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“Something fruitful for all of us”:  

Social annotation as a signature pedagogy for literature education 

 

 

Abstract 

  

New social annotation practices have the potential to become a “signature pedagogy” 

(Shulman 2005) for educators in literary studies, because social annotation encapsulates both 

the expected learning outcomes and the underlying value commitments of literature 

education. We give an account of a project conducted by colleagues at the Education 

University of Hong Kong, during which colleagues explored social annotation technologies 

in literary studies courses. After implementing social annotation in our courses, instructors 

held roundtable discussions, collected surveys and conducted focus group interviews. Basing 

our interpretation of these data on Louise Rosenblatt’s transactional theory of reading and 

writing, we propose that social annotation can help students engage with literary texts more 

effectively by showing them how to move toward an aesthetic mode of reading. Students 

participating in social annotation, moreover, understood its application to literary studies in 

ways that directly reproduced Rosenblatt’s account of literary interpretation. 
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Introduction   

 

We are living in a golden age of annotation, in which it is increasingly possible to 

annotate everything. In 2017, the global standards body W3C finalized new protocols that 

make it possible to annotate any webpage. As has been demonstrated by the Hypothes.is 

initiative and many similar projects, we are witnessing the development of a new style of web 

usage, in which users can highlight and comment actively on the actual text of webpages. 

Similar projects, like Genius, allow anyone to annotate the lyrics of songs and other texts. 

Organizations, like the Poetry Foundation and the Chicago Manual of Style, are building 

annotation abilities into their online materials. The New York University Press is leading a 

major project to explore how to build annotation abilities into eBooks. E-reading devices, like 

Amazon’s Kindle, offer annotation functions. To consolidate efforts and discuss changes like 

these, iAnnotate, a conference about annotation practices, has been convened every year 

since 2013. 

   These developments should be exciting ones for educators, because social annotation 

technologies can enable a genuine transformation in the way that students and teachers 

experience texts together. But social annotation has special salience for literary education. 

This is not because social annotation proposes to make literary study into something it has 

never been before. Instead, social annotation can refocus attention on the task that makes 

literary study what it is: engaged, reflective, critical—and aesthetic—reading. In short, social 

annotation can put the literary text—not the lecture notes or the online discussion forum—at 

the center of the learning process. By looking together at one single version of the text that 

also directly presents everybody’s responses, the act of reading can be opened up and 

deepened, through both the instructor’s example and students’ engagement. 

 This article reports the results of a series of explorations of social annotation in 

courses held at the Education University of Hong Kong, a multidisciplinary research 

university which has also maintained its core mission of training teachers for Hong Kong’s 

primary and secondary schools. Ten instructors from the Department of Literature and 

Cultural Studies at EdUHK used social annotation in their classrooms in different ways, then 

discussed with one another and their students how these practices might conduce to better 

learning and teaching. We conducted surveys and focus group interviews with student 

participants and held roundtable discussions with instructors. Our overall goals were to 

develop a sense of the practices that could make social annotation easy to adopt and more 

https://www.w3.org/annotation/
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effective when adopted, and to assess the degree to which social annotation “fits” our specific 

purposes as literature instructors.  

 Research on social annotation in higher education has been summarized in two meta-

analyses (Novak et al. 2012; Ghadirian et al. 2018). Novak et al. (2012) conclude that 

“empirical research suggests that SA tools lead to learning gains in higher education” 

particularly in “critical thinking, meta-cognitive skills, and reading comprehension” and also 

that social annotation “promotes motivation for reading” and “contributes to higher frequency 

of positive emotions” (47). Writing some years later, Ghadirian et al. (2018) describe a series 

of subsequent, corroborating studies. But they also note two deficiencies in the existing 

literature, both of which we address in this article. The first is that most studies have been 

based on student surveys that “often lacked in-depth understanding of how participants 

interacted with learning materials or with each other” (144) and so “failed to capture 

students’ experiences while participating in [social annotation] activities” (147). While we 

also conducted a large student survey, we concentrate in this article on the results of student 

focus group interviews, which gave insights into how students actually experience social 

annotation. The second deficiency Ghadirian et al. (2018) identify is “a strong need for 

research on learners outside the walls of education and computer science disciplines, to 

realize the full potential of this form of social media for education” (147). Because we feel 

that social annotation can become a “signature pedagogy” for literature education, we 

strongly concur. As in the case of the case method for law students, or the bedside consult for 

medical students, students of literature can learn the discipline’s “habits of the mind, habits of 

the heart, and habits of the hand” (Shulman 2005:59) by participating in social annotation.  

 

Literature Review 

 

Ubiquitous annotation came within view for the first time in the late 1980s with the 

invention of hypertext, and the earliest social annotation technologies, like the “Notes” 

program, were developed right alongside hypertext itself (Neuwirth et al. 1987; Van Dam 

1988). Over the course of the subsequent decades, a profusion of social annotation tools has 

been developed and studied. These tools, including WebAnn (Brush et al. 2002), HyLighter 

(Lebow et al., 2011), EDUCOSM (Nokelainen et al. 2003), eLAWS (Glover et al. 2007), 

PAMS 2.0 (Su et al. 2010), and many more, helped progressively refine how a social 

annotation system might best work in different contexts and for different purposes, including 

education. Wolfe 2008 has summarized the results of this phase of development as follows. 
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The earliest systems had multiple panes (containing a primary text in one and annotations in 

others) that required high mental burden in order to re-integrate the text and commentary. 

Single-pane interfaces proved better, but further development was needed to show that 

“footnote” or “interlinear” versions of single-pane were less user-friendly than “aligned 

annotation interfaces.” In addition to the ability to mark-up text in a variety of different ways, 

such systems center on verbal comments graphically linked to particular parts of a text using 

margin callouts. Such systems have, in the last decade, come to define digital social 

annotation. This form can now be seen, for example, in Microsoft and Adobe software, online 

in Google products, and in nonprofit web projects like Hypothes.is.  

After about thirty years of technical development, barriers to uptake of social 

annotation have fallen so far as to allow virtually any instructor or student to use such 

technologies, with modest training requirements and few technical glitches. This is a critical 

point. As many studies of blended and e-learning have shown, an education technology 

“should be easy to use, so its add-on instructional value would not be outweighed by its 

usability challenges” (Novak et al. 2012: 48). Some previous social annotation 

implementations have not passed this bar (see Pargman et al. 2013). The present study is 

presented with the confidence, however, that the technology is ready to go: a fluid integration 

of social annotation with learning and teaching has become possible.  

 

Social Annotation in Historical Context 

The first academic studies of digital annotation established a course of research based 

on observations of how people annotate on paper (Marshall 1997; Ovsiannikov et al. 1999; 

Churchill et al. 2000). Marshall (1997), for example, developed a typology of annotation 

strategies by reviewing the annotations in used textbooks in a university bookstore. In 

particular, Marshall noted that some annotations were “implicit”—that is, intended primarily 

for, or only meaningful to—their original author, while “explicit” annotations were marks 

that a subsequent reader might consider. To some extent, this describes the difference 

between highlighting or underlining on the one hand, and marginal comments on the other. 

Many subsequent researchers have referred to studies like Marshall’s when considering what 

functions and features annotation technologies should have, and all major contemporary 

social annotation tools enable highlighting, marginalia, and other forms of annotation that 

developed on paper.  

Early digital annotation studies also frequently adverted to historical practices of 

annotation, theorizing the new technologies in terms of long traditions of manuscript 
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transmission and commentary. Wolfe and Neuwirth (2001), for example, begin by contrasting 

the annotation-rich world of the medieval manuscript with the relatively annotation-poor 

world of print. They suggest that the hypertext document proffers the possibility of a return to 

a richer culture of annotation. They note, however, that in 2001 relatively few systems were 

intended to accumulate a running commentary, as in the medieval tradition—what Marshall 

would call a tradition of “explicit” annotation, and what Wolfe and Neuwirth (2001) describe 

as “public annotations that are intended to be shared with other readers” (336). Emphasizing 

the importance of designing technology that can accommodate the public purpose of 

historical annotation practices, Wolfe and Neuwirth suggested that among other functions, 

new systems should make it possible “to eavesdrop on the insights of other readers (e.g., by 

examining annotations made by previous readers of a text)” (337). In such “annotation as 

conversation” (359), Wolfe and Neuwirth hoped to recover the practice of durable paratextual 

discussions that characterized the manuscript era. The present study, too, is motivated by a 

sense of the importance of annotation as conversation, and by the connection between 

hermeneutic traditions—with their genetic relationship to literary study—and new ways to 

annotate. And here again, the technology has caught up: all contemporary social annotation 

tools allow readers to respond to others’ previous marginalia.  

 

Social Annotation in Higher Education 

 Based firmly in education studies, empirical studies of social annotation have 

primarily sought to understand how it can support collaborative learning and interpersonal 

knowledge construction. Many studies have confirmed that social annotation has those 

capacities (Nokelainen et al. 2003; Yang et al. 2004; Nokelainen et al. 2005; Huang et al. 

2008; Su et al. 2010; Yang et al. 2011). Such research has often been motivated by the 

disappointing pedagogical results of another e-learning strategy: threaded forum discussions. 

Although widely adopted, a large body of research has suggested that threaded discussions 

can wander and terminate without producing much meaningful learning. Social annotation 

has been repeatedly shown to significantly reduce such problems, focusing students’ attention 

by linking discussion to a specific text (Guzdial and Turns 2000; Brush et al. 2002; Van Der 

Pol et al. 2006; Suther et al. 2008; Sun and Gao 2017). As Ghadirian et al. (2018) summarize, 

social annotation tools lead to “more task-oriented posts and connections among learners than 

discussion forums” (145). Indeed, dissatisfaction about threaded discussion was an element 

of the motivation to develop the current study. While online discussion boards and forums are 

very frequently employed at our university, there is a persistent sense, particularly among 
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students, that these exercises are superimposed upon learning and teaching rather than 

fundamental to it. Yet despite the research consensus in education studies, social annotation 

remains relatively unknown as a digital pedagogy, not only at our university but in many 

higher-education contexts.  

A very wide variety of possible learning designs and learning outcomes can be served 

by social annotation. Two of the major trends are social annotation for peer feedback on 

student writing (Van Der Pol et al. 2008; Yeh and Lo 2009) and social bookmarking, which 

focuses on annotating and curating multiple webpages (Estelles et al. 2010; Farwell and 

Waters 2010; Edwards and Mosley 2011; Lightfoot 2012; Wood et al. 2014; Sera 2015). 

Others, noting that social annotation technology seems to have reached a stage of maturation, 

have begun exploring its use in specific educational contexts, including EFL (Chang and Hsu 

2011), political science (Lightfoot 2012), academic writing (Pargman et al. 2013), history 

(Wood et al. 2014), pharmacy (Sera 2015), and translation studies (Zhao et al. 2018). 

Although these studies report interesting and important results, they differ from our sense that 

social annotation can become a new “signature pedagogy” for the specific discipline of 

literary studies. Furthermore, despite a range of studies exploring the practices and 

communities that emerge when reading moves online (Nakamura 2013; Barnett 2014; 

Rowberry 2016), to date we can locate only one previous study of social annotation in the 

literature classroom. Kennedy (2016) reports that “close reading the Victorian text” with 

students using Hypothes.is “indisputably enriched” their literary analyses (557), and that a 

survey showed that her students liked annotating together. Building on the observations of 

Kennedy (2016) and others, this study offers a substantial, in-depth answer to the call in 

Ghadirian et al. (2018) for better understanding of how students experience social annotation. 

We also seek to discover whether, and how, social annotation “fits” literary studies. 

Particularly in our student focus group data, we perceive the elements of literary reading and 

the elements of social annotation coalescing into a coherent single practice. In this respect, 

we follow Milthorpe et al. (2018) in insisting that if learning technology is to be applied 

meaningfully in the literary studies classroom, the functions and affordances of those 

technologies must both address the key tasks at the heart of literature education and must 

demonstrate improvements over traditional methods. We believe that social annotation in 

literature education can reach this bar. 

 

What We Did 
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Exploring Social Annotation Tools  

We began by informally exploring social annotation tools in our undergraduate 

literature courses during the 2017-18 academic year. After positive initial experiences, we 

proposed a project to the Teaching Development Grant funding scheme organized by the 

Education University of Hong Kong (and underwritten by the University Grants Council of 

Hong Kong). The project began in May 2018, with implementations in courses in the first 

and second semesters of the 2018-19 academic year. We proceeded in three overall phases, as 

follows. 

 In the first phase, during summer 2018, the project investigators compassed available 

social annotation tools and previous research, in order to be able to advise instructors and 

help them implement new technologies and practices in their classrooms. After initial 

discussion, key features of useful tools were identified and a set of recommended social 

annotation technologies was identified. On the basis of feature set, ease of access, and other 

factors, we eventually recommended Diigo, Google Docs, Hypothes.is, Kami, NB, and 

Perusall to project participants.  

In the second phase, during the fall semester of 2018-2019, colleagues were briefed 

on the tools, then invited to implement social annotation in their courses as they saw fit. Four 

accepted the invitation and introduced social annotation in four large courses, for a total of 

258 student participants in the first semester. At the end of the semester, students were 

surveyed about their experiences, and colleagues held a roundtable discussion. On the basis 

of this roundtable discussion, a set of provisional recommendations was provided for the use 

of the next semester’s implementations. These recommendations included tips for improving 

exercises, like ensuring that at least some students received written instructor feedback, and 

how to manage texts with large numbers of annotations and annotators (the best quick fix for 

severe congestion is to create multiple copies of highly annotated passages within the 

annotated digital document). In addition, a simple typology of different social annotation 

learning designs was developed on the basis of the implementation strategies chosen by 

different instructors (see Figure 1).  

 

Synchronous Asynchronous 
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Students examine a document and 

annotate it together at the same time, 

often making use of the overhead 

projector. 

Students examine a document and 

annotate on their own time, before or 

after class. 

 

Prompted Unprompted 

Students annotate a text with some 

particular topic, question, or purpose in 

mind, as set by the instructor. 

Students are requested to annotate a 

text in ways that seem meaningful or 

valuable to them. 

Anonymous Authored 

Students annotate a text without the 

annotation tool recording or displaying 

their identity. 

Students annotate a text using a tool 

that identifies their authorship. 

Marked Unmarked 

Students receive class credit or 

assessment for participating in 

annotation. 

Students voluntarily add annotations to 

a text according to their level of 

interest. 

 

Figure 1. A typology of social annotation exercises. 

 

 In the project’s third phase, in the spring semester of 2018-19, colleagues were again 

invited to participate, but in one of two different ways. As others had previously done, three 

colleagues accepted the invitation to explore as they saw fit. Three further colleagues decided 

to investigate social annotation tools in a more structured and deliberate manner. At the end 

of the semester, students were again surveyed, and instructors again held a roundtable 

discussion. In addition, students of those instructors who were investigating social annotation 

in a more structured way were invited to participate in focus group interviews. In spring 

2018-19, six colleagues participated in seven different courses, for a total of 326 student 

participants.  

Overall, the project involved ten different instructors, eleven different courses, and 

584 students. All of the instructors are members of the Department of Literature and Cultural 
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Studies at EdUHK, but as the department is diverse, the topics of the courses varied, 

including Chinese literature, English literature, history, and media studies. However, all three 

colleagues who chose to investigate social annotation in more depth focus on English 

literature, and it is their students who were interviewed in focus groups. The project came to a 

successful conclusion in July 2019, and data analysis and discussion have followed.  

 

Investigating Social Annotation in Literature Education 

 The project’s third phase was divided into two domains, which we described as 

“exploring” and “investigating.” We made this distinction because the first phase of 

implementations evinced a wide range of tool uses, learning designs, and intended student 

outcomes. Since part of the goal of the project was to develop a community of practitioners 

of social annotation in our department and at our university, this variety was entirely 

welcome and desirable. But colleagues in English literary studies had also begun to consider 

whether it might be possible to consider more specific results, and commensurably more 

specific claims, relating social annotation to literature education. The three instructors who 

report their results in this article, therefore, decided to control some variables. We agreed to:  

 

1) use social annotation synchronously in the classroom, with students and instructors 

simultaneously annotating a document together;  

2) use social annotation at least six times during one semester; and 

3) use Google Docs as the social annotation tool. 

 

These three decisions all came about as the result of discussions during the project’s first 

phase and during its first roundtable. First, the participants chose to focus on synchronous, in-

class annotation exercises. This focus was chosen for two reasons. Phase one 

implementations of social annotation demonstrated that synchronous, in-class annotation 

could be exciting and dynamic for both students and instructors. With the instructor at a 

classroom computer terminal, students working on their own devices, and the document 

under discussion projected overhead, a lively and interactive classroom environment can be 

created, even if those interactions are mediated online. Second, phase one implementations 

showed that while a few students would voluntarily annotate a course text before or after a 

face-to-face class session, in most cases formal assessment is required to produce a 

substantial asynchronous commentary. Rather than use assessment in this way, instructors 

decided to use class time to invite students to annotate together. We thereby put annotation at 
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the center of the semester’s activities. In addition, this lesson design distinguishes this project 

from most previous research, which has often focused on asynchronous uses of social 

annotation technology, especially in distance-learning contexts. Instead, we wanted to 

determine if social annotation in class was a meaningful supplement to, or even improvement 

upon, the usual practices of the university literature classroom.  

Second, investigators chose to use social annotation at least six times because this 

number—roughly once every other week during our 13-week semester—made social 

annotation a major component of the semester’s activity and foregrounded it as a 

fundamental part of the learning design. At the same time, phase one implementations had 

also already shown that annotation exercises can be time consuming, and it was desirable to 

avoid the fatigue or even burnout that might result from basing classroom practice entirely on 

annotation exercises.  

 Finally, Google Docs became the tool of choice because it had the lowest acceptance 

threshold, especially for students. While students generally liked other tools they tried in the 

project’s first phase, Google Docs made it possible for students to use their extant Google 

accounts, rather than establishing a new account with a new service, which they strongly 

valued. More crucially, Google Docs is better designed for use on mobile devices than are 

most other social annotation tools, some of which are not available on mobile at all. This 

result confirms previous findings; Pargman et al. (2013) had already noted the slight 

instructional support required to adopt Google Docs for social annotation exercises.  

These three strictures still left a wide range of possible implementations, particularly 

in terms of the prompts or instructions provided to students when they were doing social 

annotation exercises. In the event, these ranged all the way from exercises in identifying 

specific metrical techniques in lines of King Lear to entirely unstructured requests to respond. 

This variety was appropriate because the courses involved in our more intensive investigation 

were quite different in kind. Jeffrey Clapp taught “Literature in Context 2: 1914-2000.” This 

is a large introductory course in which mass lectures are followed by small-group tutorials. 

Matthew DeCoursey taught “Shakespeare”; this is an upper-division literature elective with a 

small group of students. Finally, Sarah Lee taught “Readings in New Literatures in English.” 

This is a popular upper-division literature elective held in two separate sections of moderate 

size. In total, 143 students were involved in these three courses. Given these different 

learning contexts, instructors required flexibility in their approaches to implementing social 

annotation.  
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One final factor distinguished our different implementations: whether or not our 

course texts are under copyright. For Shakespeare, and for some texts published in the 

twentieth century, high-quality open-source versions of texts are available, for example at 

Project Gutenberg. This allows for an annotation process that ranges across an entire work. In 

the case of many course texts, however, this is not possible, and instructors instead asked 

students to buy and read the books as usual, and then to annotate excerpts that had been 

placed by their instructors into Google Docs (with restricted access, in order to ensure 

compliance with fair use). Because this study was focused on annotating particular passages 

synchronously during class time, the copyright limitation was not overly constraining.  

 

What We Learned 

 

The project produced three different bodies of data: instructors’ views as presented at 

two roundtables, student views as presented through survey data (including both quantitative 

and qualitative responses), and student focus group interviews. While the instructor 

roundtables proved crucial for shaping the project as it was in process, and while the student 

survey data confirmed that students are highly satisfied with social annotation exercises, in 

the end the focus group interview data provides the most suggestive and useful results, results 

which allow us to propose social annotation as a new signature pedagogy for literature 

education.  

 

Instructor Roundtables 

During the roundtables, instructors primarily emphasized that social annotation 

exercises produced responses from students that are otherwise largely unavailable. First, 

particular students who are disinclined to speak in class sometimes participated quite 

extensively, thereby giving both instructors and other students a window into their thinking. 

Second, instructors repeatedly observed that students—even when not annotating 

anonymously—felt unusually free to express themselves:  

 

The students are more flexible than my prompts are. I was happy to see that students 

tended to say whatever they might be thinking. Which is kind of why I started doing 

this in the first place. I kind of wanted to get a raw, impressionistic kind of 

response . . . . things students would never raise their hand and say.  
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More than I expected, students did whatever the hell they liked [laughter]. 

 

Finally, instructors noticed something that later proved to be very important to students 

themselves. Social annotation exercises allowed instructors to effectively highlight what good 

performance in literary analysis looks like:  

 

About the higher-achievers’ comments: it’s really benchmarkable. If I say this is a 

good comment . . . then students say, okay, this is the kind of comment I should be 

putting forward. 

 

Instructors noted that the positive benefits of social annotation have to be weighed against the 

major disadvantage they perceived, which is the time the exercises required. Instructors 

learned to expect that an annotation exercise in which students 1) read a passage, 2) annotate 

it, 3) respond to one another’s annotations, and 4) receive feedback generally requires an hour 

of classroom time. Since much of this time will be spent absorbed in digital devices rather 

than engaging face-to-face, colleagues queried whether the tradeoff was worth it. One way to 

mitigate the sense of lost opportunity is to avoid annotating too often. For this reason, 

instructors generally felt that an approach using fewer, more extensive exercises is preferable 

to the opposite.  

 

Student Survey Data 

Of the 584 students who participated in the project, 356 provided responses to a 

survey about their experiences. The survey contained nineteen 5-point Likert scale questions 

where [5 = strongly agree] and [1 = strongly disagree]. The survey asked in different ways 

about several major topics, including:  

 

1) whether the social annotation tools were easy to use; 

2) whether the social annotation process increased the effectiveness of their learning; 

3) whether the social annotation process increased their engagements with peers and 

instructors; and 

4) whether they would appreciate further implementations of social annotation. 

 

Consistent with the findings of previous studies (Novak et al. 2012; Ghadirian et al. 2018), 

our students like social annotation and believe that it supports their learning. Our students 
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agreed that it is “easy to use” the tools [=4.10], that the tools helped them “pay attention to 

specific information” in the reading [=4.09], that the tools “supported sharing between 

students” [=4.18] and that the tools “would be helpful in other courses” [=4.08].  

 One interesting result was that students felt that reading others’ annotations was more 

helpful [=4.04] than was writing their own annotations [=3.89]. This dynamic, by which 

students understood the annotation process as an opportunity to see what others are thinking, 

was mentioned repeatedly in the open-ended questions at the end of the survey:  

 

I find the fact that these social annotation tools allow me to look at other classmates’  

comments and responses is beneficial to my learning. . . . I was able to not only 

provide descriptions that show my own interpretation, in addition to that, I was also 

able to look at others’ interpretations to supplement my understanding.  

 

 Classes, in general, were more lively and active due to the annotation tools. It was  

 easy to get a large collection of thoughts on a particular text, and tutors were able to  

 quickly respond. 

 

I can find some meaningful parts annotated by my classmates, which I  

neglected before. The comments can be kept and reviewed after the lesson. 

 

Equally useful were the students’ responses to a question about the shortcomings of social 

annotation. Like their instructors, many students felt that the exercises took a long time. They 

also emphasized the importance of having not only peer, but also instructor feedback, on their 

annotations. But perhaps most striking is the appearance in these open-ended responses of a 

strong sense that social annotation exercises can feel intensive and demanding. Even though 

instructors definitely viewed these practices as “low-stakes” writing, students are highly 

aware that their instructors and their peers will be reading their work. This was sometimes an 

advantage, because students liked seeing what one termed “high-grade students’ views.” But 

it also meant that annotation was “a little difficult for shy students” or even “quite stressful 

sometimes.” We followed up these issues during the student focus group interviews. 

 

Student Focus Groups 

Three 70-minute focus group interviews were conducted, one from each of three 

English-literature courses. The semi-structured interviews followed a script developed on the 
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basis of the previous instructor roundtables and the student surveys. The transcripts were 

coded using standard coding software, first according to native codes. After discussion, we 

noted that students had provided much information about two specific areas: the interpersonal 

or social aspects of social annotation exercises, and the relationship between social 

annotation and literary education. As we theorized these areas, we re-coded in several phases, 

making use of categories from the “transactional theory of reading and writing” articulated by 

Louise Rosenblatt (2013, and see below).   

As did students in the survey, focus-group participants saw the social aspect of social 

annotation as a double-edged sword. While they certainly affirmed the value of seeing other 

students’ work, they also testified that social annotation processes felt quite demanding and 

required a high degree of self-awareness and even self-policing. There were multiple aspects 

to this sense of social pressure. Students were very concerned not to make comments that 

revealed misunderstanding or shallow thinking, either to their instructors or to their peers. 

They were equally concerned, even when their instructors did not emphasize the point, to 

make sure that their annotations reflected original insights. Several students mentioned a 

similar experience, in which 

 

I was gonna make a point about one phrase or something and then I realized someone 

else already made a comment on that, so that I switched . . . and in other cases, I was 

typing and somebody else says “oh sorry I already pointed at that.” 

 

Relatedly, students were hesitant to offer feedback to one another even when instructors 

strongly encouraged them, feeling that this is primarily the instructor’s responsibility and 

pointing out (sometimes by making reference to elements of Hong Kong culture and the 

Hong Kong education system) that students are loathe to contradict one another in an explicit 

way. All of these social concerns about the process may be one reason instructors found that 

the exercises took longer than might have been expected: students prove to be juggling a 

number of important concerns about making their thoughts explicit and public via social 

annotation tools.  

At the same time, students strongly associated social annotation with novel, desirable 

opportunities to see what other students are thinking and writing. Students agreed that when 

everybody in a class annotates together, this produces a diversity of responses that students 

found both helpful for their learning and intrinsically interesting:  
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There’s something like “different colors of thinking hats.”  . . . Some think  

in an analytical way, some from a sentimental way, and if we put different 

combinations together, we could produce different things. And it is impossible for a 

teacher to do this thing without online annotation.  

 

It feels like everybody . . . they are trying to participate. You know, I mean any 

students in the class who really want to learn. Besides some teachers just passing 

knowledge to us, you just feel nice to have other students who are in your classroom 

who want to engage with the activities. 

 

Equally important, however, were evaluative responses of several kinds. Sometimes 

laughingly, students confessed that they used one another’s annotations to catch up when they 

had not finished the reading, and that they used one another’s annotations to clarify matters 

that had confused them. But most noticeable was the interest in finding out who was 

performing well. This impulse, which Wolfe and Neuwirth (2001) describe as 

“eavesdrop[ping] on the insights of other readers” was a key feature of our students’ 

experiences: 

 

 [Social annotation] allows us to hear, literally, everyone in the class because  

some students are pretty quiet in the classroom so you don’t usually see them raising  

their hands and answering questions but like in this platform we can see that: “oh, I 

didn’t know people would think like that; oh, that one is actually quite smart” . . . So, 

you get to know each person. 

 

You always want to learn from better students, right? [laughing] So, I think I noticed 

that some of the students are actually giving good comments I would say in the class. 

So, when I’m scrolling through the annotations, when I see their name, of course I 

will stop and pay more attention . . . I do learn more from these students.  

 

This feature of the experience, which students often described as though it were a minor kind 

of plagiarism, appears otherwise to their instructors: it seems to be one of the major purposes 

of social annotation. Again, however, the students’ sense that they were revealing something 

about their ability levels is likely a reason that annotation exercises took time. Students are 
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assessing one another, waiting for others to begin, and benchmarking their performance 

against an emergent sense of what a “good comment” looks like in any given exercise.   

 

Social Annotation as Literary Reading 

  

Students’ interpersonal anxieties and their intellectual gratifications both pose deeper 

questions about how social annotation can help students read literature. Here we turn to the 

work of Louise Rosenblatt, who presented an enduringly influential account of literary 

reading in Literature as Exploration (1938/1995) and The Reader, The Text, The Poem: The 

Transactional Theory of the Literary Work (1978).  At the center of Rosenblatt’s well-known 

“transactional theory” stands the distinction between two general stances the reader can 

assume toward a text: the “efferent” and the “aesthetic.” For Rosenblatt, an efferent reading 

intends to carry away something from the reading experience, in the form of actionable new 

knowledge. It seeks information or a main idea. In aesthetic reading, by contrast,  

 

the reader’s primary purpose is fulfilled during the reading event, as [they fix their] 

attention on the actual experience [they are] living through. This permits the whole 

range of responses generated by the text to enter into the center of awareness, and out 

of these materials [they] select and weave what [they] see as the work of art. (1978: 

27-8) 

 

This definition is more complex than it at first appears. Rosenblatt attempts to enfranchise 

two potentially diametric elements of the process of aesthetic reading: the “responses 

generated by the text” and the “center of awareness of the reader,” in which “selecting and 

weaving” creates the work of art. Like all theorists of literature who foreground the reader’s 

response, Rosenblatt must insist that while any particular person’s experience of a text is 

ineluctably individual, they must also be engaged with the structures of the text itself. To this 

kind of two-sided “transaction” with a text, Rosenblatt gives the name “aesthetic,” and she 

understands literature education to involve showing students how to transact with texts in this 

way.  

To some it may seem rather narrow to present Rosenblatt’s theory as the consensus on 

which literature education is based. Nonetheless, in our own discussion, including during the 

instructor roundtables, our colleagues have insistently posited that their classroom practices 

must specifically involve both close textual analysis (even “close reading”) and at the same 
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time must enfranchise different students’ responses and perspectives. This is exactly the 

juncture Rosenblatt theorized, with continual refinements (Rosenblatt 1985; 1995), over the 

course of her career. Indeed, Rosenblatt has had a quiet but profound impact on literary 

studies and particularly on literature pedagogy for decades. Citing Rosenblatt, Sumara (2002) 

stressed the need for attention to the details of the text, to one’s own emotional responses, and 

to the insights to be gained from this process of aesthetic reading when teaching literature in 

primary schools. Similarly, Wilhelm’s (2016) influential call to “BE the book” when “reading 

with adolescents” credits Rosenblatt with its original inspiration. At the scholarly level, both 

Wayne Booth (in The Rhetoric of Fiction 2e, 1983) and Derek Attridge (in The Singularity of 

Literature 2e, 2017) acknowledge the influence of Rosenblatt’s work.  

Moreover, recent advances in philosophical aesthetics have converged on ideas 

parallel to Rosenblatt’s. Empirically informed by the psychology of attention, accounts of 

philosophical aesthetics like those of Bence Nanay (2015; 2016) and Jean-Marie Schaeffer 

(2017) describe aesthetic attention in ways that are parallel to Rosenblatt’s distinction 

between efferent and aesthetic reading. In particular, both Nanay and Schaeffer distinguish 

between “focused” and “distributed” attention. If Rosenblatt’s “efferent” reading is readily 

understood as a form of focused attention, “aesthetic” reading distributes attention across the 

text. Similarly, in Nanay’s view, an aesthetic encounter does not immediately absorb the 

perceived object into a category, but lingers over the specific properties of that object (2016: 

12). For Schaeffer, aesthetic perception is distinguished by being profoundly individual: 

“L’attention est une amorce; l’émotion mord ou pas [Attention is a bait; emotion bites or 

not]” (2017: 42; our translation). This too is consistent with Rosenblatt’s aesthetics, which is 

always concerned to articulate individual emotional response with literary interpretation 

(1978, p. 28). DeCoursey (2019) has articulated these connections in more detail, arguing that 

Schaeffer’s aesthetics and Rosenblatt’s theory of interpretation can together provide a 

philosophical basis for understanding the role of literature in education. 

In general, then, we feel that we can characterize literature education in terms of 

Rosenblatt’s durable categories. Moreover, we expect that many will agree that students are 

primarily given a grounding in what Rosenblatt calls “efferent” reading. Indeed, our students 

confirmed as much in our focus group interviews. In the literature classroom, however, we 

are (to some extent uniquely) preoccupied with teaching students to assume Rosenblatt’s 

aesthetic stance. That stance is characterized precisely by a kind of divided attention—to the 

details of the text on the one hand, and to one’s own response on the other. Because we feel 

that social annotation—as annotation and as social—also requires students to answer to both 
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of these elements of literary reading, we see great potential for social annotation in literature 

education.  

 

Detail Orientation 

Indeed, our student focus group interviews reproduced Rosenblatt’s account of what 

literary education is all about in considerable detail. They did so, first, by emphasizing the 

novelty and the challenge of social annotation exercises, as a displacement of their usual 

habits of reading. Over and over again, students described social annotation exercises as 

“forcing” them to attend to the text in a distinctive way:  

 

I think annotation is really useful for looking at literature because sometimes it’s the 

details that matter. It’s only by forcing you to look at the details . . . then you find 

something that you find useful or interesting.  

 

I think it forces us to look into the details and it also provides some kind of freedom 

for us to choose things that we think are interesting.  

 

As instructors, we are naturally rather concerned about the repeated recurrence of the idea of 

“forcing” in our interviewees’ discourse, even when such forcing was described as ultimately 

beneficial. Considering the matter, and coding and re-coding the interview scripts, we noticed 

that the rhetoric of forcing most often occurred in concert with the idea that social annotation 

compels attention to “details” (as in the two examples above). The contrast here, however, is 

not the everyday one between detail on the one hand and gist on the other. Instead, in 

emphasizing detail orientation, students tended to make a different point: that social 

annotation required both detail orientation and a sense of openness so considerable that it can 

pose a substantial challenge: 

 

We are never given opportunities to annotate whatever we like in our whole twelve 

years of education . . . at the first few times we have, at least I have, difficulties in 

doing that.  

 

I think it’s more about open questions, I think, for annotation. And when, it’s at the 

[online] discussion [forum], when you are doing the discussion, then the tutor points 
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out smaller things or the themes you have to be looking at. But when you are doing 

the annotation, I don’t think he limits you to do certain things.  

 

Sometimes when you’re reading the book it just seems there is this whole text you can 

just highlight and quote everything and just . . . why don’t you submit the book, you 

know . . . I think [social annotation] helps emphasis. 

 

The helpful “forcing” involved in annotation exercises is not a sense of being forced to find 

“details” (in the sense of minutia which are difficult to locate because of their slight 

importance). Instead, the sense of forcing emerges because the field of possibilities seems 

very wide—particularly by comparison with the repertoire of reading skills and practices to 

which students have previously been exposed.  

 Our first conclusion about literary reading and social annotation, therefore, is that it 

corresponds well to Rosenblatt’s sense of aesthetic reading insofar as it requires a distinct 

kind of “fixing attention” to the text’s details. Students did not understand this detail 

orientation in contrast to discerning the “big picture,” as might be the case in reading other 

kinds of texts, but instead in relation to the open field of potentially significant details to 

which they might consider drawing attention. As in the case of Rosenblatt’s theory, there are 

two different polarities involved here. One is between efferent and aesthetic stances toward a 

text. Since we believe that students may not be experienced with aesthetic reading, they 

experience social annotation tasks which enjoin it as a kind of “forcing.” The second 

dichotomy is within the field of the aesthetic stance itself, which must attend at once to the 

details of the text and to the open field defined by the individual’s personal responsiveness to 

the text. We find it suggestive that students’ responses to social annotation parallel 

Rosenblatt’s theory in this way.  

 

On the Track of Different Perspectives 

 All reader-response theories of literature have to confront the challenge of interpretive 

relativism. Placing emphasis on how particular individuals—or, in the case of Stanley Fish 

(1982) particular interpretive communities—respond to texts inevitably suggests that the text 

itself is only partially capable of determining its own meaning. Such approaches can even 

give the impression that there is no dimension of reference in texts at all. Rosenblatt cannot 

avoid this problem any more than she can finally resolve it, but she does address it directly in 

many ways in her canonical works. We find her expressions of the problem, and its always 
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provisional solutions, descriptive of the actual assumptions on which we base our literary 

pedagogy. For example:  

  

In the aesthetic orientation, the reader probably selects, out of many potential systems 

of limitations, an arc within which [they] seek to synthesize all of the aspects of 

reference and feeling that the text evokes in [them]. [They] bring to this also a 

particular set of criteria for evaluating the soundness of [their] own performance. The 

more self-aware the reader, the more [they] will feel it necessary to critically 

scrutinize [their] own evocation of “the poem” as a transaction between [themselves] 

and the text. (1978: 129)  

 

We present this hypothesis less as a definitive resolution of the intricate theoretical questions 

raised by theories of literary reading, than as an interpretive map for another apparent 

paradox that arose in our student focus group data. Students strongly emphasized both that 

social annotation exercises helped them feel that they were on the “right track” as readers, 

while at the same time they claimed that social annotation demonstrates there is “no right 

answer” and that there can be different valid perspectives on a literary work. The specific 

notion of a “track” came up several times: 

 

We don’t get a lot of time on each novel . . . it is quite important for us to know that 

we know what we are doing and we are on the right track.  

 

So, sometimes, you just need to pick out the most important parts, so you can focus 

on it. And then, dissect some of the words or even details, but you can’t possibly do it 

for every page of Shakespeare so I think [social annotation] is important . . . to put 

you on track and let you focus on something important.  

 

Students were quite capable of framing social annotation at one and the same time about 

keeping them on track, and showing them a diversity of interpretations:  

 

The first thing is to get us to read the important parts of the play because we need to 

read that short text before we do the annotation. So, he forced us to do so. And the 

second thing is to see what we’ve got and to expose us to others’ perspectives. 
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I can’t really trace the exact words that other students have said, but I do remember 

that . . . they have different interpretation with me, so that when I’m doing the essay, 

it really inspired me to think “Oh, it could be a possible direction for my essay.”  

 

Students move flexibly between claiming that social annotation shows them whether their 

interpretation is right, and claiming that it teaches them that other interpretations can also be 

right. One way to resolve this warble in their account is by comparing students’ sense of a 

“track” with the “arc” that Rosenblatt theorizes as a way of resolving the text’s “aspects of 

reference” with the “feelings that the text invokes.” Along such an “arc” or “track,” a student 

can establish a pattern of interpretation that is both internally consistent and coherent, while 

at the same time distinctive and individual. It is an interpretation that responds both to the 

objective details of the text at hand and that also bears the mark of the individual’s experience 

and enculturation. Finally, it is an interpretation that can be both valid and defensible, while 

at the same time partial and perspectival.  

 

Improved Interpretations 

The image of an interpretive “arc” also makes sense of what it might mean to improve 

a literary reading which has been produced by assuming an aesthetic stance toward a text. 

Such a reading could improve by remaining “on track” in the sense that it is able to assimilate 

additional observations about a text to a developing and deepening account of its meaning. 

Indeed, the ability to improve an interpretation is something students also insisted upon as a 

major benefit of social annotation exercises. They saw social annotation as a means to learn 

how to link details together to give a complex account of a text:  

 

[Social annotation] forces us to feel like why is this character so special and why is he 

so integral to the meaning of the story.  

   

Sometimes, you can be so caught up in the plot of the story, that you sometimes forget 

like . . . oh, this word you think it just means one thing, but there are actually more 

layered ideas to it, and I think that like . . . that’s very key that if you miss a word, you 

can also miss a very big topic or a big evidence that can support anything you are 

writing.  

   

A particular student commented on the same sentence that I picked up. And I really 



  

22 

appreciated her because she remembered something that the author mentioned a few 

chapters ahead. . . . And it really impressed me because she remembered the details 

very well and she could link different parts of the story together. And it actually 

helped me to pay more attention to the details when I kept reading the following 

chapters.  

   

The purpose of being “forced” to identify and attend to particular textual details is therefore 

not understood as an end in itself, but is instead a way to see how to relate details to other 

parts of a text in order to improve an overall interpretation. Students also link this means of 

understanding the detail orientation of social annotation to their later writing processes: the 

sense that social annotation could also improve their reading abilities by means of providing 

examples of how a stronger reading might look. As Rosenblatt suggests, it seems that a more 

“self-aware” reader will indeed insist more on understanding reading as a “transaction”—

rather than, for example, a paraphrase or a decoding.  

Indeed, throughout the focus group interviews, students offered unprompted contrasts 

between literature education and other kinds of academic activities, usually in order to 

establish their sense of a certain perspectivism inherent to literary study:  

 

I think, because literature is not math, there is no answer to the question, so the 

annotation is useful because it contains different views.  

 

I think it was a simple assumption that you have to write, so you are forced to write, 

and also because these courses are not grammar courses, this is more about what we 

think, so it is more encouraging for us as well, because there is no really right or 

wrong.  

 

It’s not like a quiz. The question is very open-ended. But you have to show you have 

some kind of knowledge in your output still.  

 

Even as they contrast literary studies courses with other disciplines, and literary analysis with 

other types of assessment, students are just as quick as Rosenblatt to insist that literary 

interpretation involves skill, knowledge, and the capacity for improvement. Focus group 

participants strongly affirmed that the process of social annotation can be key to that very 

improvement:  
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So, that’s where annotation makes it different compared with a set of notes because as 

a set of notes we will usually just analyze or paraphrase word by word; or we just 

focus on literal meaning. Sometimes, I think annotation allows us to do irrelevant 

things but these irrelevant ideas were valuable because it contributes to how we 

appreciate the text.  

 

Because it’s not about who did something good and who did something bad. It’s 

about how the class could produce something fruitful for all of us.  

 

I think annotation is about trying to produce or create something from the text without 

trying to answer certain questions from it. Or set by our tutors. It’s about what we 

think about the text rather what the tutor wants us to think about the text.  

 

This final remark is nearly a direct reformulation of Rosenblatt’s description of aesthetic 

reading. The idea that reading constitutes a kind of production (a term, note, that two students 

chose) corresponds well to Rosenblatt’s account of literary reading:  

 

The poem, then, must be thought of as an event in time. It is not an object or an ideal 

entity. It happens during a coming-together, a compenetration, of a reader and a text. 

The reader brings to the text [their] past experience and present personality. Under the 

magnetism of the ordered symbols of the text, [they] marshal [their] resources and 

crystallize out from the stuff of memory, thought, and feeling a new order, a new 

experience, which [they] see as the poem. (1978: 12)  

 

Taken together, the student focus group interviews conducted at the conclusion of our project 

amount to a narrative of how students begin to understand what literary interpretation is, 

while at the same time directly encountering some of its constitutive difficulties. These 

include the sense that interpretation is simultaneously about specific literary “techniques” and 

broad insights, and the contrast between valuing different readers’ responses and expecting 

validity in interpretation. As we proposed at out the outset, social annotation processes are 

not only valuable because they help students perform well in literature courses. As a 

“signature pedagogy,” social annotation exercises evince the values and principles of 

literature education as such, even (or perhaps especially) when those values and principles are 
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only partially compatible with one another. Insofar as Rosenblatt’s theory may be said to 

describe the difficult consensus about what literature education is or can be, our students’ 

account of social annotation reproduces that consensus.  

 

Conclusions and Further Study 

 

Shulman (2005) introduced the concept of a “signature pedagogy” in the context of 

the professions, and grounded the seriousness of his account in the idea that signature 

pedagogies form the final chapters of a professional’s education. Although our students are 

undergraduates, it is notable that one student remarked, quite out of our general expectation, 

that annotation of literary texts seemed like a capstone experience in literary education:  

 

If it were in, you know, introduction of literature class, it would be more suitable for 

the tutor to start with specific questions. And then to become broader and broader and 

at last annotation. It would be more suitable.  

 

The sense that social annotation is challenging for reasons both social and conceptual is an 

important conclusion of this study and merits consideration by any instructor considering 

annotation as a pedagogical tool. But we also think that this student’s response is suggestive: 

they understand the social annotation of literary texts, not as an introductory or scaffolding 

exercise, but as involving the highest level of understanding. By annotating with students, 

instructors inculcate the “habit of mind, habit of heart, and habit of hand” (Shulman 2005) 

that is the “signature” of literary education. For this reason, social annotation merits 

particular consideration by those who would like to show students how to assume what 

Rosenblatt terms the “aesthetic stance.” 

 Much remains to be explored, not only in the data we have collected, but in other 

kinds of implementations and other kinds of data collection. Unlike many previous studies, 

primarily in education, we did not attempt an empirical analysis of students’ ability to 

achieve stated learning outcomes. Nor have we followed others in attempting a content 

analysis of students’ actual annotations. We have also not attempted to distinguish the effects 

of social annotation for different types of literary studies courses, nor have we fully explored 

how cognate disciplines, like history, cultural studies, or media studies, might make use of 

social annotation. Finally, we have not put our own courses in dialogue with our students’ 
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larger goals, which often include teaching English in local primary and secondary schools. 

All of these are potentially fruitful avenues for further reflection and study.  

 Our most important contributions to the literature on blended learning in general, and 

social annotation in particular, are as follows. First, our study confirms in a number of ways 

that students and instructors both value social annotation exercises as a form of blended or e-

learning. Next, by means of focus group interview data, we have opened a window into 

student experiences of social annotation, which has revealed that students can find such 

exercises challenging and even stressful. Instructors looking to implement social annotation 

should ensure that they support their students, and should definitely ensure that they allow 

students time to observe one another carefully as readers and annotators. Finally, by 

theorizing our focus group data in light of Louise Rosenblatt’s “transactional theory,” we 

have presented social annotation as a natural outgrowth and extension of literature education 

as it is understood in contemporary higher education. On the basis of these conclusions, we 

can strongly recommend social annotation tools and social annotations exercises to 

humanities educators, especially those in literary studies.  
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