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PREFACE
In the seventh edition of A Brief Guide to Writing from Readings, my goal 
remains unchanged from the earlier editions: to help students master one 
of the most common academic genres—writing from readings. Toward this 
end, and based on responses from students and faculty using the book, I have 
made several significant changes to the seventh edition. The changes include 
the following:

•	 a	new	chapter	on	analyzing	readings	and	composing	analytical	essays
•	 new	coverage	of	literary	analysis	and	the	inclusion	of	a	short	story
•	 eight	new	academic	readings:	two	on	controversies	surrounding	academic	

freedom, three on the ethics of human genetic enhancement, and three 
on leadership

•	 readings	drawn	from	a	wider	range	of	academic	sources	than	in	previous	
editions

•	 four	new	sample	essays
•	 expanded	coverage	of	how	to	include	electronic	sources	of	information	on	

APA reference lists and MLA works cited lists

To accommodate these changes, I have dropped the appendix, which offered 
instruction on peer review of writing, but which reviewers indicated was not 
widely used.

With these changes to the seventh edition, A Brief Guide extends its cov-
erage of source-based writing, most notably through the inclusion of a new 
chapter with instruction on analyzing texts, the addition of a short story (Kate 
Chopin’s “The Story of an Hour”), and an examination of how to write liter-
ary analysis essays. This new chapter compliments the instruction on analyzing 
arguments already included in the chapter on writing critiques and the chap-
ter on analyzing visual texts. However, much remains the same in this new 
edition. Faculty and students have long noted the collegial tone of the book 
and the utility of the summary charts located at the end of most chapters, in 
addition to the revision checklists. These features have all been retained. From 
the first edition, I have tried to maintain a clear, process-oriented approach to 
writing instruction, laying out for writers a series of steps they can follow or 
modify as needed when composing commonly assigned source-based essays.

As in previous editions of the textbook, the sample readings are drawn 
from a range of disciplines with an emphasis on academic sources. Readings 
vary in length and in difficulty, but all are intended to pique student interest 
and serve as prompts for class discussion. Each sample student essay I include 
in the text can serve as a model for students to follow in terms of its thesis, 
organization, and use of sources, but none of them is perfect. Students should 
be encouraged to read the sample essays in this textbook as critically as they 
read any other material in college. They may identify several ways each essay 

xv
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can be improved. In fact, instructors might consider asking their students to 
do just that: to use the instruction offered in A Brief Guide to critique and 
revise these sample essays.

In the end, my hope, as always, is that the instruction offered in this text-
book will help students develop the skills they need to successfully complete 
source-based college writing assignments, to read texts honestly and critically, 
and to explore connections they find between the material they read and their 
own knowledge, experience, and beliefs.

SUPPLEMENTS

MYWRITINGLAB: NOW AVAILABLE FOR COMPOSITION

MyWritingLab is an online homework, tutorial, and assessment program 
that provides engaging experiences to today’s instructors and students. By 
incorporating rubrics into the writing assignments, faculty can create mean-
ingful assignments, grade them based on their desired criteria, and analyze 
class performance through advanced reporting. For students who enter the 
course under-prepared, MyWritingLab offers a diagnostic test and personal-
ized remediation so that students see improved results and instructors spend 
less time in class reviewing the basics. Rich multimedia resources, including a 
text-specific ebook in many courses, are built in to engage students and sup-
port faculty throughout the course. Visit www.mywritinglab.com for more 
information.

INSTRUCTOR’S MANUAL

An Instructor’s Manual is available for A Brief Guide to Writing from Read-
ings. The Instructor’s Manual includes a brief introduction to each chapter, an 
examination of problems students commonly face when writing each type of 
source-based essay, and a series of exercises and assignments designed to help 
students improve their writing.
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1

Chapter 1

CRITICAL READING

In this chapter you will learn how to

 1. Read closely and critically

 2. Highlight and annotate readings

 3. Take notes while you read

DEFINITION AND PURPOSE

Most successful college writers are also sophisticated, critical readers. They 
assume a skeptical attitude toward texts: instead of believing whatever they 
read, they critically examine the author’s ideas and their own responses to the 
reading. They are active, reflective readers who ask questions about the words 
on the page, mark passages, take notes, and draw connections between the 
author’s ideas and their own experiences and knowledge. They are open to 
new ideas, but do not accept them without serious, reflective consideration. 
Unreflective readers, however, tend to accept unquestioningly what they see 
in print. In their view, if something has been published, it must be accurate. 
Instead of asking questions about what they read, they tend to accept the 
author’s words at face value.

A major difference, then, between reflective and unreflective readers is the 
way they try to learn from what they read. Unreflective readers usually believe 
that the meaning of a text can be found in the words on the page: to under-
stand a text, all a reader has to do is understand the meaning of the author’s 
words. For them, reading is a rather simple, straightforward process: they read 
through a text, look up any words they do not know, isolate the author’s main 
ideas, perhaps take some notes, and then move on to the next reading. They 
also tend to believe that because the meaning of a text resides in the author’s 
words, students reading the same material ought to come away with the same 
information; the text should mean roughly the same thing to any competent 
reader who studies it.

Reflective, critical readers, however, tend to adopt a different view of 
reading. They believe that the meaning of a text resides in the interaction 
between the reader and the words on the page: to understand a text, readers 
must be aware of how their own knowledge, feelings, and experience influence 
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their interpretation of the words on the page. For them, reading is a rather 
dynamic, fluid process: they read through a text skeptically, assess the author’s 
words and ideas in light of their own knowledge and experience, jot down 
some notes that capture their questions and responses, reread the text after 
they have had some time to consider what the author had to say, and then 
move on.

Viewing reading as an interactive process can help you better understand 
the complex nature of writing from sources and the need to be an active, critical 
reader. For example, it helps you understand why a story you read during your 
first year in high school means something different to you when you read it again 
in your first year in college. The words on the page have not changed—you have, 
and because you have changed, the “meaning” of the story has changed for you 
as well. This interactive view of reading also helps explain how twenty students 
in an introductory philosophy class can read the same meditation by Descartes 
and come away with twenty slightly different interpretations of the piece. Active, 
critical readers understand that for any given person, the meaning of a text 
results from the interaction between the words on the page and that reader’s 
knowledge, feelings, and expertise; reading involves more than a simple transfer 
of information from the words on the page to the mind of the reader.

Does this mean that all interpretations of a reading are equally valid? No. 
Although every person forms his or her own understanding of a reading, 
people can and often do misread texts: they may not read carefully, they may 
not understand certain terms or ideas, or they may lack the knowledge and 
experience they need to form an adequate interpretation of the text. As a safe-
guard against misinterpretation, critical readers discuss the material with others 
who have read it. Comparing their own reading of a text with a teacher’s or a 
peer’s reading can help clarify the material and prevent misunderstanding.

In addition, the author of the piece plays an important role in reading. 
Good writers try to influence their readers’ understanding of and response to 
a text. When writing, authors manipulate the language, structure, and content 
of their prose to achieve a certain effect on their audience. Success is never 
guaranteed, but good writers know that they can at least influence how readers 
might respond to their work through the choices they make while composing. 
Critical readers take this into account when approaching a text—they try to 
be aware not only of what they bring to the reading, but also of the choices 
the writer has made to achieve a certain goal.

Learning to read material actively and critically can be difficult. However, 
critical readers tend to understand course material more fully, prepare for class 
more efficiently, and write from readings more effectively. Following are a 
number of suggestions aimed at helping you become a more active, critical 
reader. Central to this process is the ability and willingness to ask good ques-
tions about your reading of a text and to keep a written record of your 
responses. Critical readers refuse to sit back passively while they read; they 
actively question and respond to texts in light of their own knowledge, feel-
ings, and experience.
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ASKING QUESTIONS ABOUT WHAT YOU READ

Instead of passively accepting the ideas an author presents, a critical reader 
attempts to engage in a dialogue with the text, posing and working out answers 
to tough questions concerning the material’s purpose, audience, language, and 
content.

The most productive critical questions center on the connections that exist 
between a text’s author and his or her audience, subject, and language. 
Everything you read has been written by someone for someone about some-
thing using certain words on a page. Learning how to identify and question 
the relationship between these various aspects of a reading can help you under-
stand the material more fully and determine its meaning and importance.

Typical questions you should ask of a reading include:

•	 Who	is	the	author	of	the	piece?
•	 What	is	her	stand	on	the	issue	she	is	addressing?
•	 What	are	her	interests,	qualifications,	or	possible	biases?
•	 What	was	her	intent	when	writing	this	piece?
•	 Who	is	the	intended	audience?
•	 How	does	the	author	support	her	contentions?
•	 What	language	has	she	used	to	convey	her	ideas	on	this	topic	to	this	audi-

ence for this purpose?
•	 Based	on	my	own	knowledge	and	experience,	what	do	I	think	about	her	

ideas, intent, language, and support?
•	 How	well	does	the	author	achieve	her	goal?

When you are confronted with conflicting sources of information on a topic (as 
is frequently the case in college), asking questions such as these is a particularly 
important way to sort out the authors’ different positions, evaluate the worth 
of each source, and decide who presents the clearer, more convincing case.

Forming a full, critical understanding of a reading requires asking the right 
kinds of questions about the author, subject, audience, and language of the 
piece. Following you will find a series of questions to ask before, during, and 
after your reading. However, these questions are merely suggestive, not 
exhaustive; they indicate only starting points for your critical assessment of a 
text. Your teacher and peers may suggest other questions to ask as well. Finally, 
it is a good idea to write out your answers to these questions. Do not rely on 
your memory alone to keep track of your responses.

QUESTIONS TO ASK BEFORE YOU BEGIN A CLOSE READING  
OF A TEXT

Whether you are assigned to read material in history or art, biology or soci-
ology, before you begin you need to ask yourself a series of questions con-
cerning the author and publication in which the piece appeared as well as 
your own knowledge of and attitude toward the topic. Answering these 
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questions may help you determine any biases present in the reading and 
ensure that you remain open to any new perspectives or information the 
author has to offer.

Questions Concerning the Author

•	 Who	is	the	author?
•	 What	are	his	credentials?
•	 What	else	has	he	written	on	the	topic?
•	 What	possible	biases	might	have	influenced	his	work?

Before	you	begin	to	read	a	text,	try	to	assess	the	credibility	and	expertise	of	
the person who wrote the piece. Who is the author, and what are his or her 
qualifications for writing on this topic? If, for instance, you are writing a paper 
about global warming for your English class and find an article you want to 
use in your essay, note whether you are reading a research report produced by 
a scientist who conducted her own studies on the topic, an informative article 
composed by a reporter who interviewed that scientist, or an opinion piece 
written by a television star who has no particular expertise in climatology. The 
first author is probably well qualified to offer expert opinion; the second 
author, while less qualified than the first, may still be a legitimate source of 
information. However, approach the third author skeptically: good actors are 
rarely good scientists. If you plan to use any of these readings to support a 
position of your own in an essay, understand that academic readers will tend 
to believe authors with solid, professional credentials and demonstrated exper-
tise in the topic.

Also determine, as best you can, any biases operating in the authors’ 
work. Note who the writers work for, who supported their research, and who 
publishes their results. Writers are never completely objective; all writers 
bring to their work certain biases or preferences, whether political, religious, 
or methodological. These biases may influence the type of study authors 
conduct, the type of evidence they use to support their contentions, the 
language they employ, and the conclusions they draw. When researching a 
paper on abortion, for instance, it would be important to note whether the 
author of a piece is a member of the National Abortion Rights Action League 
or Operation Life, even if the writer claims to be presenting the results of an 
objective study. In college you will often read expert testimony that presents 
conflicting views and interpretations of the same topic, data, or event. Often 
your job as a writer is to examine these different perspectives, compare their 
quality or worth, and use them to form and defend a position of your own. 
However, recognizing potential authorial bias in a reading does not dis-
qualify it as a legitimate source of information: it simply puts you in a better 
position to read the work skeptically and to ask better, more critical 
questions.

Most academic journals include brief biographical entries on the authors 
at the beginning or end of each article or in a separate section of the journal 
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typically labeled “Contributor Notes” or “Contributors.” Many popular maga-
zines also include some information on the author of each article they publish. 
(If you cannot find this information, see a reference librarian for help locating 
biographical dictionaries. Later, including in your essay the credentials of the 
authors whose work you are quoting or paraphrasing can help increase the 
credibility of your assertions.)

Questions Concerning the Publication

•	 In	what	regard	is	the	publication	held	by	professionals	in	the	field?
•	 Toward	what	type	of	readership	is	the	publication	aimed?
•	 How	long	ago	was	the	piece	published?
•	 What,	generally,	is	the	editorial	stance	of	the	publication?

When assessing the quality of a publication, your first questions ought to 
address its credibility and audience. Do members of the profession or the 
academy consider this a reputable journal? Does it publish scholarly work or 
general interest features? What type of reader is this publication trying to reach: 
scholars or the general public? Answering these questions can help you deter-
mine whether work published in this journal or magazine is appropriate for 
inclusion in an essay of your own.

To answer these questions about the publication, first consult your 
teacher. He or she can probably tell you in what regard a particular journal is 
held by professionals in the field. Also, if you want to consult only scholarly 
sources of information, you may want to limit your research to specialized 
 scholarly  indexes and databases—drawing information from The Applied 
Science and Technology Index rather than from Academic Search Complete. 
Again, your teacher or a reference librarian can help you identify scholarly 
reference works.

Just as individual authors have certain biases or preferences that may influ-
ence their writing, publications have certain editorial slants that may influence 
what they print. Some publications will have definite political or ideological 
agendas. For example, The New Republic and The National Review are not 
likely to publish the same article on gun control. Other publications may 
exhibit certain methodological biases: they prefer to publish only historical 
studies or empirical studies or Marxist studies of a topic. Determining the 
editorial or methodological slant of a publication can be difficult: if you have 
not read widely in a field, you may not know a great deal about its principal 
publications. Often, your best recourse in gathering this type of information 
is to scan the titles and abstracts of other articles in the journal to determine 
its political or methodological preferences or, if you are reading newspaper or 
magazine articles, to read the editorials.

However, a particular periodical’s political or methodological slant does 
not necessarily make it any more or less valid a source of information. 
Recognizing these preferences, though, should help you read material more 
skeptically. A publication’s biases may affect the content of the articles 
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it publishes, its authors’ interpretations of statistics, even the nature of the 
graphics and illustrations accompanying the text. When you are thoroughly 
researching a topic, gathering information from several different sources is one 
way to guard against one-sided, unbalanced treatments of a topic.

Questions Concerning Your Own Views of the Topic

•	 What	are	my	beliefs	about	the	issue	addressed	in	the	reading?
•	 How	open	am	I	to	new	ideas	on	this	topic?

Just as every author and publication presents material from a particular per-
spective, readers, too, bring their own prejudices and preferences to a text. 
Though absolute objectivity may be impossible for readers and writers to 
attain, knowing your own predispositions toward the topic an author addresses 
can help you guard against unfairly judging someone else’s arguments or shut-
ting yourself off from potentially helpful ideas.

Author Peter Elbow suggests two frames of mind students ought to 
assume when reading material. First, he advises students to play the “believing 
game”—that is, to assume that what the writer has to say is correct. If the 
author of the piece is right in what he says, how do his ideas influence your 
current views on the topic? What are the implications of the author’s ideas? 
Can you draw any connections between what the author has to say and what 
you already know? Next, Elbow suggests that students play the “doubting 
game”—that is, assume a more critical stance toward the author’s ideas. What 
are the weaknesses in the writer’s arguments? What are the limitations of his 
ideas? In what ways are the author’s ideas incompatible with what you already 
know about the topic?

Being	aware	of	your	own	stance	on	an	issue	before you begin to read some-
thing for the first time can help you play the believing and doubting games 
more effectively. First, reading with your own beliefs firmly in mind can help 
you recognize which ideas are hard for you to accept or even to consider fairly. 
We all resist ideas that run counter to our beliefs: giving them legitimacy forces 
us to question our own positions. However, being a critical reader means you 
are willing to do just that, to consider ideas that you might otherwise ignore 
or reject. When you dismiss an idea in a source text, consider why: if it is only 
because that idea runs counter to your views, try playing the believing game 
before moving on.

Second, reading with your beliefs firmly in mind can help you recognize 
which ideas are hard for you to question and criticize. We all like to read mate-
rial that confirms our present positions, because such reinforcement is com-
forting and reassuring. However, as a critical reader you must be willing to 
question authors who voice opinions you endorse, to criticize fairly and thor-
oughly ideas you are predisposed to accept unquestioningly. If you accept 
information without question, consider why: if it is only because you agree 
with the author, try playing the doubting game before moving on.
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QUESTIONS TO ASK WHILE YOU READ AND REREAD MATERIAL

After you have read material with these questions in mind, reread it. If necessary, 
read it a third or fourth time—very few of us truly understand a text the first 
time we read it. When rereading material, though, you should consider another 
set of questions that focus your attention on the audience, purpose, content, 
and organization of the piece, along with your response to the author’s ideas.

Questions about the Audience of the Piece

•	 What	audience	does	the	author	seem	to	be	trying	to	reach?
•	 What	type	of	reader	would	be	attracted	to	the	author’s	writing,	and	what	

type would be alienated by it?
•	 How	does	your	sense	of	the	text’s	audience	influence	your	reading	of	the	

piece?

Audience is one of the most important concepts in writing: an author’s sense 
of audience will greatly affect, among other things, the language she uses, the 
material she includes, and the organizational strategy she employs. However, 
audience can be a difficult term to define. In one sense, it refers to actual 
people a writer may know. When composing a letter to a friend, for instance, 
a writer can make fairly accurate predictions about the way her reader will react 
to what she says or the language she uses.

In another sense, though, audience can have very little to do with specific 
people the author has in mind as he writes a text. Much of what you read in 
college, for example, was written by people who possessed a much more nebu-
lous sense of audience as they wrote. They knew the type of reader they were 
trying to address (for example, a first-year student taking an introductory 
geology course) or perhaps the type of reader they wanted to interest (for 
example, people curious about feminist interpretations of literature). When 
writing, they did not have in mind as their audience a specific, individual 
reader. Instead, they were trying to produce prose that would attract or inter-
est a particular type of reader.

Therefore, as you read and reread material, try to determine the audience 
the author is trying to address: how is she attempting to interest or appeal to 
that type of reader? How successful is she in achieving that goal? Pay attention 
to the language, content, and organization of the piece as you try to answer 
questions such as these:

•	 Was	the	author	trying	to	reach	a	general	reader,	an	educated	reader,	or	a	
specialist?

•	 What	language	does	the	author	use	to	try	to	reach	this	audience?	What	
examples? What graphics?

•	 What	type	of	reader	would	actually	find	the	work	helpful,	informative,	
valuable, or difficult?

•	 Would	any	readers	be	alienated	by	the	material	in	the	piece?	Why?
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Answering these questions will help you better understand how the text 
you are reading came to assume its present form. When writing, authors 
choose language, examples, and a structure they believe will help them 
achieve their desired effect on an audience. Part of reading a text critically 
is determining in your mind how successful each writer has been in making 
these choices.

Realize, too, that when you read something, you become a member of 
that writer’s audience. Your response to what you read is extremely important 
to note as you try to understand what the author has to say. Is the writer com-
municating his ideas effectively to you? Do you find the material in the piece 
interesting or boring, helpful or irrelevant, engaging, or alienating? What 
choices has the writer made that led to these responses? What knowledge or 
experience do you bring to the text that contributes to your reaction? 
Understanding the complex relationship between the audience and the writer 
of a piece can help you become a more sensitive, critical reader.

Questions about Purpose

•	 What	was	the	author’s	purpose	in	writing	the	piece?
•	 What	is	the	author’s	thesis?
•	 Does	the	author	successfully	achieve	his	or	her	goals?

Generally, when writing a text, an author will have one of three aims: to enter-
tain, to inform, or to persuade his readers. Many times a work will serve mul-
tiple purposes—it will both entertain and inform, or inform and persuade. 
However, as a critical reader, you ought to identify the primary purpose of the 
piece you are reading. To criticize an article for failing to present an effective 
argument on a topic would be unproductive and unfair if all the author 
intended was to write an informative essay.

However, determining an author’s purpose or goal can be difficult. In 
social science and natural science journals, look for the author’s stated purpose 
in his abstract or thesis (“The purpose of this article is . . .” and “The authors 
seek to prove that . . .”). The conventions of most humanities journals, how-
ever, require authors to be less straightforward or declaratory in stating their 
purpose, but again thesis statements and abstracts are good places to start your 
search. Even if the author states his or her goal somewhere in the paper or 
abstract, be wary. When you finish rereading the piece, ask yourself, “Given 
the content, language, and structure of this piece, what do I believe to be the 
writer’s primary goal or purpose?”

Questions about Content

•	 What	are	the	author’s	major	assertions	or	findings?
•	 How	does	the	author	support	these	assertions	or	findings?

When examining the content of any reading, try first to locate the author’s 
thesis and paraphrase it. A thesis statement will be either stated or implied. If it 
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is stated, you will be able to point to a sentence or two in the reading that 
serves as the thesis. If it is implied, a general idea or argument unites and 
guides the writing, but the author never explicitly puts it into words. When 
you paraphrase or recognize this general idea or argument, you have identified 
the thesis. In either case, as a first step in analyzing a reading’s content, state 
the author’s thesis in your own words to form a clear idea of what the author 
is trying to accomplish in the piece.

Next, note how the author supports her thesis—identify her primary ideas, 
arguments, or findings and the evidence, reasons, or examples she offers to 
support them. As you reread the piece, ask yourself what empirical, philosophi-
cal, theoretical, or other type of evidence or reasoning the author has provided 
to support her thesis and achieve her goal.

Finally, be sure to examine what you already know about the topic—what 
you have learned in the past and what you are learning now by reading this 
piece. Has the author left out any important information or arguments? Has 
she neglected certain interpretations of evidence others have offered? If so, 
why do you think that is? How can the reading’s content be explained by its 
author, audience, or purpose?

Questions about Organization

•	 How	is	the	material	organized?
•	 What	headings	and	subheadings	does	the	author	provide?
•	 What	does	the	organization	of	the	essay	tell	you	about	the	author’s	view	

of the material?
•	 What	gets	stressed	as	a	result	of	the	organization?

As a writer composes his piece, he has to make a series of decisions about 
organization: he needs to determine the order in which he will present his 
findings, ideas, or arguments. Good writers organize their material 
purposefully—to make their article clear, to make their book more persua-
sive, or to make their findings more accessible. Through the order in which 
they present their material and through their use of paragraph breaks, head-
ings, and subheadings, they try to help the reader understand or accept 
their views.

As you read a source text, think critically about its organization. First, form 
at least a rough idea of how the writer has organized his ideas. What are the 
major sections of the text? In what order are the ideas, arguments, or findings 
presented? You might want to produce a scratch outline or list that captures 
the reading’s organization. Also, use the headings and subheadings the author 
provides to get a better understanding of how he views his material and how 
he sets priorities among his findings. For example, what ideas, arguments, or 
findings get emphasized through the author’s selection of headings? How do 
the headings and subheadings guide you through the piece? Are there any 
instances in which you think a heading or subheading is misleading or poorly 
stated? Why?
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Questions about the Author’s Sources

•	 How	does	the	author	use	other	people’s	ideas	or	findings?
•	 How	credible	are	 the	 sources	 the	author	uses	 to	 support	his	 ideas	or	

findings?

As you analyze the content of a reading, examine the sources the author relied 
on when writing. What is documented? Flip back to the works cited list or 
bibliography at the end of the piece. Where does the author’s information 
come from? Is the paper based on library research, primary research, or inter-
views? If much of the text’s material comes from previously published work, 
how credible are the sources the author used to support her claims? For exam-
ple, is the author relying on scholarly sources of information? Is there any 
apparent bias in the author’s use of source material: is most of her material 
taken from journals that share similar editorial stances, or has the writer tried 
to draw information from sources representing a variety of political, theoreti-
cal, or methodological perspectives? Answering questions such as these can 
help you determine the credibility and utility of the author’s ideas, arguments, 
or findings.

Questions about Graphics

•	 How	 clear	 are	 the	 charts,	 graphs,	 tables,	 or	 illustrations	 the	 author	
provides?

•	 How	well	does	the	author	explain	the	graphics?
•	 How	well	do	the	graphics	support	or	explain	what	the	author	has	to	say?

Graphics include charts, tables, graphs, drawings, and pictures. Although 
authors may add graphics to entertain readers, most include them to support 
arguments, summarize findings, or illustrate ideas. As you read a text, try to 
determine how the author is using graphics in her work and how clear, helpful, 
or informative you find them.

Questions about Your Reactions and Responses

•	 How	 do	 I	 feel	 about	 the	 topic,	 issues,	 or	 findings	 addressed	 in	 the	
reading?

•	 What	is	convincing?	What	is	unclear?
•	 What	ideas	in	the	piece	contradict	my	understanding	of	the	topic?
•	 What	ideas	in	the	piece	are	new	to	me?	Which	ones	do	I	accept	and	which	

ones do I reject?

People’s beliefs and knowledge influence how they read material—what they 
take note of, what they understand the author to be saying, what they 
remember after they read the piece. Understanding your response to the 
material you read can help you become a more critical reader and a more 
effective writer in several ways. First, honestly assessing your response can 
help you be balanced and fair. As a skeptical reader you need to be both 
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critical of ideas you at first enthusiastically support and open to ideas you at 
first strongly reject.

Second, examining your response to what you read can help you decide 
on and develop effective paper topics—your responses may help you identify 
an interest or question you can later pursue more thoroughly in an essay. 
Especially consider what you learn from a reading. What information is new? 
How do the author’s ideas or findings confirm or contradict what you have 
come to think? Examining your answers to questions such as these can result 
in some interesting essays.

MARKING TEXTS

Look at the books of active, critical readers and you will see pages filled with 
underlined	passages,	marginal	comments,	questions,	and	reactions.	Because	
they have recognized the close link between reading and writing, they rarely 
read without a pencil in hand. They underline the reading’s thesis statement 
and any important passages they find. As they question the material they are 
reading, they annotate the text and write down the answers to the questions 
they ask so that when they return to the material later, they can recall the 
author’s purpose and findings, remember how they responded to the author’s 
ideas, and locate the information they want to use in their papers.

The two most common ways of marking texts are highlighting and anno-
tating. Highlighting typically involves underlining, circling, bracketing, or 
color coding passages, while annotating involves writing comments or ques-
tions in the margin or at the end of the text.

HIGHLIGHTING TEXTS

Highlighting involves underlining, color coding, or in some other way mark-
ing important passages in a reading. Most students tend to highlight too little 
or too much. Some never make a mark in their books. Perhaps they were 
trained in high school not to mark up readings, or maybe they are concerned 
about the resale value of their books. Whatever their reason, these students 
rarely, if ever, highlight material they read. Other students highlight too many 
passages in a reading—practically every sentence is underlined, and almost 
every paragraph is shaded yellow or pink. You have to be selective in what 
you highlight: you mark up a reading in order to understand it more clearly 
and to identify important passages you may return to later when you write 
your paper.

In order to highlight a reading effectively, you need to develop your own 
marking system, a kind of code that helps you locate certain types of informa-
tion in a text. Good writers usually develop unique ways of highlighting read-
ings: they underline certain kinds of passages, place brackets around specific 
types of information, and circle other parts of the text. Later, when they return 
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to the reading to write their paper, they can easily find the information they 
need. Following are some suggestions about what to mark in a text:

 1. Mark an author’s thesis, primary assertions, and supporting evidence.
 2. Mark the names of authors, dates of studies, locations of research projects, 

and other important facts mentioned in the reading.
 3. Mark key passages you might want to reread, quote, or paraphrase later as 

you write your paper.
 4. Mark words or terms you do not know so you can look up their 

definitions.

Establish your own way of highlighting a text: circle authors’ names, bracket 
dates, use a yellow highlighting pen to mark any passages you may want to 
quote and blue ink to indicate questionable statements, or whatever variations 
make sense to you. When you establish your own highlighting system, writing 
from readings will become much easier for you.

ANNOTATING TEXTS

While you are highlighting a reading, you should also annotate it—that is, 
write out your responses, questions, observations, or conclusions. Generally, 
there are two types of annotations you will use: marginal and end comments. 
Marginal annotations are notes that you make to yourself in the top, bottom, 
or side margins of the page; end annotations are notes that you make at the 
end of the text.

Marginal Annotations

Marginal annotations are typically short and in many cases may make sense 
only to the person who wrote them. Generally, they can be divided into 
content notes, organization notes, connection notes, questions, and 
responses.

Content notes typically identify the meaning or purpose of the marked 
passage. For example, after bracketing an author’s first argument—that elimi-
nating a particular government program may have negative consequences on 
the poor, for instance—you may write in the margin, “Argument 1—conse-
quences for poor.” When you review a reading to find material you want to 
use in your paper, content notes help you easily locate what you need, which 
is particularly important if you are completing a research project involving 
multiple readings.

Organization notes identify the major sections of a source text. After 
underlining an article’s thesis, you may write thesis in the margin in order to 
find it more easily later, then bracket the first few paragraphs and write intro-
duction in the margin. You might draw a line down the margin beside the next 
few paragraphs and write first argument in the margin, then highlight the next 
section and write refutation of first argument. Organization notes help you 
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understand how the author has structured the piece and may help you locate 
particular sections of the text you would like to review.

Connection notes identify the links you see between an author’s ideas 
and those offered by other writers or between ideas an author develops in dif-
ferent sections of a reading: “this idea echoes Weber’s argument,” “illustrates 
first point,” or “contradicts teacher’s position.” As you read an article, you 
should note how the author’s ideas confirm or refute ideas developed by other 
writers. Note the connections in the margin of the essay you are reading in 
case you want to examine the link more closely later: do not rely on your 
memory. If you are reading multiple sources on the same topic, distinctions 
between the texts can quickly blur; you may have a difficult time remembering 
who wrote what if you do not write good connection notes. Also, use connec-
tion notes to trace the development of each writer’s thesis. Note in the margin 
of the reading the link between the various ideas, arguments, or findings the 
writer offers and his or her thesis.

Questions can serve several purposes. First, they can identify passages you 
find confusing: in a question, try to capture precisely what you find confusing 
in a passage, especially if you will have a chance to discuss the reading in class. 
Second, questions can help you identify in a reading the material you want to 
dispute. Try to capture in a critical question or two why you disagree with what 
the author has written. Finally, questions can identify where the author has 
failed to consider important information or arguments. These are typically 
“what about” questions: “What about the theory proposed by Smith?” “What 
about people who can’t afford day care?” Your goal is to indicate with a ques-
tion possible limitations to an author’s ideas or arguments.

Response notes record your reactions to what you read. These notes may 
indicate which ideas you accept, which ones you reject, and which ones you 
doubt. They can range from a simple “yes!” or “huh?” to more elaborate and 
detailed reactions that allow you to explore your response in some detail.

Remember to keep your marginal notes brief. Their purpose is to help you 
read the text more critically and recall your responses and questions when you 
reread the material.

End Annotations

End annotations typically make some type of comment on the source as a 
whole and can assume different forms, including summaries, responses, and 
questions.

Summaries offer brief, objective overviews of a reading. You may want to 
write a one- or two-sentence summary at the end of a reading, especially if you 
are reading several source texts for your paper. The purpose of these summaries 
is to jog your memory about the reading’s content or thesis so you don’t have 
to reread the entire text. These summaries are especially helpful if you have to 
read several texts with similar titles: it is easy to confuse these readings, and the 
summaries can often help you find the particular text you need.



14    CRITICAL READING

Responses capture your reaction to the work as a whole. Try to capture 
in your note your response to the author’s ideas, argument, writing style, or 
any other aspect of the reading that strikes you as important. These responses 
can help you form comments to offer in class when you discuss the piece and 
often they serve as a good starting point for developing a topic for a paper: 
you may want to investigate and develop your response more thoroughly and 
formally in an essay.

Questions written at the end of a reading typically address the source’s 
clarity, purpose, or effectiveness. Your questions might address the reading’s 
claims, evidence, or reasoning; its syntax, tone, or structure. Other questions 
might address the reading’s relationship to what you already know about the 
topic or what you have already read. These questions help you draw connec-
tions between the readings and your own knowledge and experience. Still 
other questions might indicate specific aspects of a topic you still need to 
investigate (“I wonder how his ideas might have an impact on part two of my 
paper—need to reconsider?”) or links between two or more authors’ claims 
that need further consideration (“Do her arguments refute the textbook’s 
claims?”).

You will usually jot down several different types of endnotes when you 
finish reading a text. You may write out a brief one- or two-sentence summary, 
a few questions, and a response. These endnotes can prove very helpful when 
you return to the material later: they indicate your assessment of the source 
text’s content, strengths, weaknesses, and worth.

Together, highlighting and annotating can help you fully understand a 
reading and determine the best way to use it in your own writing. A word 
of warning, though: do not be blinded by your own annotations and high-
lights. When you review a source text you have already marked and anno-
tated and are now planning to use in your paper, be critical of your own 
highlighting	and	annotations.	Be	sure	to	question	whether	your	highlighting	
and annotations really capture the source’s key points. As you review your 
comments and marked passages, ask yourself whether you feel the same way 
now about the reading. If you have been engaged in researching a topic, are 
you now in a better position to assess the value and meaning of the reading 
before you? Have your views changed? Also, try to answer the questions 
you  asked in the margins or at the end of the article. Reassess your 
original reactions.
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SAMPLE ANNOTATED READING

Review the following sample annotated reading. Your system for marking a 
reading will likely be different from the system used here. Note, though, how 
the reader used highlighting and annotations to gain a better understanding 
of the author’s content, structure, language, and purpose.
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NOTE TAKING

Especially when working on an extended writing project, you may want to take 
notes on a source text after carefully reading and annotating it. If you are work-
ing on a research paper for a class, check with your instructor about any require-
ments he or she might have concerning your notes. Some teachers, for example, 
require their students to take notes on index cards following rather specific 
guidelines. Other teachers set no guidelines concerning notes. It is always a 
good idea to check with your instructor concerning his or her requirements.

If you take notes on index cards, be sure you indicate somewhere on each 
card the title and/or author of the work you are reading. If your cards get 
out of order, you need some way of identifying the source of the information 
on each card. If you are more comfortable taking notes on paper, try to use 
only one side of each sheet. Using your notes to write your essay is easier if 
you are not constantly flipping over sheets of paper to find the information 
you need.

Some writers like their notes to consist only of quotes; others mix quoted, 
paraphrased, and summarized material. Some write notes in complete sen-
tences; some use a combination of sentences, sentence fragments, and even 
single words or diagrams. As with annotations, you will need to work out your 
own system for taking notes, one that helps you sort out and organize the 
useful material you find in the sources you read.

Keep in mind the guidelines that follow as you take your notes. Following 
them can help you avoid problems later as you use your notes to write your paper.

BEFORE JOTTING DOWN ANY NOTES, ALWAYS WRITE DOWN 
THE SOURCE TEXT’S FULL BIBLIOGRAPHIC INFORMATION

Whenever you take notes on a reading, be sure to write down the author’s full 
name, the exact title of the piece, the full title of the publication, all the pub-
lication information, and the inclusive page numbers. Often students will be 
completing a paper the night before it is due and realize they used material 
that needs to be documented. Without having the full bibliographic informa-
tion with their notes, they have to make a frantic last-minute dash back to the 
library. If you are careful to write down this information before you take your 
notes, you can avoid some problems later.

IN YOUR NOTES, CAREFULLY DISTINGUISH BETWEEN MATERIAL 
YOU QUOTE AND MATERIAL YOU PARAPHRASE

One of the major sources of unintentional plagiarism is faulty note taking. This 
problem occurs whenyou copy down a passage word for word from a source 
text into your notes but fail to enclose that passage in quotation marks. If you 
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then copy that material directly from your notes into your paper—thinking 
you originally paraphrased the passage—and fail to place quotation marks 
around it in your essay, you will be guilty of plagiarism. You can avoid this 
problem if you carefully indicate with quotation marks which passages in your 
notes are exact quotations and which are paraphrases of an author’s ideas.

CAREFULLY LIST PAGE NUMBERS

In your notes, be sure to indicate the exact page number of the source text 
that contains the material you are quoting, paraphrasing, or summarizing. You 
will need this information later for proper documentation.

PAY ATTENTION TO THE PUNCTUATION IN THE SOURCE TEXT

If you are quoting material in your notes, reproduce the original punctuation 
exactly as it appears on the page. Many times students misquote material 
because they incorrectly copied the original punctuation into their notes.

IN YOUR NOTES, CLEARLY DIFFERENTIATE BETWEEN THE 
AUTHOR’S IDEAS AND YOUR OWN

Again, failing to differentiate between what an author says about a topic and what 
you have to say is a major source of unintentional plagiarism. As you take your 
notes, you may want to jot down some observations or ideas of your own—read-
ing other people’s ideas will often lead you to new insights of your own. However, 
if you do not make the distinction clear in your notes—if, when reviewing your 
notes, you cannot tell which ideas were yours and which were the other writer’s—
you might attribute ideas to authors who never suggested them or take credit for 
ideas that were originally developed by someone else. To make this distinction clear 
in your notes, perhaps you could place your ideas and reflections in brackets.

BE CONSISTENT WITH YOUR NOTE-TAKING SYSTEM

Whether you use a notebook, looseleaf paper, index cards, or a personal 
computer for taking notes, be consistent in how and where you note biblio-
graphic information, page numbers, and your responses to the material. 
Adhering to a system will make it easier for you to find material in your notes 
and will help you avoid making mistakes.
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Additional Reading

Getting Serious about Eradicating 
Binge Drinking

Henry Wechsler

Henry Wechsler directs the College Alcohol Studies program at Harvard’s School of 

Public Health.

Most of us are aware that binge drinking is a major problem on many college 

campuses. Since the Harvard School of Public Health’s first College Alcohol 

Study used that term, in 1994, to describe the drinking pattern of significant 

numbers of American college students, the problem has drawn media 

attention across the nation. Despite this, the problem has not declined over 

the past four years. In fact, our latest research findings, released in September, 

showed little change in the proportion of college students who binge. 

Among more than 14,500 students surveyed at 116 institutions, 43 percent 

reported that they had binged at least once in the preceding two weeks, 

compared with 44 percent in the earlier study.

Although the number of students who abstain from alcohol grew to 

19 percent this year from 15.6 percent in the first study, among students who 

drink we found an increase in drunkenness, in drinking deliberately to get 

drunk, and in alcohol-related problems—including injuries, drunk driving, 

violence, and academic difficulties. For example, among students who drink, 

52 percent said a major motivation was “to get drunk,” compared with 39 

percent in the first study. Thus, despite a spate of widely publicized student 

deaths in alcohol-related incidents, the binge goes on.

Why isn’t this behavior decreasing? For one thing, binge drinking has 

been so deeply entrenched for so long at colleges that it can’t be expected 

to disappear overnight. However, the more important reason that change 

eludes us is that some colleges have relied too much on one approach to 

solve the problem—trying to get the binge drinkers themselves to stop, 

rather than focusing equal attention on factors that make it easy for students 

to drink too much.

Of course, some campuses use multiple approaches to attack the 

problem, but many focus most of their energies on educational efforts 

directed at drinkers, particularly during events such as the recent Alcohol 
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Awareness Week. Such educational efforts are an important way to teach 

some students the facts about alcohol abuse. But those efforts overlook the 

environment around binge drinkers that condones and supports and often 

even encourages their behavior.

So what are the factors that promote binge drinking at colleges? One is 

that students who binge tend to think they represent the norm; they argue that 

they’re just doing what most of their peers do. Most binge drinkers don’t think 

they have a problem. They think they are only having fun, and most consider 

themselves to be moderate drinkers. Doing research into actual behavior and 

then informing students about how many students actually binge—generally 

fewer than binge drinkers believe—can help to reduce the behavior.

Another approach to changing student norms is to focus on the 

disruptive behavior of binge drinkers. Colleges are civic communities, and all 

too frequently they are disrupted by the behavior of students who drink 

excessively. Rather than search for contraband alcohol, a college would be 

wise to engage student leaders in helping administrators work out a clearly 

worded code of conduct that penalizes drunken behavior—and then to 

enforce it consistently.

Students who become drunk and disorderly should be made to take 

responsibility for the messes that they have created: They should have to 

clean up vomit in the bathrooms made unusable on weekends, help care for 

drunken students at the college health center, repair damage from vandalism, 

and pick up litter. The punishment should fit the crime.

But with repeat offenders, colleges need to consider enforcing a “three 

strikes and you’re out” policy for alcohol-related violations of the student 

conduct code.

At the center of binge drinking on many campuses are fraternities and 

sororities. While they attract only a small percentage of students nationally, 

they continue to play a prominent role in campus life at many institutions. 

Our data shows that in fraternity houses, four of five residents binge, and 

more than half are frequent binge drinkers. And fraternity parties are 

attended by many more students than just members. They attract even 

some high-school seniors—future college students who are introduced to 

binge drinking as a social norm. Not surprisingly, most of the alcohol-related 

deaths of college students recently reported in the media involved fraternity 

parties.

While some colleges have begun to address the drinking culture created 

by fraternities, many administrators are still hesitant to move strongly against 

fraternities, for fear of angering alumni donors who fondly remember their 

own college years of partying. But administrators have a responsibility to 

protect all of their students against alcohol-related disruptions and injuries, 

and should not wait for tragedy to strike before they revoke official 

recognition of fraternities that consistently cause problems. Colleges also can 

require all first-year students who live on campus to reside in dormitories, and 

not in fraternity or sorority houses. Of course, then those colleges must work 
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to create interesting alcohol-free activities centered in the residence halls, to 

show students that out-of-control drinking need not be the focus of social life.

A third impetus for binge drinking on college campuses—one rarely 

mentioned publicly—involves alumni at tailgate parties during homecoming 

activities and sporting events. Any alcohol-control measures adopted for 

students must also apply to visiting alumni. Banning alcohol at home sporting 

events for everyone except alumni who contribute more than $50, as one 

college did recently, is not a good way to win students’ support for new 

alcohol-control policies. I would hope that most alumni, if informed that an 

institution is trying to cope with a serious problem, would cooperate. Colleges 

that base their decision making on fund-raising concerns must ask themselves: 

What will cost the college more money—alumni who might decrease their 

contributions if they’re cut off from alcohol at sporting events, or a few large 

jury awards of damages to families of injured or deceased students?

Another center of college binge drinking is found in athletics programs. 

Athletes binge more than other students, according to our data. In fact, 

involvement in athletics—compared with time spent in other activities—

increases rather than decreases a student’s propensity for binge drinking. 

Students involved in athletics are one and a half times as likely to be binge 

drinkers as are other students. This tradition is kept alive through the beer-

advertising blitz that surrounds sports. After all, Mark McGwire’s 70th home 

run was hit at Busch Stadium.

As a first step, college athletics officials should stay clear of alcohol-

industry promotions and advertising. Further, although coaches at some 

colleges require team members to abstain from alcohol during the competitive 

season, relatively few coaches are involved in campus-wide programs to 

reduce alcohol abuse. Colleges should make it a priority to enlist their coaches 

and athletics directors in programs designed to reach all students with the 

message that binge drinking interferes with performance in every area of their 

lives. The National Collegiate Athletic Association should encourage this. 

Colleges also should press coaches to stress the institution’s commitment to 

preventing alcohol abuse when they recruit high-school athletes.

Another important point of intervention is at the high-school level. Half 

of college binge drinkers start in high school. Colleges should begin to 

address this problem at high schools that send a large number of freshmen 

to their campuses, by sending college students from those high schools back 

to talk to the younger students about alcohol and other substance abuse. 

The volunteers should stress that one in five college students nationally 

abstains from alcohol, and that another two in five drink, but not to excess.

High-school students are more likely to believe the messages of college 

students than those of teachers and other adults. Let future freshmen get 

their first view of college life from these volunteers, rather than from 

attending fraternity parties or tailgate events. Once freshmen have unpacked 

and settled in, it may be too late to tell them about college rules on alcohol 

use. That message should be sent before they even apply.
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Colleges also need to focus more attention a block or two away from 

the campus—on the ring of bars and liquor stores that encircles many 

institutions. Colleges need to map the density of those establishments; many 

institutions have more than 50 such alcohol outlets surrounding them. These 

are formidable competitors for students’ attention, and cannot be coped with 

by the college alone; community leaders must be enlisted to help, particularly 

in barring the low-price specials that the outlets use to compete with each 

other: two-for-one offers, cut-rate drinks and free food during happy hours, 

and free drinks for women on certain nights. Some states and communities 

already have laws that ban those types of sales. Remember, the problem is 

not alcohol itself; it is the availability of a large volume of alcohol at a low 

price, usually to be consumed in a short period of time.

All of the problem areas that I’ve cited cannot be attacked by every 

college at once. Some issues may be more pressing than others on particular 

campuses, and the solutions must be fashioned to fit local circumstances.

Some important actions are being taken by colleges and universities 

across the country. Many are trying to sever the connection between alcohol 

and sports by banning advertising in the programs for sporting events and 

prohibiting alcohol at college stadiums. Some colleges are discontinuing the 

practice of not holding classes or exams on Fridays, and are no longer 

allowing local bars to advertise drink specials in campus publications. And 

some colleges are experimenting with new student-housing arrangements, 

such as living–learning centers that take faculty members and classes into the 

dorms, to try to completely change the environments there.

Institutions also are trying to give students more alcohol-free 

entertainment options. Some are working with neighborhood groups, as well 

as community and state officials, to find legal and other means of controlling 

students’ behavior off campus. Other colleges are imposing stricter sanctions 

on students who break the rules—notifying parents after a certain number 

of infractions, and suspending or expelling repeat offenders.

What institutions need to avoid are one-dimensional programs that 

focus on particular students but ignore the ways in which colleges help 

enable some students to continue binging for four years. Not holding classes 

or exams on Fridays, for example, enables students to binge from Thursday 

to Sunday without interruption. Making new rules, but not enforcing even the 

old ones—for example, banning alcohol in the dormitories, but allowing it to 

be carried in unmarked cups—tells students that the college is not serious 

about eradicating the problem.

To anyone who thinks that binge drinking is behavior that cannot be 

changed, I offer the following challenge. At the next meeting you attend, look 

around and count how many people are smoking. Not many years ago, the 

room would have been filled with smoke. Today, because of the wide 

recognition that smoking hurts both the smoker and people nearby, through 

secondhand effects, the air is clear. Binge drinking can become equally 

unacceptable on college campuses.
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Summary Chart

CRITICAL READING: ASKING 

QUESTIONS

 1. Questions to Ask Before You Begin a Close Reading of a Text

Questions concerning the author:
•	Who	is	the	author?
•	What	are	her	credentials?
•	What	else	has	she	written	on	the	topic?
•	What	possible	biases	might	have	influenced	her	work?
Questions concerning the publication:
•	In	what	regard	is	the	publication	held	by	professionals	in	the	field?
•	Toward	what	type	of	readership	is	the	publication	aimed?
•	How	long	ago	was	the	piece	published?
•	What,	generally,	is	the	editorial	stance	of	the	publication?
Questions concerning your own views of the topic:
•	What	are	my	beliefs	about	the	issue	addressed	in	the	reading?
•	How	open	am	I	to	new	ideas	on	this	topic?

 2. Questions to Ask While You Read and Reread Material

Questions concerning the audience of the piece:
•	What	audience	does	the	author	seem	to	be	trying	to	reach?
•	What	type	of	reader	would	be	attracted	to	the	author’s	writing,	and	

what	type	would	be	alienated	by	it?
•	How	does	your	sense	of	the	text’s	audience	influence	your	reading	of	the	

piece?
Questions concerning the purpose of the piece:
•	What	was	the	author’s	purpose	in	writing	the	piece?
•	What	is	the	author’s	thesis?
•	Does	the	author	successfully	achieve	his	or	her	goals?
Questions concerning the content of the piece:
•	What	are	the	author’s	major	assertions	or	findings?
•	How	does	the	author	support	these	assertions	or	findings?
Questions concerning the organization of the piece:
•	How	is	the	material	organized?
•	What	headings	and	subheadings	does	the	author	provide?
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•	What	does	the	organization	of	the	essay	tell	you	about	the	author’s	view	
of	the	material?

•	What	gets	stressed	as	a	result	of	the	organization?
Questions concerning the author’s sources:
•	How	does	the	author	use	other	people’s	ideas	or	findings?
•	How	credible	are	the	sources	the	author	uses	to	support	his	ideas	or	

findings?
Questions concerning graphics in the piece:
•	How	clear	are	the	charts,	graphs,	tables,	or	illustrations	the	author	

provides?
•	How	well	does	the	author	explain	the	graphics?
•	How	well	do	the	graphics	support	or	explain	what	the	author	has	to	say?
Questions concerning your reactions and responses to the piece:
•	How	do	I	feel	about	the	topic,	issues,	or	findings	addressed	in	the	

reading?
•	What	is	convincing?	What	is	unclear?
•	What	ideas	in	the	piece	contradict	my	understanding	of	the	topic?
•	What	ideas	in	the	piece	are	new	to	me?	Which	ones	do	I	accept	and	

which	ones	do	I	reject?
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Summary Chart

CRITICAL READING: MARKING TEXTS

 1. Highlighting Texts

Highlight the text’s thesis, primary assertions, and supporting 
evidence.

Highlight the names of authors, specific dates mentioned, and 
principal sources cited.

Highlight key passages you may want to reread, quote, or paraphrase 
later.

Highlight terms you do not understand or want to discuss in class.

 2. Annotating Texts

Marginal annotations
•	Content	notes:	identify	the	meaning	or	purpose	of	the	marked	passages.
•	Organization	notes:	identify	the	major	sections	of	the	text.
•	Connection	notes:	identify	links	between	readings	and	within	a	

reading.
•	Questions:	identify	confusing,	controversial,	or	questionable	passages.
•	Response	notes:	identify	your	reactions	to	the	reading.
End annotations
•	Summaries:	convey	a	brief	overview	of	the	reading.
•	Responses:	convey	your	overall	reaction	to	the	piece.
•	Questions:	convey	your	assessment	of	the	reading’s	clarity,	purpose,	or	

effectiveness.
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Summary Chart

CRITICAL READING: NOTE TAKING

 1. Before jotting down any notes, always write down the source 
text’s full bibliographic information.

 2. In your notes, carefully distinguish between material you quote 
and material you paraphrase.

 3. Carefully list page numbers in your notes.
 4. Pay attention to the punctuation in the source text.
 5. In your notes, clearly differentiate between the author’s ideas and 

your own.
 6. Be consistent with your note-taking system.
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Chapter 2

QUOTATION

In this chapter you will learn how to

 1. Quote material properly

 2. Integrate quoted material into your own writing

 3. Avoid misquoting material

 4. Document quoted material

DEFINITION AND PURPOSE

When you use someone else’s words in your paper, you have to place them in 
quotation marks and supply proper documentation. Quoting and document-
ing material tells your readers where they can find that exact language in the 
source text. If you make any significant changes in a passage you are quoting, 
you need to indicate the alterations in your text with ellipses, brackets, or an 
explanation.

Generally, if you take more than three words in a row from a source text 
and incorporate them word for word in your essay, you need to place quota-
tion marks around the passage. However, there are several exceptions to this 
general guideline. For example, if you repeat in your paper someone’s official 
title as it appears in the source text (e.g., president of the school board), you 
do not need to quote the title, even if it is longer than three words. Also, if 
you use in your paper a single word or term from a source text that is signifi-
cant or unusual, you may need to quote it. Learning what to quote and when 
to quote takes some time, practice, and thought. Making good decisions 
about quoting can be easier, though, if you keep in mind one of the main 
reasons for quoting material: you want to acknowledge an author’s distinc-
tive language.

When employed properly and judiciously, quotations can add color and 
credibility to your writing; they can help make your papers clearer, more enter-
taining, and more persuasive. If used improperly, quotations can give the 
impression that you cannot think through a topic for yourself or cannot articu-
late ideas in your own words. Therefore, knowing how to quote material 
properly is an extremely important part of writing from readings.
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GUIDELINES ON WHEN TO QUOTE MATERIAL

You ought to have a good reason for quoting material in your paper. Do 
not quote material just to fill up space or to avoid thinking about your 
topic. Instead, consider how quoting material will help you support your 
thesis or explain important ideas to your reader. The following guidelines 
will help you decide when to quote a word or passage and offer suggestions 
on how to use that material in your paper. As you plan and draft a source-
based paper, consider ways to integrate a few carefully selected quotations 
with your own writing to present your ideas as clearly and effectively as 
possible.

Quote Passages When the author has Written 

something in a Distinctive or esPecially insightful or 

interesting Way

Often an author will express an idea so well it is difficult or impossible for you 
to express it better by paraphrasing it. The author may have expressed the idea 
succinctly, employed especially effective adjectives or metaphors, or supplied 
an especially interesting example. In such cases, quote the word or passage—it 
may help make your paper more entertaining or persuasive.

Quote material that lenDs suPPort to a Position you 

are trying to make in your PaPer

Letting your readers see for themselves that an expert agrees with a position 
you are advocating can help persuade them to accept your argument or can 
help them better understand your position. You must be sure, though, that in 
your effort to find support for your position, you do not misrepresent an 
author’s thoughts or findings. By leaving words out of a quotation or by add-
ing language to it, you should not misrepresent what the author actually had 
to say. For example, several years ago a student of mine quoted an editorial 
writer as saying, “President Reagan’s proposed budget cuts will . . . double the 
number of people living in poverty.” I checked the original editorial; the actual 
sentence read, “President Reagan’s proposed budget cuts will not double the 
number of people living in poverty.” By leaving out the word not, this student 
clearly misrepresented the author’s intended meaning. Such changes to a quo-
tation are unethical.

Also, in an effort to find support for your thesis, do not limit your research 
to those authors who agree with the position you are advancing. For several 
reasons, this strategy is a mistake. First, in doing research, you should learn 
about a topic by studying many different views. Quite often writers change 
their position as they write and rewrite their papers; sifting through the mate-
rial they have read frequently leads them to rethink and restate their thesis. 
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Second, you may want to quote authors who present ideas that challenge your 
thesis: doing so can increase your credibility in the eyes of many readers. 
Finally, by seeking out alternative perspectives and learning more about the 
topic, you place yourself in a better position to defend your assertions, improv-
ing the likelihood that your readers will value what you have to say on the topic 
because of your expertise. Therefore, do not neglect opposing viewpoints 
when searching for material to quote in your paper.

When you use expert testimony to support a position in your paper, it is 
a good idea to mention the person’s credentials in your paper:

According to Helen Carter, former president of the First National Bank, “. . . ”

Milton Friedman, noted economist and winner of the Nobel Prize, contends 

that “. . .”

Citing the credentials of the experts you quote may help convince your readers 
to accept or at least seriously consider what they have to say. Again, you do 
not need to cite the credentials of every author every time you quote from his 
or her work. You also do not want to cite so many credentials that the sentence 
is hard to read. Variety is the key to using quotations well—cite the credentials 
when you think they are significant, and do so in a way that fits the overall tone 
of your paper.

Quote authorities Who Disagree With a Position you 

are aDvocating or Who offer alternative exPlanations 

or contraDictory Data

Often it is a good idea to quote authors who offer views or data that call into 
question the position you are advocating in your paper. Many beginning 
authors balk at this idea. They believe that introducing opposing views will 
only weaken the impact of their thesis. However, when you include in your 
paper a variety of perspectives, your readers are more likely to perceive you to 
be fair and thorough in your treatment of the subject: these quotations dem-
onstrate that you recognize and understand alternative points of view. Second, 
such quotations allow you the opportunity to examine critically the other 
person’s position, acknowledging its worth or value when needed and criticiz-
ing it when appropriate.

If you decide to quote authors who challenge your thesis, you must some-
how address their ideas or findings, usually in one of four ways. You need to 
explain in your own words:

•	 how	that	author’s	ideas	do	not	seriously	damage	your	thesis,
•	 how	that	author’s	ideas	or	findings	may	actually	support	your	contentions,
•	 how	your	thesis	may	be	altered	slightly	to	accommodate	the	author’s	

ideas, or
•	 how	that	author’s	ideas	are	incorrect	or	at	least	questionable.
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If you do not somehow address the opposing ideas you quote in your paper, 
your reader will likely be confused, wondering how that material fits your 
paper’s thesis.

GUIDELINES ON WHEN NOT TO QUOTE 
MATERIAL

When writing from sources, students often rely too heavily on quoted material: 
their essays are a string of quotations. These papers more accurately represent 
the ideas and language of the source texts than they do the ideas and language 
of the student. To avoid producing a paper like this, consider these guidelines 
outlining when you should not quote material. Use quotations selectively; they 
should never make up the bulk of your paper.

Do not Quote Passages merely to fill sPace

Too often when writing from sources, students try to pad their essays with 
extensive quotations, and their final papers end up being a patchwork of 
quoted material. This is especially true when students are writing to meet a 
length requirement. If a teacher wants a paper eight to ten pages long, some 
students think the easiest way to reach that length is to keep piling on quota-
tions. However, in college your readers will usually want to know what you 
think about your subject, what conclusions you have reached through your 
research, and how you understand material. Do not substitute other people’s 
views and voices for your own; use theirs to support your own.

Do not Quote Passages as a substitute for thinking

In addition to using quotations to fill space, too often students rely on quota-
tions alone to clarify, defend, or substantiate a finding or position. They may 
introduce an idea in a topic sentence, then string together two or three quota-
tions to substantiate the point they want to make. Instead of presenting their 
own ideas in their own language, they rely on quoted material to present and 
defend their case.

The better course to follow is to integrate selected quotations into your 
essay carefully: their purpose is to advance your argument or support your 
conclusions or findings. Do not expect a quotation alone to convince your 
readers to accept some contention you want to make. As you work through a 
writing assignment, find language that reflects and communicates the conclu-
sions you have drawn and the assertions you want to make. When appropriate, 
support or illustrate your position with quoted material. Also remember that 
when you do quote material, in most cases you will need to comment on it, 
explaining in your own words the quotation’s meaning, relevance, or 
importance.



inteGratinG Quotations into Your writinG    33

Do not Quote Passages because you Do not 

unDerstanD the author’s iDeas Well enough 

to ParaPhrase them

As you read material in college, you will often run into words you do not know, 
ideas that seem strange, arguments that are hard to follow, and research meth-
odologies and discussions of findings that seem to be written in a language of 
their own. If you have to write papers based on these readings, do not rely on 
quotations as a way to avoid thought. You need to understand the material 
you quote. As a general guideline, if you cannot paraphrase the material, do 
not quote it. That is, if you cannot convey that information in your own words, 
quoting it is probably a bad idea.

INTEGRATING QUOTATIONS INTO YOUR 
WRITING

There are several ways to place quoted material in your papers. You should study 
and practice several of these techniques because varying the way you integrate 
quotations into your writing can make your papers more interesting.

One of the real difficulties in learning to write from readings in college is 
the fact that different disciplines follow different rules concerning the proper 
way to document and punctuate quotations. Two primary style manuals used in 
your college courses are those published by the Modern Language Association 
(MLA), primarily used in humanities classes such as English and history, and by 
the American Psychological Association (APA), primarily used in social science 
classes such as psychology and sociology. Because each of these manuals offers 
its own set of rules concerning the proper punctuation and documentation of 
quotations, when you receive an assignment, always ask your instructor which 
style manual he or she expects you to follow. (See Chapters 13 and 14 for a 
complete discussion of the documentation guidelines suggested by each.)

tWo basic tyPes of Quotations

When you quote material, you will either set it off in a block quotation or 
integrate it into the body of your essay. Your choice depends on length: longer 
passages must be block quoted, while shorter quotations should be 
integrated.

Properly punctuating quotations can be tricky: again, the rules you follow 
depend on the academic stylebook your teacher wants you to follow. Although 
the two major style manuals generally agree on how to punctuate integrated 
quotations, they offer different guidelines for formatting, punctuating, and 
documenting block quotations. Pay close attention to how the following sam-
ple quotations are punctuated. All of the sample quotations will draw on pas-
sages from the following essay published in America.



34    Quotation

Generation text

The Dark Digital Ages: 13 to 17

Mark Bauerlein

Mark Bauerlein is a professor of English at Emory University and author of 

the dumbest Generation: how the digital age stupefies Young americans and 

Jeopardizes our Future.

Children between the ages of 13 and 17 who have a mobile phone average 

1,742 text messages each month, according to a report by the Nielsen 

Company in September 2008. That comes to nearly 60 per day. They also 

make 231 voice calls each month, close to eight per day. They play games on 

the device as well, and browse the Web, take pictures and log hours of social 

networking.

No wonder so many of them consider the cellphone (for some it is a 

BlackBerry or an iPhone) an essential part of their lives. Half of all young 

people between the ages of 8 and 12 own one such device, according to a 

Harris Interactive poll conducted in July 2008. The rate rises to around four 

out of five for teenagers; that’s a 36 percent increase over the previous three 

years, which means that these tools have swept into young people’s lives 

with the dispatch and coerciveness of a youth fad (like Pokemon and Harry 

Potter). The devices are more than just consumer goods. They are signs and 

instruments of status.

The age-old force of peer pressure bears down hard. Indeed, 45 percent 

of the teens that sport one agree that “Having a cellphone is the key to my 

social life”—not just helpful or useful, but “the key.” If you don’t own a 

cellphone, if you can’t text, game, network and chat, then you are out of the 

loop. It is like not being picked to play kickball back in the primitive days of 

neighborhood sandlot gatherings. If a 16-year-old runs up 3,000 text 

messages in one month (and does not have a flat payment plan), mom and 

dad take the phone away. It’s just a silly, expensive toy, they think. But the 

16-year-old thinks, “You have destroyed my life!” And for them, this seems 

true. Digital tools are the primary means of social contact. When they lose 

them, kids feel excluded and unpopular, and nothing hits a 16-year-old harder 

than the disregard of other 16-year-olds. They do not care what 40-year-olds 

think, and they do not worry about what happened at Thermopylae or what 


