How to Write An Annotation

It is important for all those involved in readers’ advisory work to write annotations. Only by capturing your reading in some sort of printed record can you translate the pleasures of reading a book yourself into a resource for others and for yourself years later. A standard annotation form includes:

Author

Title

Publication date
Helps those who only read contemporary novels or who want to read the contemporary fiction of another era. It also aids in remembering a book.

Number of pages 
Some people base selections on length or are not in the mood for a huge novel.

Geographic setting
Helps those who want Medieval mysteries or Scottish Romances.
Time period
Keep these uniform by using a source such as the Fiction Catalog or LC for a controlled vocabulary. 

Series notes
Use series name (if there is one) and include series characters. Often readers know one but not the other.
Plot summary 
Keep this focused on readers and entice them by the plot to read the book. Do not reveal any spoiler information. The plot summary should be long enough so readers get a sense of the work and librarians who have read the work will have their memories jogged. Include words that give the reader clues about tone, language, violence, and sex. Also include appeal terms as part of the description. It is helpful to think in terms of appeal when writing the summary – if the atmosphere is key to the novel then describing it in appeal terms – spectral atmosphere – will only help the reader decide if the book would be one to read.

Subject headings
Again, use a controlled vocabulary. Think of subject headings as 



the multiple access points to the novel. Include a wide range that 

reflect the various interests a reader might have in a title. Various subject headings will also aid in finding a forgotten book. Include genre classifications in this section as well.

Appeal points

This section is the heart of the annotation. It is here, and the 

section below, where the annotation becomes a tool for readers’ 

advisory work. Include terms that highlight the major appeal 

elements of the novel based on the standard points of pace, 

character, storyline, and frame.  Start with the strongest appeal 

elements and work down to the incidental elements. Most works 

have a strong major appeal and secondary appeal, few are strong 

in all four appeal points and their offshoots. If appeal elements are 

ranked, readers  can identify early the driving appeal elements of 

the novel. 

Similar works
By including other titles or authors that have the same appeal in the annotation, you help both staff and browsers find additional books to read and suggest. It also augments the annotation in a broader manner – a sort of “Oh, that’s what you mean” way if the text itself is not as descriptive as you hope. Including this information forces you (as did the appeal elements section) to think of why a reader would enjoy the book, not just what the book is about. 

Name of annotator
Including this allows for other staff to ask questions of the annotator.

(the above is adapted from Readers’ Advisory Service in the Public Library by Joyce Saricks and Nancy Brown)

The following resources may be of additional help in creating annotations:

Saricks, Joyce G. and Nancy Brown. Readers’ Advisory Service in the Public Library. Chicago: American Library Association, 1997. 

Husband, Janet and John Husband. Sequels. Chicago: American Library Association, 1990.

Edwards, Margaret. The Fair Garden and a Swarm of Beasts: The Library and the Young Adult. Chicago: American Library Association, 2002.
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