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Cognitive verbs 

Cognitive verbs indicate the mental process/operations that are to be performed and are used in all 
assessment types. 

Two common cognitive verbs in exams are: 

• Explain-  make an idea or situation plain or clear by describing it in more detail or revealing relevant 
facts; give an account; provide additional information   

 Usually under A level criteria 

• Describe- give an account (written or spoken) of a situation, event, pattern or process, or of the 
characteristics or features of something       

 Usually under C or D level criteria 

 

 
We can use noun groups to show the difference between a ‘describe’ (C level) response and an ‘explain’ 
(usually A level) response. 
  
Noun groups are groups of words that come in six types and tell us:  
  

1. Which one  
2. How many 
3. What quality  
4. What type 
5. Thing 
6. What else 
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  Activity:  
  

 Read the explanation that you wrote at the start of class. Use highlighters or a coloured pen to 
underline your answer as to where your answer was aligned with an explanation, or where it was 
more of a description (lacking detail) 
  
Discuss with the people near you and then write down your ideas in dot points:  

  
o What strategies can you use to improve your writing ability? 

  
o What do you know now that you didn’t at the start of the lesson? 

  
o How can you apply these skills to other subjects? 
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• Post lesson observation follow up

From: 

Sent: Tuesday, 15 November 2022 3:47 PM 

To: 

Subject: Reflection on Lesson 

Dear 

Thank you for coming to my lesson last Tuesday, it was good to utilise that literacy activity again. The students were 

very receptive to it, and even though the exam has now changed to a marks based assessment, it is still useful for 

them to be considering the difference between an “explain” and a “describe” cognition for answering exam 

questions. 

As I was circulating around the classroom, students were asking questions about the differences between explain 

and describe and how to include data to move towards the explain response. Students requested more practice 

questions to work through with model answers and these have been provided. Students found the exercise very 

useful in practicing expanding their responses to include information that they know but didn’t realise they needed 

to include. 

If you want a couple of student samples then please let me know. 

 and might be good examples of improvement. 

Kind regards 

 

Classroom Teacher 

colleague

applicant

applicant

students student

colleague
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• Student samples from  OneNote 

First attempt 

 

 

Second attempt 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Student has improved in second attempt by incorporating kinetic 

energy transfer and production of wasted energy. 

colleague
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First attempt 

 

Second attempt 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Student has improved in second attempt by explaining the source of the chemical 

energy, and some appropriate energy transformations, and production of wasted energy. 

Student has also emulated highlighting from lesson. 
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First attempt 

  

Second attempt 

 

 Student has improved in second attempt by picking up the transfer of kinetic energy and 

the production of wasted energy. 




