Command words for GCSE Geography Specification A
Compare:

Say in what way two or more things are alike, or different from each other.  You should use comparative words such as ‘it has a similar height to’ ‘larger than’, ‘faster flowing than’ or ‘more vegetation than.’

Contrast:

Say in what way two or more things are different from each other.  This is very like the command word ‘compare’ but should state no similarities.

Define:
You may be asked to define a term.  The examiner will be expecting you to state the meaning of that term in a geographical context.
Describe:

This is a very common command word and requires you to give the main characteristics of something. Questions will often ask you to ‘describe’ a photograph, a pattern on a graph or a map. You should write an accurate account of what you see.  You are trying to represent in words the picture to the examiner.  

Name, give, identify or state:

These words require you to answer briefly and are usually only worth 1 mark.  For example, ‘give the grid reference for…’ or ‘name one type of sea defence.’

Use data in your answer:

This is often used with the command word ‘describe’.  In this case you must use data (information) in your answer.  For example, if you were asked to ‘describe the population distribution on a map using data in your answer’ it would not be good enough to say there are lots of people in one area and not many in another.  You would need to use the figures provided on the map to make specific factual comments on each area.  Using data may help your answer even if not specifically asked for.

Discuss:
If you are asked to ‘discuss’ something you will be expected to bring forward the important points of the argument.
Estimate:
In some cases you may be asked to ‘estimate’ a distance which means to give an approximate value.
Explain:

This is another very common command word.  It is asking you to give reasons as to why something occurs.  It is testing your ability to understand how something happens.  For example, the farmer keeps sheep on the hillside because of the infertile soil and cooler climate.

Justify:
You may be required to ‘justify’ your answer to a previous question possibly using a map or photograph.  In this instance you must state the case for your answer, in other words, give reasons for your answer.

Outline:
If you are asked to ‘outline’ you will be expected to summarise the main points of something.  You may at times use explanation in this answer which will be credited but the examiner is looking to see how well you have summarised the main characteristics of the particular feature. 

Suggest / give reasons for:

This is similar to ‘explain’ but sometimes there are varying reasons why something happens and there is not necessarily a right or wrong answer.  The examiner will expect you to give more than one reason.  For example, a farmer will grow a crop for a number of reasons these could be physical or human.  

Annotate:
This means give a descriptive comment and an explanation.  This is often used on landform formation questions such as ‘use only an annotated diagram or diagrams’

Label:
This is simple descriptive comment which identifies something.
Rank:
This means to put the answers into the correct order; you may also be required to ‘justify’ your order.

Other command words such as draw and complete will also be used such as ‘complete the field sketch’ or ‘draw a diagram’.

