Read to Build a House:
A Guide to using Reading Notebooks in the Strategic Reading of Secondary
Building Historians represents a fundamental change for the student. No longer will passive reading be sufficient. You must actively read, or do what we call RMU – Read and Mark Up.  This looks exactly like it sounds.  You should make notations along with your reading, in the text if you own it, or in a reading notebook if you don’t.  Highlighting is not the same as RMU’ing.  Oftentimes students will highlight a reading to death.  By the time they’re done, the few lines that aren’t glowing in some garish neon color stand out the most.  This becomes pointless.  RMU’ing means that while you read you actively respond to the reading by predicting, noting key evidence, making connections and asking questions. 


You need to keep two goals in mind while you RMU:

1. You should read to uncover the author’s blueprint for the house he or she constructed.
What are the author’s subject and direction(s)?  What are the author’s reasons and supporting evidence? Answering these questions will provide an understanding of the structure created by the author and will provide clues to his/her point of view.

2. You should read to build your own house.
What is your take on the issue?  How would you group and support your reasons?  When you do this, reading becomes an active collection of the evidence you’ll need to build your own house.  This might be in response to an instructor’s prompt, or if none is given at the time of the reading assignment, in response to your own questions.  

As important as building a house is to the development of solid written communication, so too is the RMU’ing to make readings work for you. Let’s be honest here, when you just read, your mind wanders and your retention is shaky at best.  RMU’ing forces you to get what you need out of the reading.  While it may take longer to RMU an assignment, it will save you time in the end.  

Now that you have the why, here’s the how:

When you RMU, you make the reading work for you, not you for the reading. There are four essential elements to you must do in your reading notebook each time you read:

1. Predict the Subject and Direction(s) in the reading.
When reading a textbook, go through your assigned reading and read all the section headings first.  Look for the subject and direction of the reading.  This will give you an idea of what the reading is about.  Write down a summary of your predictions based upon these headings in your reading journal.   For all other non-fiction readings, characterize paragraphs or sections by giving them subject and direction titles much like the textbook did with its section headings.  By doing this, you’ll start to see the flow of the author’s argument
2. Identify useful evidence (People, places and things that support the author’s direction)
You’ll never finish a reading if you try to note all the building blocks it uses.   You’re task is to identity the key evidence for the author’s house or the one you’re building.  
3. Make your own connections as you look for patterns, anomalies, themes, causes, effects and movements.

Knowing history is great; learning to think critically is essential.    You’re job is to write down important connections you make while you do your reading.
4. Ask your own questions.

All academic inquiry starts with a good question. Good questions don’t show ignorance, they show understanding of the complexities of an issue.  
It will save you time in the end

RMU is a practice that becomes enormously beneficial to the prospective college student as it allows for the consumption and digestion of great volumes of material at increasingly higher rates of speed on an almost totally analytical level. Identifying structure, themes, patterns, abstract concepts, and point of view allows you to view the unseen world of a writer’s thought process. 

Since you don’t own your textbooks you will keep a reading notebook.  Each entry of your reading notebook will contain the above 4 components.  (You don’t have to keep it in its graphical format shown below, but you can if you wish.) 




To guide you in this process, I have prepared overviews for each of our units.  Please use these as your guides to both the subjects and directions you should be looking for in your text and for the key evidence a student of US history should know.  Everything on the test is some combination of elements on that overview.
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