Essay titles: process words
In an essay title there is often a word or phrase which tells you what your answer has to ‘do’. These are called process words, or task words. Here are some common ones:
	account for
	explain, clarify, give reasons for

	analyse
	break down into component parts; discuss the parts and how they relate to each other

	argue
	make a case for (and against), drawing on evidence and expert opinion*

	assess
	weigh up the value, or importance, drawing on evidence and expert opinion

	comment on
	provide an explanation or opinion, backed by evidence and expert opinion

	compare
	discuss things in relation to each other, bringing out similarities and differences

	contrast
	discuss two things bringing out the differences 

	criticise
	discuss strengths and weaknesses in the light of evidence and different points of view

	debate
	present different points of view, pointing out the strengths and weaknesses of each and their relation to each other 

	define
	explain the meaning of something

	describe
	present a full and detailed account

	discuss
	outline competing points of view; weigh up arguments for and against; draw on evidence; consider implications

	distinguish
	draw out differences between

	evaluate
	weigh up strengths and weaknesses, drawing on evidence and expert opinion

	examine 
	explore in detail, drawing on evidence and expert opinion

	explain
	outline clearly how and why something is the case

	illustrate
	use an example to show how an argument works, or to describe a situation

	justify 
	give reasons for conclusions, taking account of other points of view and drawing on evidence and expert opinion

	outline
	briefly describe and explain key features, leaving out details

	present
	set out 

	review
	outline key features and consider strengths and weakness

	state
	set out clearly

	summarise
	bring together the main points to give a clear explanation or account

	trace
	identify key stages in the development of something


* ‘Expert opinion’ is used here as shorthand for ‘what published writers on the subject say’.
This list of process words ties in with the discussion following Activity 11.1 in Section 11.2.1 of Chapter 11 of The Good Study Guide.
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