Taking Notes: In-Class & Out

There is no magic recipe or formula for taking good notes, but a general rule is that the notes must make sense to the person who wrote them.  Notes should assist in recalling readings or discussions.  If someone looks at his or her notes the next day or the next week and they make no sense, then they are not good notes.

The following general advice should assist students seeking to improve note-taking skills.  Obviously, different techniques will work better depending on the individual, which means that note-taking improves only with practice and more practice.  This also means that just borrowing notes from a classmate is not a good idea.  To put it another way, notes are not simply "taken" or "given" they are made by individual students.

In-Class Notes

The key to taking notes in class is active listening.  Active listening means paying attention to lectures, discussions, or videos and writing down the main points with supporting evidence.  It also helps to ask questions during class or write them down to ask or look up later.  Students can ask questions in many ways (in class, out of class, verbal, written, e-mail, etc.), so there is absolutely no reason for letting questions go unanswered.  One thing that good students have learned is to ask questions.

Before the tips on how to take notes, here are the most common mistakes:

1) Trying to write everything down verbatim (word-for-word) that the instructor says or puts up on the screen or chalkboard is not taking notes.  Why is this?  Because simply writing everything down does not demonstrate any understanding.  For example, simply copying from Powerpoint slides while ignoring what the instructor is saying is a terrible way of taking notes.  Notes have to mean something a day, a week or even several weeks later.  And copying doesn't show understanding.  

2) Sitting inertly, passively with a glazed look slumped in the chair is even worse than copying and obviously counterproductive.  Those who demand points simply for showing up and warming their chairs are misguided about the purpose of education.  Points or credit are earned rather than given from actually doing something.  Those who just sit and stare, refusing to take any notes are wasting their time, their money, & their education.  Such destructive behavior, in the end, only hurts the students.

Summary of In-Class Tips:

1) Actively listen

2) Avoid copying (chalkboard, Powerpoint, etc.)

3) Ask questions

4) Avoid inertness (glazed staring, drooling, sleeping, etc.)

5) Notes should have meaning later and be reviewed often

Being able to listen to others, process what they say, and ask questions are skills beyond the classroom, they are essential to lifelong learning.

Out-of-Class Notes

Many students have little or no experience from high school with taking notes over reading assignments done outside of class.  Sometimes they have been "spoon-fed" being told exactly what they need to know or even given pre-prepared handouts.  Notes need to be something involving student effort, so merely giving them out is counterproductive to learning.  Students should first practice the skill of active reading.  As with active listening, active reading means reading for understanding and jotting questions down as they arise.  There is a big difference between looking at words on a page letting your eyes glide over them and actually processing what you're reading.  Reading is not necessarily comprehending.  It requires active participation and effort.

Before discussing some techniques for taking notes while reading here are some poor note-taking habits:

1) Copying everything, verbatim, from the book is not only plagiarism, but it shows no understanding or processing of the material.

2) Copying names, dates, and other facts without seeing the bigger picture is poor note-taking.  Facts need to be connected. Textbooks are not just a random jumble of isolated facts, so good notes are not a random collection of facts.

3) Taking extremely detailed notes the first time around is not a good idea.  Students who do this will lose the forest for the trees as they drown in a sea of detail.

Summary of Out-of-Class Tips:

1) Take notes in your own words.  This avoids possible plagiarism and is the best way of processing the material in a meaningful way.

2) Read first without taking notes to get a general idea of main ideas or themes.  Take notes only on the second (or even third) reading.

3) Pay attention to introductions of each chapter and major section.  These will lay out the "big picture" in a clear, organized way.  Think of questions you should be able to answer after reading the assignment.  Jot these "big picture" questions down for future reference.

4) Pay attention to bold-faced items and italicized terms.  Know these terms and be able to connect them to the bigger picture.  The authors are emphasizing or drawing specific attention to these terms for a reason.  Ask yourself why that is.

5) Pay attention to illustrations (and their captions) and inset maps.  They are also there for a reason.  Ask yourself how they connect to the bigger picture.

Notes from active listening and active reading need to be meaningful, allowing the student who took them to reconstruct the big picture with supporting details and evidence.  Therefore, some people will naturally take notes differently from others depending on their experience, skills, ability, memory, and other factors.

Many are fond of saying that those who do not learn from the past are doomed to repeat it.  This saying definitely applies to those who do not take notes or have learned bad note-taking habits, but that does not mean that they cannot make a conscious choice and put in the effort to change.  Obviously the advice given here will be of no help at all unless it is put into practice and refined through feedback from your instructors.  It may not be easy, but it will be worthwhile because you will learn and retain more.  And isn't that what a college education should be?

QUESTIONS:

1) What are the most important tips you gained from this article?

2) Are there any tips you disagree with?  Explain why.  

3) Is there anything you would add to help others improve note-taking?
















