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Understanding the Assignment

The first step in any task is to understand what it is you are meant to do. When it comes to
academic work, it is crucial that you understand what you are being asked to do in order to
fulfillthe assignment’s expectations. The following are steps and advice on how to go about
doing so.

1. Read the prompt
Read the prompt slowly through to get a general idea of the assignment. It might help to
print the prompt out and use a highlighter or pen/pencil as you read. If youread iton a
computer, you could use your program’s highlight feature instead.

2. Look for key verbs

Now read the prompt again asking yourself, “What is the assignment asking me to do?”

Look for any of these verbs to help you identify the action the assignment requires:

Summarize: To briefly restate the main point(s) or argument(s) of someone else’s
work in your own words without bias or embellishment

Define: To explain the meaning of a word, situation, or concept

Argue: To present reasons for or against something through facts and explanation
Classify: To group together various things by similar or different characteristics
Synthesize: To organize and combine multiple parts (sources, arguments, concepts,
etc.) together by theme or topic to reach a broader conclusion of the topic

Analyze: To break a concept, idea, data, or text into smaller parts in order to interpret
or find meanings or patterns in the various parts

There are many more verbs that might be written in an assignment. Consider looking up

any terms you are unfamiliar with and remember that a verb may have a slightly different

meaning in an academic writing context than its usual use.
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3. Note the ideas or concepts the assignment is about
Your assignment will likely be related to what you’re learning about in class. This may
feel obvious, butitis important that you keep in mind exactly what your instructor wants
you to focus on. Identifying the actual nouns used in the assignment’s wording can be a
good start. These will be the topics, concepts, facts, and arguments your assignment will
be about.

Questions to ask yourself as you work to identify the key concepts of the assignment:

e How can | use information from this class to do this assignment? Do | need to do
more outside research to do it properly?

e What are the key words of the assignment? What have we been learning about in
class thatis notincluded as a keyword in the assignment?

e What do the key verbs ask me to do with the key concepts?

e How do | understand these concepts? How does the information I’ve learned in this
class teach these concepts? How does my understanding of these concepts match
with the textbook or other class sources?

4. Know the technical details
The technical details of the assignment are often things you will not be writing about, but
that can matter greatly. These important details can help your work earn the grade it
deserves. These include details can include:
e Due date(s)
o Be sure to note any deadlines for drafts or partial submissions as well as final
submissions.
e Word count or page length
e Formatting
o Should the paper be formatted in MLA, APA, Chicago, or something else?
o Should the submission be in a Word Doc (.doc, .docx) or a PDF?
e Number of sources required
e Type of sources required
o Should they be primary or secondary?
o Should they be academic or informal?
o Doyou need a certain number of different kinds of sources?
o Do inclass materials count, or do you need to do research?
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Remember, if you ever have questions or concerns about an assignment, you should speak
with your instructor. Check the syllabus or Canvas for their email address and/or office
hours. The Writing Center can also help you as you get started on the assignment.

You can use this space to note down any key terms you find while
reading the assignment.
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