Active Reading: 
Effectively Engaging with the Text

In order to read effectively, you need to develop a strategy that will work for you. Annotating a reading passage—writing notes on the pages of the reading selection itself—is one strategy you can use to become actively involved in what you’re reading (whatever the course). 

Although annotating may seem to take more time, it will benefit you in at least two ways:

If you have to return to the text (for example, when studying for a test or writing a paper), you won’t have to reread the entire piece. Notes written within the text and in the margins can serve to remind you of important ideas. 

When you write notes about reading selections, you develop active rather than passive reading skills. In general, when you are involved with what you read, you will better understand, remember, and engage with texts.

Here are some suggestions for annotating, or glossing, a text:

Write notes in the margin or at the top or bottom of the page. For example, jot main ideas, key summary words or phrases next to their respective paragraphs. 

Circle or underline key words or phrases.

Use stars or asterisks in the margins to emphasize the most important ideas.

Pose questions in the margins to express your difference of opinion about the author’s message, or put a question mark next to anything you don’t understand (what teachers mean when they ask, “Any questions about last night’s reading?”)

Use a personal symbol (!, Yes!, Right!) next to anything that seems on target to you.

Write notes or questions on large Post-Its / sticky notes and use them to mark important pages of the text. (Great for library books or for books you want to sell back at the end of the semester.)

See the following for two different examples of annotated text. Notice how the two are marked differently. 

Reading/Studying Strategies

Don’t try to read everything at once. 

Make sure your study area is free of distractions.

Preview the text before you read. Make sure you know how long it is and check to see if it has any major breaks between sections. Scan the text for interesting words that you want to watch for when you read. 

First skim the whole piece, reading the topic sentences to get an idea of what you’re in for. 

Take breaks—eat, stretch, exercise, talk on the phone. 

Reading Comprehension Strategies

Read the biographical information of the author, if provided. It’s often easier to understand a text if you understand the context; who wrote the piece and why? When was the piece written? 

Read the questions that introduce and follow a reading, if provided. 

The prereading questions help “prepare your brain” for the text. 

The postreading questions help you to check to see if you’ve grasped the main points and to think critically about the piece. 

You don’t have to actually write the answers down (unless your teacher asks you to!), but do try to answer them in your mind, at least. 

Sometimes, reading questions can even spark an essay topic!

And when you’re done reading a selection, take some time to write about it, to process its meaning, before going on to something else. Some suggestions:

Respond to it generally. How did it make you feel? 

Answer the reporter’s questions: Who - What - When - Where - How - Why. This helps to solidify the information in your mind, and helps later, when you’re trying to remember what a piece was about. 

What assumptions underlie the author’s claims and perspective?

Respond to it by asking, and answering, the following questions*:

Do you agree or disagree with the author’s conclusions? What reasons of your own would you give for your views? 

In what ways did your reading change an opinion or belief that you previously held? 

Does your own experience confirm or contradict the author’s conclusions? Explain.

Did the reading cause you to think in more depth about an issue or problem that you hadn’t really considered before?

Were there any statements in the reading that you found particularly enlightening, that made you look at something in a new way?

Are there any issues or details that the author didn’t discuss, which you think should be considered before the reader comes to a conclusion?

What particular parts of the text did you find the most interesting, provocative, or puzzling? Why?

Try a double-entry journal.

It’s okay to reread! “Rereading is a natural way of carrying out the work of a reader, just as rewriting is a natural way of carrying out the work of a writer. It is not something done out of despair or as punishment for not getting things right the first time.”**

* From Clee, Paul and Violeta Radu Clee. “Writing Essays.” American Dreams: Readings for Writers. Eds. Paul Clee and Violeta Radu Clee. Mountain View CA: Mayfield, 1996. 53.

**From Bartholomae, David and Anthony Petrosky. Preface. Ways of Reading: An Anthology for Writers. Eds. David Bartholomae and Anthony Petrosky. Boston: Bedford Books, 1993. vii.

