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ABSTRACT

ESTRACT  f all the effective strategies available to college
developmental reading students, annotating (noting important ideas or
examples in text margins) and underlining have the widest appeal

among student§ and the most practical application in any course:.

ideas later as they prepare for tests. Students can be taught to read

and mark text in order to separate key ideas from unimportant facts
and to identify examples and applications. The following

annotate/underline principles are effective for students: (1) use pen
or pencil rather than yellow highlighters, (2) think in terms of test

preparation, (3) annotate or paraphrase during reading, (4) underline
after reading and annotating, and (5) review annotations regularly.
The reading instructor must also follow certain guidelines in -
teaching annotation/underlining, such as providing direct imstruction

through modeling; giving students time for practice; and offering

verbal and written feedback about the strengths and weaknesses of

student text markings. The ultimate goals are for students to be able
to see how concepts relate to one another and to be able to put these
ideas into their own words; for it is only when synthesis and

rephrasing occur that instructors can be relatively Sure that
students understand text: (References and examples of

underlined/annotated text are included.) (NKA)
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Teaching Students to Annotate and Underline Text

Effectively--Guidelines and Protedures

Text underlining research basically provides two major pieces of
information to the practitioner. The first major finding is the
importance of the von Restorff (Wallace; 1965) or isolation effect: The
von Restorff effect suggests that if information is isolated from a
background, it has a higher probability of being recalled. In the case
of text marking, information that has been underlined or highlighted
should be better recalled at a later date than nonunderlined or
nonhighTightéd information.

Second, the consensus is that student-generated underlining is more
effective in terms of learning than is researchér (or teacher) generated
undériining (Bbbkow & Bower, 1563; Rickards & Augusf, 1975). In such
studies, subjects who did their own underlining significantly
outperformed their counterparts whose text had been underlined by the
researcher,

While these two overall findings certainly support the importance
of teaching students to underline text, they do not supply the
practitioner with methods for teaching the how of text marking.

Comments siuch as "just mark the important ideas" or "don't mark too much

information is important to underline. A recent article (Blanchard,
1985) provides some generic suggestions for improving underlining
capabilities: He suggests that students must possess a repertoire of
study strategies, ¢ tivate prior knowledge about text and topic, and

build review time into their studying. Such suggestions, while



Text Under1ining

helpful, still fall short of providing students with specific
underlining techniques and practitioners with workable teaching tools.
Therefore, the three major purposes of this article are (1) to
discuss why annotating/underlining is a powerful strategy, (2) to
provide guidelines for student behaviors that lead to effective text
marking, and (3) to provide instructors with teachin, techniques that

lead to effective student text mérking.

Why Is Annotating/ Underlining a Powerful Strategy?

Of all the strategies I teach to my college developmental reading
students, annotating (noting important ideas, examples, etc. in text
margins) and underlining have the most transfer to outside courses,
appeal among students, and practical application. Quarter after quarter

students' course evaluations are filled with statements such as:

Learning how to under1ine<and annotate was the
most important strategy I learned in my reading
class. I know it's something I'11 contirué to
usé in other classes because it reéiiy heips me
to prepare for tests.:
Aithbugh research conducted on underlining is relatively scant,
there is support for student testimonials such as the above. A recent

study by Nist, Simpson, and Olejnik (1985) found that of six major
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study variables (annotating/underlining, recitation strategies,
vocabiilary, planning for tests, and lecture note format and content)
annotating/underlining was consistently more highly correlated with test
performance than any other variable. Additionally, when the §ix
variables were entered into a stepwise regression model, annotating/
underiining was the ohiy 31gn1fieant variable (< ;05);

fhélieasdhs for the emergdence of annotating/undériihing as such a
on the student and in the fact that good text marking leads to deeper
Tevels of processing: Flé'wéi'/'ék; many students tend to use text marking
as a concentration technique. That is, underlining, at the very least,
keeps them awake. But when students use underlining for this reason,
they generally overmark. A glance at many freshmen textbooks can
certainly be a "highlighting" experience. Hence, we can concluie that
the sheer act of text marking in itself will not lead to improved
performance. Students must be actively involved in the marking in order
to more deeply process the information and subseguently perform better.

One reason why annotating/underlining is such a powerful strategy
is that it gives students a self testing device from which to study as
they prepare for tests: Research ?ﬁ&ﬁéé%éé that students tend to study
text information Eﬁai: is underlined supporting the operation of the von
Restorff as an explanation as to why annotating/underlining works (Nist

& Hogrebe, 1985). Obviously this finding is a double-edged sword. For
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Text Underlining

those who are good underliners, part of preparing for tests involves
learning the key ideas underlined; poor underliners, however, may also
learn their text markings yet perform poorly on tests because they had
difficultly in determining the key text ideas. Therefore,

S a

[

annotating/underlining is attractive to students because it serv
dual function—-they can isolate key ideas at the time of the initial

A second reason why annotating/underlining is powerful is because
it is such an attractive and widely used strategy (Anderson &
Armbrustér, 1985). Students who balk at using other study techniques
such as surveying, questioning, or devising recitation strategies will
underline. If students can be taught how to effectively mark text; at
least they will have oné good strategy which can be used in the majority

of their coursework.

Guidelines for Annotating and Ynderlining

In a sense; it is a mystery why underliring is such a widely used
strategy among college students. Since high school students are
generally not permitted to write in their texts, freshmen come to
college never having had much experience in text underlining: Yet, they
jump in with both feet, though they are often i11 equipped to carry out

the task éffectivéTy.
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The fact that college freshmeri have had little experience
underlining text can be advantageous to both instructors and the
students since students usually do not bring with them a preconceived
notion of how to underline. Few have ever heard of annotating.

Students are generally willing participants in learning how to mark
textbooks sinceé theéy view this strategy as the one they can consistently
use in a variety of situations: The instrucﬁor, then has a céptive
audience:

Before I teach students specific guidelines for
annotating/underlining, 1 have already taught them the importance of
preparing their mind for the task of text reading: The strategies are
similar to those Blenchard (1985) proposes: activate prior knowledge,
assess potentially important ideas through surveying and reviewing class
lectures, break learning into managable chunks; monitor understanding;
and formulate questions to guide reading. Annotating/underlining
effectively demands that students have some knowledge of these
strategies since text marking erncompases So many cognitive processes
which operate simultaneously. Students must be able to be selective, to
determine key ideas from unimportant facts, and to identify examples and
appiications ?r'om their 'r"e’a'ciing; ﬁehce; annotating/'unaemhihg becomes

it takes time, ;Séfiéﬁéé; an abundance of b’:’*éé'ﬁi‘éé; in addition to a
great deal of feedback from the instructor for students to learn

gtfective annotating/underlining techniques.
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Text Underiining

Guidelines for Students. I teach my students the

annotate/underline system of text marking. The system is effective
because it forces them to be selective and it héips them to bé more
active readers. At the béginning of the term, most of my Stﬂaéhts
underline or highlight everything, which is just about as effective as
under lining nothing. However, using this method, by the end of the term,
the majority are proficient at marking text: To help my students become
efficient and effective text markers; I teach the following principles:

1. Throw away the yellow highlighters. Students must use a pen (I

suggest a fine felt-tip pen in redi green or blue) or a pencil.
Since students are required to annotate key ideas in the margins of
the text, switching back and forth from pen to highlighter is

bothersome. Additionally, it is just as easy to underline with a

pen as it is with a highlighter:

2. Iﬁiﬁkuiﬁﬁiéiﬁénéfgtest:prggarat1on. Good annotating/=

underlining, Tike good lecture notes, stands the test of time. I
tell students to think about the test they will have over the
material. Predict tést questions: Do the annotations make sense?
Are they phrased in such a way that they can be used several weeks
later at test preparation time? I constantly remind students that
good annotating/underlining prevents having to reread large portions
of text. Time should be spent in studying and learning the

material, not in rereading;




Text Underlining

3. Aﬁﬁb&éiéwduriqgfreadingr, As students read a section, they

should annotate in their own words. At this point, no underlining
is done:. Annotations consist of key concepis, examples,
definitions, etc. written in the margins of the text. Additionally,
annotations also consist of syimbols to note important information,

potential test items, or information that is unclear and requires

further questionning. Whenever possible, annotations should use
abbreviations. Figure i presents an example of annotation for a
section of a geography text: Notice how the important information
is written in the margin, the list of innovations is numbered; and
symbols and abbreviations are used. This annotation could easily be
ssed to study and review for exams by covering up the text and
rehearsing the key ideas: The fact that it is written in the
student's own words suggests understanding and a deeper level of

prccessing.

Inseért Figuré 1 about here

4. Underline after reading and annotating. After students read and

annotate a section of text, they are instructed to stop and think
about the important ideas: Then, using their annotations as a

Qﬁiaée they are to go back and underline. This procedure is quite
different Trom what is suggested in the majority of current study

strategy texts. These texts generally encourage unaerlining while
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reading and rarely offer any suggestions relating to annotating. To
encourage students to underline after théy have read a section of
text, 1 have them annotate sections of text during the redular class
period and then discuss; in pairs; the important information. We
follow this procedure on several different occasions before students
are permitted to underline information:

As a general rule, and shown in Figure 2, there should be no
not be true. Often students will annotate something they think is
important only to discover as they read further, that it was a
trivial piece of information. When errors in judgement occur, it is
much easier to cross out the unimportant annotation than it is to

try to delete undérTining.

Insert Figuke 2 about here

This step in the annotate/underline system is quite important.
Students must stop and think about the important information. Those
who underline as they r-ad, rather than waiting until after they
have read and annotated, run thé risk of underlining too much
unimportant material. My quéstion to students is this: '"How can
you know if sométﬁing is importéht ehough to underline if you
haVehit read the entire section so that you can see the biggér
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5. Review annotations regularly. Since students benefit at test

time when tﬁey have reviewed information daiiy. I show them how to
cover the text and to usé their anrotations as a way of "talking"
themselves through the chapter. If they cannot remember key ideas,
examples, and applications from their annotations, they can uncover
the text and reread only that underlined portion of text which
accompanied the annotation in question: This self-testing aspect of
the annotate/underline system is important because it allows
students time to rehearse the key material rather than rereading the

entire chapter or large chunks of the chapter. It also encourages

take tedious chapter notes or do long;, involved chapter outlines:
Like rereading, time spent on such activities could be better spent

in rehearsal.

Guidelines for Instructors. Teaching students to annotate and

underline effectively redquires three key elements: diréct instruction
through instructor modeling; time for practice, and verbal and written
feedback about the strengths and weaknesses of student's text markings.

1. Model the desired behavior for the students. I'sing a two or

three paragraph selection (such as the one in Figure 1), talk
through the process for students. Show them when you annotate and
share your thinking with them. Explain the symbols and

abbreviations you use. Then go back and underline appropriatéiyg

11
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again explaining aloud why certain ideas are underlined: Stress the

importénCe of Underiinihg thbugﬁt units; not necessariiy entire
sentences. Show them that underlining only one or two words is
useless because it requires extended rercading in order to get the
idea. Encourage students to question your annotating so that they
can clearly understand the thinking process of an expert:

2. Allow time for practice. When students are just beginning to

learn text marking, it is best to give them class time to practice
and apply the procedure. This gives you time to circulate and give
immediate feedback on student applications. Additional practice
with lengthy text, preferably entire text chaptérs, must also be
given outside of class and then discussed in class. Instructors
need to be aware of the fact that it takes time for students to get
to the point where they can do an effective job of text marking. I
have found that at least five weeks of modeling, practice, feedback,
and rétéaching, is necessary. This does riot mean that oniy
annotating/underlining should be taught for five weeks: Certainly
additional study strategies should be introduced at this tife:

3. Give students feedback. A1l the practice in the world is

ineffective unless students know their strengths and weaknesses.
Therefore, instructors must be willing to invest thi- time to look
carefully at their student's annotating ond underlining and provide
both written and oral comments. One way to expedite written

feedback is by deveioping a checklist which addresses the key
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elements of good text marking. These checklists can then be

attached to student's annotating/underlining assignments.

Anotheér way to minimize the amount of time involved in
feedback is to jot down problems that many students seem to be
encountering. These problems can then be discussed with the class
as a WHdié, thus cutting down on the amount of time necessary for
individual conferences.

Becoming proficient at annotating and underlining is a difficult
goal for some students—-difficults but not impossible. Because so many
cognitive processes must be operating simultaneously, students must
practice text marking and receive instructor feedback many times before
the process reaches automaticity. In a sense, students must be abie to
bring to bear all aspects of an expert learner in order to effectively
annotate and underline. They must be able to be selective and, in that
selectivity, distinguish important concepts from extraneous information:
This selectivity itself, is a major stumbling block for many. In
addition, they must be able to see how the concepts relate to one
another and put these ideas into their own words, for it is only when
synthesis and rephrasing occurs- that instructors can be relatively sure

that students understand text.
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Industrial Revolutlon ,
Tr ¥ £ p-lorought
Tlie Industrial Revoliition is charicterized by a countless number of ook many.
innovations: These mngL in complcvuly from the paper (.llp to lnlclpl.m- innovations "+
etary Night. The age of invention apparently arrived, and each new idea inventions
seemed to spawn many others. Muscle power [rom people und animals L G moke
was replaced by inanimate power: tlie steani engiiie, Witer turbine, and power
the internal-combustion engine. In the argicultural sector the use of the 2. use of troctor =
triactor and its attachiments has made the farmer so productive in some lessened. \aoor
parts of the world that only a fragment of the labor foree is needed to Loree.
supply an abundance of food: In the United States; for example, farmers
iiow account for only 3 to 5 percent of the labor force. Not all of this L
) N T ‘*"*&th
productivity can be attributed to the tractor; othier scientific advances, 3. othar. agnute
such as improved higher-yielding seed, application of fertilizer; herbi- chang®s
cides and insecticides, have contributed substantially:

Inanimate energy (coal, water, wind, oily gieatly facilitated the girowth . GiHes arew-
of citics: More raw materials from agriculture, mining; and forestry com- (19 60- | (15~
bined with new energy sources spurred industrialization: Especially SeDeraty
since the eightcenth céntury, energy and manuficluring innovations over)
have made the factory worker many times more productive. Manufac- & Mores \'\d"»d"\f S
tuied products have become cheaper and more readily available: Crafts- chanper- geeds
men and small ;,UIIds have giradually given way to the modern factory
where the worker is primarily a machine tender. Other factors also
encouraged city growth: Cities from small to large became service, finan-
cial, educational, governmental, wholesale, and retail centers. From 1800
to 1975 many cities grew several 1imes over,

As the Industrial Revolution continues and its effect spreads, urbaniza- Mrbm‘m
tion is e\pe,ctcd to incicase. The revolution, which began primarily in shoukds \NeEe
Western Europe; moved quickly to Anglo-America and other arcas where
European colonists settled: It moved more slowly into Eastern Eu-ope, LR, bﬂBM' n
the Soviet Union, southern Europe, and Japan. Since the end of World w- ‘E'Luéflb
War II, industrializatici. has become a major force nearly everyw here.

Figure 1. Annotations from a geography text.
Source: Don R. Hoy. Geography and Development: A World Regional
Aggroach. Copyright 1978 by Macmillan Publishing €o., Inc. p: 7.
O
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Industrial Revolutxon y
rz ¥ 4 I.P- lovought
The Indusirial Revolution is character Ill{lil_l)j’ a LUlIIlll(.b\ num_l?u of odzwu;{: mdnty
innovitions: These range in cmnplc\nv from the paper clip to interplan-  innovoations "+
clary nghl The ageolinventvn apparently arrived, and each new idea mventions

seemed to spawn many others. Muscle power from people and animals R T

,,,,,,, L. iiani make
wiis replaced by inanimate power: the stecam engine; water tuirbine, uml power
the internal-combustion engine: lu the argicultural sector the use ol the 2 use of tocttr =
tracior and its atiachiments has made the fariier so productive in some eseened. \abor
parts of the world that only a fragment of the labor force is mcdcd to Lorce.
supply an abundance of food. In the United States, for example, farmers
now account for only 3 to 5 peicent of thie labor force. Not all of this T
|noduchvny can be attributed to the tractor; other sc1enl|hL udvanCLs 3. other. aqfiwﬂmﬁ
sm_h is nnpxovcd Ing,hu yuldmg sccd apphcwlnon of fertilizer: herbi- chamg@s

ally:
inanimale energy (LOJI witter; wind, ml) glcdll) facilitated the growth

;. teHes arew—

v
oLequcs Morie raw muterials from agriculture, mining, and forestry com- (poo- 1415 >
bined with new energy sources spurred industirialization. Especially sevexrals Hms
since the eighteenth century, cnergy and manufacturing innovations O\)e" )
have siade tie factory worker amany times more produoctive. Manufac-

¢ actory wo ¥t i e. Manulac 5 r‘nod/\'\da‘q‘“(>
tured products have become cheaper and more readily aviiiuble. Cr afls- ol i
Creape q

men and small guilas have gradually given way to the modern lactory
where the worker is primarily a machine tender: Other factors also
c¢ncouraged city growth. Cities froni small to large became service, finan-
cial, educational, governmental, wholesale; and rétail centers. From 1800

luﬁL9+54nany cxllcsl,uw bCVL‘l:.\I times over:. :
,,,,,, l,bzb(uuznb\ o

shoukdr \nerdse

tion is expected to increase: Ihe lcvolullon which bc;,‘m pr mmulv in
Westerii Etirope, imoved quickly (o Am,lo Anierica and other areas where .
European colonists setiled. It moved “more slowly into Eastern Fusope, 1R, bw‘v’” "
the Soviet Union, southern Europe, and Japan. Since the el of Wolld W- {:u.rof)l,

War I, industrialization has become a major foree nearly everyiyhere

Figure 2. Annotations and underlining from a geography text.

Source: Don R. Hoy. Geography and Development: A World Regional
Approach. Copyright 1978 by Macmillan PubTishing Co., Inc. p. 7.
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