Excerpts from Learning Your Way Through College (1995) 

by Robert N. Leamnson

Making Notes

Few things are more quickly picked up by new students than the impression that teachers talk, or show slides, or write on the board, and students write in notebooks.  How thoroughly ingrained this belief can become is illustrated by the young woman who, having been absent from a lecture, asked the teacher, "Did I miss anything yesterday?  Like, did you give notes?"  The teacher spent the rest of the day in a blue funk.  He had envisioned himself as coach and guide, leading young minds toward greater things; the student saw him as a dispenser of notes.

The notion that the lecture period is a time set aside for the giving and taking of notes will cause enormous mischief.  If this giving and taking were the point of college, we could easily save the expense of building lecture halls and classrooms.  Teachers could supply "notes" on floppy disks [or handouts or web sites].  Students could copy these with a keystroke and have a flawless version of the teacher's notes.  The fault in that scheme is obvious: It can all be done without mental activity.
We are mistaken again if we believe that the hearing of the teacher's words and the physical writing of notes guarantee that the learning part of the brain in engaged.  That this is not the case is illustrated by those expert secretaries who can take minutes at a meeting, make an excellent transcript of nearly everything said, and not remember a word of it—or even, in some cases, understand what was said.  There is a potent lesson here.  Hearing, seeing, and writing all involve different parts of the brain from those used for thinking and understanding.  We can sometimes feel something like a switch go on in our heads when we need to think carefully about something.  Consider the following parable, which illustrates the point:

Someone tells you that he is about to recite from memory some complicated instructions as to how to find a box hidden in a certain part of the city.  If you can follow these instructions and find the box, you can have it and its contents.  The box contains $100,000.  One hundred thousand dollars, there for the taking, tends to focus the attention.  We feel something click in the brain; understanding the upcoming instructions becomes a driving need.  Would you merely listen to the words without taking notes?  Would you only hope that you could remember street names, numbers, distances, and descriptions?  Would you be content with "doing the best you can"?  Would you trust that the information would come to you when you needed it?

More likely, you would process every last detail in your own mind and use your mental picture to draw a map.  It would be labeled in complete detail, street names spelled correctly, numbers checked and rechecked.  You would instantly reread the notes you took to see that nothing had been left out.  You wouldn't let your benefactor get away until every question had been answered and the path to the money was absolutely clear in your mind and on paper.  

The intent here is not to suggest that introductory sociology will be or can be as riveting as a box full of money.  The story only shows what the mind is capable of; it illustrates what all of us can and would do when we absolutely must understand.

In order to understand the importance of being mentally engaged while listening and writing in class, think of notes as something you make rather than something you take.  Taking has that feel of receiving what has been given.  It suggests passive acceptance—a mechanical transfer.  To make a note implies that the mental activity involved occurs in the mind of the note maker.  Mental activity is the goal here.  How, then, does one make notes?

Note making implies going beyond transcribing what is said or written.  That does not mean, however, than transcribing is to be disdained, that it is of no use.  Certainly, if a teacher has done you the favor of generating an outline of upcoming events, or a summary of major ideas, it would be foolish not to use that information and include it in your notes.  The trouble frequently starts when the teacher finishes the outline, or steps away from the board, and begins talking.  As I suggested earlier, very few teachers read to students from notes or from a text.  They come prepared with certain ideas they want to discuss, but not with the words they will use.  They generate the language on the run, so to speak, and what they actually say often sounds casual and conversational.  It would because they are creating sentences as needed.  It is just here that the inexperienced or unwary will be tempted to put down the pencil, get comfortable, and listen to the story--or tune out and daydream.

Teachers who are just talking, particularly in a relaxed and apparently less organized way, are seen by some as no longer giving notes.  And what is not given cannot be taken.  But it is here that we must change our way of thinking about the lecture, and about our part in it.  A teacher who does provide an outline of the important ideas in that day's lecture is very likely to then discourse, less formally, on the importance of what has been outlined.  The causes of events, or their significance, or the evidence for theories, might be presented from memory by way of anecdote, research experience, or paraphrases of many dozens of books and articles.  When such discourses are presented in an engaging style, students characterize the teacher as "interesting."  Do be careful when you encounter "interesting" teachers.  They can make an hour zip by, and at the end you may very well find in your notebook nothing but the names of a few organs and enzymes or a list of names and dates.  At a later time, you will likely become aware—and painfully so—that what you were really expected to learn was the significance or the history of the items in the outline, or the evidence for the claims that were made.  And all that vital information was in the storytelling part of the lecture, the part that was never written on the blackboard or shown in a slide.

Many new students, if not a majority, get caught off base in those courses where the teachers do not provide detailed line-by-line notes of everything the student is expected to know.  You will do well to learn quickly how to cope.  The short answer is to make your own notes in those courses.  How you do this is the crux of the problem.  If a teacher is indeed interesting, you will likely hear everything that is said.  But hearing, you will remember, does not take the place in the thinking part of the brain.  Hearing becomes listening only when the meanings of words and sentences rumble around in the thinking part of the brain and become ideas.  Hearing means being aware of what was said.  Listening means thinking what the speaker is thinking.  When the teacher's thoughts become your thoughts, you may find yourself suddenly realizing, "Wow, she just told us how this whole thing works, and I haven't written a word!"  I hope for you that this revelation comes early, because it means that you will soon be listening, extracting what's explanatory, and writing, preferably in words of your own, notes on those interesting (and critically important) discourses and musings.  Extracting the meaning and writing it—using your own vocabulary—is known as paraphrasing: an idea of great importance that will come up again.

This, in short, is what I mean by making notes.  Nearly all seniors have learned to do it.  They can be seen writing furiously while the teacher stands looking out the window, more or less thinking out loud.  Four years earlier, they would more likely have sat staring at the teacher, waiting for something to happen.  There is no reason to learn this lesson the hard way, through repeated experiences.  Beginning students who set their minds to it can make good notes almost from the beginning.  You will get better and better with practice, however.

Note making, then, brings together several of the requirements for serious learning.  It cannot be done passively; learning students work harder during the lecture than the teacher does.  It presumes a need to know what the teacher finds important and interesting.  Finally, it absolutely requires that the thinking part of the brain be actively engaged. [36-38]

QUESTIONS:

1) How does the author's discussion of notes match up with your own educational experiences or personal note-taking habits?  Explain.

2) In your own words, what are the most important differences between:


a) taking notes and making notes?


b) hearing and listening?

3) Evaluate the following: "Attending a class is not the same as learning.  Getting a diploma is not the same as getting an education."  Explain.

Excerpts from The College Survival Guide (1999)

by Bruce M. Rowe

The Importance of a Positive Attitude

Most people aspire to succeed in college.  Why, then, does success sometimes elude them?  It is true that people are born with different potentials, giving some an initial advantage over others.  People also differ in how they were treated as children and young adults, so those with nurturing parents and teachers may enter college with a better self-image and more developed skills than those brought up in a non-supportive environment.  As a result, one student may learn easily what another struggles with—but that disparity need not doom the latter student to low levels of performance.  As Thomas Alva Edison observed, "Genius is 1 percent inspiration and 99 percent perspiration."  Without effort, even the most gifted student is likely to fail.  On other hand, extra effort can make up for almost any initial disadvantage . . .

The first step is to make a realistic assessment of one's skills and goals.  The next is to devise a good plan of attack.  The final step is to work hard in implementing that plan.  Essential to all these steps is a positive attitude. [1]

Taking Notes

What are good notes?  They are notes that help you recall close to 100 percent of the lecture material.  But this does not mean that you should attempt to write down everything . . . [Attempting it] will actually reduce your ability to understand the lecture.  Good note taking generally requires that one balance listening with writing.  If you spend all of your time attempting to get down every word, you miss some very important points while detailing less important ones.  Time spent listening allows you to grasp an overview of the material and thus identify the essential aspects of it . . .

Here are some pointers on taking notes:

1. Abbreviate as much as possible.  Just make sure you use abbreviations you will understand when you read over your notes.

2. If applicable, read the material in the book that corresponds to a lecture before the lecture—this way you will know what material you can look up in the book should you miss writing it down . . .

3. Ask questions.  By asking questions you not only obtain answers that will help you understand the material, you also participate in the class. . . .

4. Sit where the instructor can see you, and where you can clearly hear everything that is said. . .

5. Outline the lecture rather than attempt to write notes in essay form.  An outline may give you a better understanding of the overall lecture and the relationship of one topic to another.  There is no need to stick to any specific outline format.  Use whatever technique you find comfortable . . .

6. If necessary, slow the teacher down.  Most instructors will repeat or clarify what they said, when asked.

7. At home, as soon as possible after the class, copy each day's notes and make corrections.  Use the text, dictionary, or other books to make your notes as complete and accurate as possible.  If you go over your notes on the same day, your recall of the material will be good and you can add things you heard but failed to write down.

8. As far as understanding the content of a course, there is no substitute for regular attendance.  However, if you miss a class, put an effort into finding another student who takes excellent notes, so that you can photocopy them.  Ask that student to clarify any notes that you do not understand.  Recopy them, changing the wording when necessary to make them more meaningful to you and adding anything you learned from questioning the student . . .

If a lecture appears disorganized to you, ask plentiful questions, even making a trip to the instructor's office during his or her office hours if necessary. [32-35]

