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ANALYZE YOUR ASSIGNMENT  
FOR STRATEGY TERMS & CUE VERBS

A C A D E M I C  W R I T I N G

Analyze
Divide an event, idea, or theory into its component parts, and examine each one in 
turn. In other words, take it apart to understand it better.

Argue/Prove/Justify
Persuade your readers by supporting your beliefs and opinions with reasons based 
on evidence you provide.

Compare and/or Contrast
Demonstrate similarities and/or differences between two or more things, events, or 
topics. Comparing is how they are similar; contrasting is how they are different.

Define
Identify and state the essential traits or characteristics of something, differentiating it 
clearly from other things. Do not use the word you are defining in your definition!

Describe/Illustrate/Observe
Tell about the important characteristics or features of a subject in specific detail, 
creating a clear and vivid image of it. Use concrete examples that engage the five 
senses (see, taste, touch, hear, smell).

Discuss/ Demonstrate/ Show/Suggest
This is not a green light to dump everything you know about the topic onto the page! 
Your instructor is not looking for a jumbled list of all information available. Construct 
a question before responding so your essay can follow some kind of organization, 
coherence, and/or context.

Evaluate
Assess the value or significance of the topic based on criteria your audience is likely 
to accept—or that your instructor has given you.

Explain
Make a topic as clear and understandable as possible by offering definitions, 
reasons, examples, and analysis.

Interpret/Suggest
Bring out the meaning that can be taken from observed patterns of evidence.

Summarize
State the major points concisely and comprehensively—in your own words. 

Trace
Explain a sequence of ideas or order of events.
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Problems you may encounter:
Problem: Strategy terms or cue verbs can mean whatever the instructor expects 
them to mean, and not all terms mean the same thing from discipline to discipline.

Recommendation: Do not assume you understand how these common strategy 
terms are used for a particular class. It is your responsibility to understand exactly 
what terms mean in context of the material covered in your course. Do not hesitate 
to ask for clarification!

Problem: Strategy terms or cue verbs may not be explicitly stated—or may be in the 
form of nouns. 
Recommendation: If strategy terms are not stated, you need to infer a strategy 
from the content terms. For example, an assignment that asks you to “show in what 
ways these two quotations are saying similar things and in what ways they are 
saying different things” probably means to compare and contrast. An assignment 
asking you to “discuss farming practices from 1862–1864” may imply summary, or 
comparison/contrast, or even evaluation. Again, ask your instructor to clarify their 
expectations.

Problem: Assignments often contain more than one strategy term or cue verb.

Recommendation: Just as some mathematical operations have to be performed 
before others for the answer to work out, some writing tasks are best tackled before 
others.

Example 1: If the instructor assigns you to “Analyze the quotation and illustrate 
it through personal experience,” they probably expect you to spend most of your 
time taking the quotation apart in analysis in order to better understand it, and 
then use your experience as an example of or analogy for what the quote means. 
Example 2: If the teacher assigns you to “Describe an occasion in which you 
[did something], and tell what you learned from it,” they probably expect you to 
decide what you learned first and then to use your description of the occasion to 
show (rather than tell) what you learned. In other words, you probably should NOT 
write a drawn-out personal narrative with a perfunctory moral ending (“I learned 
never to give up”), but rather you should make and support a specific point with 
evidence drawn from your personal experience. 
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