
Annotating a Book: 
 
What is an annotation?  
An annotation is a critical or explanatory note or body of notes added to a text. Think of 
annotations as “showing your work” while you read (like you do in math). You are showing what 
you are thinking while you read and analyze (If you can’t articulate your thoughts, then you have 
to question if you know what you’re thinking).This, of course, requires ACTIVE participation with 
the text, engaging your mind while you read, not skimming the page.  
 
What do I use to annotate? 
Tools: Highlighter(s), Pencil (because mistakes happen), and Your Own Text  
**Do not annotate other people's property, which is almost always selfish, often destructive, rude, and 
possibly illegal. For a book that doesn't belong to you, use adhesive notes for your comments, removing 
them before you return the text. 
 
How do I annotate? 
It is important to remember that when annotating, you are not restating what has already been 
said. You are explaining why a particular phrase, sentence, paragraph, etc. is important to 
understanding the novel beyond the literal (what is written) to what can be interpreted (what is 
implied) or can be applied (how it relates to other texts/current events/real life situations).  
 
Below are some strategies to consider to help you annotate your text:  

I. Summarize/Paraphrase: (only about 20% of your annotations) 
A. keep a list of important events in a chapter  

1. use the blank space at the beginning of the first page of the chapter 
B. give a chapter (if it does not have one already) a title of your own that in some way 

summarizes the main action of the chapter. 
II. Literary Terms (the majority of your annotations; about 70%) 

A. Plot Structure/Devices 
1. Draw some diagrams (family tree, plot diagram, bubble diagram, etc) that establish 

character connections 
2. Identify the crucial moment or climax of the plot 
3. Identify the resolution or denouement 
4. Identify and make note of any important transitions or shifts (twists and turns) 

in the plot 
B. Characters & Development 

1. Jot down indications of how characters are developing and what affects 
change or growth.  

2. Note physical description of characters (often indicates character qualities and 
flaws) 

3. Be aware of detailed descriptions of a character’s inner thoughts, feelings, 
impressions, suspicions, etc 



4. Consider what motivates your characters and how they act on those 
motivations 

C. Conflict: 
1. Consider the different types of conflict (both internal and external) and how it 

drives the plot 
D. Setting (physical place, conditions, time):  

1. Note important locations, physical conditions, weather, time of day, month, 
season, etc. 

E. Narration (point of view, technique, flashback, foreshadowing, authorial intent):  
1. Identify the point of view right away. Consider why the author chose this and 

why it is effective.  
a) Consider your narrator’s credibility and reliability. Do you trust 

him/her? Are you meant to?  
b) Consider the narrator’s tone or attitude 

2. Be aware of possible flashbacks, or think about any shifts or departures from 
a strictly chronological telling of the story. Consider any elements of possible 
foreshadowing.  

F. Irony (verbal, situational, dramatic):  
1. Identify it, but also know why it’s important and how it functions. 

G. Diction, Language & Sentence Structure 
1. Be aware of the language an author is using. Is it descriptive, flowery, and 

romantic, or is it concise, terse, or economic? 
2. Analyze the syntax. Are the sentences complex in structure, brief and simple, 

or to the point? Why would the author write in this way? 
3. Make note of any use of dialect or regional accents. 
4. Note use of elevated vocabulary and look up words you don’t know.  (write 

definition in margin) 
H. Symbols, Motifs, & Archetypes (know the difference!) 

1. The trick here is not only to identify them, but to establish what they mean 
and how they function. 

2. If you think something might be a symbol, motif, archetype, make note of it 
and place a question mark next to your thought.  

I. Themes 
1. Identifying theme may not take place until you are nearly finished, or even 

finished, reading a text. Make note of what you think the author is trying to 
communicate to the audience. 
 

III. Personal Reactions and Questions: (only 10% of you annotations) 
A. If something you read strikes you as funny, intense, confusing, enlightening, etc. 

honor those reactions and record them in the margins!  
B. If you have a specific question about what you are reading, write that question down.  
C. If what you read reminds you of something else (another text you’ve read, a movie, a 

song, something you heard once, a person you know, a personal situation, a 
memory, etc.)note that connection.  

 


