
Guidelines for Annotating Texts 
 
There is not one “right” way to annotate as you read, but there are some general principles for good 
annotating that you should keep in mind.  You should write marginal notes in the text that consist of 
questions and comments, essentially your dialogue with the text itself.  
 
Review this guide frequently as you are completing your assigned reading. Close reading takes more 
time than quick, superficial reading, but doing so will save you time and anxiety later as you prepare 
to discuss and write about the literature.  
 

1. Always read with a pen or pencil in hand.  Doing so helps you to focus and to stay 
alert. 

 
2. Create your own code/symbols and be consistent with your system.  
 

a) Abbreviate as you take notes using things such as brackets, stars, exclamation 
points 

 
b) Keep a list of characters and their key traits. A good place for this is the inside 

cover of the book.  You can add brief notes to your lists as you read. 
 

c) Look for patterns as you read.  What ideas do you see repeated?  What 
connections can you draw between different characters and different events? 

 
d) Mark themes, tone, allusions, motifs, key scenes, epiphanies, diction, syntax, 

imagery, literary devices, plot, setting, characterization, and point of view. 
 

e) Underline – CAUTION: Use this method sparingly. Underline only a few words. 
Never underline an entire passage. 

 
f) At the end of each chapter, bullet-point the key events as a summary or write a 

short summary. 
 

3. Have a conversation with the text. Talk back to it.  
 

a) Always take your time as you begin a new text.  Ask yourself many questions as 
you begin: Who is telling the story?  What is the setting? What details does the 
author provide about characters when they are first introduced?  

 
b) Try to make a quick note on the top of each page indicating the most important 

point there. 
 
c) Ask questions (essential to active reading). Use question marks. Be alert to 

what puzzles you. Good readers do not zip along without stopping to monitor 
their comprehension.  They stop to think and to note what they don’t understand. 
You should also write down questions you would like to discuss. 

  
d) Your annotations must include comments. I want to see evidence of thinking.  

 
 

4. Of course, you should always pay attention to vocabulary.  A strong vocabulary comes 
from reading, not from memorizing lists. Your text includes many words that will be new 
to you.  Circle or star these words. Try to determine meaning from the context. If you are 
really puzzled by a word, look it up.  

 
 

Yes, annotating does slow down your reading, but that’s the point. 








