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Knowing these key verbs or task words will help you to understand what you need to 

accomplish in your paper.  Use this list as a general guide and ask your instructor for clarity if in 

doubt. 

 

Task Word Definition 

Account (for) Explain, clarify, or give reasons for 

Analyze Break down a subject into smaller parts and show how those parts relate to 
one another 

Argue Defend a claim by using reason and proof 

Assess Consider the value or importance of something, noting the positive, negative 
and disputable aspects 

Classify Divide a large group into distinguishable sub-groups or categories 

Comment (on) May require some clarification from the instructor, but usually involves 
analysis or assessment 

Compare Describe the similarities (and differences) between two or more things 

Contrast Show the differences between two or more things 

Criticize Weigh the value or truthfulness of something, citing the criteria upon which 
you base your judgement 

Define Provide a clear, detailed explanation; identify the essential elements or 
meaning of something 

Describe Show in detail; explain the main aspects of an idea or a sequence of events  

Discuss Examine key points and possible interpretations; investigate an idea, giving 
reasons for and against. Draw a conclusion. 

Evaluate Weigh the truthfulness or worth of something (similar to assess or criticize) 

Examine Inspect closely and investigate the implications 

Explain Make something plain and understandable or give reasons for the cause(s) of 
something  

Identify Select the key features of something  

Illustrate Demonstrate or explain by using specific examples or statistics  

Interpret Explain the meaning of something in your own words 

Justify Express valid reasons for accepting a particular interpretation or conclusion 

Outline Indicate the main features of a topic or sequence of events and show how 
they interrelate 

Prove Establish the truth or validity of something by presenting irrefutable evidence 
or a logical sequence of statements 

Reflect (on) Share your thoughts on a subject 

Relate Explain a cause and effect sequence or the connection between two things 

Review Survey a topic; critically examine 

Summarize Restate the main ideas in your own words  

Synthesize Connect facts or ideas to create something new; combine elements or parts 
to create a whole 

Trace Describe or portray in detail; carefully outline or explain step by step 

 


