AR Week 4 – Note-taking
Lesson focus: Active reading and critical engagement using INSERT
Part 1: The INSERT method (Interactive Notation System for Effective Reading and Thinking) is a simple system for active reading developed by Vaughn and Estes (1986):
	Symbol
	Meaning
	Example

	✔
	I already knew this
	“Historians often rely on archival sources.”

	+
	This is new information
	“Digital archives are changing historiography.”

	–
	This contradicts what I thought
	“So oral histories can be more reliable than written records?”

	?
	I have a question / need to clarify
	“How exactly does this apply to non-Western contexts?”


Using these marks while reading:
· keeps the reader actively engaged,
· helps identify key themes and questions for discussion or writing,
· and supports critical thinking and note-taking.
Part 2 - Read the text and use the INSERT to annotate ideas as you read.

Critical Thinking and the Academic Reader
INSERT Method Key
	✔ I already knew this
	+ This is new information
	– This contradicts what I thought
	? I have a question / need clarification


1️⃣ In contemporary higher education, critical thinking is widely regarded as a core academic skill. It enables students not only to understand information but also to evaluate, interpret, and question it. In the context of reading, critical thinking means going beyond simple comprehension to consider the reliability, purpose, and implications of a text. Rather than asking only “What does this text say?”, critical readers also ask “How and why does it say it?”.
2️⃣ Academic reading differs from everyday reading because it is driven by a specific purpose. Students read not just to absorb facts, but to engage with ideas and arguments. This requires active questioning and reflection. According to Wallace and Wray (2016), academic readers should approach a text as participants in a scholarly conversation, not as passive recipients of knowledge.
3️⃣ One of the main challenges in developing critical reading skills lies in recognizing the author’s perspective. Every academic text is written from a particular position — theoretical, cultural, or ideological. Even when authors claim objectivity, their choice of sources, methods, and language reflects certain assumptions. Identifying these underlying perspectives helps readers evaluate how evidence is selected and how arguments are framed.
4️⃣ Critical reading also involves distinguishing between fact, interpretation, and opinion. In the humanities and social sciences, texts often blend all three. A historian, for instance, may present factual evidence while also offering a personal interpretation of events. As students learn to notice this distinction, they become better equipped to decide which claims are well supported and which are open to debate.
5️⃣ Another key aspect of critical thinking in reading is understanding the structure of argumentation. Academic writers build their arguments through claims, evidence, and reasoning. By mapping these elements, readers can see how conclusions are reached — and where weaknesses may lie. Asking questions such as “What is the author’s main claim?” or “What kind of evidence is used to support it?” helps readers maintain an analytical stance.
6️⃣ At the same time, critical reading does not mean reading only to criticize. It involves a balance between openness and skepticism. Readers must be willing to learn from new perspectives while also remaining alert to bias or logical inconsistency. As Ennis (2011) points out, critical thinking requires both curiosity and discipline: curiosity to explore ideas, and discipline to evaluate them carefully.
7️⃣ In multilingual and multicultural academic environments, critical reading takes on additional complexity. Students may encounter texts from different traditions of thought, where argumentation styles and rhetorical norms vary. What counts as “evidence” in one discipline or culture may not hold the same authority in another. Developing global critical literacy therefore involves awareness of diversity in ways of knowing and reasoning.
8️⃣ Digital media have also changed how students read critically. Online academic databases, blogs, and social networks expose readers to vast amounts of information — not all of it reliable. Evaluating the credibility of digital sources has become an essential component of critical reading. This means examining not only the content but also the authorship, publication context, and potential bias of online materials.
9️⃣ Teaching critical thinking in reading often involves explicit strategy instruction. Activities such as annotation, question generation, and reflective journaling help students monitor their understanding and evaluate their reactions to a text. The INSERT method, for example, encourages readers to mark ideas they agree with (✔), find new (+), question (?), or find contradictory (–). These visual markers can transform reading from a passive to an interactive process.
🔟 Ultimately, critical thinking in academic reading is not a fixed skill but a lifelong practice. It evolves as students read more widely, encounter new disciplines, and engage in scholarly dialogue. Developing this habit of mind enables them to participate fully in academic and civic life — as informed, reflective, and responsible readers of the world around them.
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Reflection Task
1. Choose two paragraphs and explain your INSERT marks in short notes.
2. Discuss with a partner: Which ideas did you find most thought-provoking or challenging, and why?

