
• The single most important aspect in taking the essay portion of the 

examination is to READ the question.  It is impossible for you to 

answer a question completely and comprehensively without first 

understanding exactly what is being asked. 

• Stay on task by writing a heading for your essay containing concepts to 

be discussed; refer back to that heading as you are writing. 

• Make sure you see that many essays are divided into subsections, and 

that each subsection must be addressed as a separate paragraph in your 

essay. 

• Don’t be afraid to label each paragraph that you write with the 

appropriate letter heading from the question. 

• Build your own rubric! To estimate the point total each question will be 

assigned for grading purposes, simply underline the key words in each 

subsection. Words such as define, describe, identify, and explain each 

call for a separate response and each will probably be assigned a point 

in the final rubric.  For example, a question which asks for two 

identifies, two explains, and two examples will very likely be scored on 

a 6 point basis. 

• Check off the underlined key words in your exam booklet as you 

address each issue during the progress of your essay. This way you will 

be sure to respond to all parts of the question.   

• Always remember that long, involved descriptions full of random facts 

are neither encouraged nor rewarded in the grading process; you must 

‘read for the rubric’ in order to make sure both your  information and 

presentation clearly and completely ANSWER the actual question that 

is asked. 
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Consider the following sample essay questions: 

 

• Identify the strengths and weaknesses of the two-party system. 

• Explain the process by which acid rain causes erosion. 

• Compare the use of the epic form in classical and neoclassical verse.   

• Assess the significance of the American civil rights movement.  

 

These questions differ in degree of complexity: the first only requires that 

things be correctly “identified” or named, while the last almost amounts to 

requiring the student to “identify, explain, and compare in order to assess.” 

Understanding what you need to include in order to fully answer a question 

depends on interpreting the degree of complexity and range of information that 

it is asking for. 
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There are overlaps and crossovers, of course, but most short 

answer and essay questions belong primarily in one of these five 

categories. 

 

1. Identify questions: Provide a detailed description of an 

event, process, or idea. These questions often include 

words such as: identify, enumerate, define, describe, list, or 

summarize 
 

2. Explain questions: Analyze why, how, or in what order a 

set of events or processes occur. These questions often 

include words such as: Explain, Account for, Analyze, 

Discuss, Trace, or Outline 

 

3. Compare questions: Analyze the similarities and 

differences; answer with an investigation of a relationship. 

These questions often include words such as: Compare, 

Contrast, Distinguish, Relate 

 

4. Argue questions: Answer with a defence of a position that 

considers potential detractors. These questions often 

include words such as: Argue, Agree, Disagree, Debate, 

Defend, Justify, Prove 

 

5. Assess Questions: Answer with an evaluation. These 

questions often include words such as: Assess, Criticize, 

Evaluate, Interpret, Propose, Review 
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As a general rule, “identify” questions demand detailed, 

information-packed answers. Rather than asking you for your 

opinion or evaluation, identify questions ask you to accurately 

recall what you have learned about a topic. Identify questions 

might include the following: “Enumerate the varieties of food-

borne illnesses caused by the ingestion of improperly preserved 

foods”; “List the seven deadly sins”; “Summarize Kant’s 

argument for the Categorical Imperative.” Such questions are 

often used on the short answer portion of exams as they elicit 

concise paragraphs, not fully developed arguments or assessments.    
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“Explain” questions are somewhat more demanding than identify 

questions: they are the “why” to identify’s “what.” You are 

expected to establish cause and effect relationships or to develop 

the steps of a process or series of events in explain questions. You 

will not asked to “enumerate the varieties of food-borne illnesses 

caused by the ingestion of improperly preserved foods,” but to 

“discuss the processes by which improperly preserved foods cause 

food borne illnesses.”  
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These questions are popular because they encourage you to 

undertake more complex analyses than if you were simply asked 

to discuss only one book, or play, or political system. We see a 

thing more precisely and astutely when we have been asked to 

distinguish it from something else. The task of a compare/contrast 

question is not simply to describe two events, characters, or ideas, 

but to analyse them in relation to one another.  It is also important 

to note that comparisons generally involve pointing out BOTH 

similarities AND differences, though you can certainly argue that 

the two things you are comparing are more similar than they are 

different or vice versa. 
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All essays are forms of argument in the general sense of being 

developed from a premise towards a conclusion via a structure of 

support built on logic and evidence. Some, though, are 

argumentative in the more common sense of requiring that a 

position be defended against potential detractors. For example, if 

the question were, “Prove that the nuclear industry provides a safe 

form of power,” you would need to provide evidence to show that 

nuclear power is safe, despite what its critics might argue. 
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Just as all essay questions require an answer in the form of an 

argument, all require you to exercise your judgement or powers of 

discrimination in determining what is relevant or not, significant 

or not, authentic or not. “Assess” questions require that judgement 

to become the focus and purpose of the essay. In assess questions, 

you will frequently be asked to measure degree, to answer, “How 

well?” To do this, sensible criteria must be established against 

which to judge the subject in question, and then that judgement 

must be defended with specific facts and data. 

  
 


