
Have you ever read every word on a page, and turned every page, but when you finished reading, you couldn’t remember 
anything that you had read? If so, you’re not alone! Reading can be relaxing, but sometimes we make the mistake of 
thinking that reading is passive, when it should be active. This doesn’t mean you need to run while reading – that might not 
be a good idea. Writing as you read, however, makes reading active. This process involves some effort, but the payoff for 
that effort is a deeper understanding and greater enjoyment of the books that you read.

Two strategies for being an active reader are keeping a reading journal and annotating your books.

How do I keep a reading journal?
Below are some suggestions of things that you might write in your reading 
journal. Experiment with them. You may find that one strategy works really 
well for you, while others don’t work at all. There’s really not a right or wrong 
way to keep a reading journal, as long as you use it as a place to explore your 
thoughts, reactions, and questions as you read.

What Do I Write?

Write a brief summary, in your own words, at the end of each chapter or 
section. Include the main ideas or concepts of the chapter, major events 
in the plot, and any new information that you learn in the chapter.

Do you meet a new character? If so, what is the character like? 
How do you know? What are the reasons behind what that character 
says and does? How is the character like other characters in the book? 
How is the character different? Does this new character remind you of 
characters you’ve read about in other books?

Does the setting change? If so, how does the new setting compare 
and contrast with the previous one? Why does the setting change?

Create your own title for the chapter. If the book includes chapter titles, you might write about why the author has 
chosen that particular title for the chapter. How does it relate to the main ideas or concepts, major events, and 
character action in the chapter?

Respond to the chapter. What is the most interesting thing in the chapter? What did you learn that you didn’t 
know before? Do you agree or disagree with the choices the author is making about plot and character? Why 
or why not? What do you think is going to happen next? How can you connect what is happening in the book to 
other things you’ve read? To other things you know? To your own experience?

Identify words that you don’t know. Some of these words may just be new to you; others may be jargon, 
terminology that is used in a particular field or academic discipline. Look these words up in a dictionary, write 
down their definitions in your notebook, and be sure you understand their meanings and how the author is using 
them. Often these words are some of the most important in the reading.

Make note of passages where you are confused and/or have questions, and be sure to include a page number. 
Once you finish the chapter, you can return to the passages. Perhaps further reading clarified the confusion. If 
not, you know exactly which points in the text to further research or to ask questions about.

Write down striking or unusual use of language. Often writers use particular words, expressions, or 
sentences in ways that we wouldn’t have thought to use them, and the effect can really jump off the page at us. If 
you come across a passage that seems really cool to you, write it down in your reading journal.

Writing AND Reading



Throughout the online book club activities, you will find activities 
that are specifically labeled “Reading Journal”. When you see that 
label, read the writing prompt, and respond to it in your reading 
journal. These prompts will usually ask you to write about a personal 
connection to what you’ve been reading. For example, a journal prompt 
might ask you to write about a time when you found yourself in a 
situation that is similar to a situation of one of the characters in the 
book.

To Write or To Type, That is the Question!
Your reading journal doesn’t have to be a hard-copy, hand-written one, 
but there are some advantages to using an old-fashioned journal:

• The physical act of writing promotes a stronger memory for new 
words, phrases, and strategies you will be learning

• The hard copy notebook can evolve into a collage, a scrapbook, 
even a work of art that represents your creative, messy, 
overflowing mind!

How and where you keep a reading journal is much less important 
than actually doing it! So find an old notebook that may be buried in 
your desk, ask mom or dad if you can buy an inexpensive composition 
book, or create a new folder on your home computer and get started!!

How do I annotate a book?
As the word suggests, annotating a book involves making notes 
or other types of marks that help you focus on particular words or 
passages that seem important, are often repeated, relate to other 
things you’ve read, or simply interest you as a reader. An active reader 
annotates a text by doing any or all of the following:

UNDERLINING  
Specific words that convey significant events or elements of 
the story’s characters, plot or theme

VERTICAL LINE ALONG THE MARGIN   
This helps the reader quickly find an important passage 
underlined, or to highlight a paragraph or other section too long to underline.

ASTERISK/STAR/DOODLE   
Placed in the margin, this device is reserved for the most important, special ideas, events or elements of the 
book. There would be no more than a dozen of these in the entire book; by flipping through, one could easily 
find once again the most significant passages in the text.

NUMBERS   
Placing numbers in the margin can help count a set of related points or ideas the author is listing.

PAGE NUMBERS   
Often indicated by “p. #” or “Cf. #” next to the number, this indicates an idea or element is connected to another 
on different page of the book, and should be considered together.

CIRCLES   
These serve the same function as underlining key words or phrases, but may be reserved for the BIGGEST 
ideas or facts in the book.

Of course, all of these strategies involve marking in the book. So if you’re planning on annotating your book, we 
recommend that you have your own copy – librarians take a very dim view of writing in books that belong to the media 
center/library!


