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Essay Question Words
The following terms appear frequently in the phrasing of essay questions.  You should know their meaning and answer accordingly.

Compare: look for qualities or characteristics that resemble each other.  Emphasize similarities among them but in some cases also mention the differences.

Contrast: stress the dissimilarities, differences, or unlikeness of things, qualities, events, or problems.

Criticize: express you judgment about the merit or truth of the factors or views mentioned.  Give the results of your analysis of these factors, discussing their limitations and good points.

Define: give concise, clear, and authoritative meanings. Do not give details, but make sure to give the limits of the definition.  Show how the thing you are defining differs from things in other classes.

Describe: recount, characterize, sketch or related in sequence or story form.

Diagram: give a drawing, chart, plan, or graphic answer.  Usually you should label the diagram. In some cases, add a brief explanation or description.

Discuss: examine, analyze carefully, and give reasons pro and con.  Be complete, and give details.

Evaluate: carefully appraise (assess) the problem, citing both advantages and limitations.

Emphasize: the appraisal (assessment) of authorities (on the subject) and, to a lesser degree, your personal evaluation.

Illustrate: use a concrete example to explain or clarify a problem.

Interpret: translate, give examples of, solve, or comment on, a subject, usually giving your judgment about it.

