
UNPACKING 
THE PROMPT



Steps to Unpack a Prompt:
Step 1: Read the Prompt / underline the directive.
Step 2: Underline or list key words on the side of the 

prompt that are being used that are considered 
important “buzz” words.

Step 3: Annotate the little words that hold importance.
Step 4: Underline what you need to do.
Step 5 Looking at 1-4, Write down exactly what you 
need to do in bullet form.
Step 6: Make one question from step five..
Step 7: Answer question incorporating buzz words 
making sure you have incorporated all bullets from step 
five



Step ONE:
Successful students read the full prompt - many 
times!  READ!
After I read, I Highlight or annotate the DIRECTIVE  

in the prompt. 
▪ What is it asking me to do?

▫ Discuss?
▫ Think?
▫ Write?
▫ Argue?

  At the end of your essay, go  back. 
▪ Did you answer the question???



In a nutshell:

Step 1:     Directive
Step 2:     Buzz words
Step3:      The little words
Step 4:     Underline what to do
Step 5:     Write out what you need to do
Step 6:      Make a question from step five
Thesis(7):   Answer question! Incorporate
                  question into answer!



Example Prompt – Step 1-4

▪ Identify and explain a lesson 
we learn from Ender’s Hero’s 
Journey and how that lesson 
can be applied to today’s 
society and to yourself (your 
own journey perhaps).
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Example Prompt – Steps 5-6

▪ What am I being asked to do? (Step 5):
▫ I have to decide if Ender is successful on his hero’s 

journey and what lesson we can learn from the book.  
I then have to explain how this lesson can be seen in 
our society and my own life.

▪ Guiding Questions (Step 6):
▫ 1)  How does Ender’s hero’s journey teach the reader 

a lesson?
▫ 2)  Why is this lesson still important today (my own 

life/society)?



Example Prompt – Step 6 Continued
▪ What do I think/how will I answer my guiding questions?

▫ I think Ender becomes a hero but in a negative way
▫ Ender is often tricked or manipulated by the adults in his life
▫ This teaches us the lesson that if we don’t have all the facts then we will act in 

ways that we will regret later (Ender’s role with the Buggers)…explain Ender as 
a “hero” because he didn’t have all the facts, but that he is ashamed of what he 
has done

▫ Relate this to the presidential election; people who don’t research the facts 
might vote for a candidate they will regret later

▫ Relate to war in Iraq; we rushed into war without determining if there were 
really “weapons of mass destruction” which led us to regret the war that we 
wasted money and lives on for so long

▫ Relate to me:  I have judged people and their lives before without 
understanding their motives or their economic positions.  This made me regret 
what I had thought/said earlier.

▫ Relate to me: When I applied for high schools, I didn’t research or know all the 
facts about the school that I chose to go to.  Because of this I learned that I had 
to “do my homework” and did so when I researched which colleges I wanted to 
go to.



Turning a Thesis into Topic 
sentences

▪ A thesis is your general or broad claim that you will 
prove with your whole essay and every paragraph.

▪ A topic sentence is a specific claim that further 
develops your thesis and will be proven within the 
paragraph (not the whole essay).



Turning a Thesis into Topic 
sentences

▪ Example Thesis:  In order to become a hero, Orson 
Scott Card shows that Ender must first learn how to 
love.

▪ Example Topic Sentences:
▫ When he learns to love himself, Ender is able to accept that he 

can be good and therefore a hero.
▫ By accepting himself, Ender is then able to love others which 

allows him to understand those who are different than him, 
making him a true hero.

▫ The last step in Ender’s journey is to share the love he has 
come to accept, completing his transformation into a hero.



WRITE BODY PARAGRAPHS

Topic Sentence 1 Sentence
○ Introduces new topic. 
○ Makes an assertion: one point to help prove your thesis.
○ Transitions from previous paragraph.

Background 1-2 Sentences

* Information that your audience must know 

* Plot summary

* Speaker of quote etc.

Evidence/Examples 2-4 Sentences
○ History/Current Events (factual information)
○ Literature
○ Personal Experience

One, two or even three examples!

Analysis  2-3 Sentences
○ Explain. Explain, Explain!

Explain/develop each example! Why is this important?

Respond/Restate thesis 1 Sentence



Evidence/Examples

Summarize: Well known, general, factual information
General story lines from a book 
Events/ personal memories in a narrative
Details in a painting

Paraphrase: Specific ideas or events from a text 
Specific factual information

Quote: Well-said ideas
Quotable language or words
Directly copied from someone else’s words

Paraphrasing and quoting must have a parenthetical citation!



WRITE INTRODUCTION 

Now that you know your essay, it will be easier to introduce it!

Narrative
Start with…
○ the middle of your story. Take us right into the action!
○ what you felt/thought/believed before the event.

Then…
Give more details of your narrative/story.
Offer your thesis. Be sure it makes sense and fits with your 

introduction. Revise it if necessary to fit smoothly into 
your introduction.



WRITE CONCLUSION

◾ Turn the thesis upside-down and restate it!
◾ Explain final, concluding ideas.
◾ Offer brief concluding statement—what should “we” 

learn from this experience, subject, topic? 

◾ DO NOT tell the reader what to do or think! Do not 
use “you.”

◾ DO NOT bring up a new topic!

Get out without hurting anyone!



REVISE & EDIT

Use revision/edit checklist!
 



PUBLISH IN MLA FORMAT

MLA Format
● All papers must adhere to MLA format. MLA (Modern Language 

Association) style is most commonly used to write papers and cite 
sources within the liberal arts and humanities.

General Guidelines
● Type your paper on a computer and print on white 8.5 x 11-inch paper.
 
● Double-space the text of your paper, and use Times New Roman font.

● Leave only one space after periods or other punctuation marks. 

● Set the margins of your document to 1 inch on all sides. Indent the 
first line of a paragraph one half-inch (press tab once) from the left 
margin.



PUBLISH IN MLA FORMAT

For more help with MLA:

Google: The Owl at Purdue MLA

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/5

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/5

