
I’ve Highlighted Every Passage In My Book! 
  

From the Academic Advising Office, Grinnell College                              JRC 3rd floor, x3702 

 
It happens all the time. You sit down with your reading assignment and highlighter in hand. You 

mark one paragraph, then another, etc…  You pull out your reading materials to study for a 

test and discover the whole page is yellow – over-highlighting! What are you going to do? Read 

the whole chapter again?   

 

Don’t let this happen to you. Knowing how to mark your textbook the first time you read will 
help you study better. The main points, main supporting details, the relationships between 

ideas, will jump off the page and you won’t need to reread. 

 

1. Read the entire chapter first to make sure you understand it. Then go back and mark 

the main points. 

 

2. Use any system you like, but be consistent: underlining, Roman numerals or key words 

in the margin. 

 

3. Use a variety of marks, but be consistent— underline main ideas, circle important names 

and dates, or use brackets and marginal notes for an entire key paragraph. 

 

4. Indicate the main ideas and the relationships between them. Scrawl a word or two in 

the margin, use little arrows to connect points, use a series of numbers and letters, or 

circle key transitional words. 

 

5. Identify cause and effect, steps in a process, or significant contrasts. 

 

6. Note subordinate points and key details frugally—use little circled numbers and only a 

few underlined key words. 

 

7. Write summary words or phrases in the margin, or at the top or bottom of the page. 

 

8. Keep a running glossary of definitions, formulas or terminologies in the inside front or 

back cover. Note pages where they appear or are defined. 

 

9. DON’T OVERDO IT. Don’t mark up the page just to convince yourself that you are 

studying.  

 

10. Make your marks simple and have a good reason for every mark you make. On sheets 

of paper that are smaller than the pages of the book, write longer thoughts or 
summaries and insert them between the pages. 

 

11. Review your markings immediately after you finish the assignment, before you close 

your book.  
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