
Department of Military & Veterans’ Affairs 

Written Communication Guide 

(February 14, 2018) 

 

Purpose: 

The DMVA Written Communications guide provides standards for format and content of various 

memoranda and accompanying staff packages. It borrows liberally from former DMVA Standard 

Operating Procedures on this subject and from the United States Air Force’s Handbook 33-337, 

The Tongue and Quill, July 27, 2016. 

 

SECTION 1: 

Writer Responsibilities 

All correspondence should be written using plain, clear, concise, direct, organized language and 

be prepared in the proper format. Plain language means using logical organization; common, 

everyday words (except for necessary technical terms); "you" and other pronouns; the active 

voice; and short sentences. Check http://www.plainlanguage.gov, for more plain language 

techniques. 

 

1. Organize material to help the reader. Identify the audience for the document. Write to get their 

attention and answer their questions. Always start by putting the main message up front. Burying 

the main message makes it harder on the reader. Present information in the succeeding 

paragraphs in a logical order. 

 

2. Avoid words and phrases that the readers might not understand. Spell out each abbreviation or 

acronym the first time it is used and follow with the abbreviation in parenthesis. For example: 

Division of Administrative Services (DAS).  

 

3. Avoid ambiguous phrasing, confusing legal terms, and technical jargon that can mislead your 

reader. Words should be used in a way that does not conflict with their ordinary or accepted 

usage.  

 

4. Where appropriate, use “you” and other pronouns to speak directly to readers. Do not refer to 

people as if they are inanimate objects. Address the reader as “you,” reinforcing the message that 

the document is intended for your reader. However, avoid using “you” if it makes your 

correspondence sound accusatory or insulting. 

 

5. Use “we” in place of your organization name. The use of “we” puts the emphasis on the 

organization. 

 

6. Active voice is the best way to identify who is responsible for which action. To effectively 

communicate, write the majority (around 75%) of your sentences in active voice. 

 

7. Numbers less than 10 are spelled out (Example “three”); numbers 10 and above are written as 

numbers (Example “14”). Avoid using numbers to begin a sentence- whether spelled out or not. 

 

8. Short sentences deliver a clear message. Your sentences should average 15 to 20 words (never 

make them longer than 40 words). Complex sentences loaded with dependent clauses and 

http://www.plainlanguage.gov/
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exceptions confuse the reader by losing the main point in the forest of words. Resist the 

temptation to put everything in one sentence. Cut out words that aren’t really necessary. 

 

9. Use conventional rules of English grammar. When dividing a word, separate between 

syllables. When quoting numbered paragraphs from another document, cite the source and 

paragraph numbers in your text. 

 

10. Conserve paper. Consider communicating by other means such as a telephone call or an 

email. 

 

11. Satisfy the minimum distribution requirements only and select the most cost efficient 

distribution method (Internal Distribution, United States Postal Service [USPS], Private Courier 

[FedEx, UPS]) that will best meet mission requirements. 

 

12. When appropriate, ensure you ask for negative replies to requests for information or requests 

for agencies to conduct a review of documents or information. 

 

13. When transmitting sensitive or confidential information, apply safeguards to ensure the 

information is properly protected. 

 

14. Establish a suspense date only when you need a reply by a specific date. Notify the 

responding agency of the suspense date as early as possible and provide a reasonable amount of 

time for a quality response. 

 

15. Apply record keeping requirements listed in the State of Alaska General Administrative 

Records Retention Schedule. 

 

16. Unless referring to a specific person, use gender neutral third person pronouns. Use “s/he” 

instead of “he” or “she.” Use “him/her” instead of “him” or “her.”   

 

SECTION 2: 

Official Memoranda and Letters 

Memoranda are used to communicate throughout the State of Alaska with other State agencies. 

A formal letter should be used to conduct official business with vendors, contractors, or 

individuals. Official memoranda may be addressed to specific officials, single offices, multiple 

offices, multiple offices IN TURN, or to DISTRIBUTION lists. In August 2017, the Office of 

the Governor revised the format for travel and hiring authorization memoranda; these formats 

differ from the official memorandum and examples follow later in this section.  When signing 

out matters as The Adjutant General on AK National Guard Joint Staff Headquarters letterhead, 

the format will again be different; an example also follows later in this section. When preparing 

any official memorandum or letter, follow the guidance of this section, beginning with these 

basic format requirements: 

 

1. Coordination: Correspondence should be coordinated with all parties that have a functional 

interest in the subject of the correspondence. Coordination should be done during the draft stage 

to minimize revision of the final version. When appropriate, coordination may be done by 

telephone or email. DMVA Form 1, Staff Summary Sheet, or an Electronic Staff Summary Sheet 

(e-SSS) shall be used to record coordination details. 
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2. Correction of Errors: Correct all typographical errors (spelling or grammar) on all 

correspondence, but during the staffing process and prior to printing any final documents for 

action/signature, do not redo routine correspondence to correct minor errors that do not change 

the writer’s intent. Correct these errors neatly and legibly in ink; this allows follow-on reviewers 

opportunity to see edits recommended to date and avoids unnecessary re-work until the final 

version is ready. 
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Format of an Official Memorandum – SOA Letterhead 
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Format of a Formal Letter – SOA Letterhead 
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Format of a Travel Authorization Memorandum (In State Travel) – 

SOA Letterhead 
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Format of a Travel Authorization Memorandum (Out of State 

Travel) – SOA Letterhead 
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Format of a Hiring Authorization Memorandum – SOA Letterhead 
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Format of an Official Memorandum – AK NG Joint Staff 

Letterhead 
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SECTION 3: 

The Staff Package 
When you have a staff package that must be coordinated, whether the package is a single page or 

several volumes, you need something to pull the package together and guide it through the review 

process. The Staff Summary Sheet (knowing as “SSS” or “triple-S”) is the first page of a staff 

package or the body of the e-mail for the electronic SSS (e-SSS). 

 

This discussion here applies to all staff packages where the current version of DMVA Form 001 or 

its e-mail cousin, the e-SSS, is used; however, regardless of the method used, SSS fundamentals, 

arrangement, and coordination remain the same. 

 

SSS Fundamentals 

The SSS is a versatile tool that introduces, summarizes and coordinates the package through 

appropriate staff offices and officials using the chain of command. Frequently, the SSS is used to 

coordinate a package so the last official is fully informed on an issue and can approve the package 

and/or sign an attachment to implement action associated with the package. 

 

The versatility of the SSS is clear when used in printed form. Printed SSS forms often contain 

handwritten notes before reaching the approval authority. These notes capture essential thoughts of 

coordinating officials as it moves through the staff. As a hands-on tool, the SSS form does not 

require the same level of perfection (such as error-free typing) as the correspondence it covers. In 

addition to the notes of coordinating officials, the SSS may be corrected neatly and legibly in ink if 

the content and meaning are still intelligible and clear. 

 

In addition, consider the following fundamentals and guidelines for completing the SSS: 

 

 Use: Use DMVA Form 001 only with the staff package it summarizes; do not use the form in 

place of a memorandum or handwritten note. 

 Placement: The SSS is attached to the front of the package since it introduces and 

summarizes the relevant portions of all attached documents. You should not attach a 

document if it is not relevant to the package or if it is not mentioned on the SSS. 

 Length: The SSS is usually limited to a single page since the form is a single page. If 

additional coordination or summary space is needed, follow these guidelines: 

o Coordination Overflow: If more than ten offices need coordinate on the package, the 

first ten offices are listed on the original SSS. Beneath the original SSS, add a second 

DMVA Form 001 with the “TO” blocks renumbered from 11 to 20 - completed 

through the subject. The second SSS is attached behind the original SSS. 

o Summary Overflow: Use plain bond paper if additional “Summary” space is needed. 

 

Completing the SSS Form 

The coordination section shows the organization(s) and office(s) an action (coord, signature, info) is 

requested from. The action officer and subject tell readers who generated the SSS and the subject of 

the package. The summary captures the essence of the package and all attached documents to inform 

the final official to act or to be ready to act. These sections are broken into blocks that should be 

completed as follows: 

 

Coordination, Action Officer, Subject and Date 

 TO: List offices in the order that they should coordinate, approve or sign. 



DMVA Written Communication Guide 

 

13 

 

 ACTION: Show the action desired in this column  

o “Coord” for Coordination 

o “Appr” for Approval (normally only one “Appr” and/or one “Sig” entry per SSS) 

o “Sig” for Signature (normally only one “Appr” and/or one “Sig” entry per SSS) 

o “Info” for Information (when the SSS is submitted for information only) 

 SIGNATURE AND DATE: If you are the addressee and you agree with the proposed action, 

sign your surname (or enter your initials) and date on the SIGNATURE line aligned with 

your office symbol. If you are including comments on the proposed action, write “w/ 

comment” next to your signature or initials 

 NAME/TITLE OF ORIGINATOR: First & last name of action officer 

 SYMBOL: Enter action officer’s Division and office symbol (e.g., DAS/Finance) 

 PHONE: The action officer’s telephone number 

 SUSPENSE DATE: Enter the suspense date, if any, as appropriate. 

 SUBJECT: Use the same subject noted on the attached correspondence.  

 DATE: Type or stamp date at time of dispatch from the signing official’s office. 

 

Summary Section 

The summary section is heart of the SSS and is adaptable to the purpose or function the package. 

There are many ways to use the limited space of the summary block efficiently. A common technique 

is the use of five headings: Purpose, Background, Discussion, Views of Others, and 

Recommendation. These five headings provide a common baseline for all DMVA personnel in 

completing the SSS. 

 

Purpose 
The purpose statement tells readers what the SSS is trying to accomplish. The purpose statement may 

simply be a restatement of the subject. If the purpose is more complex, provide readers a clear 

statement of the issue and what action is being requested. Another technique is to use the purpose to 

provide the bottom line up front (BLUF) in the form of a purpose statement. 

 

Background 
The background section provides readers with pertinent historical or contextual factors that shape the 

issue. Background information should be presented in a logical order (chronologically, 

geographically, functionally, etc.) appropriate to the topic and answer key questions (what happened 

and why it matters) throughout the narrative. Finally, save space by using a writing style with run-in 

headings and telegraphic statements/bullets. 

 

Discussion 
This is the meat of the analysis. Discuss the primary point or outline the main points first. Next, link 

the background information to the discussion with logical analysis. Lead readers to be able to see the 

way ahead proposed. Follow the logic and organization as used for the background (chronologically, 

geographically, functionally, etc.) appropriate to the issue. Also, if there are several options or 

courses of action available, they should be covered in the discussion. Finally, save space by using a 

writing style with run-in headings and telegraphic statements/bullets. 

 

Views of Others  
The views of others highlight opposing views, how they were considered but not recommended, and 

why. They are essential for a complete analysis, thorough discussion, and presentation of additional 

perspective in the staff package. This section requires pre-work to engage other offices impacted by 

the SSS before formal coordination, but when properly socialized early, the package will have broad 

support during formal coordination. If there are known disagreements or alternatives, present them 

here so that there are no secrets and the SSS can move forward rather than back to the originator for 
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more work. In some cases, the views of others will not be needed, such as when there are no 

disagreements or when the SSS is used for a routine task. In these situations, the views of others may 

be marked as either “N/A” or deleted. 

 

Recommendation  
State the recommendation for the senior official, including any action necessary to implement it, in 

such a way the official need only sign an attached document to coordinate, approve or disapprove the 

recommended action. Use this heading only when SSS is routed for action; do not use the 

recommendation heading when the SSS is submitted for information only. 

 

Signature block  
The signature blocks for DMVA Form 001 and the e-SSS are the same; however, you must take care 

when sending the staff package so that the signature and the signature block match. 

 DMVA Form 001: Use the signature block for the action officer or the official designated as 

the office of primary responsibility (OPR) for the SSS package. The signature block is placed 

flush with the left margin with “//signed, fml// - DD MMM YY” above the official’s name 

(First M. Last), duty title, organization, and contact information (telephone and/or e-mail). 

 e-SSS as an e-mail: The signature block is placed flush with the left margin with “//signed, 

fml// - DD MMM YY” above the official’s name (First M. Last), duty title, organization, and 

contact information (telephone and/or e-mail). Do not add slogans, quotes, or other 

personalization to an official e-mail signature block.  

 

Tabs  
For DMVA Form 001, list Tabs aligned at approximately the center in line with the signature block. 

For the e-SSS (e-mail), list Tabs flush with the left margin below the signature block with one blank 

line between the signature block and the Tabs list. 

 

Assembling the Package 

SSS packages are assembled using the same basic logic and process used to assemble and attach tabs 

to official memoranda. The primary difference for SSS packages is some documents may already 

have attachments so the entire package must be clearly marked. Clear marking requires 

differentiating “tabs” from “Tabs.” When “tabs” is written in all lower case letters, it refers to the 

physical dividers attached to each document or divider page; whereas, “Tabs” with a capital T, refers 

to the major groups of information attached to the primary SSS. With this in mind, list attachments to 

the SSS as Tabs or attachments as follows: 

 

 Tab 1: Mark the primary document for action, signature, or approval as Tab 1 

o Attachments to Tab 1: Mark any attachments to the primary document at Tab 1 as 

attachments (Atch 1, Atch 2, etc.) 

o If you have more than one document for action, mark the second document as Tab 2; 

the third as Tab 3; and so forth 

 Tab 2: List the incoming letter, directive, or other paper that prompted the SSS as Tab 2 (or 

sequentially after the last action document). Attachments to Tabs are sequentially numbered 

from “1” for each Tab (Atch 1, Atch 2, etc.) 

 Tab 3: List supplemental documents as additional tabs followed by the record or coordination 

copy and information copies. Attachments are marked as in Tab 2, above 

 If non-concurrence is involved, list it and the letter or rebuttal as the last tab 
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General Order of SSS Documents 

 

 
Tab Placement on SSS Package Documents 

 
Coordinating the Package 

 Agreement: If you are the addressee and you agree with the proposed action, sign your 

surname (or enter your initials) and date on the SIGNATURE line aligned with your office 

symbol. If you are including comments on the proposed action, write “w/ comment” next to 

your signature or initials 
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 Disagreement: When you do not agree with the proposed action, write a memorandum to the 

originator office stating your reasons and write in ink “See Memorandum” in the signature 

column. Attach your memorandum and return it to the action office 

 Resolving differences: As the action officer, try to resolve all differences when you receive 

a non-concurrence on a SSS 

o If you cannot resolve the differences, the action officer must write a rebuttal 

memorandum to the approval authority which states differences discussed with the 

non-concurring official and explains why you cannot change the proposed action. 

Attach the rebuttal memorandum and the non-concurrence memorandum as the last 

tab to the original DMVA Form 001, annotate in pen the additional tab under the list 

of tabs, and move the package forward to the next addressee shown on the DMVA 

Form 001 

o If you resolve differences and no changes are made to the DMVA Form 001 or to any 

attachments, the previously non-concurring official shows concurrence by marking 

through the statement “See Memorandum” and signing surname (or entering initials), 

and date. The action officer writes “Differences resolved and no changes needed” on 

the non-concurrence memorandum, initials the statement, and attaches this 

memorandum to the record or coordination copy. Then, send the package to the next 

addressee 

o If you resolve differences and changes are made to the DMVA Form 001 or to any 

attachments, the action officer must prepare a new DMVA Form 001 and coordinate 

it as a new package with all offices 

 Closure: The final reviewer, approval official or signature official sends the package back to 

the originator to close the task. An option is to include the originator’s office symbol as the 

final block in the coordination section with “File” as the action to ensure the package is 

directed to the source for closure 
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SSS Sample (DMVA Form 001)  
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e-SSS Format (Body of an e-mail) 

The e-SSS as the body of an e-mail serves the same purpose and has the same elements as the 

DMVA Form 001. The primary difference is you do not use a form to fill in the required 

coordination, identification, and summary elements. If the e-SSS format is chosen, the originator or 

the office assigned primary responsibility transmits the package via e-mail to the first reviewer to 

review/comment. The first reviewer forwards the package, with any comments and all attachments, 

to the next reviewer. This procedure is repeated until the last reviewer listed in the e-SSS 

coordination section has coordinated on the package. The last reviewer forwards the entire package 

back to the originator for final action and/or to close the task. With this in mind, consider the 

following sample SSS and e-SSS: 

 

 Format: 

o Page setup and margins: Typically set by the e-mail application 

o Font/point size: Times New Roman, 12 points 

o Text wrapping: Text for all paragraphs wraps to the left margin 

o Tabs: List Tabs flush with the left margin below the signature block with one blank 

line between the signature block and the Tabs list. Tabs should be attached to the 

email using a naming convention which matches the way they’re described at the 

bottom of the e-SSS. 

o Line spacing: Single space within paragraphs (no blank lines), double space between 

first-level paragraphs (one blank line) and between elements (Originator line to 

Suspense line; signature block to Tabs, etc), and use four spaces 

RECOMMENDATION and “//SIGNED//” (just as you would in a hard copy SSS, 

allowing sufficient space for a real signature) 

o Paragraph numbering: Number or letter all paragraphs at the left margin. Paragraphs 

may be sub-divided using the same outline structure as for the official memorandum. 

 Content: All the sections of the SSS are combined in the body of the email. The first section 

in the e-mail is the coordination section. The second section combines the staff summary 

with originator contact information and the suspense date. While there are no page limits 

with the e-SSS per se, you should strive to keep the e-SSS summary concise—no longer than 

two pages when printed. 

 Signature block: Use the signature block for the originator or the official designated as 

having primary responsibility for the SSS package. The signature block is placed flush with 

the left margin with “//SIGNED//” above the official’s name, duty title, organization, and 

contact information (telephone or e-mail). Do not add slogans, quotes, or other 

personalization to an official e-mail signature block. 

 

Expedited (Shotgun) e-SSS Format 

Another option to speed routing and coordination of an e-SSS is to use the Expedited, or Shotgun, 

approach. In cases where actions by successive coordination stops aren’t necessarily reliant on prior 

ones, the email containing the e-SSS can be forwarded to all coordination stops. While this approach 

may seem attractive, originators should use tread carefully to avoid needing to potentially weigh 

through repetitive comments from different offices and having to being the coordination process 

again. 
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e-SSS Sample (Body of an e-mail) 

 

 

 


