
Writing Assignments - what’s required? 

Assignments require learners to demonstrate their knowledge and understanding 

and/or skills related to the topic being studied.  They are usually take the form of 

written instructions around the approach to be taken to address the assessment criteria.   

It is important that learners understand what they are being asked to do, as the 

misinterpretation of instruction terms can lead to the wrong approach and ultimately 

failure to meet the assessment criteria.  Sometimes even experienced students get it 

wrong and can become confused between terms like “analyse” and “assess”. 

We hope that the following glossary of commonly used instruction terms will help 

you to understand the approach to take when completing your assignments. 

Instruction term What’s required 
Analyse 
To examine something in great detail in 

order to understand it better or discover 

more about it 

Begin by breaking an issue into its constituent 

parts.  Then look closely at each part, 

considering how they are linked.  Use relevant 

evidence and supporting arguments (for and 

against) to back up your overall view of the issue 

or subject.  

Assess 

To examine something in order to 

judge or evaluate it 

Examine closely, in a balanced way the strengths 

and weaknesses of a theory/practice or situation.  

State your conclusion, and justify your judgment 

clearly. 

Compare and contrast 

To look for similarities and 

differences between two or more 

things. 

 

Present the similarities and the dissimilarities 

between two or more things – these may be 

theories or practices or approaches.  Identify 

and consider reasons for significant 

similarities and differences.  

Note: Compare and contrast often feature 

together but may be asked for separately.  

Consider 

To think carefully about something 

in order to form an opinion 

Look at the topic from alternative viewpoints 

and express your own opinions based on 

relevant evidence and your personal 

experience.  

Critically evaluate 

To question information and 

opinions in the text in order to 

evaluate or judge its worth overall. 

 

This involves considering research texts, 

propositions and statements and the extent to 

which they are valid and/or the extent to 

which you agree with them.  It is important 

to look at evidence taken from a wide range 

of sources which both agree with and 

contradict an argument. You should come to 

a final conclusion which must be based on 

your judgment about the most important 

factors, and which you can justify  



Define 

To give a precise meaning to 

something  

Clearly express and/or describe what is 

meant by something, and discuss any 

limitations of the definition 

Demonstrate 

To show, explain or describe how 

something works or how to do 

something 

You may be asked to demonstrate a skill by 

performing a task under observation. 

This could also involve providing a written 

explanation or description of how something 

works or how something could be done.  If 

asked to demonstrate through writing it is 

useful to provide concrete and practicable 

examples 

Describe 

To give an account of something 

You may be asked to briefly describe or to 

give a detailed description of something or 

some event.  Take note of how much detail is 

required and provide information about what 

something is, or what is done and how it is 

done, as appropriate. 

Discuss 

A written consideration of a topic 

Think of discussion as a written debate. 

Present arguments for and against a 

proposition or advantages and disadvantages 

of a given approach.  You will need to show 

that you can present a reasoned argument 

backed up by evidence and you must include 

your conclusion/s.  

Evaluate 

To assess the value or worth of 

something 

This involves looking at how well or 

successfully something has been done or 

carried out.  This could refer to theories, 

policies or practice.  Use qualitative and 

quantitative data and independent 

assessments as measures of success where 

appropriate. 

Examine 

To inspect or study something in 

detail 

Look at the topic closely in order to establish 

the most important facts and information 

related to it.  Explain why you think these are 

important and also acknowledge any possible 

alternative interpretations of the facts. 

Explain 

To make the meaning of something 

clear 

 

Give an account of something with sufficient 

clarity and detail to be understood by 

someone else.  You may be asked to briefly 

explain or give a detailed explanation, but the 

overall aim is to help the reader to 

understand. Focus on the how and why, 

define key terms, and clarify context.  Break 

down complex procedures so that they can be 

understood.  It is sometimes useful to give an 

example to provide further clarity. 



Explore 

To make a careful investigation or 

study of something 

This involves consideration of a range of 

views, and raising questions about them.  It is 

not always possible to come up with 

definitive answers, but, if possible, draw 

conclusions based on the weight of 

supporting evidence. 

Identify 

To be able to determine what 

something is 

Usually asked for in the context of 

identifying key features or characteristics of 

something.  Unless specifically asked to do 

so, do not simply produce a list as you need 

to state the relevance and/or function of the 

thing/s you have identified.  

Illustrate 

To clarify through the use of explicit 

examples or comparisons 

If you are asked to illustrate your answer, 

you are required to clarify something by 

providing concrete example/s.  These are 

used to show how something works or 

happens in reality. 

Outline 

To convey the main points of a topic 

Provide a general account or plan of 

something, concentrating on the main 

features or points and inter-related themes, 

but ignoring fine detail. 

Review 

To look at something critically 

This could involve studying and assessing 

something e.g. books, articles, and presenting 

an opinion on them.  It could also involve 

surveying past (and/or on-going) actions, 

performance or events to measure outcomes 

and success.  

Reviews should not be merely descriptive, 

but should be a critical assessment of the 

topic 

State 

To express clearly and briefly 

Write in clear terms the key points related to 

the subject.  Be factual rather than 

descriptive and avoid adjectives.  

Summarise 

To concisely state or re-state the 

main points of something 

Provide a brief statement of the key facts or 

points of the subject, avoiding unnecessary 

information or detail.  You might be asked to 

summarise something that you have covered 

in detail earlier in an assignment. A summary 

is often used at the beginning of a substantial 

report to provide a shortened version of what 

has been written.  

This list is not exhaustive.  If you are unsure of what required of you, speak to 

your tutor who will provide clarification for you. 


