
Criteria for Successful Annotation 
Using your annotated copy of the book six weeks 
after your first reading, you can recall the key 
information in the book with reasonable 
thoroughness in a 15- to 30-minute review of your 
notes and the text. 
Why Annotate? 
Annotate any text that you must know well, in detail, 
and from which you might need to produce evidence 
that supports your knowledge or reading, such as a 
book on which you will be tested. 
Tools: Highlighter, Pencil, and Your Own Text 
1. Yellow Highlighter 
A yellow highlighter allows you to mark exactly what 
you are interested in. Equally important, the yellow 
line emphasizes without interfering. Before 
highlighters, I drew lines under important spots in 
texts, but underlining is laborious and often 
distracting. Highlighters in blue and pink and 
fluorescent colors are even more distracting. The 
idea is to see the important text more clearly, not give 
your eyes a psychedelic exercise. 
While you read, highlight whatever seems to be key 
information. At first, you will probably highlight too 
little or too much; with experience, you will choose 
more effectively which material to highlight. 
2. Pencil 
A pencil is better than a pen because you can make 
changes. Even geniuses make mistakes, temporary 
comments, and incomplete notes. 

While you read, use marginalia—marginal notes—to 
mark key material. Marginalia can include check 
marks, question marks, stars, arrows, brackets, and 
written words and phrases. Create your own system 
for marking what is important, interesting, quotable, 
questionable, and so forth. 
3. Your Text 
Inside the front cover of your book, keep an orderly, 
legible list of "key information" with page references. 
Key information in a novel might include themes; 
passages that relate to the book's title; characters' 
names; salient quotes; important scenes, passages, 
and chapters; and maybe key definitions or 
vocabulary. Remember that key information will vary 
according to genre and the reader's purpose, so 
make your own good plan. 
As you read, section by section, chapter by chapter, 
consider doing the following, if useful or necessary: 

• At the end of each chapter or section, briefly 
summarize the material. 
• Title each chapter or section as soon as you finish 
it, especially if the text does not provide headings for 
chapters or sections. 
• Make a list of vocabulary words on a back page or 
the inside back cover. Possible ideas for lists include 
the author's special jargon and new, unknown, or 
otherwise interesting words.

Note-Taking vs. Annotation 
Most serious readers take notes of some kind 
when they are carefully considering a text, but 
many readers are too casual about their note-
taking. Later they realize they have taken notes 
that are incomplete or too random, and then 
they laboriously start over, re-notating an earlier 
reading. Others take notes only when cramming 
for a test, which is often merely "better than 
nothing."  

Students can easily improve the depth of their 
reading and extend their understanding over 
long periods of time by developing a systematic 
form of annotating. Such a system is not 
necessarily difficult and can be completely 
personal and exceptionally useful.  

First, what is the difference between annotating 
and "taking notes"? For some people, the 
difference is nonexistent or negligible, but in this 
instance I am referring to a way of making notes 
directly onto a text such as a book, a handout, 
or another type of publication. The advantage of 
having one annotated text instead of a set of 
note papers plus a text should be clear enough: 
all the information is together and inseparable, 
with notes very close to the text for easier 
understanding, and with fewer pieces to keep 
organized.  

What the reader gets from annotating is a 
deeper initial reading and an understanding of 
the text that lasts. You can deliberately engage 
the author in conversation and questions, 
maybe stopping to argue, pay a compliment, or 
clarify an important issue—much like having a 
teacher or storyteller with you in the room. If and 
when you come back to the book, that initial 
interchange is recorded for you, making an 
excellent and entirely personal study tool. 

How and Why to 
Annotate a Book
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shining faintly on the hillsides here and there. On the third
or fourth of May I saw a loon in the pond, and during the
first week of the month I heard the whip-poor-will,the brown
thrasher, the veery, the wood pewee, the chewink, and other
birds. I had heard the wood thrush long before. The phcebe
had already come once more and looked in at my door and
window, to see if my house was cavern-like enough for her,
sustaining herself on humming wings with clinched talons,
as if she held by the air, while she surveyed the premises.The

;:. sulphur-like pollen of the pitch pine soon covered the pond. and the stones and rotten wood along the shore, so that you
\7" couldhave collecteda barrelful.This is the "sulphurshow-
;,. ers" we hear of. Even in Calidas' drama of Sacontala, we
~ read of "rills dyed yellow with the golden dust of the lotus."
'" And so the seasonswent rolling on into summer, as one ram-
bles into high~r and higher grass.

~ Thus was my first year's life in the woods completed; and
~ the second year was similar to it. I finally left Walden Sep-
..., tember 6th, 1847.

~F>~ ";J--If.
18. Conclusion: ].1'f

To the sick the doctors wisely recommend a change of air
and scenery. Thank Heaven, here is not all the world. The
buckeye does not grow in New England, and the mocking-
bird is rarely heard here. The wild goose is more of a cos-
mopolite than we; he breaks his fast in Canada, takes a lunch-
eon in the Ohio, and plumeshimself for the night in a southern
bayou. Even the bison, to some extent, keeps pace with the
seasons, cropping the pastures of the Colorado only till a
greener and sweeter grass awaits him by the Yellowstone.Yet
we think that if rail fences are pulled down, and stone walls
piled up on our farms, bounds are henceforth set to our lives
and our fates decided. If you are chosen town clerk, forsooth,
you cannot go to Tierra del Fuego this summer: but rou m!l:y
go to the land of infernal fire nevertheless. The UDlverseIS
wider than our views of it.
Yet we should oftener look over the tafferel of our cr~

like curious passengers, and not make the voyage li;kestupId
sailors picking oakum. The other side of the globe ISbut. the

home of our correspondent. Our voyaging is only grilit-cu:
sailing, and the doctors prescribe for diseases of ~ s .
merely. One hastens to southern Mrica to chase the ~aff;,
but surely that is not the game he would be after. How on ,
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pray, would a man hunt giraffes if he could? Snipesand wood-
cocks alsomay afford rare sport; but I trust it would be nobler
game to shoot one's self.~

"Direct your eye right inward, and you'll find
A thousand regions in your mind
Yet undiscovered.Travel them, and be
Expert in home-cosmography!'

What does Mrica,-what does the West stand for? Is not
our own interior white on the chart? black though it may
prove, like the coast, when discovered. Is it the source of the
Nile, or the Niger, or the Mississippi,or a Northwest Passaae
around this continent, that we would find?Are these the prob-
lems which most concern mankind? Is Franklin the only man
who is lost, that his wife should be so earnest to find him?
Does Mr. Grinnell know where he himself is? Be rather the
.Mungo Park, the Lewis and Clark and Frobisher, of your own
streams and oceans; explore your own higher latitudes,-
with shiploads of preserved meats to support you, if they be .
necessary; and pile the empty cans sky-high for a sign. Were -.:
preserved meats invented to preserve meat merely? Nay, be ~
a Columbus to whole new continents and worlds within you, ..;
opening new channels, not of trade, but of thought. Every ~

man is the lord of a realm beside which the earthly empiJ:e-;
of the Czar is but a petty state, a hummock left by the ice. v
Yet some can be patriotic who have no self-respect,and sacri- ~
fice the greater to the less. They love the soil which makes...
their graves, but have no sympathy with the spirit which
may still animate their clay. Patriotism is a maggot in their
heads. What was the meaning of that South-Sea Exploring
Expedition, with all its parade and expense, but an indirect
recognition of the fact that there are continents and seas in
the moral world to which everyman is an isthmus or an inlet,
yet unexplored by him, but that it is easier to sail many thou-
sand miles through cold and storm and cannibals, in a gov-
ernment ship, with five hundred men and boys to assist one,
than it is to explore the private sea, the Atlantic and Pacific
Oceanof one's being alone.-

"Erret, et extremos alter scrutetur Iberos.
Plus habet hie vitae, plus habet ille viae."

Let them wander and scrutinize the outlandish Australians.
I have more of God, they more of the road.

\ It is .not worth the while to go round the world to count the

cats 111Zanzibar. Yet do this even till you can do better, and
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