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Skills Gap: EAP class vs. Students’ Reality

Academic skills being taught alongside EAP reading and 

listening: text annotation, note-taking, note-making

In many EAP courses these skills are taught “analog” on 

pen and paper

However, much academic reading and note-taking/making 

is now performed digitally:  laptops, iPads, e-readers

Academic journal articles

Electronic textbooks

Professors’ lecture notes ( .pdf or .ppt)

Pirated textbooks



Skills Gap: EAP class vs. Students’ Reality

Result: Skills taught in EAP classes are not getting 

transferred to the classroom

Students don’t make the connection between EAP class and 

their academic reality

Unsure of how to transfer the skills they’ve learned

Lack of practice in the digital application of these skills 

means they perform them ineffectively or revert to old habits

- I’ve seen this in my own classes!



Closing the Skills Gap

For the most relevant EAP course content:

Present both analog AND digital versions of essential 

academic skills for reading and listening

Multiple literacies needs accompanying multiple skills

Allow students ample practice time in both

Include both skill sets in assessments



Today’s Presentation

Today I’m not speaking about changing the skills you 

teach, but how they are taught, carried out and 

practised

Software and Apps for performing these skills on 

different devices and platforms

Ideas for how to use these in the classroom



Annotation

“Marking up” a text

Highlighting or underlining key words or passages 

Marginal notes

Short paraphrases or summaries of key paragraphs

Identifying examples of concepts 

Marking of puzzling passages or vocabulary using symbols 

Enumeration of steps in a process 

ETC.

Simpson, M., & Nist, S. L. (1990). Textbook Annotation: An Effective and Efficient Study Strategy for 
College Students. Journal of Reading, 34(2), 122–29.



Example of Text 

Annotation

(Source: eXcel Course 

Pack, St. Francis 

Xavier University)



Digital Text Annotation: PDF

Essential Tool: PDF Reader, on laptops or iPads

Challenges : Some PDF Readers don’t support 

annotation

Solution (all free):  Adobe X Reader; Foxit Reader ; 

Skim (Mac); Preview (Built-in on Mac)

http://get.adobe.com/reader/
http://www.foxitsoftware.com
http://www.foxitsoftware.com
http://www.foxitsoftware.com
http://skim-app.sourceforge.net/


Useful Features of PDF Readers for Annotation

Highlight or underline text

Draw freeform shapes 

Notes/comments can be inserted

Text of notes/comments fully searchable

Spell checker plugin for any entered text

Foxit Reader and Skim allow compilation and 

manipulation of user-entered comments 









Automatic 

Compilation of 

Comments



PDF Annotation on iPad

iPad allows for “handwritten” notes 

in addition to type-written notes

Finger or stylus; More intuitive transition to digital 

annotation

Challenge:

Not all PDF readers for the iPad allow handwritten notes

Not all handwriting apps allow for PDf annotation



Digital Annotation on the iPad

All these apps are available in the iTunes store 

(varying prices):

Remarks 

Notability 

Pen for iPad

Pen and Paper 

GoodNotes

NoteTaker HD 





Annotation on E-Readers

Most newer e-reading devices ( Kindle, Kobo, Sony, 

etc.) have some sort of annotation tool built-in



Digital Annotation: HTML/Web

Some readings are delivered in HTML format or are 

web-based 

How to annotate a web page without copying/pasting it 

elsewhere or printing it out?



Annotating Web Pages

Scrible

Annotate web pages, right in the browser

Organize, tag, colour-code annotations

Store and share notes and annotations on-line

http://www.scrible.com/




Classroom ideas

Very easy to integrate into the classroom

Distribute an article in PDF

Mark it up digitally, save and submit

Encourage use of different colours or symbols for thesis 

statement, discipline-specific vocabulary, academic 

vocabulary, etc.

Use Foxit’s comment compilation tool to have students 

automatically extract their comments and generate vocab 

lists, etc.



Classroom Ideas : Digital Annotation

Caveat: Many students find digitally annotating a text 

slow going

Stress the importance and purpose of text annotation: 

increased comprehension at the time of reading, better 

recall, notes serve for future studying and writing 

purposes



Note-Making

Annotation activity that happens outside of the margins of 
a text

generating charts, or other diagrams using the information 
from the passage

predicting exam or research questions 

compiling lists of key terms 

generating article summaries making lateral connections 
with other course readings

Making “study sheets” or “cheat sheets”

Simpson, M., & Nist, S. L. (1990). Textbook Annotation: An Effective and Efficient Study Strategy for 
College Students. Journal of Reading, 34(2), 122–29.



Digital Note-Making

Microsoft Word or any text editor

The above-mentioned iPad apps that allow handwriting, 

typed text

MindMapping software: Freemind; Xmind

Note-Taking software

http://freemind.sourceforge.net/wiki/index.php/Main_Page
http://www.xmind.net/pricing/


Digital Note-Making : Note-Taking Software

Microsoft OneNote

Bundled with Microsoft Office

Evernote

“Freemium”

Allow for freeform notes, typed notes, highlighting, photos, 

graphics, sound files, integration of PDFs

Data can be tagged, sorted, manipulated

Bonus: allows for editing of “locked” PDFs





Note-Making in the Classroom

Post-Reading Task:

Make a digital “study sheet”

Include main points, charts, graphs, vocab lists, short 

summary

A very effective way to gauge students’ comprehension

Doing this digitally is actually faster than doing it by hand





Conclusion

The goal of EAP courses: Preparing our students for 

academic success

We prepare them for their reality, not the one we may 

have had; if not, we are failing them

Give them the tools to accompany their multiple 

literacies

Slides available at: www.dal.ca/ESL or 

jennifermacdonald.ca

http://www.dal.ca/ESL
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