
 

 

 

 

 

Defining Common Exam Instruction Words 

When answering an exam question, it’s easy to misread what’s 

being asked and simply answer it in the wrong way. Your argument may 

be logical, thoughtful and well researched, but if you aren’t tailoring 

your response to the question, you stand to lose some serious marks! 

Below are definitions of some common instruction words. 

Instruction  What you have to do 

Analyse 

Take apart an idea, concept or statement and 

examine and criticise its sub-parts in detail. You have 

to be methodical and logical. 

Assess 

Describe a topic’s positive and negative aspects and 

say how useful or successful it is, or consider its 

contribution to knowledge, events or processes (this 

is usually about how important something is). 

Compare 

Put items side by side to see their similarities and 

differences – a balanced (objective) answer is 

required. 

Define 

Give the meaning of an idea, either a dictionary 

definition or from an academic authority in your 

subject of study (technical definition). 

Describe 

Give details of processes, properties, events and so 

on. 

 

Discuss 
Describe, explain, give examples, points for and 

against, then analyse and evaluate the results. 

Evaluate 
Similar to discuss, but with more emphasis on a 

judgement in the conclusion. 

Explain 

Give detailed reasons for an idea, principle or result, 

situation, attitude and so on. You may need to give 

some analysis as well. 

Justify 
Give reasons to support a statement – it may be a 

negative statement, so be careful! 

List 
Provide an itemised series of parts, reasons or 

qualities, possibly in a table. 

State 
Give the relevant points briefly – you don’t need to 

make a lengthy discussion or give minor details. 

Suggest 

Give possible reasons – analyse, interpret and 

evaluate. (This is also the verb most commonly used 

to quote another author.) 

Opening 
Sentence: 

• Demonstrate you understand what the question asks you to discuss 

• Explain and use key terms 

Points 
Made: 

• Give reason/advantage/disadvantage in answer to the question 

• Use key terms 

• Analyse your point using ‘but’ or ‘however’ 

• Remember to relate it to the business scenario or case study 

Evaluation: 

• Sum up your decision/choice 

• Use ‘I think, I believe, I suggest, I recommend’ 

• Justify your decisions 

• Do not be afraid of using ‘would, should, could, may’ as you cannot be entirely 
sure that your suggestions will work 

• Remember to relate it back to the question or business scenario 


