
How to Annotate Your Reading Materials 

    Before You Start Reading 

• Preview the text 

o Skim headings, abstracts, introductions, and conclusions to understand structure 

and key themes 

• Set a purpose 

o Ask yourself what you need from the reading (for example- argument, evidence, 

definitions) 

• Activate any prior knowledge 

o Write down what you already know about the topic 

       While You Read 

• Highlight sparingly 

o Aim for roughly 10–20% of the text *Focus on key arguments, not just interesting 

lines 

• Use a system of symbols 

o   = main idea 

o    = confusion/question 

o    = connection to another concept 

o     = important or surprising claim 

• Write in the margins 

o Summarize paragraphs in your own words 

o Note the author’s thesis and supporting points 

    Engage Critically 

• Ask questions as you go 

o What is the author’s main claim? 

o What evidence is used? 



o Are there assumptions or biases? 

• Look for patterns 

o Repetition often signal key ideas 

• Make connections 

o To other readings, lectures, or real-world examples 

o Across different sections of the same text 

   After You Finish 

• Write a brief summary (3–5 sentences) 

o Capture the main argument and key points 

• List key terms and concepts 

o Especially useful for exams or papers 

• Review your annotations 

o Clean up unclear notes and add missing insights 

             Organization Strategies 

• Color-code consistently (e.g., yellow = definitions, blue = arguments, green = examples) 

• Use sticky notes or digital comments for longer thoughts 

• Create a separate notes page if the text is dense—don’t overcrowd margins 

       Digital Annotation Tips 

• Take advantage of search and tagging features to organize themes 

• Export or compile annotations for easy review before exams 

    Common Mistakes to Avoid 

• Highlighting everything (this defeats the purpose) 

• Copying text verbatim instead of paraphrasing 

• Ignoring confusing parts instead of marking them 

• Not revisiting your annotations later 


