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Kelly Bunnell
This past month, I had the pleasure of talking with Mrs. Kelly Bunnell about her career as
a contract technical writer for Redstone Arsenal. Fighting the network lag and audio breaks that
necessarily come with a virtual interview during a global pandemic, she shared what her 11 years
in the field of technical writing has taught her about the pleasures, pains, practices, and attitudes
that go hand in hand with military writing.
Starting out on a team of writers for Northrop Grumman, she is now working
independently for DESE Research as a contract writer on Redstone Arsenal. As a contract writer,
she works on various writing projects for the military, such as operational and maintenance
manuals and logistics updates for different systems of equipment (i.e., manuals and
ordering/parts catalogs). However, most of her writing experience is in constructing operator or

field maintenance manuals which outline how soldiers operate and care for the equipment they
use.
To craft these manuals, Mrs. Bunnell uses an array of technologies and skills, such as
Arbortext (an XML-based authoring tool), and even incorporates a smattering of graphic design.
Like many of her fellow technical writers, Mrs. Bunnell is more than just a writer; she is at times
an editor, a graphic designer, or a researcher, adopting skills as she needs them. She admitted
with a laugh, “It’s silly, but I use Microsoft Paint sometimes to manipulate [diagrams]…. I
always assumed when I started doing that that it wouldn’t see the light of day. But, my boss was
like ‘no that looks good.’ So, I didn’t ever intend on being a graphics person, but it’s kind of
worked.” Of all the roles she adopts, Mrs. Bunnell is unsurprisingly happiest when she is a
writer, crafting new manuals like the one she is working on now.
Mrs. Bunnell’s current project is writing the operator and maintenance manual for a
SCAMP (Self-Propelled Crane Aircraft Maintenance and Positioning) — a mini-crane the
military uses to perform tactical aviation support missions. Technical manuals like this can take
anywhere from one to two years to produce. These two years encompass a long process of
research, revision, and authentication. During a manual’s research period, Mrs. Bunnell will
work with Subject Matter Experts (SMEs) to investigate, compile, and author the information
within the manual. SMEs are the engineers and military personnel Mrs. Bunnell consults when
gathering information for manuals. Mrs. Bunnell works primarily with two types of SMEs:
engineers and soldiers. When working with engineers, Mrs. Bunnell will focus her inquiries
towards the TDPs (technical drawing packets) and hardware, while with soldiers she will focus
on the hardware and discuss the levels of maintenance needed to perform a particular task. She
said, “It’s great to have [input from] both, because an engineer usually has never done it

before…they’ve typically never been out in the field [and] worried about how to do the remove
and install of a piece of equipment. Engineers can build a wiring diagram and build hardware
models like nobody’s business, so it’s great to have both.”
After the manual is written, the review period begins. The ultimate goal is to get an
authenticated manual. It must successfully pass a validation event and a verification event before
it can be authenticated. The less formal in-house event is the validation. For the validation,
soldiers are invited to perform a complete walkthrough of the manual. During this walkthrough,
the writers, soldiers, and assessors from the affiliated defense command watch as the soldiers
demo the manual: “They can’t go off the book; they have to read exactly what we write and
perform every step as it’s written. And if they can’t perform the task, they’re supposed to redline it and let us know.” The more formal of the two events is the verification. Completing a
verification is essentially the same as the validation, except that the verification is a purely
government-run event: “It’s the government’s opportunity to test the book and tell us whatever
additional steps they want put in or taken out, or if we don’t have enough graphics and they want
more views shown.” Once the manual passes verification, government assessors must sign off on
every work package before the manual is “okayed” for authentication. If the manual passes
authentication, then it is considered ready for official use.
While the manual’s journey from inception to authentication may seem a bit tedious to
someone outside the field, Mrs. Bunnell enjoys her work. She said, “[It’s] fun because you have
a lot of ownership…. [You] Can take pride in your work because you get to watch how the
whole thing develops.” Mrs. Bunnell also derives great satisfaction from having her manuals
used “in theater”: that is, having her manuals actually used in the field in Iraq and Afghanistan.
She noted with a pleased smile that “[It] makes me feel like I’m making a difference, so I like it.

However, Mrs. Bunnell didn’t always feel this sense of satisfaction from her career
choices. Before setting her sights on military writing, Mrs. Bunnell was working towards a
career in finance. After graduating with her bachelor’s in finance, Mrs. Bunnell worked in
Atlanta where she quickly discovered she had no taste for the business. As Mrs. Bunnell
struggled to reorient her career goals, her mother suggested she pursue a master’s in technical
communication. So, Bunnell went back to Auburn, earned her master’s in technical
communication, and was soon hired as a writer for Northrop Grumman. After completing her
time at Northrop, Bunnell worked for Yulista Aviation, Inc., and now for DESE Research
constructing a number of different technical documents for the military.
Since graduating with her master’s, Bunnell has never regretted switching her career to
technical writing. The acute attention to detail, the reliance on organization, and the pursuit of
information that technical writing demands suits Bunnell’s craving for order and discovery far
better than finance ever could. Organizing and logically arranging information is Bunnell’s
favorite aspect of the job, which she expressed simply by saying: “I love to organize information
— I love to chase information.” This love suits Mrs. Bunnell well as a military writer, as military
writing demands strict and detailed order.
Military writers must fulfill different sets of regulations and requirements for each type of
manual (e.g., operator manuals, maintenance manuals, print or electronic manuals, etc.). Each
type of manual has specific standards that outline all the components each technical manual
should contain. These components typically include a general information package, equipment
descriptions, and an area of operations description. Other components included in the manual
depend on the manual’s specific requirements. Mrs. Bunnell admitted to loving the military
standards’ specificity, as they help her identify exactly what data she needs to research and

compile: “That’s what I love about military writing: how formulaic it is.” Certainly, this explicit
precision makes Mrs. Bunnell’s next favorite aspect of military writing much easier: research.
I’ve heard from professors and other writers that the best technical writers are really
investigative journalists. They must be persistent knowledge seekers, something Mrs. Bunnell’s
experience can attest. Throughout our conversation, Mrs. Bunnell kept using the phrase “data
chasing” to describe how she gathers information. “What information I need to chase,” “what
work package I need to chase,” “what questions I need to chase” — Mrs. Bunnell described her
research efforts as a high speed pursuit. I am particularly fond of this description, not only
because of the vivid imagery it conjures but because it so aptly describes the effort and
dedication required of her investigation, and required of all technical communicators really. Her
investigations are anything but “a light jog,” to extend her analogy. She must analyze technical
drawing packets and military standard matrices, as well as any information online about her
subject matter before she meets with her SMEs — meetings which will generate even more
information for Bunnell to synthesize.
Mrs. Bunnell briefly touched on the measure of patience and adaptability writers must
have when working with SMEs and other outside influences. She expressed with a sigh and a
chuckle how exhausting the “data chase” can be, because at times the data requirements are
shifted in the middle of a technical manual creation effort: “You’re scrambling and you’re
sometimes staying late to chase changing requirements because the nature of this business is that
it can be subjective. Sometimes customers will have you change something that’s not wrong;
they just want it a different way. And that’s okay. That’s the job.”
As she resumed her thoughts on working with SMEs, she emphasized how important it is
for writers to “do their homework” and prepare for any and all interactions with them. Doing so

fosters respect, and ensures that neither the writer’s nor the SMEs’ time is wasted. Before
meeting with SMEs, Mrs. Bunnell will prepare questions about the manual by first verifying and
then logging the work packages she needs in Arbortext, and then by looking over the TDPs
engineers have prepared for the product. Mrs. Bunnell will also consult free online documents
for information about equipment before consulting the SMEs. Mrs. Bunnell does this to ensure
she doesn’t waste the SMEs’ time with redundant questions and to ensure that their meetings
have a clear, guiding purpose: explaining and discovering new information. She said, “[There’s]
nothing worse than having an engineer waiting around for you to figure out what you’re doing,
[be]cause then it hurts your credibility.”
Something else Bunnell noted during our conversation was the importance of conducting
hard and organized work as a writer, especially when working for the military. Often, technical
writers feel that their position in the workplace is undervalued, a problem that Bunnell said can
unfortunately be exacerbated by the dominant personalities woven into military working culture:
“…[T]here’s always that touchy time at the beginning when you’re working on a team and the
engineers are trying to figure out if you’re worth a grain of salt…if your word carries any
water.” To guard their credibility, writers should be exceedingly professional, incredibly
organized, prepared, and confident. Though during the interview I saw all of these qualities in
Mrs. Bunnell, she confessed that she didn’t always have them: “I kind of had to do an overhaul
of the way I conducted myself.” Bunnell described herself at the start of her career as softspoken, someone who didn’t mind fading into the background. However, she quickly discovered
that if she didn’t want to be dismissed, she needed to be, as she described “diplomatically firm.”
Interestingly, she has found too that she needs to speak with a stronger tone if she wants to
command a military SME’s attention. Although at first Mrs. Bunnell found it hard to gain

respect, after proving to her peers that she “means business,” she now feels that she and her
position are valued. She says, “After doing it for 11 and a half years, [I] finally feel like I can
walk into a room and get listened to.”
As a prospective technical writer myself, I found Mrs. Bunnell’s experience as a military
writer fascinating and insightful. I am very grateful to her for sharing her journey as a technical
writer thus far with me, and for patiently explaining what it is she does and writes. I’ve learned
just how far proactive and dedicated work can take you, as well as which working attitudes
become the most professional writers: be diplomatically firm, have sure confidence in your
work, be obsessively organized, and most of all, love the “chase.”

