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Abstract 

Professional development is a challenge for practitioners of all levels no matter the discipline, 

and professional development within technical communication presents a formidable challenge 

which has been understudied. The goal of this research has been to explore how technical 

communicators may accomplish professional development when entering an unfamiliar field or 

industry and to provide them with a framework with which to approach professional 

development. This research was accomplished through a qualitative mixed-method approach 

which combined autoethnography of my own experience entering a new technical 

communication niche with interviews of practicing technical communicators on what they 

consider to be essential strategies, methods, knowledge, and resources for professional 

development in their current role and past experience. Key insights generated include 

recommendations on how to accomplish professional development by focusing efforts in six key 

categories to quickly orient oneself in a discipline and to improve the continuous professional 

development process. 

Keywords: professional development, technical communication 
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Essential Strategies, Methods, Knowledge, 

and Resources for Professional 

Development for Technical 

Communicators  

Introduction 

Technical communication is an exceptionally broad field of expertise, as the skills and discipline 

of the profession can be applied to nearly any other profession to facilitate effective 

communication using techniques focused on their technical nature. Technical communicators 

are in demand by business to write, and win, proposals in highly technical fields such as 

Information Technology. Technical communicators seeking to enter this field (or many other 

technical communication industries or fields) may have difficulty quickly ascertaining what 

methods, strategies, and resources will benefit their professional development most. The 

crossroads of multiple, limiting fields and industries such as Information Technology, 

Government Contracting, and Proposal Writing for example has created a little-known niche that 

is governed by many various strategies, methods, policies, bodies of knowledge, professional 

organizations and more. This arcane mixture of need-to-know professional development 

resources for developing technical communicators presented itself as a likely area within which 

to explore and develop grounded theories for professional development. As a recent entry into 

this niche, I possess directly relevant experience that was extracted through qualitative study 

methods. 

Underpinning this research is the hypothesis that professional development cannot be 

constrained to the common understanding of attending workshops, gaining membership of an 

organization, obtaining certifications and degrees, and more. While these activities certainly 

contribute, professional development is a constant, iterative activity that focused individuals 

accomplish every day of their lives when they seek knowledge that will benefit them 

professionally and then attempt to generate insights and value from that knowledge. The 

methods individuals take to accomplish professional development will vary greatly, but research 

into grounded theories of professional development has the potential to reveal strategies that 

may not be known to all professionals, or may not be previously considered by them to be 

professional development. While also understood and explored by myself through 

autoethnography, interviews with current practitioners in the field of technical communication, 

and the niche in which I am exploring, revealed insights into how others have and will 

accomplish professional development. It has been the goal of my research to not only provide 

strategies, methods, knowledge, and resources to accomplish professional development within 

my own very specific niche but to generalize from that experience to create a framework for 
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accomplishing professional development within any arcane niche of technical communication 

where the new practitioner is uncertain of how to proceed doing so. 

 Literature Review 

Literature review was performed by identifying relevant journals (Journal of Technical Writing 

and Communication, Technical Communication, and the Technical Communication Quarterly) 

and databases (JSTOR, Project Muse, and EBSCOHost), and by using keyword searches 

including “technical communication AND professional development” and “proposal writing AND 

professional development”. Results returned for “technical communication AND professional 

development” numbered over 10,000 with no directly applicable results identified in the first 

several pages. “Proposal writing AND professional development” returned substantially less 

results, but few articles were relevant. It seems that a majority of academic research into 

proposal writing is concerned with proposals composed within the sphere of academia or in 

pursuit of grant funding. Some of this research does apply in techniques and methods but is not 

directly applicable to contract acquisitions proposal writing due to differing goals and context.  

Also reviewed were commercial titles concerning proposal writing in pursuit of IT contracts, but 

a cursory review of the literature returns results that are concerned with knowledge that benefits 

business owners or business development teams. It appears at the time of writing there are no 

books specifically concerned with professional development for technical communicators in this 

professional niche. Many titles returned when searching for texts of proposal writing in 

government acquisitions return either guides on how to accomplish “capture” of essential 

knowledge and resources to incorporate into proposals, methods for writing proposals 

themselves, or how to manage the entire process of winning a contract in government 

acquisitions. These texts, while not directly applicable to professional development as a whole, 

do have value in informing specific aspects of the professional development process for this 

niche. 

Methods 

I have examined the stated problem through a mix of social scientific and humanistic qualitative 

research using an autoethnographic study of my own professional development experience as 

compared to interview responses on essential knowledge for govt acquisitions in IT by 

referencing artifacts generated during pursuit of professional development with comparison and 

contrast of interview responses on the same topic. The combination of this data was used to 

make connections and identify essential strategies, methods, knowledge, and resources for 

professional development. 

Autoethnography 

Autoethnography was performed by focused retrospective reflection on artifacts, the contexts in 

which they were generated, and implications for professional development. These artifacts are 
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listed in the appendices to this research. Also considered were activities performed by myself in 

the past and day to day with the goal of professional development. Value generated by 

reflection consists primarily of identification of insights or opportunity for further research into 

applicable knowledge, resources, strategies, and methods for professional development. 

Reflection also was later related to findings from interviews to identify commonalities which 

could be considered through the shared experience by myself and other practitioners to be 

essential. 

Unstructured Interviews 

Unstructured interviews were utilized to obtain data due to the context of information being 

sought and because unstructured interviews offered several benefits to research. I had access 

to several professional communicators who possessed knowledge about professional 

development in the field being explored of which I had enough information to guide questioning 

and discussion. But, I also lacked a full, comprehensive understanding of the field as I was a 

new practitioner. The goal was simply to explore how professional development is accomplished 

by practitioners in this niche currently, how the accomplished professional development in the 

past, and what resources they considered to be essential. Interviewees were asked to consent 

to being recorded and were advised that the recording would be destroyed following 

transcription and that all interviewees would not be identified by name (i.e. anonymized). Other 

important attributes that about the interviewee such as their job position/title are listed in Table 1 

and Appendix 1. The interview script was as follows to base interviews from, but interviews were 

of course adapted in progress to follow discussion of key words, strategies, resources, etc.  

             “Hello, and thank you for meeting with me today, and thank you for allotting an 

hour for the discussion of professional development in our field of proposal writing in pursuit of 

IT contract acquisition. I have a list of questions here I would like to have you answer, but 

please feel free to diverge from the questions if and when you feel it may be effective to explain 

how you believe professional development may be accomplished. I will also be asking additional 

questions based on your answers to guide us into further discussion of interesting or potentially 

illuminating points or topics.” 

 

Questions: 

● What has been your career trajectory to this point? 

● What do you envision or hope your next step in your career will be? 

● How do you intend to accomplish this? Do you have professional development strategies 

identified? 

● What do you consider essential knowledge or resources for the work you currently 

perform? 

● What essential knowledge or resources do you find you reference commonly in the work 

you currently perform? 

● What do you think would have been most helpful when you began working in this field? 

● Do you have any recommendations for persons interested in joining this field of work? 
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Interviews were recorded to ensure full capture of data, and transcription performed afterwards 

to complete analysis. Key findings of these interviews were converted into the data in Appendix 

1.  

Interviewees were selected based on their availability to me, and they were mostly members of 

the same department I work in (the proposals team) or members who work in adjacent positions 

such as business development or opportunity capture. The selection of these persons allowed 

for a deeper understanding of my specific work context, which added to the ethnographic 

understanding I was building for how to accomplish professional development within the niche 

of proposal writing for govt. IT acquisition contracts. Key findings from each interview are 

addressed in the next section, but also available in the appendix are keywords associated with 

the interview (that were generated by Otter.ai, a transcription tool). 

Discussion 

Key Findings of Autoethnography 

Bodies of Knowledge, Governing Agencies, Professional Organizations 

Bodies of knowledge, governing agencies, and relevant organizations often dictate the 

standards and policies by which an industry operates. Proposal writing in pursuit of IT contracts 

is no different, and I have made many notes during the process of professional development 

attempting to identify and understand relevant bodies of knowledge and more. A list of identified 

bodies of knowledge and governing agencies included for example: 

● Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK) 

● International Organization for Standardization Quality Management Standards 

● North American Industry Classification Standards  

● Information Technology Infrastructure Library 

● National Institute of Standards and Technology 

● Data Universal Numbering System 

● General Services Administration 

● The North American Industry Classification System 

● Center for Internet Security 

● Shipley Associates 

● Defense Information Systems Agency 

As this research took as its subject professional development at the crossroads of information 

technology, government acquisitions, and proposal writing, corresponding resources for bodies 

of knowledge, governing agencies, and professional organizations can be roughly divided into 

private corporate standards and methodologies, and public governmental frameworks, laws, 

policies, and regulations. Private organizations exist as unifying, standardizing forces for a given 

philosophical or methodological approach to a task that a given industry may have embraced. 

These standards may become eclipsed by other professional standards over time, such as the 
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“Waterfall approach” being replaced by the “Agile Scrum” approach in recent years in software 

development. Also, for example, Shipley Associates and the Project Management Institute are 

both private entities that have been pioneers in methodologies for both business 

development/opportunity capture and project management. They have published private 

standards that have been widely endorsed by private industry and government alike to the 

extent that even though they are private the endorsement of the government for certifications or 

understanding of these standards mean they have become the de facto resource for 

understanding in the field. Also essential to an understanding of a given field are the 

government agencies that govern the standards of that field. In Information Technology, the 

National Institute of Technology publishes updated standards every year in consultation with 

industry experts to prescribe standards at which private companies interacting with the 

government must meet in order to do business with them and also which all government 

agencies must meet to be compliant.  

Identified as a key finding in consideration of these resources is that new professionals in a 

given field must identify the relevant governing agencies, standards organizations, and bodies 

of knowledge that are relevant to them. Then they should seek to understand the most relevant 

knowledge that applies to their specific context. In my own pursuit of professional development, 

I made notes about each of these organizations as I encountered them in various contexts. I 

then researched further whether they were purveyors of certifications that are desirable either to 

include on my resume due to being industry standard or if the training and courses these 

organizations offered would be beneficial to improve my skills and knowledge. 

Writing Strategies and Frameworks 

During consideration of proprietary materials such as proposals in development at my company, 

I noted that there are several dominant methods of organization for proposals that are 

commonly utilized in the industry today. These consist of organizing a proposal into subsections 

based on the response to the request for proposal (RFP) by the issuing agency, but each of 

those subsections contain a “narrative” that responds to the request and informs the reader of 

how it is intended to be fulfilled. These narratives take differing approaches for organization 

such as the “understanding, approach, experience” model, the “people, processes, 

technologies” model, and more depending on the needs of the author of the proposal. Identified 

room for professional development in the field would include either greater understanding of 

these approaches or the development of new innovative approaches that would allow even 

greater efficiency in conveying favorable narratives to proposal reviewers. This would likely be 

done, as I have done by completing courses in Technical Communication at the University of 

Minnesota, through the completion of programs and courses that allow writers to more 

appropriately address the rhetorical context for which writing is being generated. Identification of 

writing strategies and frameworks naturally takes place when accomplishing professional 

development, but practitioners should take note when entering a new work environment of 

dominant methods and room for improvement. 

Tools 
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Professional proficiency with tools is important in all professions and I have identified many tools 

during my pursuit of professional development that would benefit a new technical/proposal 

writer or any new technical communicator in general. Chief among the tools of technical writers 

are those of word processors, text editors, and graphic design programs such as the Microsoft 

Suite of products. Most important of these has been MS Word and Powerpoint and in-depth 

understanding of how my corporation uses these programs to complete work within “flows” has 

been key to professional successes in the day-to-day. For example, a nuanced understanding 

of hotkeys, shortcuts, and nuanced program functionalities has been indispensable when 

completing the work but also while gaining the respect of coworkers for professional knowledge 

I hold. Tools should be identified immediately upon entering the professional space and new 

practitioners should make repeated efforts to gain greater proficiency with tools they may feel 

they are already competent with. Mentors offer distinct opportunities or avenues for doing so, as 

they will be able to instruct mentees on the advanced use of tools within the context of the work 

environment which they are used.  

Certifications and Continuing Education 

Certifications, degrees, and endorsements are key to professional development as a means of 

developing one's skills while also gaining professional respect and acclaim that allows a new 

practitioner to advance. The identification of relevant certifications and continuing education can 

be done by reviewing the qualifications and skills of coworkers and which certifications, 

degrees, and endorsements they currently hold that believe are relevant to the professional 

environment which they work in. As I explored the field of proposal writing in the industry of IT 

support and innovation contracts, I generated a list of notes of certifications that I believed were 

relevant for me to attain and they are listed here as an example: 

▪ Project Management Professional (PMP) 

▪ CompTIA suite 

• Network+ 

• Security+ 

• Certified Ethical Hacker (CEH) 

▪ ITIL 

▪ Society for Technical Communication 

▪ Certified Scrum Master 

▪ APMP Bid and Proposal Management Practitioner 

▪ LinkedIn Certifications 

This list was generated through the notes I took over several months (a sample of which are 

listed in the appendix 2), search and identification of relevant certifications on peers' 

professional profiles such as LinkedIn, and through reflection on certifications I currently 

possess. They are not all directly relevant to proposal writing, but some do inform the specific 

subject matter area I work in and would make my understanding of SMEs greater and my 

dependency on them less. I consider these technical certifications on relevant subject matter 

areas to be “hard skills” which benefit my primary discipline of technical communication. For 

example, the CompTIA suite is the principal suite of IT certifications that many government 
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agencies require as minimum certification requirements for IT positions and there are many 

corresponding certificates for various industry IT positions in this suite. 

Literature 

I have also considered literature either consumed by myself during entry into this professional 

field or that has been referenced by during my work and professional development. These 

include for example, Government Contracts in Plain English by Christopher Mlinarchik, which is 

directly related to government contracts that has validated the pursuit of various noted questions 

on different resources or artifacts such as NAICS codes, FAR and DFAR regulations, contract 

type acronyms (FFP, IDIQ, etc), and more. This artifact is significant because it was purchased 

before I became a proposal writer within the industry but was still attempting to accomplish 

research prior to entry to the field. Christopher Mlinarchik was encountered during work hours 

as a help desk analyst on a government contract, and through general conversation after 

noticing the book on his desk, I realized it had applicability to desired professional development. 

Reflection identified that networking remains a valuable method of discovery for resources 

including literature composed by practitioners. 

Many companies or organizations will also keep in-house learning materials, and these are 

often proprietary or have been offered and owned by professionals within the organization but 

do not explicitly belong to the company or organization. These materials will often benefit new 

professionals greatly in the specific context they will be working, as they have been adapted to 

likely include house styles, idiosyncrasies, methodologies, and other information that has been 

specifically included to apply to the context and environment in which the company, and its team 

of technical communicators, operate. 

Also referenced in day to day work are books discovered during previous courses or 

recommended by professionals previously such as a volume of Technical Editing by Rude & 

Eaton that I often reference when seeking guidance on how to approach a problem by review of 

fundamentals. Key to professional development is not only to discover and study new 

resources, but to keep reviewing and referencing previously identified sources for professional 

development. 

Jargon / Acronyms / Key Terms 

Key to understanding any new field upon entry are key terms, acronyms, and jargon that a new 

professional may not be familiar with. While these may not seem to fall within the field of 

professional development at-large, they do contribute to a significant amount of learning when 

entering a field. The United States government, its military, and the information technology 

industry are all infamous for the enormous number of acronyms they use. In the past, I utilized 

Quizlet flash card sets to create a roster of essential acronyms when studying for CompTIA 

Information Technology certifications, and I utilized this technique again when joining the 

proposal writing world. When I came across an acronym two or three times in a short period of 

time that I was unfamiliar with, I would learn the acronym spelled out and then add this to the 
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flashcard set. I then periodically reviewed the set any time I added another term. Early on, this 

was essential for retention of key terms I encountered in the performance of my work. 

Jargon may be standard across industries or it may be limited even to within a single 

corporation. For example, when I joined my new proposal writing team, I frequently heard them 

use the term “ghosting.” It was not immediate to me what this term could mean within the 

context it took place so I inquired with my peers and they informed me that on our team “to 

ghost” is to understand a competitor's weakness in submitting a proposal for the same contract 

we are seeking and then to write our own proposal so that it contains a “ghost” that directly 

speaks to the fact we can accomplish something they can’t. In this way, you can haunt the 

competition when the government reviewer is considering all proposals. 

Together, jargon and key terms contribute to an essential understanding of language in your 

chosen industry that one must obtain to succeed. When joining a new industry or field, technical 

communicators should not miss the opportunity to note terms they do not understand, define 

them, and then consolidate that language in their memory. 

Resume Development 

Reflections that professionals complete in pursuit of updating their resume are often valuable to 

professional development as well. This process requires that one think about themselves as 

they were previously, what they have achieved in professional development, what they feel 

comfortable claiming as a professional accolade, and moving forward what they hope to achieve 

or add to their resume. I found that as I entered a new field, I would make notes about skills that 

I was developing or now felt comfortable claiming professionally to add these to my resume. 

Reflection on my career and the skills which I have obtained constituted self-knowledge to the 

degree that it is a personal inspection of skills I feel comfortable claiming, my history as a 

technical communication practitioner, and consideration of what skills I would like to add to 

make my resume more competitive. 

Key Findings Across Interviews 

While continuously performing autoethnography on my own professional development, I 

scheduled and completed interviews as described in the Methods. It became apparent while 

examining interview responses that many of respondents' answers shared commonalities with 

other responses. I devised six major categories which these common responses fell under and 

which could be considered essential for professional development by respondents. Some 

responses occurred more frequently than others, and often responses overlapped with essential 

resources I had identified through autoethnography.  

Table 1 below shows those major categories that interviewees touched on during discussion of 

what they considered to be essential for professional development. As you can see, most 

interviews shared these responses and thus they constitute key findings from the interview 

process.  
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Table 1 

Proposal 

Manager 

Senior 

Proposal 

Manager 

Proposal 

Manager 

Proposal 

Director 

Business 

Dev. 

Analyst 

Soft & Hard Skills Balance 
 

X X X X 

Repositories/Bodies of Knowledge 
  

X 
 

X 

Self-Knowledge X X X X 
 

Immersive Learning X X X X X 

Mentor Relationship 
 

X X 
  

Professional Standards, 

Organizations, and Bodies of 

Knowledge 

X X X X X 

Soft & Hard Skills Balance 

A balance of soft & hard skills (e.g. interpersonal skills & technical skills) was emphasized due 

to the need for strong communication and familiarity with technical content, for example when 

working with SMEs, cultivating professional relationships between themselves and coworkers, 

for networking, and more. Interviewees were vocal about the need for these skills and 

responded as such, “So I have a lot of experience packed into my ears, writing with various 

kinds of companies and people and stuff. But so, the other recommendation I would have is soft 

skills. So, we've been talking a lot about tech skills and like writing and stuff, but a huge 

component of being a good tech writer is admitting when you don't know something to just call 

somebody up and interview them basic. Right?” 

 

“Soft skills: you need to be able to work with people, you need to be able to work with a team, a 

team of often strongly opinionated, arguing personalities. A literal flipping of tables has 

happened in my experience, as you know, you need to be able to take those people aside, calm 

them down, get them working with each other and get everybody working on a cohesive 

product.” 

Repositories/Bodies of Knowledge 

Interviewees also mentioned the need for developing professionals within the field of proposal 

writing to develop their own or learn to navigate repositories of knowledge that their company or 
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corporation may already have in place. The Senior Proposal Manager had the following to say 

about repositories, “Okay, the essential resource is access to the entire company's database of 

everything. Because without that, it's really is like a blank canvas every time. And that's a very 

difficult thing to do. So, if I started a new company, you know, I've started proposal centers right 

at various companies. So, a lot of times when I'm starting a proposal center for them, that 

means I'm essentially building their repositories from scratch, right? So those essential 

resources, house the essential knowledge? Right, which is depositories and that's repository of 

your proposals passes. Better proposals are repository boilerplate, reuse materials, and metrics, 

CPARS, everything, your contracts, your performance, your resumes, just everything about the 

company because what we do, it's all about the company.” This is key to the day-to-day work as 

being able to quickly navigate historical information about the company translates into the ability 

to quickly write about past performances which are key to providing concrete examples during 

proposal writing. To expand this example to technical communication, it has implications for any 

writer that may have a repository of past writing or data that may be quickly leveraged to 

produce new content or documents. 

Self-Knowledge 

Self-knowledge is a term I use to describe a combination of working from your strengths and 

identifying areas that will provide opportunity to improve and adapt in most readily. Interviewees 

frequently cited their historical abilities or skills in different categories as being key reasons why 

they entered the field and how they built on them to become the capable professionals they are 

today. Interviewees responded in a variety of ways on how they believed their knowledge of 

their personal and professional strengths and weaknesses contributed to their professional 

development such as the following, “So know yourself, know your skills, and then it depends on 

where they're coming from. Right? Like, are you talking about a college graduate? Are you 

talking about, like, from a tech field or like, because there's a lot of paths to get where we are. 

One of the cool things about this job is you can be almost a tech person in any field, and end up 

a proposal manager or proposal writer, because every single SME [subject matter expert] area, 

there's going to be a proposal about it, right, in order for us to get the work from a government 

customer. So, if you said to yourself, I work for DARPA on a contract, and I want to become a 

writer. How do I do that and become a better proposal writer? I would start I would sign up 

become a member of APMP. I would start going to their monthly meetings. I would start getting 

more outside understanding of not just how your organization does proposals.” 

Immersive Learning 

Immersive was identified by interviews as important in a few distinct ways. All interviewees 

emphasized their experience as being one in which they “jumped into the deep end” and 

learned as they went, and they believed that this was the only way one may learn in such a 

niche environment. They described immersive learning as being unavoidable due to the specific 

and generally inaccessible nature of professional knowledge outside of technical communication 

niches. In a response that also touches on referenceable essential resources, an interviewee 

described their experience completing immersive learning, “I would say learn what you can. 

Grab a Shipley book, read it and you know, lovingly commit the parts to memory that you think 
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are going to be useful to you. And ultimately, the thing about proposals is that you really mostly 

learn by doing, you know, you can get a little bit of grounding in reading, but really, the only way 

to do it is just jump in with both feet, kind of the way you’re doing and the way I did back in the 

day and just figure it out as you go.”   

Mentor Relationship 

The mentor relationship was identified by some interviewees as being key to drawing 

connections between professional development resources, orienting oneself into a new field and 

identifying what professional development activities are most valuable specifically for their 

mentee out of the multitude available. Respondents quotes tie directly into this such as in the 

following excerpt that was generated during the interview I completed with the Senior Proposal 

Manager who is currently my own assigned mentor through my company’s mentorship program, 

“So, the key word really is mentoring. I really think that. You know, it's funny to say that but 

mentoring and helping someone see, make connections, right things they wouldn't have 

otherwise thought of, because they don't have as much experience.” As evidenced by their 

response, mentorship accelerates development and saves both time and effort on the part of 

the new technical communicator.  

Professional Standards, Organizations, and Bodies of Knowledge 

Not surprisingly, professional standards, organizations, and bodies of knowledge were 

referenced as essential. To develop professionally, all interviewees recommended becoming 

certified in various professional standards through the associated organizations, attending 

training offered by those same organizations, and having access to the bodies of knowledge 

that these organizations furnish. For example, essential professional standards, organizations, 

and bodies of knowledge I identified during autoethnography were common answers by 

interviewees as well. 

Conclusion 

Professionals within technical communication often make use of the same strategies, methods, 

and resources to accomplish professional development whether they be new to the field or 

seasoned experts. Critical to effective professional development is the desire to consistently 

improve, awareness of strategies, methods, and resources available to complete professional 

development, and the application of those resources. Figure 1 shows the six key categories 

identified and described with examples for technical communicators to use a referenceable 

framework to remind themselves how they may help accomplish professional development by 

practicing or developing skills in these categories. 
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Figure 1 

Figure 2 portrays the cause-and-effect relationship between essential strategies, methods, 

knowledge, and resources for professional development in technical communication. This figure 

shows that professional development should include activities on the macro level through 

strategies, the tactical level through methods, and by using referenceable knowledge, 

resources, and the mentor relationship to complete professional development. The mentor 

relationship is portrayed here as a factor that can accelerate professional development. 
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Figure 2 

Technical communicators hopefully may find these graphics as helpful conceptualizations or 

frameworks for professional development to reference in their careers when they are seeking to 

generate ideas on how they can accomplish professional development, and it is my 

recommendation that technical communicators should practice or develop the listed categories 

when seeking to orient themselves in a new field and accomplish efficient professional 

development. 
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Appendix: 

Appendix 1 - Interviews  

Interview 1 

Position Title: Proposal Manager 

Keywords 

Proposal, acronyms, writing, started, work, debrief, interviews, clauses, learning, class, 

googling, PMP, contracting, tech, essential, understanding, government, technical, skills, 

professional development 

Key Findings 

● Interviewee entered the field as a technical writer for daily reports and helpdesk tickets 

● (noted by myself, the helpdesk is an excellent place to gain contextual introductory 

understanding of the IT field) 

● The interviewee proceeded from technical writing to gaining an understanding of 

business analysis skills 

● They identified Shipley as one of their first learning experiences on proposals specifically 

in a course 

● They find they enjoy proposal managing because it is a good mix of managerial and 

writing skills that they possess. 

● The interviewee would like to gain a greater technical understanding in general so that 

they have a higher-level view of the field technically 

● They emphasized that having technical skills makes you less dependent on SMEs 

● They noted that successful proposals writers need to understand how government 

works, at least from a high level. 

● They emphasized the need to consult when experts whenever you are in doubt about 

the accuracy of your writing or in the interpretation of relevant guidelines or restrictions 

● Googling was identified as a useful tool 

● They reference books such as the PMBoK guide and the Shipley Proposal Guide 

● They believe having a broad understanding of other aspects of the business, such as 

operations, is beneficial to composing good proposals 

● The interviewee recommended taking introduction level courses when first joining the 

field of proposals 

● The interviewee emphasized the need to “cast a wide net” and gain as much of a broad 

understanding of many contributing topics as possible 

  

Interview 2 

Position Title: Proposal Manager 
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Keywords 

Proposals, bd, people, executive assistant, mentor, gave, company, helps, resources, learn, 

joined, ACT IAC, work, questions, technical, certified scrum master, government, DHS, field 

Key Findings 

● Joined proposals incidentally, but had a technical background and skills in graphic 

design 

● Gained insights from first position into how CEO functioned and business thereof 

● Noted that learning about different department or agencies of government can be 

challenging due to depth and size of given department such as DHS 

● Learned by “jumping into the deep end” and emphasized asking a lot of questions and 

learning as you go. Also mentioned that working for a company that allows you time to 

learn is important. 

● Use Google to search for knowledge you don’t have any context for 

● Joined a business development (BD) organization to help advance professional 

development. Some key insights were to know yourself, how to manage people vertically 

and horizontally within organizations, and how the federal space and technological 

space function together. Also noted was the importance of professional organizations for 

networking. 

● Tools were noted to be important such as organizational project management tools like 

Monday.com 

● Soft skills were emphasized such as organizational skills, attention to detail, 

collaboration, and then applying or increasing these using tools such as instant 

messaging (Slack) or file sharing (SharePoint) 

● A key insight was that a mentor would have been most beneficial when joining the field 

because they would be able to give a high-level overview of the field or a “second grade 

level” introduction to how things function. The interviewee wished they had a mentor who 

would have been able to explain the whole scope. 

● Also noted was the importance of technical skills to balance out soft and proposals skills 

so that you do not need to depend on your SMEs entirely. 

Interview 3 

Position Title: Senior Proposal Manager 

Keywords 

Proposal, people, understand, writing, Harris, training, writer, Shipley, career, company, 

manager, hired, contract, ended, question, learning, talking, organization, learn, person 

Key Findings 

● Joined the field after having early exposure and involvement in government functions as 

an administrative assistant at the embassy in Tokyo. 
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● Early skills in their life such as proficiency with common tech comm tools such as 

PowerPoint and SharePoint led to involvement and following their skills into field of 

technical communication 

● Learning project management contributed later in their career to proficiency in proposal 

writing 

● Early exposure to new and developing technologies was beneficial to their professional 

development 

● Early in their learning they did not seek out specific resources but instead sought to 

understand broader contexts. After they understood the broader context, they began 

focusing their professional development on aspects they identified such as diplomacy, 

project management, professional organizations, etc. 

● Training opportunities were sought and completed at every opportunity. Later in their 

career, they trained others to write proposals and this contributed to understanding as 

well. 

● Professional organizations for development included Shipley and APMP for proposal 

writing. APMP offers classes, seminars, events, dinners for networking, and more. This 

was important for building relationships and to inform understanding of the industry. Of 

particular interest was gaining insights to how other companies or organizations 

managed their proposals and their proposals teams. Because there are not defined 

standards, each organization does so differently. 

● Managing became the primary skill set, but they later became aware of the need to 

improve in the writing side and then focused on issues of craft for writing. Improving 

writing was also contributed to by a broader understanding of relevant topics to the 

writing content. 

● The review and critique process inherent in the Shipley cycle was very helpful to 

receiving critique and then improving from it. Also learned was the soft skill of how to 

accept and build from critique. 

● Other areas of development included leadership, and how to train or teach to others 

● Immersion in difficult environments has been key for the interviewees development and 

they appreciated opportunities where it was necessary to learn or take on responsibilities 

that may have been outside of the scope of a proposal manager because these skills 

informed their overall understanding 

● Understanding jargon and topic or content written in a proposal is not the same as 

having an actual technical understanding of the topic with a hands-on experience and 

this cannot be replaced 

● Repositories of information about a company including boilerplate, reuse materials, 

metrics, CPARS, company capabilities, etc. are indispensable when writing 

● Interviewee identified mentoring as being what would have been most helpful when 

entering the field so that someone could explain the connections and insights that aren’t 

obvious to newcomers to the field 

● Soft skills mentioned include communication and the ability to interview SMEs 

● “So it's understanding how to ask questions and what questions you need to ask and in getting 

the information that you need in order to do your job.”  
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Interview 4 

Position Title: Business Development Analyst 

Joe is an operations manager and business development/capture analyst. His role within our 

organization is to identify opportunities, associated requests for proposals for the contracts of 

opportunity, gather information about the opportunity, and then convey that information the 

proposals team which then responds with his help and the help of SMEs who will provide 

technical content for proposals sections. Joe has been working in the capacity of an operations 

manager for over 15 years, and his deep insight into all aspects of how an IT company that 

does business with the government is invaluable. His experience has been informed by a deep 

understanding of the military having served as an artillery officer, and he also gained experience 

immediately after leaving the military by jumping right into the field as an operations manager in 

control of many various aspects of the business such as HR, payroll, finance, marketing, BD, 

proposals, and operations.  

Keywords 

Proposal, company, business, question, certifications, people, operations, government 

contracting, learn, contracts, years, owners, managing, signal corps, common sense, military, 

side, field artillery, helps, essential 

Key Findings 

● Interviewee gained deep knowledge of government organization and structure through 

time in military and insight from father who owned and operated an IT services company 

doing business with the government 

● Interviewee immersed themselves in the field and learned as much as possible while 

acting as a manager responsible for HR, payroll, finance, marketing, business 

development, proposals, and operations. 

● An understanding of technical skills and issues has been key to their success as a 

manager and BD analyst. A balance of both management and technical skills is best for 

success 

● Their goal for further development in their career is to become a better manager and 

leader to facilitate the teams that they lead 

● They continually learn and obtain certifications during their career to keep their technical 

skills up to date 

● They also read leadership books throughout the year, as well as referencing values texts 

such as the Bible 

● Interviewee emphasized common sense as being a key skill. They also emphasized the 

ability to learn how to learn. 

● Adaptability is what they would have found most helpful when joining the field. The 

knowledge or ability to adapt to changing circumstances and come out a winner 

nonetheless. 

● Soft skills emphasized included organization and time management. They also wanted 

to make it clear that this means different things to different people as well as 



Essential Strategies, Methods, Knowledge, and Resources for Professional 
Development for Technical Communicators  20 

organizations. The understanding of how this interacts is key to success within an 

organization. 

● Interviewee ended by emphasizing have a mix of soft skills, managerial skills, and 

technical skills. 

Interview 5 

Position Title: Proposals Director 

Keywords 

Proposals, work, repository, soft skills, talking, checkered career, shipley, skills, learn, company, 

technical writer, PEGA, professional organizations, career, writing, act, feel, standard, hard, 

wins 

Key Findings 

● Interviewee has been working in proposals for over 20 years but entered the field as a 

technical writer 

● They emphasized hard work and focus on a daily basis to consistently improve 

● They emphasized a blend of soft and hard skills including knowledge of how to use word 

processing tools such as MS word and having enough technical knowledge to 

sometimes write sections without SME input. Soft skills emphasized included knowing 

how to communicate with others and work in teams well, also how to manage persons to 

get the most out of them 

● Institutional knowledge of what your resources are and who to communicate with are a 

large part of professional success because they contribute to your ability to interview 

experts and get the knowledge you need 

● Repositories of materials on an organization were emphasized 

● The Shipley method was noted as key to proposals development personally and within 

the field at large 
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Appendix 2 - Autoethnography Artifacts 

 

A.            Microsoft Sticky Notes 

1.    possible certs to pursue: 

a.            ITIL Foundations 

b.            CompTIA CEH 

c.             CompTIA CISSP 

d.            PMP 

2.    ServiceNow training is free through company 

3.    I need to update my resume 

 .              -working with SMEs 

a.            -analytic research 

4.    Metrics should be SMART 

 .              Specific 

a.            Measurable 

b.            Achievable (Attainable, Actionable) 

c.             Relevant 

d.            Time Bound 

5.    GSA IT 70 Schedule 

 .              SIN LCAT additions 

a.            compare contract LCATS and positions with what we do not have 

on current schedule to see what we need to add 

b.            how to determine if not specified what LCAT actually is? 

6.    APMP Conference? 

7.    Essential knowledge for govt acquisition tech comm? 

8.  NAICS CODE 

a.            govt agencies, sub agencies, depts 

b.            laws, policies, regulations, memos 

c.             contract vehicles 

d.            current literature is geared towards business owners and not proposal writers themselves 

e.            associated processes, strategies, frameworks, standards 

f.              tools, resources, etc 

g.            CIS (Center for Internet Security) 

8.    what are slug numbers? 

9.    Practice compliance matrix for proposal writing 

 .              Practice making annotated outline 

a.            Supplementary readings? 

b.            What would they recommend for prof dev?  

a.            what is BD Capture 

c.             Most people in the office have a wireless mouse to carry around with their laptop.  

d.            Solicitation documents are response to PWS? 

e.            Who are Akima, 22nd Century, Akima? Free Alliance? 
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f.              Key differences and traits: do they go low/high price, small/large business, quality of 

talent (new/old) 

g.            Recent won contracts in Netcom, ADCNOMS, etc have been won by going low. 

h.            First right of refusal to partners when writing technical sections, although X is able to 

accomplish, prefer to allow partners opportunity to write technical sections first. 

i.              Best Value but price sensitive 

j.              Repetitions at industry day: write to requirements, no marketing fluff (at all), keep out 

terms like "will" "may" or "can"  

k.             Active verbs 

l.              What is category management? Is it labor category? Best value as it relates to category 

management? 

m.           What is CHESS? Chess vendors? 

n.            Idea of reach back is that if we don't have the immediate answer in the local team does 

the local team have access to corporate or team knowledge centers that reach back into other 

areas that directly support that core team 

o.            active CHESS vendor can answer questions 

p.            standing up knowledge management in next few years 

q.            tool development on OS development for wide range of platforms 

r.             Standards of management 

i. ITIL/ISO 20k/DOD 5k 

ii. get familiar with ISO 20k 

iii. ISO has very specific bullets on knowledge management, asset management, etc 

iv. EPM Project Pro & Project Server 

v. Netcom is a program with subprograms (G6 etc) 

vi. LOCs? 

11.  how is the term "ghosting" used here? 

12.  Phase in starts before period of performance starts 

13.  Period of performance starts at contract award date 

14.  How do we establish POAMS? Track against all other goals? 

B. Books 

         Government Contracts in Plain English by Christopher Mlinarchik 

         Technical Editing by Rude & Eaton 

C. Quizlet flashcard set 

1. Proposals 

2. Security+ acronyms 

  

 


