Annotation Lesson

Foundation Level

Objectives:

To learn techniques for highlighting and annotating a text

To practice close reading skills

To find patterns and contrasts in a text

To practice a new kind of notetaking

To analyze literature orally in a panel presentation and class discussion

Highlighting and annotating a text is like having a conversation with a book—it allows the active reader to ask questions, comment on meaning, and mark events and passages he or she wants to revisit.  The annotation of a text can also take place during a lecture or a discussion that is focused on a certain textual passage.  Taking notes on the lecturer’s remarks or about thoughts expressed during a class discussion has a marked advantage—the reader won’t misplace the notes, and the ideas will be readily available right beside the text they address.

One way that Pre-AP students can look closely at a text is by finding patterns and contrasts in it. Examining the patterns in a work may even lead readers to the realization that their own lives are marked by patterns, and these patterns control their existence much in the same way that an author’s patterns control a text.

Students, then, should learn how to mark, highlight, and annotate a text to discern patterns, contrasts, and relationships.  When readers first begin to highlight and annotate in order to organize their understanding of a text, they may wish to begin by following these simple guidelines.

Following this brief introduction are some suggestions for highlighting and annotating a text, and a suggested activity.


· Make brief notes at the top of the page or on a sticky note to mark important plot events.

· Circle or highlight words that are unfamiliar or unusual.  Try to figure out what the words mean through the way they are used; supplement your guesses by discussing the words with a teacher or by consulting a dictionary.

· When new characters are introduced, highlight phrases that describe them.

· Highlight words, images, and details that seem to form a pattern throughout the text.  For example, if a large clock appears in the first chapter, and then you notice the author using the words “timely” or “ticking” in the text, and then an incident occurs in which a character breaks a watch or is late for an appointment, you may have uncovered a pattern of imagery which will lead the close reader to discover a thematic idea. Highlight these related strands and observe the rest of the text closely to see if the author uses other linked words, images, or details.

· Highlight passages you think might be symbolic.

· Mark key ideas and note briefly your reflections about them.

· Highlight passages in which figurative language appears.

· When you get an idea while reading the text, note it in a brief form in the margin.  You may never think of this idea again unless you write it down.

· If you have a question about something in the book, write it on the page when it first occurred to you.

· While listening to a lecture or participating in a discussion about the book, write down insights you hear or discover.  Writing these notes directly in the text assures you that you will be able to reference the exact passage that triggered the ideas.  Also, it is less likely that you will lose track of the notes.

· Don’t mark too much.  If you mark everything, nothing will stand out.

· Use brackets, checks, stars, bullets, or asterisks to mark very important items or things you want to come back to later.

Annotation and highlighting can be a permanent record of the reader’s intellectual conversation with the text.  It can help a serious reader to keep track of patterns, contrasts, plot events, and character development.  It can assist a student in studying for a test or writing a paper that requires the use of quotes to support ideas. Some Pre-AP and AP teachers ask students to submit their highlighted and annotated books as reading checks.  Students who learn to highlight and annotate become active readers and recursive thinkers who notice patterns, symbolic elements, and contrasts almost effortlessly as they absorb the text. 

When students first become aware of these patterns, they often express amazement at finding patterns in everything that surrounds them.  They will not be able to read any kind of text, literary or not, without noticing parallelism, for instance.  They will even become aware of the patterns in television shows and films and in their music.  Having become aware of these patterns and contrasts, students cannot help but notice that all forms of communication and entertainment contain them.

Activity:  Highlighting and annotation of important chapters of a novel

Each student in a group will be assigned one aspect of the text to highlight and annotate.  For example,

· student #1 will highlight the chapter for images (sound, sight, touch, taste, and scent descriptions) and will write “meaning statements” about the highlighted images in the margins of his or her text.

· student #2 will do the same for details, 

· student #3 for connotative (emotional) aspects of diction, 

· student #4 for sound devices (assonance, consonance, and alliteration), 

· student #5 for comparisons (metaphors and similes). 

· student #6 for point of view

· student #8 for syntax patterns 

Students who are assigned the same chapter will form a panel discussion group that will present the chapter to the class and will discuss the author’s use of imagery, diction, detail, syntax, and figurative language to create a certain effect or tone. Then the panel will discuss possible meanings or interpretations of the chapter—what that chapter shows the reader about the way life is or about the way in which people interact with each other. 

The panel should explore with the rest of the class possible motifs or patterns that emerge through a close examination of the text.  All class members should have their books with them and should highlight and annotate their own texts according to the insights of the panel and including the ideas generated during the class discussion.

The same exercise may be done for a paragraph or a longer passage within a chapter, when dealing with very rich and layered texts.  The whole class could, conceivably, be involved in annotating an important chapter and presenting a close reading of it, or each group could be assigned a different important chapter to present to the class.

Sixth graders will find it as valuable to highlight and annotate works like A Wrinkle in Time, Walkabout ,or Shabanu; tenth graders will find much to highlight and annotate in works like To Kill a Mockingbird or A Separate Peace. Whether in young adult literature or in high school literary classics, searching for patterns and contrasts, motifs, organization and structure, musical use of language, comparisons and symbolic elements will prove a valuable and richly rewarding literary quest.
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