Reading and Note-taking
By Robinson Yost

Introduction:

An essential part of this course is learning skills that go beyond the college classroom into the "real" world.  One obstacle to obtaining these skills involves the prior educational experiences of many students.  Numerous high school classes, for example, require very little reading or writing.  Students frequently tell me that they did not take notes from reading assignments; many students have never had to write an essay.  

The study of history poses particular problems.  For instance, it is often taught as a never-ending list of names, dates, and facts to be memorized and then regurgitated in a multiple-choice format.  Students accustomed to using this “cram & dump” technique sometimes expect (or demand) that they should be “spoon fed” the material.  The resulting “TELL ME WHAT I NEED TO KNOW” syndrome can be expressed in the following way:

Tell me exactly what will be on the exam so I can memorize it the night before.  That way I can minimize the effort put into this seemingly useless class.  Tell me what I need to memorize by giving me a study guide or review sheet that outlines all important points.  That way I won't have to make any independent judgements, waste time, or think very much either.

This approach is not productive towards learning and has nothing to do with studying history.  It minimizes effort and results.  Obviously, truly understanding historical events or arguments does not mean filling in circles on a Scantron sheet.  

As a healthy alternative to “TELL ME WHAT I NEED TO KNOW”, the “ALLOW ME TO DEMONSTRATE HOW MUCH I’VE LEARNED” attitude can be expressed in the following questions:

How can I effectively apply what I've learned from both reading and class to the exam?  What questions can I ask to clarify my understanding of the material?  How can I make a convincing historical argument based on evidence within constraints of the exam?  How can I best show an understanding of the material beyond just disconnected facts?  

As you may have guessed, adopting this new attitude requires considerable adjustment and preparation.  Those who expect (or even demand) to be fed exact information to memorize for exams will be very frustrated.  However, if they adopt new study habits, then they can get something valuable.  One of these habits is realizing that reading (in a particular way) is essential. 

Reading:

Most people readily admit that reading a college textbook is not the most enjoyable activity in the world.  Nevertheless, it is vital for success in this course.  Reading a textbook requires concentration and an attention span longer than ten minutes.  Anyone who expects reading to be like watching cable television, listening to music, or talking on the phone is not making the requisite adaptations.  

Readers do not have colorful 3D images flashed in their faces every few seconds.  This contributes, unfortunately, to why many younger people frequently dismiss reading as "boring".  Boring or not, reading requires different skills than these other activities, skills essential in the “real world.”  In particular, reading cannot be a passive activity like flipping channels from the sofa or yacking one’s way through heavy traffic on a cell phone.  Reading for a college course has a very different purpose.  It’s not the same as browsing through fashion magazines or reading a best-selling novel.  

Reading a textbook is not (nor can it be) like any of these leisurely activities.  When students read with the expectation of constant entertainment, they will ALWAYS be disappointed.  Suppose someone bit into an ice cream cone expecting vanilla and found it to be mashed potatoes instead?  Would a thoughtful person automatically denounce all potatoes?  Would it be wise to eat only vanilla ice cream?  Would a diet of only ice cream be healthy or nutritious?    

With these in mind, let’s turn to specific ways of reading a textbook productively.  First, adjust your mental attitude.  Just as you would not pick up a power drill to hammer nails or get into your car expecting it to fly, do not open your textbook expecting a computer game, a TV show, or the National Enquirer.  Second, set aside time for reading throughout the semester. Make a regular schedule.  Individual reading assignments usually range between fifteen and twenty-five pages.  If this seems overwhelming to you, then you will need to talk to the instructor; it is not very much reading for a freshman level class.  Waiting until the night before an exam will overwhelm anyone.  Too many students every semester do not pay attention to this advice until it is too late.  Third, understand the textbook’s organization.  Contrary to popular belief, your book is not a random list of names, dates, and facts.  It is comprised of main arguments or themes supported by specific historical evidence or illustrations.  Each chapter’s INTRODUCTION (usually the first two or three pages) lays out the broad sweep for the entire chapter.  The major subheadings within the BODY of a chapter also offer clues to important points.  In addition to repeating the broad argument, the CONCLUSION provides a bridge to the next chapter.  Recognizing the deliberate, methodical organization of your textbook will make it easier to take notes, which will make it easier to write a good essay.  Finally, realize that productive reading takes considerable effort and may include the following: reading assignments more than once; looking up words in a dictionary; discussing material with other students; and seeking out additional sources.  Remember that the instructor is available to discuss any questions regarding reading.

Note-taking:

Taking notes is extremely important in this course for several reasons.  Notes should offer each student a way of putting down the information in his or her own words.  Avoid verbatim repetition from the instructor or the textbook.  The “COPY EVERYTHING DOWN BECAUSE IT’S ALL IMPORTANT” mentality may involve the following thought processes:

The teacher wrote a few words on the board, I better write that down.  The teacher put up an overhead, I better copy all that.  The teacher is showing a Powerpoint slide, I should probably copy that into my notebook too.  I cannot decide what’s important from my textbook, so I’ll copy some sentences directly into my notes.  I should probably write all names down and dates too.

This isn’t note-taking at all, but why?  Because note-taking requires seeing the material as whole, not in bits and pieces.  Simply copying isolated words off the chalkboard or out of the textbook may seem like note-taking, but it’s actually just mindless dictation.  Good notes are meaningful notes.  They need to summarize the main points of what’s being discussed in class or examined in the readings.  Most importantly, they should mean something to the person taking them which usually means notes must be organized.

Another reason that good notes are important in this class: quizzes and exams in this course are OPEN NOTE.  Students may use any notes they have, but may not look in their books.  The open-note policy can either help or hurt depending on how the notes are used.  Here are some dangerous attitudes regarding open-note exams:

This should be easy because I’ll be able to look up everything in my notes.  I won’t have to actually know any facts, ideas, or people because I can look up all the information.  I better take extensive notes though so everything important is copied down, but why bother taking notes until the night before the exam?

Exams require that you show understanding of material within defined time constraints.  Entering the exam with the attitude expressed above will simply lead to aggravation and a poor grade.  Because they cannot look everything up, students must already know the material.  Open notes are a helpful reminder not a life preserver.  It should be obvious that copying a bunch of facts from voluminous notes doesn’t show your understanding of the material.  In any case, you will run out of time.  If you have any questions about using or taking notes, then please contact the instructor.
