Understanding Writing Assignments 
Adapted from a presentation by Jennifer Miller, PhD, faculty in English 
You can channel your hard work on a writing assignment in the right direction by carefully following the instructions your instructor has given you! Three strategies below can help you improve your skills at understanding expectations for writing assignments.  
Read the Directions 
Timing: Read the directions right away so that you can ask questions and plan ahead!  
Due dates: When is the final essay due? Are there any smaller due dates along the way? Plan out when you will work on different parts of the assignment based on these dates.  
Grading criteria: If there is a rubric, what aspects of writing are worth the most points? Prioritize spending time improving those elements of your paper.  
Figure out the Assignment’s Purpose 
Overall Purpose: Decide the main purpose of the essay: What are you trying to accomplish? Who is the intended audience? What skills is your professor helping you practice? 
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Key Words: Watch for key words in the assignment that tell you what to do. They may include:

· Analyze 
· Compare
· Contrast
· Critique 
· Define 
· Describe 
· Discuss 
· Inform 
· Persuade 
· Propose 
· Synthesize 
· Research  
· Rebut 
· Respond 
· Summarize
Other Cues: Pay special attention to bold words, CAPITAL LETTERS, italics, and underlined phrases. Your instructor is trying to let you know that this part is very important! 
Know the Professor 
Feedback from Previous Assignments: What elements from last assignment overlap with this assignment? What feedback did you get about those things? 
Class Notes: What did the instructor focus on in class when introducing the assignment? 
Clarification: What answers to questions have you and your classmates gotten about this assignment? Do you need to ask any more questions? 
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