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Answering Essay Questions 

What is an Essay Question? 

 An essay question requires you to answer a question in writing. You do NOT write bullet points or 

draw diagrams. You MUST write complete sentences within developed paragraphs.  
 

Strategies for Essay Questions 

 Answer all parts of the question – reread the question to make sure you identify and answer all parts.  

 Decide what the question is asking 

o Most essay questions use key words that tell you what the instructor expects in the answer. 

Some of those key words are defined below: 

Analyze break something down and discuss its parts separately and/or in relation to each other 

Classify put things into groups or categories based on certain characteristics or traits 

Compare point out the similarities among two or more things 

Contrast point out the differences among two or more things 

Criticize make judgments about something 

Define explain what something means 

Describe give details about something; tell someone else about something 

Discuss make a statement about a subject and support it with details and explanations 

Enumerate List and briefly explain 

Evaluate Give your reaction to something; judge something according to certain criteria 

Illustrate Give detailed examples of something 

Interpret Explain what something means and why 

Paraphrase Put something in your own words to shorten it or make it easier to understand 

Prove Convince the reader of a position or statement; defend a position or statement to a skeptic 

State Explain or define something in a straight-to-the-point manner 

Summarize Put something in your own words to shorten it 

Trace Discuss the history of something in detail and in an organized way 
 

 Manage your time wisely 

o Make sure you give yourself enough time to answer each question. 

 If you have fifty minutes and five questions worth equal amounts, you should spend 

about ten minutes on each question.  

o Spend more time (and write more) on questions worth more points.  

 If two essay questions are worth 30 points each and two other essay questions are 

worth only 10 points each, then you should spend most of your time (and write the 

most) on the 30-point questions.  

o If you get stuck on a concept, term, or sentence, move on and come back to it later if you can.  

 If it is helpful, make some Brainstorming Notes before you begin writing 

o What will be your thesis? How will you support that thesis? How will you organize your main 

points? What key terms or information should you include in your answer?  

o It might help to restate the question as the beginning of your thesis statement.  

 Try to leave some time to review your essay answers. This is Very Important! 


