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The “Why” and “How” of Annotating Texts 
Why annotate? 

Think of annotating as having a conversation with the text.  Active readers have thoughts, 
questions, and observations as we read literature.  Annotating, or jotting ideas and questions in 
the margins of our texts as we read, helps us to: 

• Stay focused on the text 

• Better understand and analyze literature 

• Remember information  
• Locate important passages and words quickly 

 
How do I annotate?  

REMEMBER:  Keep it simple and stick to what is important and relevant to the task at hand. 

For highlighting, the example on the next page uses two colors a yellow and a purple. It does 
not matter what colors you use. You can switch colors when you change topics or use one color 
for words that are defined and another color for important points. 

 Make brief comments in the margins. 
 Make brief comments between or within 

lines of the text. 
 Circle or put boxes, triangles, or clouds 

around words or phrases. 
 Use abbreviations or symbols. 
 Underline:  Underline only a few words 

at a time and always try and explain why 
it is underlined. 

 Highlight – CAUTION – don’t go highlight 
crazy, too many will confuse you. 

 Place “?” near places that confuse you. 

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

 Ask questions (important to what you 
have read). 

 Comment on the actions or events. 
 Comment on changes to a character or 

setting. 
 Summarize main ideas and key events. 
 Connect to what you already know. 

 

Note how the author uses language:  Look for and label the following in literature and 
poetry specifically: 

 Point of view      
 Narrative pace/time/ order of events 
 Irony 
 Allusions 
 Other figures of speech  
 Tone/mood 
 Themes  
 Symbols 

 Reliability of narrator 
 Imagery 
 Repetition 
 Diction 
 Similes/ metaphors 
 Personification 
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EXAMPLE 


