
Writing Center tutors’ perspectives on 

DECODING PROMPTS AND ASSIGNMENT SHEETS

Prompts and assignments can be obscure, daunting, and sometimes downright confusing. 

Writing Center tutors are always thrilled to help writers who are seeking help with prompts, 

but here are some of our favorite strategies that you can try on your own:

 Identify the verbs to figure out the task (or tasks) your professor wants you to accomplish. A prompt 

that tells you to “argue” is asking to you write a much different paper than one asking you to 

“summarize” or “evaluate.” The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill’s Writing Center has an 

awesome resource explaining the meanings of different terms professors often use in assignments 

here: writingcenter.unc.edu/tips-and-tools/understanding-assignments

 Identify the tools you will need to complete the assignment. Are you allowed to use only your lecture 

notes? Are you analyzing or responding to a text? Will you need to find evidence to support an 

argument? Are you synthesizing (connecting) or comparing two or three specific sources? Finally, are 

these materials provided to you, or are you expected to seek them out?

 Find the logistical elements of the assignment– things like due dates, page numbers, word counts, 

format requirements, submission details– and set them apart by highlighting, underlining, circling, or 

rewriting them. 

 Consider your audience. Does your professor want you to write about a technical topic in a way that 

any reader could understand? Or are you supposed to take for granted that your professor will 

understand what you’re writing about? 

 See if the prompt provides hints regarding the structure of the paper. If it names multiple steps or 

factors to examine, it’s possible that this could be a model for the organization of your body 

paragraphs.

 If the prompt requires you to accomplish multiple things in your paper, turn these tasks into a 

checklist that you can reference throughout the writing process. 

 Think about how the prompt relates to what you’ve been doing in class, even if that connection isn’t 

immediately obvious. 

 Ask for help! Visiting your professor’s office hours helps ensure that you understand exactly what is 

expected of you, and your professor may even give you some additional helpful hints. Writing center 

tutors are also seasoned experts at breaking down prompts and can help you brainstorm and plan for 

the assignment, too! 



BREAKING DOWN A PROMPT

How it’s Done:

This is book that 

you’re relying on 

the most.

It looks like your 

professor wants you to 

draw upon what you’ve 

learned in lecture and in 

supplementary course 

materials. Make sure to 

consider political, 

cultural and 

technological. 
Verb #1: CONNECT--

indicate how different 

elements relate to one 

another-- whether or 

not they’re in 

agreement.

Verb #2: ARGUE–

Take a stance and 

defend it. “Argue 

the degree to which 

they helped” means 

you’ll probably 

argue that they were 

essential, they 

helped a lot, they 

helped a bit, or they 

didn’t help at all.

These are two 

essential questions 

you’ll want to make 

sure you address. 

It’s easy to see all of 

this information and 

feel lost or 

overwhelmed. When 

you look closer, you 

can see that your 

professor is just 

making reference to 

other materials to 

help provide context 

for your paper. It’s a 

good idea to look at 

Harris and Zhang et 

al. so you can be 

familiar with the 

topic.

Don’t get bogged 

down by the 

wordiness of the 

prompt: these 5 

words are your 

topic.

Verb #1: FIND–

before you can do 

anything, your task is 

to do some research 

and find these 

sources.

Verb #2: ASSESS–

give your opinion, 

considering pros, 

cons, and 

outcomes. 

Example 1: Rubber Duckies in the Second World War by

John Jones details the role played by rubber duckies

both on the battlefield and at the home front. For your

paper, connect Jones’ analysis to the political, cultural,

and technological trends we’ve studied so far. Argue

the degree to which rubber duckies helped win the war.

How and why were they important to peoples’

understanding of the world around them?

These will be your 

sources. A reference 

librarian or tutor can 

help you find these 

and/or teach you 

which sources are 

primary and 

secondary. Keep in 

mind that 3 sources 

= 3 citations.

Your professor 

needs to see you 

address each of 

these three things 

for each of your 

three sources. Think 

of this as a checklist 

for your analysis of 

every article.

Example 2: There are several reasons why genetic

engineering of rubber duckies may be desirable. Harris

(2016) discusses the rationale for engineering rubber

duckies to be saltwater tolerant and provides a general

review of one lab’s efforts to produce such duckies.

However, many times genetically engineered duckies

result in unstable changes, that is, changes that are not

heritable. Zhang et al. (2014) describe using CRISPR to

modify target genes in rice to produce heritable

changes. Find three additional primary sources

describing genetic changes in rubber duckies resulting

from either directed genetic modification or selective

breeding. Assess the relative efficacy, success, and

dangers of these techniques.


