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Today’s Workshop: 
Decoding Prompts

1. What is the central task of 
the assignment?

2. What is the prompt asking 
me to do?

3. What other hints is the 
prompt giving me that can 
help me write my essay?



A word about INSTRUCTIONS

Whether it’s IKEA furniture assembly directions, a delicious cake 
recipe, or a dense technical manual, all instructions generally have 
the same goal: to communicate what to do and how to do it.

Writing prompts are the same!



The TL;DR Problem

Most common problem =
not spending enough time with a prompt

Example: Van Halen’s contract requests a bowl of 
M&Ms with one color candy removed



What this means for our approach:

Working with a prompt means 

close-reading and rereading 

the prompt in its entirety at several 
stages of the writing process



WHAT IS THE

CENTRAL TASK
OF THE ASSIGNMENT?



What are the 
parts of the 
prompt?

Start by labeling every 
part of the prompt you 
can identify.

Some prompt parts you might find:

➔ Title of the assignment

➔ Due date and submission guidelines

➔ Philosophy behind the assignment

➔ Information about materials you can use

➔ Questions you’re supposed to answer

➔ Elements you’re required to include

➔ Word count parameters

➔ Formatting instructions (font, margins, etc.)

➔ Rubric or other evaluation explanations

➔ Others?



What are the 
parts of the 
prompt?

Start by labeling every 
part of the prompt you 
can identify.
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What are the 
parts of the 
prompt?

Start by labeling every 
part of the prompt you 
can identify.
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What is the 
central task of 
the assignment?

If you’re not sure, skim 
for the sentences / 
paragraphs that begin 
with VERBS.

➔ Now that you’ve labeled the parts of the 
prompt, you can locate the specific place in 
the prompt that describes the central task 
of the assignment

➔ Sometimes the labeling step makes it 
immediately obvious which part describes 
the central task

➔ But if not, skim the prompt for the 
sentences and paragraphs that begin with 
VERBS - these sentences are telling you to 
DO something



What is the 
central task of 
the assignment?

If you’re not sure, skim 
for the sentences / 
paragraphs that begin 
with VERBS.

Find an exhibit (see note below) that uses the word or concept of “America” 
or any variation of this word: e.g., “American,” “Americans,” etc. Make a 
claim about how “America” is being used and what it means in the context of 
your exhibit. Your argument should offer a close reading of your exhibit that 
engages the varying positions of 2-4 course readings that explore the 
meaning of “America.” By orchestrating and contributing to a scholarly 
conversation surrounding the meaning of “America,” your essay should 
bring the reader to a new understanding of your exhibit in relation to that 
conversation.

A note about vocabulary: An “exhibit” can be a text, an event, a 
performance, a speech, an image, or anything that can be interpreted and 
carries the potential for rich analysis. We use the term “exhibit” rather than 
“example” to connote a site of sustained and expansive engagement. While 
an example merely affirms an argument, an exhibit is dynamic; indeed, the 
exhibit itself may raise problems with our status quo understanding. 
Through careful analysis, our developing ideas about the exhibit may change 
or challenge our initial assumptions. 



What is the 
central task of 
the assignment?

If you’re not sure, skim 
for the sentences / 
paragraphs that begin 
with VERBS.

Choose one of the following questions, and answer it in a paper of 4-5 double 
spaced pages (no more and no less, please). For each question, select two 
passages of 5-20 lines each, and closely analyze (‘close-read’) the passages as a 
pair in order to make an argument about the particular poem or poems. This will 
be an extension of nearly all the work you have done in class: I ask general 
questions and then ask you to use specific supporting evidence from the text in 
order to answer them. Please choose passages that we have not discussed at great 
length in class, and please include the passages typed out on a separate page that 
you attach to your paper (i.e. the page w/ the passages on it doesn’t count as one 
of your 4 or 5 pages). 



WHAT IS THE PROMPT

ASKING ME TO DO?



What is the 
prompt asking 
me to DO?

Starting with the part 
of the prompt that 
describes the central 
task: circle, highlight, 
or list out all of the 
verbs you notice.

Examples of prompt verbs:

➔ Analyze

➔ Discuss

➔ Use

➔ Compare

➔ Develop

➔ Examine

➔ Demonstrate

➔ Argue

➔ Describe

➔ Formulate



What is the prompt asking me to DO?



What is the prompt asking me to DO?



What is the prompt asking me to DO?



What is the prompt asking me to DO? (Bloom’s Taxonomy)



What is the prompt asking me to DO? (Bloom’s Taxonomy)

Oh o k, ver s!



What is the prompt asking me to DO?



What is the prompt asking me to DO?



WHAT OTHER HINTS
IS THE PROMPT GIVING ME

THAT CAN HELP ME WRITE MY ESSAY?



Close-read all 
parts of the 
prompt

Go back to your labels 
& inspect all prompt 
parts to extract helpful 
info about what is 
expected of you

❖ Title of assignment
➢ What does this tell me about the goals or essence 

of this assignment?

❖ Intro paragraph 
➢ What role is this playing in the prompt? (quote, 

excerpt, analogy, abstract) 
➢ What does this tell me about what’s important for 

this assignment?

❖ Series of questions, lists, or other bullet points
➢ Is this a checklist? An outline?
➢ Nouns can also serve these functions! (Are there 

opposites?)

❖ What is emphasized by formatting? (e.g. bold, 
underline, CAPITALS, “Please,” etc.)
➢ What does this highlight as important?
➢ How does this connect to class content?



Close-read all parts of the prompt: titles & subheadings

Key terms! 
(framework and 

content)



Close-read all parts of the prompt: bold & emphasis



Close-read all parts of the prompt: “please”



Close-read all parts of the prompt: opposites



Recap: Decoding Prompts

➔ Label parts of the prompt

➔ Locate the central task of the 
assignment

➔ Circle/highlight/list all the verbs

➔ Use the verbs to determine 
what type of task you’re being 
asked to do

➔ Close-read all parts of the 
prompt to find more info to 
help you write the essay



Now: Rewrite the prompt 
in your own words!



With images & content from...

● Bloom’s Taxonomy image from Vanderbilt University Center for 
Teaching

● Sample prompts from University Writing and Literature Humanities, 
Columbia University Core Curriculum


