
Academic Key Words 
 
Each of the Academic Key Words given below indicates the approach or style expected for a piece of 
writing, whether that is a report, an essay, or an exam question. 
 
Try to define what you think each of the Academic Key Words means, that is, what are you being asked 
to ‘Do’.  
 
Academic Key Word Definition 

 

Account for  
 
 
 

Analyse  
 
 
 

Comment on  
 
 
 
 

Compare  
 
 
 

Contrast  
 
 
 
 

Critically evaluate  
 
 
 
 

Define  
 
 
 

Describe  
 
 
 

Discuss  
 
 
 
 

Distinguish  
 
 
 

Evaluate  
 
 
 
 



Examine  
 
 
 

Explain  
 
 
 

Illustrate  
 
 
 

Interpret  
 
 
 

Justify  
 
 
 
 

Narrate  
 
 
 

Outline  
 
 
 

Relate  
 
 
 

State  
 
 
 

Summarise  
 
 
 

To what extent  
 
 
 
 

Trace  
 
 
 

 


