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Forging the 
Thunderbolt’s  
Foundation:  

Doctrinal  Updates  To  
Tank A nd S cout  
Platoon  Manuals 

by LTC Mitchell Payne 

T
else, Armor leaders are  a team. From  
day one, we operate in crews, wing-

he Armor Branch exists to  men, sections, platoons, and as a part  
close with and destroy ene- of the combined arms team to close  
my forces using fire, maneu- with and destroy enemy forces. We  
ver, and shock effect, or to  trust in the tactical prowess and initia-

repel an assault by fire and counterat- tive of our crews, our wingmen, and  
tack.   The Armor Branch is the combat  our combined arms team to accom-
arm of decision, because no other or- plish our mission.  
ganization in the U.S. Army has the le-
thal combination of firepower,  mobil-
ity, survivability, and situational aware-
ness. Armor leaders have always been  
aggressive, decisive, and disciplined –  
we balance tactical acumen with our  
ability to understand how to maintain  
and sustain our formations.  Above all  

Figure 1. M1A2 Abrams tank conducts operations at the National Training Cen-
ter.  (U.S. Army photo) 

maneuver. But while the nature of war-
fare remains unchanged, the character  
of warfare adapts to emergent tech-
nologies and threats.  Senior leaders in  
the Armor Branch are responsible to  
provide junior leaders doctrinal guid-
ance that matches the changing char-
acter of warfare.  

The mission of the Armor Branch re-
flects the unchanging nature of war-
fare – warfare has always been and will  
always remain a brutal contest of wills  
between two opposing forces.  We im-
pose our will on the enemy at a deci-
sive place and time through fire and  

One of those changes – the Army’s re-
cent restructuring – allows most of the  
Armor community to focus their doc-
trine, training, experience within the  
Army’s most lethal fighting force: the  
armored brigade combat team (ABCT).  
In this vein, the U.S. Army Armor  
School updated two foundational doc-
trinal publications: Army Techniques  
Publication (ATP) 3-20.15,  Tank Pla-
toon, and ATP 3-20.98,  Scout Platoon. 
These two publications serve as sister  
publications, complementing one an-
other and offering guidance to leaders  
across the entire Armor Branch.  

ATP 3-20.15: Tank  
Platoon 
The Army Publishing Directorate pub-
lished the final version of ATP 3-20.15  
in 2025 and supersedes the December  
2019 version. The upda ted manual f ea-
tures several critical updates which  
add clarity to the previous version,  
with a notable shift away from coun-
terinsurgency (COIN) to large-scale  
combat operations (LSCO) and multiple  
updates to align with our current doc-
trine. The manual is organized into six  
chapters: 1) Organization, 2) Planning  
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and Preparing for Operations, 3) Of-
fense, 4) Defense, 5) Tactical Enabling  
Tasks and Activities, and 6) Sustain-
ment.  Within each chapter,  sections  
have been reorganized into a more log-
ical flow, starting with a discussion on  
big picture concepts, subsequent plan-
ning considerations, and culminating  
in practical guidance on how to exe-
cute operations.  

Of note, the updated manual introduc-
es the Armor Force Fundamentals to  
the Armor Branch doctrine. The new  
doctrine defines fundamentals as a de-
fined set of tasks or actions that allow  
a formation to fight effectively.  The  
codification of the Armor Force Funda-
mentals, at echelon, provides a foun-
dation for combat-ready formations,  
and helps all leaders build lethality, ef-
ficiency, and flexibility. Given the rapid  
pace of combat in LSCO, focusing on  
the blocking and tackling of armored  
maneuver warfare results in disci-
plined formations who can fight and  
win in any circumstance. When senior  
leaders articulate a need to “train the  
fundamentals,” the  Armor  community  
now has a common language that clar-
ifies what those fundamentals are by  
formation type and echelon. 

The other critical highlight to this doc-
trine is the clarity offered to junior  
leaders through the codification of  
nine appendices.  This updated manu-
al also consolidates the tank platoon  
battle drills in one doctrinal location  
for ease of reference for junior Armor  
officers and noncommissioned officers  
(NCOs).  

These changes are not merely cosmet-
ic – they are rooted in the fundamen-
tal role of the tank platoon. Starting in  
Chapter one, and re-emphasized  
throughout the entire document, is the  
reminder that the mission of the tank  
platoon is the same mission as that of  
the Armor Branch.  The tank platoon  
exists to close with and destroy the en-
emy forces using fire, maneuver, and  
shock effects, or to repel an assault by  
fire and counterattack. Everything that  
the tank platoon does is rooted in that  
existential purpose – they fundamen-
tally exist to close with and destroy the  
enemy. 

Changes to ATP 
3-20.15 
•  Reinforces the tank platoon’s primary 

mission: To close with and destroy  
the enemy. 

•  Adds Armor Fundamentals in Chapter  
one. 

•  LSCO Focus. 
•  Consolidates tank platoon battle  

drills in Appendix F. 
•  Adds doctrine on counter-unmanned  

a i rcraft  systems (C-UAS)  and  
electromagnetic warfare (EW).  

•  Expands discussion of maintenance  
repair flow. 

•  Includes and consolidates multiple  
topics in Appendices. 

•  Uses specific “how to” language  
meant to coach young Armor leaders. 

ATP 3-20.98: Scout  
Platoon 

Figure 2. An M2 Bradley Fighting Vehicle provides overwatch at the National 
Training Center.  (U.S. Army photo) 

organized into s ix chapters: 1) The  
Scout Platoon, 2) Operational Planning  
and Preparation, 3) Reconnaissance, 4)  
Security, 5) Other Enabling Operations,  
and 6) Sustainment.  For the sake of  
clarity and brevity, this manual will  
also include ten appendices, covering  
topics such as direct and indirect fire  
planning, enabler and UAS integration,  
urban operations, communications  
planning, and reports.  For the first  
time in doctrine, this manual will also  
consolidate and describe scout platoon  
battle drills, to offer clarity and ease of  
reference for junior Armor leaders.  

Just as tank platoons and scout pla-
toons work together to achieve a deci-
sive effect on the battlefield, the scout  
platoon manual serves as a compli-
mentary publication to the tank pla-
toon manual and offers guidance to Ar-
mor leaders. The ATP-3-20.98 is cur-
rently under final revision and is antic-
ipated to be published in summer  
2026. This updated manual will also  
show a notable shift away from COIN  
to LSCO operations and al igns with cur-
rent doctrine. This manual is similarly  

This manual also outlines the Armor  
Force Fundamentals, articulating criti-
cal tasks and fundamental daily tasks  
that are common to all Armor forma-
tions, while delineating  specific scout  
platoon fundamentals unique to scout  
organizations and differentiated from  
tank platoon tasks. This manual also  
clarifies roles and responsibilities with  
a specific focus on the differences be-
tween a 6x36 cavalry squadron scout  
platoon and a 3x5 combined arms bat-
talion scout platoon. Like the updates  
in the tank platoon manual, the sus-
tainment chapter in the scout platoon  
manual will expand the discussion of  
maintenance repair flow, giving junior  
leaders a better  perspective and un-
derstanding of their role in mainte-
nance and sustainment.  

More importantly, however, the up-
dates to this manual reflect the  
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changing role of the scout platoon in  
LSCO. Throughout the Global War on  
Terrorism (GWOT), scout platoons  
were almost entirely focused on recon-
naissance operations.  This was encap-
sulated in doctrine with the phrase  
that scouts were the “eyes and ears”  
of the commander.  With the changing  
character of warfare, the ubiquitous  
presence of small-unmanned aircraft  
systems (s-UAS) and future integration  
of artificial intelligence (AI) will inevi-
tably augment reconnaissance opera-
tions in the future. While reconnais-
sance will always remain a fundamen-
tal mission and capability of scout pla-
toons, the focus on LSCO necessitates  
greater emphasis on security, counter  
reconnaissance, and support to ma-
neuver forces for the scout platoon. In  
LSCO the scout platoon must be able  
to fight and survive before it can pro-
vide information or decision space for  
the commander, making the scout pla-
toon unique in its mission set as both  
a maneuver  force  as well as a force  
specially trained for reconnaissance  
and security operations.  

Changes to ATP 
3-20.98 

repair flow. 
•  Includes and consolidates multiple  

topics in Appendices. 

•  Clarifies the scout platoon’s primary  
mission: To support maneuver  
operations through reconnaissance  
and security.  

•  Adds Armor Fundamentals in Chapter  
one. 

•  LSCO Focus. 
•  Consolidates scout platoon battle  

drills in Appendix F. 
•  Adds doctrine on C-UAS and EW. 
•  Expands discussion of maintenance  

Conclusion 
These updated manuals are intended  
to be a handrail for junior leaders.  Ar-
mor leaders – lieutenants in particular  
– are different from other branches.   
All Armor leaders must be masters of  
maneuver warfare. It is in our DNA to  
be aggressive, decisive, and tactical  
masters of maneuver warfare. We dif-
fer from our infantry brethren in that  
we move faster, hit harder producing  
greater shock effect.  While fires and  
aviation provide greater firepower and  
mobility, they lack the survivability and  
tenacity of an armored formation. Not  
only do we fight as a part of a com-
bined arms team, Armor leaders  
uniquely understand the importance of  
our sustainment teammates.   

These doctrinal updates are not just an  
attempt to blow the dust off old doc-
trine – they are a complete rewrite  
that grounds our doctrine in our iden-
tity as maneuver warfighters. These  
manual updates are both a guiderail  
for  junior leaders – officers and NCOs  
– to understand their role in the tank  
and scout platoons, as well as a means  
for leaders to identify training gaps in  
their formations.  As Armor leaders  
read through these manuals, they  
should be evaluating their formations  
on their ability to accomplish these  
critical tasks and adjusting their t rain-
ing to mitigate any identified gaps.  

Already we see the impact of emergent  
technologies and multi-domain opera-
tions in Ukraine, Israel, Iran, and other  
areas of conflict around the globe. Ar-
mor leaders must prepare themselves  
and their formations – both physically  
and mentally – for the rigors of com-
bat. These manuals offer a starting  
point for Armor leaders today as we  
train for tomorrow.  

Future conflict against a near-peer  
threat will be characterized by a lethal-
ity unseen in previous conflicts.  
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Figure 3. Cavalry Scout gunners from the 116th Cavalry Brigade Combat Team of the Idaho National Guard prepare to 
conduct gunnery qualification runs. (Idaho Army National Guard photo by Thomas Alvarez) 




