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Introduction:  
An annotated bibliography is a specialised list of sources (books, journal articles, documents, 
etc.) each accompanied by a concise commentary or “annotation.” Unlike a standard reference 
list that simply enumerates sources, an annotated bibliography includes a brief summary and 
critical evaluation for each entry.  

Typically, each annotation is about 100–200 words long, giving enough detail to inform readers 
of the source’s content and its value. This guide will explain what annotated bibliographies are, 
why they are used in academic work, how to write effective annotations (covering summary, 
evaluation and reflection), how to select and organise your sources, and it will provide examples 
and common pitfalls to avoid.  

What is an Annotated Bibliography? 
An annotated bibliography is, essentially, a list of references with notes attached. Each entry 
starts with a full bibliographic citation in the required style (for example, the full details of a book 
or article), followed by an annotation – usually a single paragraph that summarises the source 
and evaluates its relevance or quality. In other words, the annotation “annotates” the source 
by describing what it covers and how it is useful for your research or assignment. Annotations 
often serve to inform the reader of the relevance, accuracy, and quality of each source. 

While an abstract (like those at the start of journal articles) only summarises content, an 
annotation is more critical and descriptive, addressing the author’s perspective, clarity, and 
authority. Each annotation in a bibliography will typically summarise the source’s main points 
and may also critically appraise the source’s credibility or usefulness. Annotated 
bibliographies can be standalone assignments, or part of a larger research project (for example, 
as preparation for a dissertation or literature review). 

Why use an Annotated Bibliography? 
Annotated bibliographies are common in academic work because they serve several important 
purposes. By writing annotations for your sources, you are not only collecting references but 
also engaging critically with the literature. Here are some typical reasons an annotated 
bibliography might be required or useful in your studies: 

• Surveying the literature: It allows you to review the literature on a particular subject 
area, giving an overview of what has been published. 

• Demonstrating research quality: It demonstrates the depth and quality of reading you 
have done on the topic – showing your tutor that you've read widely and thoughtfully. 

• Illustrating the scope of sources: It can exemplify the range of sources available on the 
topic (e.g. academic journals, books, websites, official reports). This shows you have 
considered diverse perspectives and source types. 

• Highlighting relevance: An annotated bibliography highlights which sources are most 
relevant or noteworthy for your research, and why. It can point out sources that might 
interest other readers or researchers looking at the topic. 
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• Organising research early: It helps you explore and organise sources for further 
research. By summarising and evaluating each source, you clarify how each one fits into 
your research. This can be invaluable when you later write an essay or literature review, 
as you’ll have a catalogue of what each source contains and how you intended to use it. 

In short, an annotated bibliography is both a research tool and an academic exercise. It trains 
you to read sources more critically and thoughtfully. For example, writing annotations forces you 
to consider each source’s importance, accuracy and credibility.  

Lecturers often set annotated bibliographies to assess your ability to select appropriate 
sources for a topic and to reflect on their value. It’s also a chance to practise concise 
academic writing and develop a critical stance on published literature. 
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Key components of an Annotation 
Each annotation generally contains three key components:  

1. a summary of the source,  
2. an evaluation (or critique) of its content or quality; and  
3. a reflection on its usefulness or application to your work.  

Depending on your assignment, the focus might be more on one component (e.g. purely 
summary for a descriptive annotated bibliography, or including evaluation and reflection for a 
critical annotated bibliography). Always check your brief, but in many cases you’re expected to 
cover all three aspects in a balanced way. Below, we break down these components: 

Summary (descriptive content) 
Provide a concise summary of the source’s content. This is typically 1-3 sentences (for a 150-
word annotation) explaining what the source is about and the author’s main arguments or 
findings. You should identify the purpose or research question of the work and give an 
overview of the key points or conclusions. Essentially, answer the question: “What is this source 
about and what are its main ideas?” Make sure the summary is neutral and factual – save any 
judgement or opinion for the evaluation part. Only include details that are relevant to 
understanding the source’s contribution (for instance, you might mention the methodology of a 
study if relevant, or the scope of topics covered). 

Example summary sentences:  

“This study examines the impact of social media on undergraduate academic 
performance, surveying 300 students across four universities. The authors aim to 
determine whether social media usage correlates with lower grades, and they 
conclude that moderate use has no significant effect, though excessive use can 
negatively impact study time.” 

Evaluation (critical appraisal) 
After summarising the content, critically evaluate the source’s quality, credibility, and 
limitations. This part addresses “What do you think about the source?” and “How does it stand 
up as an academic piece of work?”.  

You might consider: 

• Authority: Who is the author and what are their credentials? Is the source published in a 
reputable journal or by a credible publisher? 

• Intended audience: Who is the work aimed at (specialists, general public, 
policymakers)? This can affect the level of complexity or bias. 

• Strengths: What does the source do well? For example, does it have a strong dataset, a 
novel approach, or clear arguments?  

• Weaknesses or limitations: Are there any gaps, flaws in methodology, or biases? Every 
study has limitations – note if the sample size was small, or if the author’s perspective is 
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one-sided. You might also compare the work to other sources: is it more or less 
convincing than other studies on the topic? 

Your evaluation should be objective and evidence-based. Write in a formal tone (avoid overly 
casual language) and support your points with specifics. For instance: “One limitation of this 
article is that the survey was restricted to a single faculty, so the findings may not generalise to 
all students.” or “The author is a noted expert in this field, which adds credibilitywlv.ac.uk, but 
the work is now somewhat dated (published in 2010) and doesn’t include recent 
developments.” Keep evaluations brief; a couple of focused sentences can suffice. 

Reflection (relevance and use) 
Finally, many annotated bibliographies include a reflective element: how the source is relevant 
to your research or how you might use it in your assignment. This addresses questions like: 
“How has this source helped my understanding?”, “How will I use this in my own work?”, and 
“Has it changed how I think about the topic?”. In this part, you connect the source to your 
research project or essay question. For example, you might note if the source supports or 
contradicts your argument, or if it provides essential background information or a key theory you 
plan to discuss. 

If writing from a personal perspective is permitted, you can use first person (e.g. “This article 
gave me insight into X and will be useful for the literature review section of my dissertation.”). 
Otherwise, you can write it in an objective tone (e.g. “This article provides useful data for 
understanding X, and will be used to support the argument that…”). The reflection shows you've 
thought about the source in context, not just in isolation. It’s also a place to mention 
connections: for instance, “Smith’s findings concur with Jones (2019), reinforcing the view 
that…,” or “This study fills a gap identified by other readings on this topic.” However, keep it 
brief and relevant. One or two sentences is usually enough to state how the source will factor 
into your work. 

Note: Not every annotation will explicitly separate summary, evaluation, and reflection – often 
they’re woven together in one coherent paragraph. But it’s a good mental checklist to ensure 
you include at least a bit of each, unless your assignment instructions specify otherwise. Some 
assignments might only require a summary (in which case, focus on descriptive content), while 
others expect a critical analysis. Always clarify what is expected. In all cases, write in a clear, 
academic style and keep to the word limit given. 

 

 

 

https://www.wlv.ac.uk/lib/media/departments/lis/skills/study-guides/2024-study-guides/LS136---Guide-to-Writing-an-Annotated-Bibliography.pdf#:%7E:text=The%20purpose%20of%20an%20annotated,relevant%20to%20your%20assignment%20topic
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Selecting and organising your sources 
Before you even start writing annotations, you need to choose the sources for your bibliography 
carefully. Whether the annotated bibliography is an assessed piece on its own or part of a larger 
project, the quality of your sources will significantly affect its strength. 

Selecting sources: Aim to pick sources that directly relate to your research topic or 
assignment question, and that together give a comprehensive view of the topic. It often helps 
to start by broadly researching your topic and compiling a list of potential books, articles, and 
other materials. Then, screen those sources for relevance and credibility. Reading the 
abstracts or introductions can help decide if a source is worth annotating. Consider the 
following when selecting: 

• Relevance: Does the source address your specific topic or research question? Each 
source should have a clear connection to your theme; avoid tangential sources. 

• Quality and credibility: Is the source scholarly and authoritative? Prefer peer-reviewed 
academic articles, books from reputable publishers, and official reports. Be cautious 
with random websites or popular media unless your assignment allows or requires 
them. 

• Variety of perspectives: Especially for more advanced research, include a range of 
viewpoints or approaches. For instance, if your topic has controversial aspects, you 
might include one source from each side of the debate. If it’s a rapidly evolving field, you 
might include both older foundational research and more recent studies. 

• Currency: Depending on the field, the publication date might matter. In sciences or 
current affairs, very old sources may be less useful; in humanities, historical sources 
could be fine. Choose sources appropriate to the context of your topic. 

• Significance: Identify any key works that are frequently cited or foundational in your 
topic area. If everyone in your field references a particular theory or study, you might 
want to include that source if relevant. 

It’s often wise to collect more sources than needed at first, then narrow down. If your 
annotated bibliography needs 10 sources, you might gather 15 and then eliminate 5 after closer 
reading, keeping the strongest and most relevant ones. Being judicious in your selection is 
important: each entry requires effort to annotate, so ensure each one earns its place by 
contributing something distinct or valuable. 

Organising the bibliography:  
Once you have your selected sources and have written annotations, you must decide in what 
order to present them. Annotated bibliographies are usually arranged alphabetically by the 
author’s last name, just like a standard reference list. This is the most common and generally 
expected method, and it ensures easy lookup of sources. For example, a source by Browne 
would come before one by Smith. 

However, sometimes an instructor may allow or encourage a different organisation, especially if 
the bibliography is lengthy or thematic. Other ways to organise can include: 
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• Chronological order: Useful if you want to show the development of research on a topic 
over time (e.g. from older studies to newer ones). This can highlight how understanding 
has evolved. 

• Thematic order: Grouping sources by sub-topic or theme. For instance, in an annotated 
bibliography about renewable energy, you might group sources under “Solar Energy,” 
“Wind Energy,” “Policy and Economics,” etc. Each section would then be internally 
alphabetical or chronological. 

• Methodological order: Sometimes used in advanced projects – e.g. grouping sources 
by the methodology used (qualitative studies vs. quantitative studies), if relevant to 
discuss the literature in that way. 

If you do organise by theme or chronology, make sure to explain this in an introduction to your 
annotated bibliography (if one is required), and be consistent in how you sort. Above all, avoid a 
random or mixed arrangement which can confuse readers. Consistency is key: if you list three 
sources alphabetically and then suddenly one by date, it will appear disorganised. The reader 
expects a clear pattern, so choose one method and stick to it. 

Finally, ensure that each entry is formatted correctly according to the citation style you are 
using. That means the citation itself (the reference) should follow Harvard, APA, MLA, or 
whatever style is prescribed, and use the proper layout (for example, a hanging indent for lines 
after the first, if required). Many styles require the list to be double-spaced with a hanging 
indent. Check your style guide and apply it consistently to all entries. 

(Tip: The UK Essays referencing generators can help you format citations in the correct style.) 
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Writing the annotations: style and tips 
Writing annotations requires you to be clear, concise, and objective. Here are some general 
tips on style and format when composing your annotated bibliography entries: 

• Follow any formatting guidelines: If your course or style guide specifies aspects like 
font, spacing, or indentation, make sure to follow them. For instance, APA style 
annotated bibliographies typically use double spacing and a hanging indent for 
citations. Consistency in formatting makes your bibliography look professional and is 
often part of the grading criteria. 

• Use academic language: Write in a formal academic style – clear and free of slang. Use 
complete sentences and correct grammar. Typically, you should write in the third 
person and present tense (e.g. "This article examines..." rather than "This article 
examined...") when summarising, but this is not a strict rule. If reflecting personally, first 
person can be acceptable, but maintain a scholarly tone. Generally, full sentences are 
recommended in annotations (unlike some note-taking styles). 

• Be concise: Remember that you only have a paragraph (usually) for each annotation. 
Don’t exceed the word limit given (if any). An effective annotation distils the source 
down to its essence. Avoid unnecessary background or overly detailed explanations. 
One strategy is to draft a longer summary and then trim it to remove redundant words or 
details that aren’t crucial. 

• Avoid large quotations: The annotation is supposed to be in your own words. It’s a 
common mistake to quote too much directly from the source. In fact, you rarely need to 
quote at all in an annotation. Paraphrase the authors’ ideas succinctly. Use a direct 
quote only if the exact wording is important (and in that case, cite the page). Remember, 
the goal is to summarise and interpret, not to copy text. Over-quoting can suggest you 
haven’t fully digested the source. 

• No in-text citations (usually): Since each annotation is about one source, you typically 
do not cite other works within an annotation. There’s no need to cite the source itself 
in the annotation (that’s what the bibliographic entry is for). Only if you reference 
another author’s idea for comparison, or include a direct quote from the source, would 
you use an in-text citation. In most cases, you won't need to do this. 

• Write objectively and in third person (unless instructed otherwise): For the summary 
and evaluation, stick to an objective tone. Phrases like "the author argues..." or "the 
study concludes..." are useful. If reflection/personal application is part of the task, it’s 
fine to say "I will use this study to..." or "This source helped me to understand...". If 
unsure, default to a more impersonal description of the source’s usefulness (e.g. "This 
source provides valuable insights into..."). 

• Use transition words for flow: In a short paragraph, it helps to guide the reader. Use 
transitions like however, for example, moreover, in conclusion, etc., to structure your 
annotation. For instance: "The book provides a broad overview... However, its focus is 
mostly theoretical, with few practical examples." This makes your annotation coherent 
and easy to follow. 
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• Check your work: An annotated bibliography, though made of short pieces, should be 
polished writing. Check for spelling (use British spelling, e.g. organise, analyse, 
programme), grammar, and punctuation. Make sure the bibliographic citation itself is 
error-free (no typos in author names or titles, correct year, etc.). Mistakes in the citation 
format or text can undermine the credibility of your work. 

By paying attention to these details, your annotated bibliography will be not only informative but 
also neatly presented and easy to read. It might help to look at a sample annotated entry (see 
examples below) to get a sense of the level of detail and tone required. 

 
 

  



 

11 
 

Examples of annotations 
To illustrate the difference between a descriptive annotation and an analytical (critical) 
annotation, below are two sample entries. These examples use a generic Harvard-style 
citation. The first is mostly summary (descriptive), and the second includes evaluation and 
reflection. 

Example 1: Descriptive annotation (summary only) 
Citation: 
Smith, J. (2021) “Effects of Social Media on Student Academic Performance”, Education 
Journal, 12(3), pp. 45–58. 

Annotation: 
Smith investigates the relationship between social media usage and academic results among 
undergraduates. The study collected survey data from 300 students to measure time spent on 
social platforms and compare it to grade averages. Smith finds that moderate social media 
use does not significantly affect academic performance, but heavy use (over 3 hours daily) 
correlates with lower grades. The article provides statistical evidence and charts illustrating 
this trend. It focuses on social media’s impact on study habits and concludes with 
recommendations for students to self-regulate their online activity. (In this descriptive 
annotation, the writer summarises the content of Smith’s article, but does not critique it or 
discuss how they will use it. It simply presents the purpose, method, and key findings of the 
source.) 

Example 2: analytical annotation (summary + evaluation + reflection) 
Citation: 
Brown, T. & Green, S. (2019) “Blended Learning in Higher Education: A Case Study”, British 
Journal of Educational Technology, 50(4), pp. 199–212. 

Annotation: 
Brown and Green describe the implementation of a blended learning programme at a UK 
university, combining online modules with traditional face-to-face teaching. They outline the 
pedagogical framework and report that student engagement and satisfaction improved by 20% 
over one semester. The article is well-researched, drawing on both quantitative results and 
student feedback, though the sample is limited to one department. The authors are 
educational technologists, lending authority to the case study, but the findings may not 
generalise beyond similar institutional contexts. This source is useful for my research on 
digital learning strategies, as it provides evidence that a blended approach can enhance 
student outcomes. I plan to use it to support the argument that technology, when integrated 
thoughtfully, benefits learners, while also noting the study’s limited scope as a caution. (In this 
analytical annotation, the writer summarises the source, evaluates its reliability and 
limitations, and reflects on how it will be relevant to their own research.) 

How to use these examples:  
Notice how both annotations start with a clear summary of the source. The second example 
then adds critical evaluation (in italics above for emphasis) and a sentence about usefulness to 
the writer’s project. Depending on your needs, your annotations may look more like the first or 
the second. If your assignment doesn’t ask for personal reflection, you might omit sentences 
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like the last one in Example 2. Always tailor the annotation to the given requirements, but these 
examples show a baseline of what good annotations include. 

Common mistakes to avoid 
Writing an annotated bibliography can be challenging at first. Here are some common mistakes 
students should avoid: 

• Only summarising without evaluation: An annotation that just summarizes the 
source’s content, with no critique or analysis, is incomplete for most academic 
purposes. Unless instructions say otherwise, include some evaluation of the source’s 
quality or usefulness. Don’t treat the annotation like an abstract; show that you have 
thought critically about the source. 

• Choosing poor or irrelevant sources: Ensure your sources are scholarly and relevant. 
Including, say, a random blog post or an outdated article just to make up numbers will 
weaken your bibliography. It’s a mistake to use sources you haven’t read fully – you 
might misrepresent them. Do the research and pick high-quality sources, not just the 
first ones you found. 

• Disorganised entries: Always follow a consistent order (usually alphabetical by author). 
Mixing up the order (e.g., some entries alphabetical, others not) or failing to use a clear 
system will confuse readers. Also, maintain consistent formatting for each entry. 
Disorganised references and inconsistent style are common errors that cost marks. 

• Annotation too long or too short: Stick to the suggested length. Writing far more than 
asked can mean you’re including unnecessary detail or writing an essay-like 
commentary (which isn’t the goal). On the other hand, an overly short annotation might 
be too superficial. Aim for a balanced, concise paragraph of 100–200 words (or as 
directed). If you find yourself writing much more, refine your summary; if much less, you 
probably haven’t included enough detail or evaluation. 

• Incorrect citation format: Another frequent mistake is formatting the bibliographic 
entries incorrectly – missing information, wrong order of details, or punctuation errors. 
This is largely avoidable: double-check the required style guide, and consider using 
referencing tools for help. Marks are often allocated for correct referencing, so don’t 
lose easy points here. Always use the specified style (e.g. APA 7th, Harvard) consistently 
for all entries. 

• Excessive quoting or close paraphrasing: As mentioned, the annotation should be in 
your own words. Some students make the error of copying sentences from the source or 
relying too heavily on the source’s wording. This can border on plagiarism and doesn’t 
demonstrate your understanding. Too many direct quotes also break the flow of your 
writing. Instead, digest the source’s message and then write the annotation without 
looking at the original phrasing. Use a direct quote only if absolutely necessary (and 
quote it properly with quotation marks and page number). 

• Lack of proofreading: Treat the annotation seriously – errors in grammar or spelling can 
distract from your content. Common mistakes like forgetting to italicise book/journal 
titles in citations, or typos within the annotation, can leave a poor impression. Always 



 

13 
 

proofread each entry. Reading your annotation aloud or having a peer review it can help 
catch mistakes and ensure clarity. 

By being mindful of these pitfalls, you can significantly improve the quality of your annotated 
bibliography. The key is to plan and start early – good annotations require reading and 
reflection, which you can’t do at the last minute. If you select strong sources and take the time 
to summarise and critique them properly, your annotated bibliography will serve as a valuable 
foundation for your research project. 

Resources 
The UK Essays free referencing generators are extremely helpful for properly formatting your 
citations: 

- APA referencing generator (APA 7) 
- Harvard reference generator 
- Vancouver reference generator  
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