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Overview

This document contains…

A one-page placemat for use in supporting students to answer GCSE exam questions from the 

AQA science suite. The resource focuses on the correct response to each command word.

Separate slides are provided with greater detail for each command word.

Points to consider when using this resource:

You may wish to print/laminate a set of the placemats to use every time students attempt a GCSE 

question. In the initial stages of the GCSE course, you can use the slide to focus on the specific 

command. As students transition into Year 11, the use of the placemat should be more limited, for 

example phasing to students requesting rather than being given the map and ultimately not having 

the map at all. You could also use the slides to create a classroom wall display.
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AQA GCSE SCIENCE COMMAND WORDS What does the examiner want to see?

COMMAND WORD LADDER

 Name/Give/State

▲

 Describe

▲

 Explain

▲

 Compare

▲

 Suggest/Predict

▲

 Justify

▲

 Evaluate

 DESCRIBE  EXPLAIN  COMPARE QUICK GUIDE

 Recall

Name, State, Give, 

Define, Identify

 Application

Describe, Explain, 

Compare, Suggest, 

Predict

 Judgement

Justify, Evaluate

 Maths

Calculate, Determine, 

Estimate, Show

EXAMINER TRAPS

Describe ≠ Explain

Compare ≠ One thing

Evaluate ≠ Opinion only

Calculate ≠ Number only

POWER WORDS

Describe
• increases

• decreases

• remains constant

Explain
• because

• therefore

• causes

FULL MARK CHECKLIST

• Answer the command word

• Use science vocabulary

• Use data/evidence

• Include units

• Make judgement if evaluating

Compare
• both

• whereas

• however

Evaluate
• advantage

• disadvantage

• overall

DESCRIBE

WHAT + DATA

Describe the relationship 

between light intensity 

and photosynthesis.

The graph shows...

EXPLAIN

CAUSE → EFFECT

Explain why reaction rate 

increases with temperature

This happens 

because...

COMPARE

SAME + DIFFERENT

Compare aerobic and 

anaerobic respiration.

Both... however...

SUGGEST

APPLY SCIENCE

Suggest why roadside 

plants grew less.

A possible reason...

JUSTIFY

ANSWER + EVIDENCE

Which result is most reliable? 

Justify your answer.

The evidence 

shows...

EVALUATE

GOOD + BAD + 

JUDGEMENT

Evaluate hydrogen fuel 

cells.

Overall...
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  DESCRIBE

MEANING

Give an accurate account of what 

is happening.

EXAMINER WANTS

• Trends

• Patterns

• Observations

• Data where appropriate

SUCCESS RECIPE: WHAT + DATA

DO

 Describe what you see

 Use figures from graphs and tables

DON'T

✘ Do not explain why it happens
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  EXPLAIN

MEANING

Give scientific reasons why 

something happens.

EXAMINER WANTS

• Cause and effect

• Scientific reasoning

• Scientific vocabulary

SUCCESS RECIPE: CAUSE → PROCESS → EFFECT

DO

 Use because, therefore, causes and results 

in

 Link ideas together

DON'T

✘ Do not simply describe what happens



© Hampshire County Council 2026 6

HIAS MOODLE OPEN RESOURCE

  COMPARE

MEANING

Identify similarities and 

differences.

EXAMINER WANTS

• Similarities

• Differences

• Comparative language

SUCCESS RECIPE: SIMILARITY + DIFFERENCE

DO

 both, whereas, however, similarly

DON'T

✘ Do not write about only one thing
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  SUGGEST

MEANING

Apply scientific knowledge to a 

new situation.

EXAMINER WANTS

• Plausible scientific idea

• Application of known science

SUCCESS RECIPE: KNOWN SCIENCE + NEW CONTEXT

DO

 What science do I already know that could 

explain this?
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  PREDICT

MEANING

State what will happen in the 

future and explain why.

EXAMINER WANTS

• Likely outcome

• Scientific justification

SUCCESS RECIPE: OUTCOME + REASON

DO

 Use evidence from the question

 Explain your prediction
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  JUSTIFY

MEANING

Support your answer with 

evidence.

EXAMINER WANTS

• Decision

• Supporting evidence

SUCCESS RECIPE: ANSWER + EVIDENCE

DO

 Refer to data

 Explain why your answer is best

DON'T

✘ Do not just repeat the question
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  EVALUATE

MEANING

Make a balanced judgement.

EXAMINER WANTS

• Advantages

• Disadvantages

• Overall judgement

SUCCESS RECIPE: GOOD + BAD + JUDGEMENT

DO

 Consider more than one viewpoint

 Reach a conclusion

DON'T

✘ Do not give only advantages or only 

disadvantages
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  CALCULATE

MEANING

Work out a numerical answer.

EXAMINER WANTS

• Correct method

• Correct answer

• Correct units

SUCCESS RECIPE: FORMULA → SUBSTITUTE → ANSWER → UNIT

DO

 Show your working

 Include units
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  DETERMINE

MEANING

Use information or data to obtain 

an answer.

EXAMINER WANTS

• Interpret data accurately

• Use evidence from the question

SUCCESS RECIPE: DATA → ANSWER

DO

 Use graphs, tables and calculations

 Show how you reached the answer
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  DEFINE

MEANING

Give the scientific meaning of a 

term.

EXAMINER WANTS

• Precise scientific language

• Accurate definition

SUCCESS RECIPE: DEFINITION MUST BE EXACT

DO

 Learn key definitions exactly

DON'T

✘ Do not use vague language
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  IDENTIFY

MEANING

Select or name the correct item.
EXAMINER WANTS

• Correct answer only

SUCCESS RECIPE: NAME THE ITEM

DO

 Be concise

 Learn key scientific terms

DON'T

✘ Do not add unnecessary explanations
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  PLAN

MEANING

Write a practical method.

EXAMINER WANTS

• Clear investigation

• Valid scientific procedure

SUCCESS RECIPE: EQUIPMENT → VARIABLES → METHOD → REPEATS → SAFETY

DO

 Be specific

 Include enough detail for someone to follow 

it
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Additional supporting material, including a student workbook containing worked examples can be 

found in the HIAS Moodle+ area:

All courses | Science Moodle

https://science.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/section.php?id=2462
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HIAS Science Team

Richard Wilson Richard.wilson2@hants.gov.uk

Emma Cooper: Emma.cooper3@hants.gov.uk 

For further details on the full range of services available please contact us using the following email: hias.publications@hants.gov.uk 

Upcoming Courses

Keep up-to-date with our learning opportunities for each subject through our Upcoming Course pages linked below. To browse the full catalogue of learning 

offers, visit our new Learning Zone. Full details of how to access the site to make a booking are provided here.

• English

• Maths

• Science

• Geography

• RE

• History

• Leadership

• Computing

• Art

• D&T

• Assessment

• Support Staff

• SEN

• TED

• MFL

mailto:Richard.wilson2@hants.gov.uk
mailto:Richard.wilson2@hants.gov.uk
mailto:Richard.wilson2@hants.gov.uk
mailto:Emma.cooper3@hants.gov.uk
mailto:Emma.cooper3@hants.gov.uk
mailto:Emma.cooper3@hants.gov.uk
mailto:hias.publications@hants.gov.uk
https://hias-moodle.mylearningapp.com/mod/page/view.php?id=481
https://english.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=740
https://english.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=740
https://maths.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=218
https://maths.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=218
https://science.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=155
https://science.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=155
https://geography.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=159
https://geography.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=159
https://re.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=118
https://re.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=118
https://history.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=91
https://history.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=91
https://leadership.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=144
https://leadership.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=144
https://computing.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=43
https://computing.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=43
https://art.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=35
https://art.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=35
https://designandtechnology.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=36
https://designandtechnology.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=36
https://assessment.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=20
https://assessment.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=20
https://hias-moodle.mylearningapp.com/course/view.php?id=223
https://hias-moodle.mylearningapp.com/course/view.php?id=223
https://sen.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=5
https://sen.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=5
https://hias-moodle.mylearningapp.com/course/view.php?id=176
https://hias-moodle.mylearningapp.com/course/view.php?id=176
https://languages.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=3
https://languages.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=3
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Terms and conditions

Terms of licence

This resource is intended solely for personal or classroom use. By using it, you agree that you will not copy or reproduce this file except for your own 

personal, non-commercial use.

This document/file must be used and shared in its original form. The use of artificial intelligence (AI) tools (eg Copilot, Gemini, Chat GPT etc) or automated 

systems to alter, rewrite, translate, or otherwise modify its content is strictly prohibited without prior written permission from the original author(s) or publisher. 

Unauthorised use of AI in this way may result in misrepresentation, loss of context, or breach of intellectual property rights, and may lead to corrective or legal 

action.

HIAS reserves the right to modify these terms at any time. Any changes will take immediate effect and supersede all previous agreements.

You are welcome to:

• download this resource

• save this resource on your computer

• print as many copies as you would like to use in your school

• amend this electronic resource so long as you acknowledge its source and do not share as your own work.

You may not:

• claim this resource as your own

• sell or in any way profit from this resource

• store or distribute this resource on any other website or another location where others are able to electronically retrieve it

• email this resource to anyone outside your school or transmit it in any other fashion.
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