
Essay Skills: 
Annotation 



What is annotation?

Annotations are ideas or 
explanations that are attached 
to an original text in order to 
develop your understanding 
for a variety of purposes.



Why annotate?

You can 
annotate for 
various 
purposes.

Summarise: 
Quickly pick out 
a variety of key 
information from 
the text.

Main ideas:
Understand the 
main ideas.

Cause and effect:
Understand the writer’s 
inspiration and the effect 
of the text on the reader.

Make 
predictions/inferences:
Use your analysis to 
make predictions about 
plot, character, themes, 
motifs or context.

Draw conclusions:
Form an opinion or 
argument from your 
annotations and analyses.

Compare and contrast:
Pick out detailed 
information that will 
assist you in organising 
ideas about multiple 
texts.

Evaluate:
Use your inferences, 
comparisons and 
conclusions to evaluate 
and make comments, 
based on evidence from 
your annotations.



How to: Annotate as you read
For poems, articles and short stories, read 
through the text once to form some initial opinions 
and ideas. Annotate on your second reading.
For novels, annotate as you read, marking important 
passages to come back to.

Mark in the text:
     - Characters (who) 
     -  When (setting) 
     -  Where (setting)
     -  Vocabulary
     -  Important information 

Write in the margins: 
     -  Summarise 
     -  Make predictions
     -  Formulate opinions 
     -  Make connections 
     -  Ask questions 
     -  Analyse the author’s craft 
     -  Write reflections/reactions/comments 
     -  Look for patterns/repetitions

Next: What should I look for?

Use different 
colours or boxes 
for different 
topics



WORD LEVEL
Word-level annotation concerns analysis of individual words and their 
relationships with other words within the text.

Key question Example: “Call me Ishmael.” (Moby Dick, Herman Melville)

Which words are important to 
you as a reader?

“Ishmael” – Gives us information about what could be a key 
character in the text. 
You may also consider: word classes and/or semantic fields.

What are the 
connotations/denotations of 
this word?

Denotations: Ishmael is a figure in the Hebrew Bible and the Qur'an and was 
Abraham's first son according to Jews, Christians, and Muslims. In Hebrew, the 
name means ‘He will hear God. 
Connotations: Will the character have some religious beliefs or connections? Is 
the writer trying to portray a moral message or teaching that is similar to those in 
religious texts? Does the Hebrew name suggest Eastern connections or ancestry? 

Why has the writer chosen to 
use this word?

The name connotes ideas of religion and someone or something 
‘exotic’ to Western readers. 

How does this word impact 
the reader?

The reader is intrigued to know more about the character given 
the connotations of his name. How might this provide clues to 
the rest of the novel? What is this word contributing to your 
understanding of the text?

http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/words/word-classes-or-parts-of-speech
http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/semantic_field


Sentence-level annotation will require you to analyse structure and content of 
sentences and clauses.

Key question Example: “Call me Ishmael.” (Moby Dick, Herman Melville)

Why is this sentence important to 
you as a reader?

“Call me Ishmael.” – The first sentence in Melville’s famous novel Moby 
Dick. The use of a simple sentence suggests an informal or abrupt tone. 
The use of first person pronoun ‘me’ informs the reader that the writer is 
employing direct address to present the character as a narrator. The 
omission of quotation marks enhances the notion that the reader is being 
addressed by the character.

What are the 
connotations/denotations of this 
sentence?

Denotations: The narrator is named ‘Ishmael’ and the text is currently being 
narrated from this character’s perspective.
Connotations: If the character uses the phrase “call me Ishmael” it is suggested 
that perhaps he has another name which is not preferable. This may suggest that 
the narrator is unreliable. 

Why has the writer chosen to use 
this sentence?

In three words the writer has given opportunities for the reader to infer: 
the setting of the text; the history of the character and the personality of 
the character whilst setting up the relationship between 
narrator/character and reader.

How does this sentence impact 
the reader?

What is the impact of first person narrative? What does this 
sentence suggest about the character? How reliable is this 
narrator?

SENTENCE LEVEL

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First-person_narrative


TEXT LEVEL

Key question Example: “Call me Ishmael.” (Moby Dick, Herman Melville)

Context Historical context – Refers to moods, attitudes, issues, events, conditions of the era 
of when the text is set/written
Social/cultural context – Refers to social movements, religious ideas, political  and 
economic events
Writer’s attitudes and values – Why do you think the author chose to write the 
novel? Were they responding to, or commenting on social/historical/personal events? 
What is the message of the text? What are the writer’s opinions?

Themes/motifs A theme is an idea or point that is central to a narrative, which can often be 
summed in a single word (e.g. love, death, betrayal). 
A motif is a recurring idea in a narrative that contributes to some symbolic meaning 
(e.g. references to blood in Shakespeare’s Macbeth).

Narrative style Think about your word and sentence level analyses. How do they 
contribute to a particular tone? Does the text have multiple 
narrators/narrative styles? What is the impact of this? Why do you think 
the writer chose to reflect characters and events in this way?

Genre Genre is the literary tradition to which the text belongs (e.g. science-
fiction, romance, horror). 

Text-level annotation will require you to analyse structure and content of 
sentences and clauses.



Drawing conclusions

AFTER READING 
- Reread annotations—draw conclusions
- Reread introduction and conclusion—try 
to figure out something new 
- Examine patterns/repetitions—determine 
possible meanings
- Evaluate emerging themes and motifs.
- Determine what the title might mean
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