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It is important to carefully read the prompt for an essay exam and understand what you are being asked to do.  These 

common essay exam terms help to highlight the different ways you may be asked to respond.  For example if the 

prompt says to describe the problem the professor is likely looking for a different response than if the prompt asked 

you to evaluate.   

 

 Compare:  List characteristics that highlight resemblances, emphasize similarities, mention differences. 

 Contrast:  Highlight dissimilarities, differences of qualities, events or problems. 

 Criticize:  Offer your own opinion and support it with strengths and limitations of work in question. 

 Define:  Provide concise, clear, authoritative meanings. 

 Describe:  Recount, characterize, sketch or relate meaning in a narrative form. 

 Diagram:  Present a chart, drawing or plan in your answer, along with a brief explanation or description. 

 Discuss:  Examine, carefully analyze and present detailed arguments regarding the problem involved. 

 Enumerate:  List or outline each individual point in concise form. 

 Evaluate:  Present a careful appraisal of the problem, stressing both advantages and limitations. 

 Explain:  State the “how” or “why,” reconcile any differences and state causes. Clarify, elucidate, and interpret. 

 Illustrate:  Explain or clarify an idea with an example. 

 Interpret:  See “Explain.” 

 Justify:  Prove or show grounds for decisions. Present evidence in a convincing form. 

 List:  Present an itemized series. Make your lists concise. See “Enumerate.” 

 Outline:  Respond with major points, omit minor details, and present information systematically. 

 Prove:  Confirm or verify. Present logical reasoning or experimental evidence to establish your point. 

 Relate:  Emphasize connections and associations in descriptive form. 

 Review:  Analyze and comment briefly in organized sequence on major points in brief, clear narrative form. 

 State: Express the high points in brief, clear narrative form. You may omit details, illustrations or examples. 

 Summarize: Condense the main points. Elaboration is not necessary.  

 Trace: Describe progress and historical development from the point of origin. 

 
 

Adapted from “Definition of Terms Used in Essay Exams” from The University Counseling and Consulting Services, at the Univers ity of Minnesota, available at 
http://www.sass.umn.edu 
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