


Introduction: Why Command Terms Are 
the DNA of the MYP
The International Baccalaureate Middle Years Programme (MYP) transcends a mere curriculum; it serves 
as a robust framework cultivating independent, reflective, and globally-minded learners aged 11 to 16. 
Central to the MYP's philosophy are inquiry, conceptual understanding, and real-world application. This 
holistic approach to education goes beyond rote memorization, focusing instead on fostering lifelong 
learners capable of making connections across disciplines and engaging with complex global issues. 
Yet, for this profound learning to truly manifest, students require a precise academic vocabulary to 
articulate complex thought and demonstrate their understanding effectively. This is precisely where 
MYP command terms become indispensable.

Command terms are more than just assessment verbs; they are the intellectual directives that guide 
students not merely on what to do, but fundamentally how to think. Whether the task is to define, 
analyze, justify, evaluate, or design, each term unequivocally signals a distinct level of cognitive 
demand. For instance, 'define' requires recall of knowledge, 'analyze' demands breaking down 
information into components to understand relationships, 'justify' calls for reasoned argumentation 
with evidence, 'evaluate' necessitates making judgments based on specific criteria, and 'design' 
involves creating a plan or model. Without this clarity, students might offer a general explanation when 
an in-depth analysis is required, or a description when a robust justification is sought, leading to a 
significant mismatch between their effort and the expected demonstration of learning.

In essence, these terms form the very DNA of MYP learning and assessment, orchestrating the depth 
and complexity of student engagement. They are embedded within inquiry questions, learning 
objectives, and assessment tasks across all subjects, serving as consistent guideposts for intellectual 
rigor. This foundational role means that a thorough understanding and consistent application of 
command terms are not merely an academic exercise, but a critical skill for student success within the 
MYP and beyond.

For educators, a shared, nuanced understanding of these terms ensures consistency in teaching 
practices and assessment design, fostering a common language across disciplines and year levels. For 
students, mastering these terms empowers them to approach tasks with confidence, knowing precisely 
what intellectual demands are being made of them. It enables them to structure their thinking, 
articulate their learning with precision, and ultimately demonstrate a more profound grasp of concepts, 
moving them from passive recipients of information to active constructors of knowledge. The mastery 
of these terms is, therefore, central to fostering the independent and critical thinkers the MYP aims to 
develop, preparing them for future academic challenges and real-world problem-solving.



The Power of Command Terms
For educators, command terms are indispensable tools that clarify expectations and foster deeper 
learning. They serve multiple crucial functions:

Set clear 
expectations
Consistent use of 
command terms provides 
students with precise 
instructions, ensuring they 
understand exactly what is 
required. This aligns with 
John Hattie's research 
(2009), which identifies 
clarity of instruction as a 
significant factor in 
student achievement 
(effect size 0.75).

Build consistency 
across subjects
When used uniformly 
across disciplines like 
Sciences, Individuals & 
Societies, and Language 
and Literature, command 
terms help students 
transfer thinking skills 
between contexts. This 
supports Perkins & 
Salomon's (1992) work on 
transfer of learning, which 
highlights the role of 
explicit scaffolding.

Support equity in 
learning
Explicitly teaching 
command terms provides 
essential support for 
language learners, who 
might otherwise struggle 
with complex task wording. 
Research by Schleppegrell 
(2004) on academic 
language emphasizes that 
mastering disciplinary 
verbs is crucial for success 
in academic tasks.

Drive deeper thinking
Command terms align with Bloom's revised 
taxonomy (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001), 
guiding students from lower-order cognitive 
demands (e.g., define, list) to higher-order 
ones (e.g., analyze, evaluate). This 
structured language use encourages multi-
level cognitive engagement.

Promote metacognition
By explicitly teaching students how to 
approach tasks at varying cognitive levels, 
command terms enhance metacognitive 
awareness. Marzano & Kendall (2007) argue 
this empowers students to self-monitor and 
improve their learning performance.



Command Terms as a Bridge
Command terms act as a crucial bridge, seamlessly connecting the ambitious, student-centered goals 
of the IB framework with the practical realities of daily classroom instruction. They demystify the 
learning process, translating abstract curriculum aims into tangible, explicit expectations for students. 
This clarity empowers learners to navigate complex tasks with confidence, ensuring they grasp not just 
the content, but also the cognitive processes required for deep engagement. By empowering students 
to understand and skillfully apply these terms, we do more than just prepare them for high-stakes 
assessments; we equip them with a sophisticated language of thinking 3 a precise vocabulary for 
intellectual discourse 3 that will serve them exceptionally well in higher education, in professional 
careers, and throughout their lives as informed, critical citizens.

This mastery enables students to articulate their thought processes with greater precision, fostering 
metacognitive awareness and the ability to self-regulate their learning. It builds a consistent intellectual 
lexicon across all subjects, breaking down disciplinary silos and allowing students to transfer advanced 
thinking skills from one context to another, thereby reinforcing truly interdisciplinary understanding.

To facilitate this profound integration, this comprehensive guide categorizes MYP command terms into 
five distinct yet interconnected key areas: Design/Create, Analyze, Apply, Understand, and 
Remember/Know. This categorization provides a structured approach to recognizing the varying levels 
of cognitive demand inherent in the MYP curriculum. For each category, we will not only provide clear 
definitions and illustrative subject-specific examples across diverse disciplines (such as Sciences, Arts, 
and Language Acquisition) but also present a range of research-backed pedagogical strategies. Our 
aim is to offer MYP teachers concrete, actionable methods for effectively integrating these terms into 
every facet of their professional practice 3 from meticulous lesson planning and the design of authentic 
formative and summative assessments to the facilitation of dynamic, inquiry-based classroom 
discussions. This systematic approach ensures that command terms become an integral part of the 
learning ecosystem, fostering genuine intellectual growth and preparing students to tackle global 
challenges with critical insight.



1. Design / Create
This section explores command terms that involve generating ideas, planning solutions, and producing 
original work. These terms challenge students to think innovatively, conceptualize, and bring their 
understanding to life through various forms of creation and design. They represent the highest levels of 
cognitive demand within the MYP framework, often requiring students to synthesize knowledge, apply 
skills, and make informed decisions to create something new or significantly improved. Mastery of these 
terms is crucial for fostering an inquiry-based approach, encouraging students to actively engage in 
problem-solving and develop tangible outcomes that reflect their deep comprehension and creative 
capacities. This involves not only the initial spark of an idea but also the methodical process of iteration, 
testing, and refinement, mirroring real-world design cycles.



Design

Definition
Produce a plan, simulation, or model.

Why it matters
The command term 'Design' is fundamental for 
cultivating creativity, fostering innovation, and 
developing structured problem-solving 
approaches, which are core tenets of design 
thinking methodologies.

Research Link
Research by Barron & Darling-Hammond (2008) 
highlights how engagement in design-based 
learning significantly promotes creativity and 
fosters deep conceptual understanding, 
particularly when students are tasked with 
solving complex problems.

Subject Examples

Design Technology

"Design a prototype for a mobile app that 
addresses a local problem."

Sciences

"Design an experiment to test the effect 
of sunlight on plant growth."

Arts

"Design a costume for a theatre 
performance that reflects the character's 
identity."

Individuals & Societies

"Design a public awareness campaign to 
address a social issue within your 
community."

Language and Literature

"Design a narrative structure for a short 
story based on a historical event."



Evaluate

Definition
Assess implications and limitations; make 
judgments against criteria.

Why it matters
Develops critical judgment and strengthens 
students' ability to weigh evidence, implications, 
and limitations against established criteria.

Research Link
Research by Marzano & Kendall (2007) 
emphasizes that evaluation is crucial for 
activating metacognition and refining advanced 
reasoning skills.

Subject Examples

Sciences

"Evaluate the reliability and validity of your 
experimental method for measuring 
reaction time, considering potential 
sources of error and bias in your data 
collection."

Language & Literature

"Evaluate the effectiveness of the 
author's use of symbolism in 'The Great 
Gatsby' to convey themes of the 
American Dream and social class, 
providing textual evidence to support 
your claims."

PHE

"Evaluate your own performance in a 
track-and-field event, such as the 100-
meter sprint, using agreed criteria for 
technique, speed, and endurance, and 
suggest areas for improvement."

Individuals & Societies

"Evaluate the effectiveness of different 
government policies in addressing climate 
change in a specific country, considering 
economic, social, and environmental 
impacts."

Arts

"Evaluate the impact of contrasting artistic 
techniques used in two different Renaissance 
paintings, discussing how each technique 
contributes to the overall message or mood of the 
artwork."



Justify

Definition
Provide valid reasons or evidence.

Why it matters
Fosters rigorous evidence-based reasoning and 
argumentation skills, enabling students to 
construct coherent and defensible positions.

Research Link
Kuhn (2005) highlights how justification fosters 
critical thinking and profound reasoning by 
requiring individuals to articulate and defend 
their beliefs, promoting deeper understanding 
and intellectual growth.

Subject Examples

Mathematics

"Justify why substitution was the best 
method for solving this system of 
equations over other algebraic methods."

Individuals & Societies

"Justify why this historical figure made a 
particular political decision, referencing 
the societal context and available 
sources."

Language & Literature

"Justify your interpretation of the poem's 
central theme with specific textual 
evidence and literary devices."

Sciences

"Justify the ethical considerations and 
safety precautions implemented in your 
scientific investigation, explaining their 
importance for reliable results."

Arts

"Justify your choice of materials and 
techniques in your artwork to effectively 
convey your intended message or 
emotion."



2. Analyze
The "Analyze" category of command terms focuses on breaking down information, identifying 
connections, and presenting balanced perspectives. These terms are crucial for developing deep 
understanding and critical thinking skills in students. Analysis moves beyond mere description or 
identification, requiring students to deconstruct complex subjects, examining their constituent parts, 
relationships, and underlying principles. This process enables learners to uncover hidden meanings, 
patterns, and cause-and-effect relationships within data, texts, or phenomena.

By engaging with "Analyze" terms, students develop the capacity to discern relevance, evaluate 
evidence, and construct well-reasoned arguments. This not only deepens their comprehension of 
specific topics but also cultivates a fundamental intellectual skill applicable across all disciplines, from 
dissecting literary themes in Language & Literature to interpreting experimental results in Sciences, or 
evaluating historical events in Individuals & Societies. Ultimately, mastery of analytical skills empowers 
students to move beyond surface-level understanding, fostering critical inquiry and preparing them to 
tackle multifaceted problems with informed, nuanced perspectives.



Analyze

Definition
Break down to reveal elements and structure.

Why it matters
Enables students to uncover structure and 
relationships, fostering deeper conceptual 
understanding.

Research Link
Sweller (1988) explains that analysis supports 
schema-building and long-term memory 
retention.

Subject Examples

Individuals & Societies

"Analyze the causes and consequences 
of the Industrial Revolution."

Sciences

"Analyze the data from your experiment 
to identify patterns and draw 
conclusions."

Language Acquisition

"Analyze the structure of a persuasive 
text in the target language, identifying 
key linguistic features."

Arts

"Analyze the use of color, line, and 
composition in a specific artwork to 
interpret its symbolic meaning."

Mathematics

"Analyze the graph of a quadratic 
function to determine its roots, vertex, 
and axis of symmetry."



Compare / Compare & Contrast

Definition
Identify similarities between two or more 
elements; 'Compare & Contrast' also requires 
identifying their differences.

Why it matters
Reinforces conceptual connections and 
develops flexible thinking, enabling students to 
discern nuanced relationships and deepen their 
understanding of complex topics.

Research Link
Bruner (1960) showed that comparison deepens 
understanding by connecting knowledge across 
contexts, highlighting the importance of 
identifying structural similarities and differences 
for cognitive growth.

Subject Examples

Sciences

"Compare and contrast mitosis and 
meiosis, detailing their similarities, 
differences, and biological significance."

Language & Literature

"Compare the portrayal of family 
relationships in two novels by different 
authors, analyzing how their narrative 
techniques shape the reader's 
understanding."

Mathematics

"Compare the efficiency of solving 
equations using substitution versus 
elimination, explaining the advantages 
and disadvantages of each method for 
different types of systems."

PHE

"Compare and contrast the physiological 
effects of aerobic versus anaerobic 
exercise on the human body, providing 
examples of sports that primarily utilize 
each system."

Arts

"Compare and contrast the artistic styles 
and thematic concerns of two different 
periods in art history, such as 
Romanticism and Impressionism, using 
specific artworks as evidence."



Discuss

Definition
Present a comprehensive and balanced review of 
a topic, considering various perspectives and 
supporting claims with evidence.

Why it matters
The ability to "Discuss" is fundamental in 
academic and real-world contexts as it fosters 
balanced reasoning, intellectual agility, and the 
development of collaborative critical thinking 
skills. It moves students beyond simple recall or 
singular viewpoints, requiring them to engage 
deeply with complexity, weigh different angles, 
and construct nuanced arguments. This process 
cultivates intellectual maturity, enabling 
students to navigate multifaceted problems, 
synthesize information from various sources, 
and articulate well-supported conclusions, 
preparing them for thoughtful participation in a 
diverse and interconnected world.

Research Link
Research by Mercer (2000), particularly in the 
field of dialogic teaching and learning, strongly 
indicates that structured discussion enhances 
critical dialogue and strengthens reasoning 
abilities. His work emphasizes how collaborative 
talk, when properly facilitated, encourages 
students to verbalize their thoughts, challenge 
assumptions, and jointly construct 
understanding. This interaction not only 
deepens individual comprehension but also 
improves students' ability to formulate coherent 
arguments, consider counter-arguments, and 
arrive at more robust, evidence-based 
conclusions through collective inquiry.

Subject Examples

Individuals & Societies

"Discuss whether globalization benefits 
all nations equally, considering economic, 
cultural, and environmental impacts."

Sciences

"Discuss the long-term impact of human 
activity on biodiversity, proposing 
potential solutions for conservation."

Language Acquisition

"Discuss the advantages and 
disadvantages of online learning for 
second language acquisition, citing 
personal experiences or observations."

Mathematics

"Discuss the implications of using 
different statistical models to predict 
future trends, considering the strengths 
and limitations of each."

Arts

"Discuss how digital tools have impacted 
the creation and dissemination of art, 
considering both artistic expression and 
audience engagement."



3. Apply
The "Apply" category of command terms emphasizes the active use of knowledge and understanding in 
practical situations. These terms challenge students to translate theoretical concepts into tangible 
actions, effectively solve problems, and demonstrate proficiency through skillful execution. This 
process moves students beyond mere recall or comprehension, demanding that they connect what 
they have learned to new contexts and novel challenges. It is about showing how abstract principles 
can be concretely implemented, whether in designing a solution, performing a task, or utilizing learned 
procedures. Engaging with "Apply" terms cultivates essential skills such as critical thinking, adaptability, 
and innovation, as students must discern the most appropriate methods and strategies for a given 
scenario. Ultimately, mastering these terms prepares students not just for academic success, but also 
for navigating the complexities of the real world, empowering them to become resourceful and effective 
problem-solvers in diverse fields.



Apply

Definition
To utilize knowledge and understanding 
effectively in a specified context or situation. 
This involves translating theoretical concepts 
learned in the classroom into practical actions or 
solutions. It moves students beyond simple 
memorization, requiring them to actively use 
principles, theories, or procedures to address 
new problems or challenges. This demonstrates 
a higher level of cognitive engagement, as it 
necessitates selecting appropriate information 
and strategies for a given task.

Why it matters
Connecting theoretical classroom knowledge to 
practical, real-world applications fosters deeper 
understanding and skill development. This 
connection is crucial for students to see the 
relevance and utility of their learning, bridging 
the gap between abstract concepts and tangible 
outcomes. It cultivates critical thinking, problem-
solving abilities, and adaptability, as students 
must analyze diverse scenarios and determine 
the most effective ways to employ their 
knowledge. Furthermore, it empowers students 
to become proactive learners who can 
confidently tackle novel situations, preparing 
them for academic success and future 
professional endeavors.

Research Link
Perkins & Salomon (1992) emphasize that explicit application 
tasks significantly enhance the transfer of learning to new 
situations. Their work on "transfer of learning" highlights that 
knowledge is not automatically applied across different 
contexts. Instead, deliberate practice in applying learned 
concepts to varied, new problems helps build the mental 
connections necessary for "far transfer." This involves 
students recognizing underlying structures and principles 
even when surface features differ, thereby making their 
knowledge more flexible and robust. 

Subject Examples

Mathematics

"Apply Pythagoras' theorem to calculate 
the height of a tree."

PHE

"Apply knowledge of muscle groups to 
create an effective warm-up routine."

Sciences

"Apply Newton's laws to explain the 
acceleration of a roller coaster downhill."

Individuals & Societies

"Apply economic principles of supply and 
demand to analyze the impact of a recent 
government policy on consumer prices."

Language & Literature

"Apply literary analysis techniques (e.g., 
characterization, symbolism) to interpret 
the thematic message of a contemporary 
short story."

Arts

"Apply principles of perspective and 
proportion to sketch a realistic still life."

Language Acquisition

"Apply grammatical rules for verb 
conjugation to construct coherent 
sentences in a new language while 
describing a daily routine."



Solve

Definition
To find a solution or answer to a problem or 
question by using appropriate strategies, 
calculations, or methods. This command term 
goes beyond mere application, requiring 
students to diagnose a situation, select relevant 
knowledge and skills, and execute a series of 
steps to arrive at a correct or optimal outcome. It 
often involves a clear problem statement and 
demands a logical, systematic approach, 
whether the problem is mathematical, scientific, 
design-based, or theoretical.

Why it matters
Fosters essential procedural fluency and 
adaptability when faced with challenges, 
cultivating students' capacity for critical thinking 
and analytical reasoning. Mastering the ability to 
solve problems equips students with the 
resilience to tackle novel situations, break down 
complex issues into manageable parts, and apply 
learned concepts creatively. This skill is 
foundational not only for academic success 
across disciplines but also for navigating the 
complexities of real-world scenarios, preparing 
them to be resourceful and effective decision-
makers.

Research Link
Renkl (2005) found that solving problems with worked 
examples develops flexibility and fluency. His research, 
particularly on instructional design for problem-solving, 
highlights that providing students with step-by-step 
solutions (worked examples) initially, and then gradually 
fading these supports, helps build robust problem-solving 
schemas. This approach enables students to develop both 
the procedural knowledge (fluency) and the ability to adapt 
their strategies to varied problems (flexibility), reducing 
cognitive load during initial learning and fostering deeper 
understanding of problem structures.

Subject Examples

Mathematics

"Solve the quadratic equation 2x² 3 3x 3 5 
= 0, showing all steps."

Design

"Solve a client's design problem using 
available resources and user feedback to 
develop a functional prototype."

Sciences

"Solve the problem of clean water scarcity 
by proposing a filtration solution and 
outlining the scientific principles behind 
its effectiveness."

Individuals & Societies

"Solve a historical cold case by analyzing 
primary and secondary sources to 
construct a plausible narrative."

Language & Literature

"Solve the ambiguity of a poem's ending 
by analyzing thematic and literary devices 
used throughout the text."

PHE

"Solve the challenge of maintaining 
hydration during endurance exercise by 
designing an optimal fluid intake plan."



Demonstrate

Definition
To prove or illustrate a concept, method, or skill 
through practical application, clear explanation, 
or performance. This command term requires 
students to actively exhibit their understanding 
by showing how something works, performing a 
procedure, or presenting evidence that supports 
a claim. It moves beyond mere recall or 
description, demanding that students put their 
knowledge into action, often through a tangible 
output or a step-by-step display of competence. 
Whether it's a scientific experiment, a 
mathematical proof, a physical skill, or a logical 
argument, 'demonstrate' implies a verifiable 
display of mastery.

Why it matters
Demonstrating strengthens skill mastery and 
deepens understanding by requiring students to 
actively show their knowledge, rather than just 
stating it. This active engagement reinforces 
learning, helps identify gaps in understanding, 
and builds confidence in their abilities. It also 
develops communication skills, as students must 
clearly articulate or visually represent their 
learning for an audience. Furthermore, the act of 
demonstration is crucial for developing 
metacognition, as students reflect on their own 
process and refine their execution. This prepares 
them not only for assessments but also for real-
world scenarios where the ability to prove 
competence is highly valued.

Research Link
Building on the work of Albert Bandura (1977) on social 
learning theory, demonstrating concepts is vital for effective 
skill acquisition, as it allows for clear modeling and 
observation. Bandura's theory posits that learning occurs 
through observation, imitation, and modeling, and that 
demonstrating a skill provides a crucial model for others to 
learn from, while also solidifying the demonstrator's own 
understanding. 

Subject Examples

PHE

"Demonstrate the correct technique for 
passing a basketball during a drill."

Arts

"Demonstrate various shading 
techniques to effectively create depth 
and form in your drawing of a still life."

Sciences

"Demonstrate the effective separation of 
mixtures using the filtration process in a 
lab setting."

Mathematics

"Demonstrate the steps involved in 
solving a linear equation graphically."

Individuals & Societies

"Demonstrate how a specific historical 
event led to a significant societal change, 
using primary source evidence."

Language & Literature

"Demonstrate your understanding of a 
poem's central theme through a dramatic 
reading or interpretive performance."

Design

"Demonstrate the functionality of your 
prototype by showcasing its features and 
user interface."



4. Understand
The "Understand" category of command terms focuses on comprehension, interpretation, and the 
ability to make sense of complex information. These terms challenge students to demonstrate their 
grasp of key concepts and their underlying relationships. Unlike mere memorization or recall, 
understanding requires students to internalize knowledge, enabling them to explain ideas in their own 
words, summarize intricate details, and classify information effectively. It's about building conceptual 
frameworks that allow learners to see the connections between different pieces of knowledge and 
apply them in various contexts. This deep level of processing is fundamental, as it serves as the crucial 
bridge between acquiring information and being able to apply or analyze it. Mastering "Understand" 
terms means students can articulate 'why' and 'how,' laying a solid foundation for more advanced critical 
thinking and problem-solving skills.



Explain

Definition
Provide a detailed account of a concept, 
process, or phenomenon, delving into its 
underlying reasons, causes, mechanisms, or 
implications. This command term requires not 
just a description of 'what' but a thorough 
elucidation of 'how' and 'why', often 
necessitating a logical progression of ideas, 
supporting evidence, and clear connections 
between different elements. It challenges 
students to articulate complex ideas with clarity 
and precision, demonstrating a deep 
comprehension of the subject matter.

Why it matters
This command term is crucial because it 
encourages students to move beyond surface-
level recall to engage in deeper analytical 
thinking. By requiring them to articulate causal 
relationships, processes, or justifications, 
'Explain' fosters a more profound understanding 
of concepts. It helps students develop their 
ability to synthesize information from various 
sources, construct coherent arguments, and 
communicate complex ideas effectively. 
Furthermore, the act of explaining reinforces 
learning and helps students identify gaps in their 
own knowledge, promoting metacognition and 
self-correction.

Research Link
Building on the seminal work of Michelene Chi (1994) on the 
self-explanation effect, research consistently demonstrates 
that actively explaining ideas, whether to oneself or to 
others, significantly enhances comprehension and long-term 
retention. This cognitive strategy encourages learners to 
integrate new information with prior knowledge, fill in missing 
steps in their understanding, and monitor their own 
comprehension. 

Subject Examples

Language & Literature

"Explain how the author uses setting to 
influence the story's mood and character 
development."

Mathematics

"Explain why the angles of a triangle 
always add to 180°, providing a geometric 
proof."

Individuals & Societies

"Explain the main causes and 
consequences of urbanization in 
developing countries."

Sciences

"Explain the process of photosynthesis, 
detailing the inputs, outputs, and the role 
of chlorophyll."

Arts

"Explain how chiaroscuro is employed in 
Rembrandt's 'The Night Watch' to create 
dramatic effect and focal points."

PHE

"Explain the physiological responses of 
the human body during a 30-minute 
aerobic exercise session."



Summarize

Definition
Present the main ideas of a text, process, or 
concept in a concise and coherent form. This 
involves identifying the most crucial information, 
distilling it, and rephrasing it in your own words, 
while omitting minor details, examples, or 
redundant information. The goal is to provide a 
brief yet comprehensive overview that captures 
the essence of the original content without 
adding new interpretations or opinions.

Why it matters
This command term is essential for developing 
critical thinking and information processing 
skills. It enhances comprehension by forcing 
students to actively engage with the material, 
discern key arguments or facts, and separate 
them from less important details. The act of 
summarizing hones students' ability to identify 
essential information, synthesize complex ideas, 
and communicate them effectively and 
efficiently. This skill is vital for academic success, 
research, and effective communication in 
various professional and personal contexts, as it 
allows individuals to quickly grasp and convey 
core messages.

Research Link
Building on their extensive work on literacy and 
comprehension, Duke & Pearson (2002) found that teaching 
students to summarize significantly improves their reading 
comprehension and retention of information. Summarization, 
as a metacognitive strategy, encourages learners to actively 
process text by identifying main ideas, distinguishing them 
from supporting details, and integrating them into a new, 
condensed representation. This cognitive effort strengthens 
neural pathways, aids in schema development, and facilitates 
better long-term memory encoding and retrieval of 
information. Their research highlights summarization not just 
as an outcome of understanding, but as a powerful tool for 
achieving deeper understanding.

Subject Examples

Language Acquisition

"Summarize the article on renewable 
energy."

Language & Literature

"Summarize the arguments of the 
speech."

Sciences

"Summarize the process of 
photosynthesis."



Classify

Definition
To classify means to systematically organize 
elements, concepts, or phenomena into distinct 
groups or categories based on shared 
characteristics, properties, or criteria. This 
process involves identifying commonalities and 
differences among items and then assigning 
them to predefined or newly created categories, 
thereby establishing relationships and patterns. 
Effective classification moves beyond mere 
grouping; it requires a deep understanding of the 
subject matter to establish meaningful 
distinctions and hierarchies among diverse 
pieces of information.

Why it matters
This command term is fundamental because it 
underpins how we make sense of the world, 
fostering critical thinking by requiring students 
to analyze attributes and relationships. It 
significantly enhances conceptual 
understanding by providing a structured 
framework for knowledge, making complex 
information more manageable and accessible. 
Furthermore, the act of organizing information 
into logical groups strengthens memory 
retention and facilitates efficient retrieval, as 
related concepts are stored together, allowing 
for more coherent learning and problem-solving 
across disciplines. This skill is vital for building 
coherent knowledge structures and making 
informed decisions.

Research Link
Building on the foundational work of Bloom's Taxonomy, 
Anderson and Krathwohl's (2001) revised taxonomy places 
'Classify' squarely within the 'Understanding' cognitive 
process dimension. They highlight that classifying requires 
more than simple recall; it necessitates the ability to 
determine that something belongs to a certain category by 
recognizing its relevant features. 

Subject Examples

Sciences

"Classify rocks as igneous, sedimentary, 
or metamorphic based on their formation 
processes and physical characteristics."

Individuals & Societies

"Classify historical sources as primary or 
secondary, providing justification for your 
categorization based on their origin and 
nature."

Language Acquisition

"Classify newly learned vocabulary words 
into nouns, verbs, and adjectives, 
explaining the grammatical function of 
each category."

Mathematics

"Classify different types of quadrilaterals 
(e.g., squares, rectangles, rhombuses, 
trapezoids) based on their geometric 
properties and angle relationships."

Arts

"Classify various art movements (e.g., 
Impressionism, Cubism, Surrealism) by 
their defining aesthetic principles, key 
artists, and historical context."

Design

"Classify different types of sustainable 
materials based on their environmental 
impact, recyclability, and suitability for 
specific design applications."



5. Remember / Know
The "Remember / Know" command terms focus on recalling factual information and fundamental 
knowledge. These terms are crucial for establishing the essential groundwork necessary for deeper 
comprehension and practical application. They form the foundational layer upon which all other higher-
order thinking skills are built, allowing students to access and utilize core concepts efficiently. While 
seemingly basic, mastering these terms ensures that students possess the necessary building blocks 
to articulate ideas, analyze complex problems, and engage in critical discourse, paving the way for more 
sophisticated intellectual engagement.



Define

Definition
To provide a precise and concise statement of 
the meaning of a word, phrase, concept, or term. 
This goes beyond merely stating a synonym; it 
requires articulating the essential qualities, 
characteristics, and boundaries of the concept 
being defined. A strong definition clarifies 
ambiguity, distinguishes the term from similar 
concepts, and establishes a shared 
understanding, often incorporating key 
attributes and context that make the meaning 
explicit.

Why it matters
Defining terms precisely is foundational for 
building robust disciplinary knowledge and 
fostering clear, effective communication. It 
serves as the bedrock for all subsequent 
learning, ensuring that students and educators 
operate from a common understanding of core 
concepts. By requiring students to articulate 
definitions, they develop a deeper conceptual 
grasp, prevent misunderstandings, and are 
better equipped to engage in higher-order 
thinking, such as analysis, synthesis, and 
evaluation, as they possess the necessary 
vocabulary and framework to explore complex 
ideas coherently.

Research Link
Studies by Roediger & Karpicke (2006) 
profoundly demonstrate that actively engaging 
in the retrieval of definitions significantly boosts 
long-term retention and comprehension. Their 
research on retrieval practice, also known as the 
testing effect, reveals that the act of recalling 
information from memory, such as defining a 
term from scratch rather than simply re-reading 
it, strengthens memory traces and makes the 
information more accessible in the future. 

Subject Examples

Sciences

"Define osmosis."

Mathematics

"Define a prime number."

Language & Literature

"Define dramatic irony."

Individuals & Societies

"Define 'globalization' and explain its key 
characteristics."

Arts

"Define 'Impressionism' and list its 
defining artistic principles."

Design

"Define 'user-centered design' and 
describe its core philosophy."



Identify

Definition
To pinpoint, name, or select a specific item, 
characteristic, concept, or piece of information 
from a given set or context. This involves 
discerning particular features, distinguishing 
them from others, and correctly labeling or 
indicating them based on established criteria or 
prior knowledge. It is about accurate retrieval and 
acknowledgment of what is present or relevant.

Why it matters
The ability to 'Identify' is fundamental because it 
underpins the initial stages of cognitive 
processing. It cultivates precise recognition and 
recall, enabling students to accurately retrieve 
and categorize information. This foundational 
skill is crucial for building coherent knowledge 
structures, as it allows learners to categorize 
new information within existing frameworks. By 
mastering identification, students develop the 
necessary perceptual and conceptual anchors 
required to engage in higher-order thinking, such 
as analysis, comparison, and problem-solving, by 
quickly recognizing the core components of a 
task or concept.

Research Link
Endel Tulving9s (1985) influential work on memory 
systems, particularly his distinction between 
episodic and semantic memory, highlights the 
critical role of recognition. He posited that the 
ability to 'identify' is a cornerstone of effective 
memory retrieval, serving as a foundational 
cognitive process upon which more complex 
forms of learning and problem-solving are built. 
Tulving9s research underscores that accurate 
recognition allows for the efficient access and 
utilization of knowledge, enabling deeper 
engagement with new information by 
associating it with established facts and 
concepts.

Subject Examples

Individuals & Societies

"Identify the capital city of Brazil."

Language & Literature

"Identify the main theme of the poem."

Design

"Identify the key requirements of the 
client brief."

Sciences

"Identify the independent variable in the 
experimental setup."

Mathematics

"Identify the common ratio in the given 
geometric sequence."



List

Definition
To provide a systematic enumeration of concise 
items, points, concepts, or examples, typically 
extracted from a larger body of information, 
without extensive elaboration or analysis. This 
process involves identifying and compiling 
relevant discrete pieces of information into an 
organized series, often based on specific criteria 
or categories. It emphasizes precision in 
selection and clarity in presentation, focusing on 
the accurate recall and structured presentation 
of fundamental knowledge.

Why it matters
The ability to 'List' is a foundational cognitive skill 
that significantly reinforces memory recall and 
aids in the organization of information, which is 
essential for building the basis of higher-order 
thinking. It enables students to categorize, 
summarize, and retrieve key data efficiently, 
forming a crucial framework for understanding 
complex subjects. By mastering listing, learners 
develop the capacity to distill essential facts, 
recognize patterns, and establish an organized 
mental inventory of knowledge, all of which are 
prerequisites for more advanced analytical and 
evaluative tasks.

Research Link
Krathwohl (2002), in his revision of Bloom's 
Taxonomy of Educational Objectives, places 
"Remembering" (which includes listing, recalling, 
and recognizing) at the foundational level of the 
cognitive process dimension. His work, building 
upon Bloom's original taxonomy, emphasizes that 
the accurate retrieval and systematic 
enumeration of facts, concepts, and procedures 
are indispensable first steps in cognitive 
development. 

Subject Examples

Mathematics

"List the first five multiples of 6."

Sciences

"List the stages of the water cycle."

Language Acquisition

"List three hobbies you enjoy."

Individuals & Societies

"List three causes of the French 
Revolution."

Arts

"List the primary colors."

Design

"List five key features of a well-designed 
mobile application."



Practical Implementation
Harnessing Command Terms for Impactful Teaching and Learning

Understanding command terms is merely the first step in unlocking their full potential. The true power 
lies in their strategic and consistent application within the classroom, serving as a pedagogical 
compass to foster deeper learning and more effective, equitable assessment. This section will delve 
into various practical strategies for integrating these crucial terms into daily teaching practices, ranging 
from initial lesson planning and dynamic instructional delivery to the nuanced design of meaningful and 
authentic assessments. We will explore how these terms can be woven into the fabric of your 
curriculum, ensuring coherence and clarity across all learning experiences.

By consciously and explicitly incorporating these precise terms into lesson objectives, assignment 
prompts, and feedback mechanisms, educators gain a powerful tool to guide students toward specific 
cognitive processes. This ensures that learning objectives are not only clear but also actionable, 
providing students with a transparent roadmap for success. Consequently, student responses become 
more precise, directly addressing the demands of the task and demonstrating a deeper level of 
engagement with the content. This intentional integration facilitates a seamless and progressive 
journey from foundational knowledge acquisition (Remember, Understand) to more complex, higher-
order thinking skills (Analyze, Evaluate, Create), ultimately preparing students for success in the MYP 
and beyond. These terms serve as the explicit link between what is taught, what is learned, and how it is 
assessed, making the educational process truly intentional and impactful.



Classroom Strategies

Command Term Wall
Establish a dynamic and 
highly visible display that 
organizes command terms 
according to their cognitive 
level. Continuously enrich 
this resource with subject-
specific examples to 
maintain its relevance and 
maximize its utility for 
students.

Term of the Week
Implement a 'Term of the 
Week' initiative, 
encouraging its exploration 
across all subjects. Provide 
explicit guidance on its 
expected outcomes and 
demonstrate its effective 
application within diverse 
contexts.

Self-Assessment 
Prompts
Equip students with 
structured self-assessment 
prompts to cultivate critical 
reflection on their learning 
and output. Encourage 
questions like: "Have I 
thoroughly analyzed the 
task by dissecting all key 
elements?" or "Is my 
justification robustly 
supported by compelling 
evidence?"



Assessment Design

Balanced Command 
Terms
Incorporate a balanced 
spectrum of command 
terms in assessments, 
compelling students to 
move beyond simple recall 
to deeper, higher-order 
thinking. This ensures that 
assessments are not merely 
tests of memory but rather 
comprehensive evaluations 
of a student's ability to 
engage with content at 
various cognitive levels.

Clear Success 
Criteria
Clearly define explicit 
success criteria for each 
command term used in 
assessment tasks. This 
transparency empowers 
students to understand 
precisely what is expected 
of them, allowing them to 
self-assess and refine their 
responses to align with the 
specific demands of each 
command term.

Scaffolded Practice
Provide scaffolded practice 
for all command terms prior 
to summative assessments, 
equipping students to 
confidently meet the 
cognitive demands. This 
systematic preparation 
builds student confidence 
and competence, gradually 
increasing the complexity of 
tasks involving each 
command term.

Authentic Contexts
Design assessments that 
embed command terms 
within authentic, real-world, 
or interdisciplinary contexts. 
This approach not only 
makes the learning more 
relevant but also challenges 
students to apply command 
terms in situations that 
mirror complex challenges 
beyond the classroom, 
fostering genuine 
understanding and 
problem-solving skills.

Feedback Integration
Integrate command terms 
explicitly into formative and 
summative feedback. By 
referencing specific 
command terms, educators 
can provide targeted 
feedback that guides 
students on how to improve 
their cognitive processes, 
moving them towards more 
sophisticated levels of 
thinking and expression.

Student Reflection
Encourage students to 
actively reflect on their use 
and understanding of 
command terms within their 
assessment responses. 
This metacognitive practice 
helps students internalize 
the meaning of command 
terms and take greater 
ownership of their learning, 
leading to more self-
directed and capable 
learners.



Interdisciplinary Opportunities

Cross-Subject 
Alignment
Work with colleagues across 
different subject areas to 
ensure a consistent 
understanding and 
application of command 
terms. This alignment helps 
students recognize the 
universality of cognitive 
processes, regardless of 
the disciplinary context.

Interdisciplinary Units
Design and implement 
engaging interdisciplinary 
units where students are 
explicitly challenged to 
apply command terms in 
varied disciplinary settings. 
This fosters a deeper 
understanding of how 
critical thinking skills 
translate and adapt across 
subjects, reinforcing their 
relevance.

Reflection Journals
Promote the consistent use 
of reflection journals or 
portfolios where students 
can critically analyze and 
contrast how specific 
command terms (e.g., 
'Analyze' or 'Evaluate') are 
applied, interpreted, and 
evidenced in different 
disciplines, highlighting 
nuanced differences and 
similarities.

Shared Language 
Development
Facilitate discussions and 
activities that highlight how 
command terms provide a 
common, robust vocabulary 
for intellectual inquiry 
across all subjects. This 
helps students see the 
interconnectedness of 
knowledge and skills, 
breaking down traditional 
disciplinary silos.

Collaborative Rubric 
Creation
Involve students and 
teachers from multiple 
disciplines in the co-
creation of assessment 
rubrics for interdisciplinary 
projects. This process 
allows them to collectively 
define what 'Analyze' or 
'Synthesize' looks like when 
applied across a range of 
subjects, building shared 
expectations.

Transferable Skills 
Workshops
Organize specific 
workshops or mini-lessons 
focused on the 
transferability of skills 
associated with command 
terms. For instance, 
demonstrating how 'Justify' 
in mathematics connects to 
'Justify' in a historical 
argument or a scientific 
explanation.



Supporting Language Learners

Challenges
Command terms often carry nuanced meanings that 
differ significantly from their everyday interpretations. For 
example, "discuss" in academic contexts requires 
presenting various perspectives and evidence, not just 
casual conversation. Language learners may struggle to 
bridge this gap between common usage and academic 
demand.

Grasping the subtle distinctions between seemingly 
similar terms (e.g., 'compare' versus 'contrast', or 
'describe' versus 'explain') poses a significant hurdle. 
These differences, while clear to native speakers or those 
with extensive academic exposure, can be bewildering for 
learners still developing their proficiency in the language 
of instruction.

Navigating cultural variations in academic discourse 
patterns can further complicate understanding. Different 
educational systems and cultures may have distinct 
expectations for how ideas are presented, arguments are 
constructed, or evidence is used, impacting how 
command terms are interpreted and applied.

Limited academic vocabulary and prior exposure to formal 
academic language can hinder comprehension and 
execution of tasks involving command terms. Learners 
might understand individual words but miss the specific 
academic context or expectation implied by the term.

The cognitive load associated with processing new 
content, unfamiliar language structures, and the specific 
demands of command terms simultaneously can be 
overwhelming for language learners.

Strategies
Create highly explicit visual aids, such as concept maps, 
infographics, or comparative tables, that exemplify terms 
in both academic and colloquial settings. Include 
concrete examples from various subjects to illustrate the 
expected output for each term.

Provide readily accessible sentence starters and frames 
specifically designed for each command term to scaffold 
language production. This helps learners structure their 
responses and express complex ideas even with 
developing linguistic fluency.

Demonstrate thinking processes through 'think-aloud' 
strategies for each term. As the teacher, explicitly 
verbalize the cognitive steps you take when addressing a 
command term, modeling how to break down the task and 
formulate a response.

Encourage practice in the mother tongue prior to 
translation. Allowing students to process the concept and 
formulate their initial understanding in their first language 
can reduce cognitive load and facilitate deeper 
comprehension before transferring ideas to the language 
of instruction.

Implement explicit vocabulary instruction focused solely 
on command terms, including their etymology, synonyms, 
antonyms, and common collocations within academic 
contexts.

Provide a comprehensive glossary of command terms 
with student-friendly definitions, examples, and non-
examples, accessible both in print and digitally.

Facilitate peer-to-peer discussions and collaborative 
activities where students can clarify understanding of 
command terms with their peers, often in a less 
intimidating environment.

Offer clear exemplars of student responses that 
successfully meet the demands of various command 
terms, allowing learners to see what quality work looks 
like.



Progression Across MYP Years
1Years 1-2 (Ages 11-12)

Students master "Remember" and 
"Understand" command terms. "Apply" 

terms are introduced with significant 
scaffolding, focusing on clear definitions 

and consistent application.

2 Years 3-4 (Ages 13-14)
The curriculum shifts to "Apply" and 
"Analyze" command terms. Students 
engage in more complex evaluation 
tasks with structured guidance, actively 
developing metacognitive reflection on 
command term usage.

3Year 5 (Ages 15-16)
Students engage with the full range of 

command terms, emphasizing "Evaluate" 
and "Create." They independently select 

appropriate approaches based on 
command terms, preparing them for the 

cognitive demands of the Diploma 
Programme.



Common Pitfalls and Solutions

Pitfall Solution

Confusion between description and analysis Offer explicit models demonstrating the 
distinction between description and analysis

Inconsistent interpretation of terms across 
subjects

Develop a school-wide guide with subject-
specific examples for each command term

Difficulty applying higher-order command 
terms

Scaffold learning with sentence starters and 
structured thinking routines

Assessments overemphasize lower-order 
terms

Audit assessments to ensure balanced 
cognitive demand

Students rely on memorized "formulas" for 
responses

Vary contexts and assessment formats to 
foster flexible thinking

Lack of student ownership/understanding of 
the purpose of command terms

Engage students in discussions about the 
cognitive skills each term represents and its 
importance for critical thinking beyond just 
assessment.

Insufficient or unclear feedback on command 
term application

Provide targeted, actionable feedback 
specifically on how well students have 
addressed the command term in their 
responses, using clear rubrics.



Connecting to ATL Skills
Mastering command terms is intrinsically linked to the development of the International Baccalaureate's 
Approaches to Learning (ATL) skills. These skills are crucial for students to become successful, self-
regulated learners, and a deep understanding of command terms provides a practical framework for 
applying them across all subject areas.

Thinking Skills
Command terms are 
fundamental to developing 
robust thinking skills. For 
instance, "analyze" 
cultivates critical thought, 
while "design" sparks 
creative problem-solving 
and innovative 
approaches. 
Understanding the 
nuances of terms like 
"evaluate" pushes 
students beyond mere 
description to deep 
cognitive processing.

Communication 
Skills
By guiding how ideas are 
expressed, command 
terms enable students to 
tailor their communication 
effectively for diverse 
audiences and purposes. 
Whether it's "explaining" a 
concept clearly or 
"justifying" an argument 
with evidence, precise 
language use is a 
cornerstone of effective 
academic communication.

Research Skills
Command terms such as 
"evaluate" and "justify" are 
crucial for developing 
strong research skills, 
particularly in assessing 
information literacy, 
discerning source 
credibility, and 
synthesizing findings. 
Terms like "identify" and 
"select" guide students in 
the initial stages of 
information gathering.

Self-Management Skills
A clear grasp of command terms empowers 
students to strategically plan tasks, manage 
their time efficiently, and approach 
challenges with clarity and foresight. When 
students understand exactly what a task 
demands, they can better allocate resources 
and monitor their progress towards a 
successful outcome.

Social Skills
Terms like "discuss" and "justify" foster 
collaborative dialogue, respectful debate, 
and the ability to articulate viewpoints 
persuasively within a group setting. These 
terms encourage students to listen actively, 
contribute constructively, and build 
consensus, strengthening their 
interpersonal and collaborative abilities.

Ultimately, by explicitly teaching and integrating command terms with ATL skills, educators can 
empower students to not only meet assessment demands but also cultivate lifelong learning habits 
essential for success in academic and future endeavors.



Preparing for the Diploma Programme
A deep understanding of command terms in the MYP is fundamental for success in the Diploma 
Programme, where precise comprehension of assessment terminology is paramount. The structured 
approach to learning these terms within the Middle Years Programme lays a robust groundwork, 
ensuring students are not only familiar with key concepts but also adept at applying them in complex 
academic contexts. This comprehensive preparation is crucial for navigating the rigorous demands of 
DP assessments, fostering a nuanced understanding of academic expectations.

MYP Foundation
Consistent application of 
command terms throughout 
the MYP provides students 
with systematic exposure to 
all cognitive levels, from 
foundational recall to complex 
evaluation and creation. This 
continuous engagement 
means that by the time 
students reach the final years 
of the MYP, they have a 
practical understanding of 
what terms like 'analyze,' 
'synthesize,' and 'evaluate' 
truly demand, moving beyond 
mere memorization to 
genuine intellectual 
engagement. This cumulative 
learning builds essential 
mental models for academic 
inquiry across all subjects.

Transition Bridge
Year 5 of the MYP serves as a 
critical transition bridge, 
explicitly linking the command 
terms used in the MYP with 
those encountered in the 
Diploma Programme. 
Educators in Year 5 focus on 
highlighting the 
commonalities and subtle 
distinctions between MYP 
and DP terminology, ensuring 
a seamless progression. This 
deliberate alignment helps 
students recognize how their 
developed skills in the MYP 
directly translate to the 
higher-level thinking required 
for DP internal assessments, 
extended essays, and final 
examinations, making the 
leap less daunting.

DP Success
This mastery of command 
terms empowers students to 
confidently navigate 
assessment requirements 
and develop independent 
academic thinking in the DP. 
When students clearly 
understand the specific 
action verbs in essay prompts 
or examination questions, 
they can formulate precise, 
well-structured responses 
that directly address the task. 
This clarity reduces anxiety, 
improves academic 
performance, and cultivates 
the critical thinking and 
analytical skills essential for 
both DP success and future 
academic pursuits, allowing 
them to approach complex 
problems with a clear 
strategy.

Ultimately, by integrating command term instruction deeply within the MYP curriculum, schools prepare 
students not just for specific assessments, but for a lifetime of critical inquiry and effective 
communication, equipping them with the linguistic tools to excel in any academic environment.



Professional Development Activities

1

Command Term Audit
Conduct a comprehensive review of a unit of 
work to identify the command terms utilized 
and their frequency. Analyze whether the unit 
provides appropriate cognitive challenge and 
progression for students, ensuring a 
systematic and coherent approach to their 
integration.

2

Exemplar Analysis
Gather diverse student work samples 
demonstrating responses to various 
command terms. Collaboratively analyze 
these exemplars to pinpoint characteristics 
of effective and successful responses, and to 
establish shared criteria for assessment.

3

Cross-Subject Alignment
Engage with colleagues from different 
subject groups to compare interpretations 
and teaching approaches for command 
terms. Foster a shared understanding across 
disciplines, promoting consistency and 
reinforcement throughout the curriculum.

4

Student Feedback Analysis
Administer surveys to students to ascertain 
which command terms they find most 
challenging and the reasons behind these 
difficulties. Utilize these insights to refine 
and enhance instructional strategies and 
develop targeted support.

5

Workshop Development
Develop and deliver a short professional 
development workshop for colleagues 
focusing on the effective teaching and 
assessment of a specific command term or a 
group of related command terms, sharing 
best practices and innovative techniques.

6

Integrated Lesson Planning
Collaboratively plan lessons with colleagues 
from different disciplines, explicitly 
integrating command terms and discussing 
how they can be reinforced across subjects 
to enhance interdisciplinary understanding 
and application of skills.



Conclusion
Command terms are far more than mere assessment vocabulary; they are the fundamental language of 
thinking itself. Mastering them empowers students to engage with knowledge across all cognitive 
levels. By explicitly teaching, consistently modeling, and reinforcing these terms throughout the MYP 
curriculum, we equip students with the essential metacognitive tools they need for success in the 
Diploma Programme and beyond.

Through this mastery, students acquire not only crucial academic skills but also a robust framework for 
approaching complex problems in any context. This handbook serves as a vital starting point for 
cultivating a school-wide approach to command terms, thereby fostering both profound student 
achievement and advanced cognitive development.

Ultimately, consistency is paramount. When all educators in a school utilize command terms with 
precision and purpose, students develop a powerful, shared language of thinking. This shared 
understanding transcends individual subjects, building true interdisciplinary connections and preparing 
them for lifelong learning.


