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Annotation 

Annotating puts you actively and immediately in a "dialogue” with an author and the 
issues and ideas you encounter in a written text.  It's also a way to have an ongoing 
conversation with yourself as you move through the text and to record what that 
encounter was like for you. Here's how to make your reading thinking-intensive from 
start to finish: 

• Throw away your highlighter: Highlighting can seem like an active reading 
strategy, but it can actually distract from the business of learning and dilute your 
comprehension.  Those bright yellow lines you put on a printed page one day can 
seem strangely cryptic the next, unless you have a method for remembering why 
they were important to you at another moment in time.  Pen or pencil will allow 
you do to more to a text you have to wrestle with.   

• Mark up the margins of your text with words and phrases: ideas that occur to 
you, notes about things that seem important to you, reminders of how issues in a 
text may connect with class discussion or course themes. This kind of interaction 
keeps you conscious of the reasons you are reading as well as 
the purposes your instructor has in mind. Later in the term, when you are 
reviewing for a test or project, your marginalia will be useful memory triggers. 

• Develop your own symbol system: asterisk (*) a key idea, for example, or use 
an exclamation point (!) for the surprising, absurd, bizarre.  Your personalized set 
of hieroglyphs allow you to capture the important -- and often fleeting -- insights 
that occur to you as you're reading.  Like notes in your margins, they'll 
prove indispensable when you return to a text in search of that perfect passage 
to use in a paper, or are preparing for a big exam.  *Potential hieroglyphs:   

∗ Underline main points / key ideas 
∗ Draw arrows to make connections 
∗ Number points and sub-points 
∗ Flag what’s confusing 
∗ Note concepts you want to explore further 
∗ Differentiate between fact and opinion 
∗ Circle unknown words 

• Get in the habit of hearing yourself ask questions: “What does this mean?” 
“Why is the writer drawing that conclusion?” “Why am I being asked to read this 
text?” etc.  Write the questions down (in your margins, at the beginning or end of 
the reading, in a notebook, or elsewhere. They are reminders of the unfinished 
business you still have with a text: something to ask during class discussion, or 
to come to terms with on your own, once you’ve had a chance to digest the 
material further or have done other course reading. 


