How to Annotate a Text

Annotating a text, or marking the pages with notes, is an excellent way to make the
most out of the reading you do for your classes. Annotations make it easy to find important
information quickly when you look back and review a text. They help you familiarize yourself
with both the content and organization of what you read. They provide a way to begin engaging
with ideas and issues directly through comments, questions, associations, or other reactions
that occur to you as you read. In all these ways, annotating a text makes the reading process an
active one, not just background for writing assignments, but an integral first step in the writing

process.

A well-annotated text will accomplish all of the following:

e clearly identify where in the text important ideas and information are located,
e summarize the main ideas of a text,

e trace the development of ideas/arguments throughout a text,

e introduce a few of the reader’s thoughts and reactions,

e ask questions about the text

Below, you will find an example of how one student might annotate a text. Keep in mind
that everyone annotates texts slightly differently because they are reading from different

perspectives and with a different focus.



Joan Didion
On Keeping a Notebook

The author of novels, short stories, screenplays, and essays, Joan Didion Latw . o
(b. 1934) began her career in 1956 as a staff writer at Vogue magazine in New e auFhov
York. In 1963 she published ber first novel, Run River, and the following year
returned to her native California. Did.on’s essays bave appeared in periodicals
ranging from Mademoiselle to the National Review. Her essay “On Keeping
a Notebook” can be found in her collection of essays, Slouching Towards
Bethlehem (1968). Didion’s other nonfiction publications include The White
Album (1979), Salvador (1983), Miami (1987), After Henry (1992), Political
Fictions (2001), Fixed Ideas: America since 9.11 (2003), and Where I Was From
(2003).

Didion has defined a writer as “a_person whose most absorbed and passion- 54 l ¢ R A
ate bours are spent grranging words on pieces of paper. 1 write entirely to find out s
what’s on my mind, what U'm thinking, what I'm looking at, what I'm seeing and J.Q'C : a@.
what it means, what [ want and what I'm afraid of.” She kas also said that “all .
writing is an attempt to find out what natters, to find the pattern in disorder, to & WY ter =+
find the grammar in the shimmer. Actually I don’t know whether you find the why we
grammar in the shimmer or you impose a grammar on the shimmer, but 1 am
quite specific about the graramar—1 mean it literally. The scene that you see in wr te
your mind finds its own structure; the structure dictates the arrangement of the
words. . .. All the writer has to do really 1s to find the words.” However, she
warns, “You bave to be alone to do this.”

““That woman Estelie,”” the note reads, “‘is partly the reason wh Def & a
George Sharp and I are separated today.” Dirty “+rin Babric
hotel bar, Wilmington RR, 9:45 a.m. August Monday morning.”
> Since the note is in my notebook, it presumably has some meaning to
oP me. I study it for a long while. At first [ have only the most general notion
o of what I was doing on ar: August Monday morning in the bar of the hotel
across from the Pennsylvaniz Railroad station in Wilmington, Delaware
(waiting for a train? missing one? 19602 19617 why Wilmington?), but I [s+s ot
do remember being there. The woman in the dirty crepe-de-Chine wrapper de 4auls iy
had come down from her room for a beer, and the bartender had heard B s ?Lar'u']
before the reason why George Starp and she were separated today.
“Sure,” he said, and went o mopping the floor. “You told me.” At the
other end of the bar is a girl. She is talking, pointedly, not to the man be-
side her but to a cat lying in the triang'e of sunlight cast through the open
door. She is wearing a plaid silk dress from Peck 87 Peck, and the hem is
coming down.
Here is what it is: The gir! has heen on the Eastern Shore, and now
she is going back to the citv, leavins rhe rnan heside ker and all she can
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see ahead are the viscous summer sidewalks anc the 3 A.m. long-distance
calls that will make her lie awake and then sieep drugged through all
the steaming mornings left in August (19607 1961?). Because she must
go directly from the train to lunch in New York, she wishes that she
had a safety pin for the hem of the plaid silk dress, and she also wishes
that she could forget about the hem and the lunch and stay in the cool
bar that smells of disinfectant and malt and make friends with the
woman in the crepe-de-Chine wrapper. She is afflicted by a little self-

pity, and she wants to compare Estelles. That is what that was all
i) e about. ' ‘ y :

Why did T write it down? In order to remember, of course, but exactly
arhets what was it I wanted to remember? How much of it actually happened?
answer Did any of it? Why do I keep a notebook at all? It is easy to deceive oneself
e 5 lon all those scores. The impulse to write things down is a peculiarly com-
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pulsive one, inexplicable to those who do not share it, useful only acciden-
tally, only secondzrily, in the way that any compulsion tries to justify
itself. T suppose that it begins or does not begin in the cradle. Although I
have felt compelled to write things down since I was five years old, I doubt
that my daughter ever will, for she is a singularly blessed and accepting of: & Sense
child, delighted with life exactly as life presents itself to her, unafraid to go i —-—
to sleep and unafraid to wake up. Keepers of private notebooks are a differ- Ehed. Se -
ent breed altogether, lonely and resistant rearrangers of things, anxious) Vs abown
malcontents, children afflicted apparently at birth with some(p
of loss.

My first notebook was a Big Five tablet, given to me by my mother 5
with the sensible suggestion that I stop whining and learn to amuse my-
self by writing down my thoughts. She returned the tablet to me a few
years ago; the first entry is an account of a woman who believed
herself to be freezing to death in the Arctic night, only to find, when day
broke, that she had stumbled onto the Sahara Desert, where she
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Her eariv would die of the heat before lunch. I have no idea what turn of a five-
npteboo k5 year-old’s mind could have prompted so insistently “ironic” and exotic a
revead soma—  story, but it does reveal a certain predilection for the extreme which
iing abosd has dogg_ s:d_m@ into adult life; pcrhapis if [ were analytically inclned 1
T would find it a truer story than any I might have told about Donald John-
son’s birthday party or the day my cousin Brenda put Kitty Litter in the
adu B She _»aquarium.
wondel becormst o Noteboo &
So the point of my keeping a notebook has never been, nor is it now, VS.
to have an accurate factual record of what I have been doing or thinking. =~ diar

That would be a different impulse entirely, an instinct for reality which 1
sometimes envy but do not possess. At no point have I ever been able suc-
cessfully to keep a diary; my approach to daily life ranges from the
grossly negligent to the merely absent, and on those few occasions when [
have tried dutifully to record a day’s events, boredom has so overcome



