r i n g  y o u r
m e s s a g e  w i t h
confidence.  It  also
covers  best  practices
for  handling  questions
and  managing  time
effectively.

EDITING AND
PROOFREADING

N o  p i e c e  o f
communicat ion  is
complete  wi thout
thorough  editing.  The
editing section of AFH
33-337  The  Tongue
and  Quill  offers  a
systematic approach to
reviewing your work. It
includes  checklists  for
grammar,  punctuation,
and formatting, as well

as  tips  for  identifying
common  errors.  The
h a n d b o o k  a l s o
emphasizes  the  value
of  peer  review  and
provides strategies for
giving  and  receiving
constructive  feedback.

Practical
Tips for
Using the
Tongue
and Quill
To get the most out of
Afh  33  337  Tongue
And  Quill,  consider
integrating it into your
daily workflow. Start by
familiarizing  yourself
w i t h  t h e  t a b l e  o f
contents  so  you know
where  to  find  specific
information  when  you
need it. Keep a digital
copy  handy  for  quick
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reference.  When  you
a r e  d r a f t i n g  a
document,  use  the
templates as a starting
point  and  customize
them  to  fit  your
specific  needs.  Pay
close  attention  to  the
formatting  guidelines,
as  consistency  is  a
h a l l m a r k  o f
professionalism.
Another practical tip is
to use the handbook as
a  training  tool.  If  you
superv ise  others ,
consider  organizing  a
w o r k s h o p  o n  t h e
p r i n c i p l e s  o f  t h e
Tongue and Quill. Walk
your team through key
sections,  discuss  real-
world  examples,  and
practice  applying  the
guidelines  to  sample
documents.  This  not
only  improves  the
quality  of  your team's
communication  but
also fosters a culture of
e x c e l l e n c e  a n d
attention  to  detail .

Common
Mistakes
to Avoid
Even  exper ienced
writers  can  fall  into
traps  if  they  are  not
careful. Here are some
common mistakes that
Afh  33  337  Tongue
And  Quill  can  help
you avoid:

Overcomplicati
ng your
message. Use
simple words and
short sentences.
Your goal is to be
understood, not
to impress with
your vocabulary.
Neglecting
your audience.
Always write with
the reader in
mind. Consider
their perspective,
their needs, and
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their
expectations.
Ignoring
format
guidelines.
Proper
formatting is not
just about
aesthetics—it
conveys
professionalism
and respect for
the recipient.
Failing to
proofread.
Typos and
grammatical
errors undermine
your credibility.
Always review
your work before
hitting send or
print.
Using passive
voice
excessively.
Active voice is
more direct and
engaging.
Reserve passive
voice for
situations where

the action is
more important
than the actor.

B y  f o l l o w i n g  t h e
g u i d a n c e  i n  AFH
33-337  The  Tongue
and  Quill ,  you  can
avoid these pitfalls and
p r o d u c e
communication  that  is
clear, professional, and
effective.

The
Tongue
and Quill
in the
Digital
Age
A s  t e c h n o l o g y
continues to evolve, so
too  does  the  way  we
communicate.  The
principles  of  Afh  33
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337  Tongue  And
Quill are timeless, but
their  application  must
adapt to new mediums.
For example, email has
become  the  primary
m o d e  o f  w r i t t e n
correspondence  in
many  organizations.
The  Tongue  and  Quill
provides  guidance  on
email  subject  lines,
salutations, signatures,
and  attachments.  It
also  addresses  the
unique  challenges  of
e l e c t r o n i c
communication,  such
a s  t h e  r i s k  o f
misinterpretation  due
to  the  lack  of  vocal
t o n e  a n d  b o d y
language.
Similarly,  the  rise  of
collaborative platforms
like  Microsoft  Teams
a n d  S l a c k  h a s
i n t r o d u c e d  n e w
considerations  for
p r o f e s s i o n a l
communication.  While
the  Tongue  and  Quill

does  not  explicit ly
cover  every  app,  its
core principles—clarity,
conc i seness ,  and
professionalism—apply
just as much to a quick
chat message as they
do  to  a  formal  letter.
By  internalizing  these
principles,  you  can
m a i n t a i n  a  h i g h
s t a n d a r d  o f
c o m m u n i c a t i o n
regard less  o f  the
medium.

Why the
Tongue
and Quill
Endures
T h e  e n d u r i n g
relevance  of  Afh  33
337  Tongue  And
Quill  lies  in  its  focus
on fundamentals. While
technology  changes,
the  basics  of  good
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communication remain
the  same.  People  still
need  to  understand
each other, collaborate
effectively,  and  make
decisions  based  on
clear  information.  The
Tongue  and  Qu i l l
provides  a  timeless
f r a m e w o r k  f o r
achieving these goals.
I t s  e m p h a s i s  o n
structure,  clarity,  and
audience  awareness
makes  it  a  valuable
resource  for  anyone
who wants to improve
their  communication
skills.
M o r e o v e r ,  t h e
handbook  reflects  a
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
professionalism that is
central  to  the military
ethos. In the Air Force,
every  document  is  a
reflection  of  the
institution. The same is
t r u e  i n  a n y
organization.  Your
c o m m u n i c a t i o n
represents  you,  your

t e a m ,  a n d  y o u r
company.  By adhering
to  the  standards  set
forth in the Tongue and
Quill, you demonstrate
that  you  take  your
work seriously and that
you  r e spec t  you r
audience.

Conclusio
n
Afh  33  337  Tongue
And Quill  is far more
t h a n  a  r e f e r e n c e
m a n u a l .  I t  i s  a
complete  guide  to
p r o f e s s i o n a l
communication  that
has  stood  the  test  of
time. Whether you are
a  seasoned  executive
or  a  new  recruit,  the
p r i n c i p l e s  a n d
practices  outlined  in
this handbook can help
you  write  and  speak
with  confidence,
clarity,  and  precision.
B y  m a s t e r i n g  i t s
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lessons,  you  not  only
improve  your  own
effectiveness  but  also
contribute to a culture
of  excellence  in  your
organization.  So  the
next time you sit down
t o  d r a f t  a  m e m o ,
prepare  a  briefing,  or
even  compose  an
email,  remember  the

wisdom of the Tongue
and Quill.  Let it  guide
your words and elevate
your  message.  In  a
w o r l d  w h e r e
communication is often
rushed  and  careless,
taking the time to do it
right sets you apart as
a true professional.


