Understanding command phrases

One of the key things to identify when reading exam questions is the command phrase i.e. the word or phrase that directs you as to what the Examiner wants you to do in this question. If you’re not clear on this, you may end up writing material which, although may be true and correct, is nevertheless irrelevant, and so will lose you marks.


Learning outcome- to have a better grasp of

· what command phrases are commonly used in exam questions

· what each of them is asking you to do

	
	Command Phrase
	Typical marks
	Meaning

	Less depth required


Most depth required
	State, name, identify, complete, define
	1-2
	These are the most straightforward command phrases, worth one or two marks. A few points:

· they may not need full sentences to answer them 

· if you do need to write sentences, think in terms of one sentence (with one point) per mark

· if you’re asked to state a value, don’t forget to include the units

	
	Distinguish between

Describe, examine


	3

3 to 6


	Often used with two definitions; requires you to point out differences. In the exam, include the definitions and join them with words like ‘however, in contrast with, in the other hand’ etc.

Key word = WHAT – what is going on? What is the pattern you see? Summarise the key features of the thing you’re describing

· if you’re describing a resource, remember to quote figures where appropriate (When do you quote figures? What do you always quote?)

	
	Explain

Discuss

Compare

Contrast

Discuss a quotation

Evaluate / to what extent
	3 to 12
	Key words = WHY or HOW? 

In this question, you have to show understanding rather than just knowledge

Without a quotation, this requires you to describe and explain the subject of the question.

Draw out the similarities and differences between two features or processes. When comparing, don’t do two separate comparisons, one followed by the other. Rather, compare common features of both, side by side.

Contrast is similar, only this time you’re focusing more on the differences.

When put with a quotation, this is inviting you to examine two sides of an issue. Your answer must strike a balance between points for and against. 

These are similar to discussing a quotation in that they require you to assess the pros and cons. You should come to a conclusion at the end of your answer which, having examined both sides, allows you to express where you stand on the issue being examined. Do you agree to a large extent? A certain extent? A small extent?
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