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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this research was to explore strategies to help develop and improve annotation 

with young adults, paying particular attention to aiding their reading comprehension skills and critical 

thinking skills.  Teenage students were given a Likert scale, student questionnaire, and select students 

participated in a focus group.  Observations and a journal were kept to record thoughts and comments on 

how annotation activities were going.  The findings show annotation can help students become better 

reader, writers, and critical thinkers.  The purpose of this study is to explore strategies to develop and 

improve annotation skills in the seventh grade English classroom. 
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INTRODUCTION  

In "Welcome to the Literacy Lab" (2007), Lowe describes, “The push to teach literacy strategies 

in content areas is not going away. We owe it to our students to provide them with strategies to help them 

navigate their way through our textbooks. …As we become more skilled, teaching literacy will be less a 

daunting task and more a literacy awakening” (p. 19).  With the fast moving technological society that 

Americans now live in, it is of utmost importance that students are prepared with twenty-first century 

skills to help them succeed in society. 

How do we as a society and as educators teach students to become better readers and critical 

thinkers? The answer lies in the simple act of annotating.  Annotation is the skill taught to students on 

how to “write” in a textbook, taking notes in the margin, highlighting and circling key words, concepts, 

ideas. It is a reading strategy to promote understanding and thoughtful reading. Annotation also helps 

individuals conquer difficult reading tasks and assists in promoting active reading and comprehension. 

METHODS  

 Throughout this research, I focused on finding the answers to the following three research 

questions: 

1. How does one effectively teach annotation skills to students? 

2. What types of annotation skills need to be taught in order for students to become effective 

annotators? 

3. How does one come up with a common language of annotation and what should it look like? 
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RESULTS 

The research question, "How does one effectively teach annotation skills to students?" is a lofty 

question, but by effectively collecting three different types of data, it was somewhat straightforward to 

tackle.  The Likert scale, filled out by my own students was very telling.1  Upon collecting data, I quickly 

realized some of my students still did not feel comfortable with annotating literature and wanted teacher 

guidance most of the time, while others felt teacher guidance was childish and not needed.  This 

prompted me to realize, which was found in my observation notes, a teacher should teach annotation 

skills for the first two literature units, and then allow certain students to annotate on their own, while 

allowing other students to still work with the teacher or in small groups while reading and annotating a 

story or poem. The student questionnaire gave similar results, and I realized that my higher level thinkers 

grasped on to the process and act of annotation quite quickly, but the majority of my students still needed 

help with annotating.  I also noticed through my teacher observations that students could not directly 

annotate on their own with the poetry unit, as they displayed difficulty knowing what to annotate.  Yet, 

the minute I told them to look for certain literary concepts, such as simile, metaphor, and alliteration, the 

majority of students were able to highlight the similes and metaphors and underline words or lines that 

displayed alliteration in the poem. 

The next research question, "What types of annotation skills need to be taught in order for 

students to become effective annotators?" was also a deep-rooted question, but was answered for me 

within the context of an English classroom throughout this action research project.  The three types of 

data I used to measure this also helped determine the answer.  For example, my teacher journal revealed 

even though I was frustrated at times with my students' inability to grasp the concept of annotation as 

quickly as I wanted them to, they were able to eventually grab a hold of the key components of 

annotating: taking notes in the margins, underlining key words or phrases, and highlighting special 

quotations in literature they could use in their writing.  I realized through my journal that I needed to 

guide my students every step of the way because my students are too young to completely do this on 

their own.  Also, my student questionnaire had a section at the end of it where students could write 

whatever they wanted to share with me regarding annotation, particularly how comfortable they felt with 

it.  Some responses that really gave me insight were: "I don't mind annotating. I have found that I get a 

better understanding of what I'm reading," "I don't understand when to annotate and when not to," and 

"Annotation helped me study, but I'm not completely confident to annotate myself."  I believe these three 

comments exemplified the types of comments I received from my students.  Some were confident and 

wanted to annotate on their own, while others were confused by the process.  The biggest skill that needs 

to be taught while teaching annotation is that it is a process.  No middle school student can annotate on 

their own without the aid of a teacher to help students understand what to annotate and why we annotate.  

The importance of annotating needs to be taught first, before teaching how to annotate.  Carol Porter-

O'Donnell, in her article, "Beyond the Yellow Highlighter" (2004) explains, "Annotating had helped 

                                                           
1 For exact numbers and more information on the Likert Scale results, please see Appendix A. 
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students see that reading is a process and that applying the ways of responding to text through annotation 

changes comprehension. Because annotating slows the reading down, students discover and uncover 

ideas that would not have emerged otherwise" (p. 85).  Also, the focus group I held with a small group of 

students from my seventh grade English classes showed me the same things the student survey revealed.  

Students were at times frustrated because if left to annotate on their own, students did not feel 

comfortable knowing when to annotate and what to annotate.  The focus group cleared up that issue, and 

now before the class reads a piece of literature or poetry, I always tell students what to look for (for 

example, see the above paragraph where I told students to look for literary concepts in a poem) and 

always allow them to annotate anything else freely if they so desire.   

Lastly, the third research question, "How does one come up with a common language of 

annotation and what should that look like?" was chosen because in some studies, teachers have used a 

common language or code to help students learn annotation.  In Jeanette MacDonald's article, "Do You 

Get It? Using Reading Strategy Awareness to Promote Understanding" (2007) she discusses the fact that 

sometimes students don't know they aren't understanding what they are reading.  This is one of the main 

reasons why middle school students need to be guided through the close-reading process; they simply 

cannot do it alone because oftentimes they don't know they are confused.  In the student questionnaire, 

one student commented: "I just like reading the stories, but annotating helps me get a better idea of the 

story and its main point."  MacDonald (2007) states, "As teachers of adolescents we can't assume that our 

students truly understand what is involved in 'real' reading. We must start at the beginning, not in the 

middle.  [Teachers must] discuss, explore, and add to existing strategies.  Make reading real" (p. 22).  My 

teacher journal included a list of ways to make annotating literary concepts, the main focus of annotation 

in my seventh grade classes, easier.2  I shared these notes with my focus group and they said they really 

would help them, and the struggling students came up with the idea to make a big poster of the notes and 

put it at the front of the classroom.  I did that and found it really helped students.  Once we had a 

common language with which to annotate, I noticed student annotation was on the rise and students felt a 

little more comfortable with annotating on their own (of course, they still needed me to tell them 

specifically what literary concepts or ideas they needed to keep in mind while reading).  Overall, the 

poster idea that came from this research question was one of the most popular and well-received aspects 

of this action research project. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The most powerful tool in a reader’s toolbox is the ability to annotate effectively.  An important 

key concept is to have a common or shared language of annotation and use this throughout disciplines.  

A common, shared language allows all involved to understand each other’s thoughts and notes while 

working together.  It also allows an individual the ability to read and write on their own, while easily 

sharing their findings with peers or colleagues.  By allowing others to formulate a common language of 

annotation they are able to gain a sense of ownership of annotating and the learning process – something 

                                                           
2 Please see Appendix B for the list of annotation strategies and note-taking strategies. 
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that is invaluable to the learning process.  One teacher poses the following idea: “many of them [the 

students] just do not relate to the 20th-century reading styles because they synapses of their brains have 

been ‘wired’ or trained to comprehend in a very different way. Traditional reading holds no real 

excitement—it just take too long” (Norton, p. 5).  This is an important idea for me to keep in mind- 

annotation must not be laborious, but interesting and interactive. Lastly, prompting individuals to think 

about the connections between the texts they currently read, previous texts they have read before, or how 

the text connects to them on a personal level allows them to annotate more effectively.  Annotation 

betters individuals’ reading, writing, and critical thinking skills. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A 

Likert Scale Survey 

1. I understand what annotation is. 

2. I feel comfortable annotating literature. 

3. I understand the purpose of annotating literature.  

4. Annotating will help me become a better reader. 

5. Annotating will help me become a better writer. 

6. I still what help from Mrs. Trautman when annotating a piece of literature. 

7. Annotation helps me get into a "conversation" with the literature. 

8. I can use what I've annotated in a story to help me study. 

9. I can use what I've annotated in a story to help me write a paragraph or essay. 

10. Annotation is easy for me. 

The following results were taken from three different classes and the highest number of responses 
are highlighted in yellow: 

      Group 1     

  SA A U D SD 

1 7 5 2 1 0 

2 5 7 3 0 0 

3 5 6 3 1 0 

4 6 3 5 1 0 

5 6 2 6 1 0 

6 1 6 6 2 0 

7 4 4 5 0 2 

8 9 5 1 0 0 
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9 9 4 2 0 0 

10 2 7 4 2 0 

 

 

      Group 2     

  SA A U D SD 

1 5 4 5 3 0 

2 0 6 2 2 0 

3 4 5 2 1 1 

4 4 5 2 2 0 

5 7 4 2 0 0 

6 5 3 5 0 0 

7 2 5 4 1 1 

8 6 5 2 0 0 

9 6 5 0 2 0 

10 0 3 7 2 1 

 

 

      Group 3     

  SA A U D SD 

1 6 4 3 2 0 

2 1 8 2 1 0 

3 5 5 3 0 0 

4 4 5 3 0 0 

5 3 6 3 0 0 

6 1 7 3 1 0 

7 3 5 2 2 0 

8 10 1 1 0 0 
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9 7 4 1 0 0 

10 1 6 3 1 1 

 

Appendix B 

Annotation Strategies and Note-Taking Strategies to Improve Student Annotation: 

1. ? = question (ask teacher for clarification) 

2. * = important point/use in analysis paper 

3.  = link with personal experience 

4. Pic = picture (imagery) 

5. Highlight = use a highlighter to highlight an important phrase or passage 

6.  

7.              = connect with previous knowledge ("this is like when we learned…) 

8.  

Circle = circle words you don't know and look them up in the dictionary or ask your teacher about them 

 


