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Note Taking and Note Making

Kay McEachran

Developmental objectives

This chapter:

· illustrates the importance and purpose of good notes

· considers the challenges of note taking and note making

· considers the role of thinking and learning styles

· looks at various strategies for compiling notes

· analyses different systems for taking and making notes

· shows you how to make use of appropriate technology

· provides useful examples and templates for note taking and note making.

The importance of good notes

Good notes can be one of the most important resources for all students for both assignment preparation and examination revision. Your academic success will undoubtedly depend on the quality of your notes.

Note taking/making can have several different purposes:

· To engage/interact with the material being studied.

· To assist in writing essays and assignments.

· To formulate ideas.

· To translate ideas into your own words.

· To make sense of and remember material.

· To assist with academic referencing.

· To bring together information from a variety of sources (lectures, seminars, reading) into one easily accessible place.

· To enable fast and efficient revision.

Before beginning a note making/taking task you may find it useful to reflect on your own purpose in creating the notes (following a similar process to that used in the Reflective Questionnaire in Chapter 3).

Differences between note taking and note making

Generally speaking, note taking involves extracting information from speech (e.g. lectures, video, YouTube and dictation) where there is less control of the process and usually more pressure because of time restrictions.

Note making usually involves extracting information from text or rewriting notes and is not subject to the same time constraints. Students often feel that they have more control when they are making notes and therefore tend to feel less pressured by this activity.

Challenges of note taking/making

Note taking and note making at college or university can be especially difficult for students with dyslexia and specific learning differences (SpLDs), as both activities require you to perform a number of different tasks at once. These can include:

· Listening comprehension.

· Reading comprehension.

· Information processing.

· Selecting and summarising key information.

· Organisation, flow and structuring of work.

· Expressing ideas clearly in your own words.

· Writing at speed.

The importance of identifying your thinking and learning styles

Identifying your thinking and learning style (see Chapter 2) may help you to use strategies that complement your areas of strength when taking notes.
If you are a visual learner, you may have a preference for Mind Map™ (for holistic thinkers) and linear notes (for analytical thinkers). You might also like to compile wall charts or diagrams and use colour. If you are an auditory learner, you may prefer to record lectures and/or yourself talking about the lecture afterwards. Other auditory approaches would be to discuss the lecture topic with friends or listen for clues and signal words during the lecture. Examples of these would be: ‘an important theory is’, ‘the main points are’, or statements such as ‘next we will consider’. Kinaesthetic learners prefer active learning and might like to use a combination of the methods above or even learn ‘on the go’ listening to recordings whilst exercising, travelling or performing household chores. (For further ideas on thinking and learning style strategies, see Chapter 2.)

General strategies for note taking/making

Listed below are a number of general strategies for note taking and note making, many of which are multi-sensory (see Chapter 2). It should be stressed, however, that these are only guidelines and that you should be flexible and mix and match whichever strategies you feel comfortable with. If one method is not working for you, try another.
The importance of advance preparation

Advance preparation will reduce the amount of note taking/making you have to do! It will enable you to familiarise yourself with the topic and ensure that you can understand the material better and have more idea of those points that are worth noting down, and those that aren’t. It will also enable you to prepare your note taking/making format in advance so that your notes are better organised.

Preparing to read

· Chapter 5 offers advice on how to select reading material that is appropriate to your existing level of knowledge, and also on strategies to use that will enable you to understand and absorb the meaning more efficiently.

Preparing in advance of lectures

· The Reflective Questionnaire introduced in Chapter 3 is a useful tool to help you prepare for lectures.

GO to Lectures – Reflective Questionnaire in Chapter 3 Digital-Download resources

· Chapter 3 also offers advice on strategies to put in place before, during and after a lecture to maximise your ability to understand and absorb the content. Lectures will make more sense if you already have a general idea of what the lecturer will be talking about.
· Be punctual and ready to take notes from the very beginning of the lecture. This is when most lecturers will provide signposts and key points. Familiarise yourself with common signposting words and phrases (see Chapter 7, Signposting).

· Always attend class, if you can. Second-hand notes are difficult to decipher. By all means use another student’s notes in addition to your own, but you still need the gist of the lecture in order for them to be useful.

Preparing your note taking/making materials

· Use a large loose-leaf notebook (a different one for each module/subject). This way you can easily insert extra pages or remove pages in future. Alternatively use note taking software on your computer or tablet/smartphone Application that enables you to organise your notes into modules/subjects. Examples include Sonocent Audio Notetaker and Recorder, Evernote, Luminant AudioNote and Noteshelf.

· If you have difficulty taking notes, record lectures using a digital recorder, smartphone or tablet (App), but remember to ask your lecturer’s permission. Auditory learners may find this a useful supplement to the notes they take in class (see Assistive Technology: Recording notes, below).

· If you use a recording device or App in the lectures, use the timestamp function and include a column where you can note a time reference that will enable you to find particular parts of the lecture.

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/ and search for ‘Notetaking’ and ‘Recording’

· If your typing skills are better than your handwriting skills, take a laptop or tablet to lectures (see Assistive Technology: Using laptops and tablets below). Always check beforehand whether using digital devices in your lectures is permissible.

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Typing’

· Develop your own set of shorthand, abbreviations or symbols for words that are common to your subject.

· Have a supply of coloured pens or highlighters to hand, to highlight words in your notes that you don’t understand or have difficulty in spelling. You could even just write them in bold, BLOCK CAPITALS or in larger print, if you find this quicker or you don’t have any colours to hand.

· Have a dictionary or smartphone/tablet with a dictionary App to hand when making notes or rewriting notes, to check any unfamiliar words (for example using www.dictionary.com). You may not have time to do this during a lecture – note the word down clearly to check later.

GO to DnA website resources page: www.dnamatters.co.uk/ and search for ‘Dictionary’

· Copy or preferably take a photo of the information provided on boards or presentations, as they will contain the points that your lecturer considers to be important (remember, they know what is necessary to pass your course!).

· Sit next to a good note taker – near point copying is often easier than copying from a board or Power Point presentation (remember, copying notes is not cheating, but do ask first!).

Developing good note taking/making habits

Developing good note taking/making habits will make it easier for you to find information and references. It will also make it easier to pool all the information on one topic together in one easily accessible place.
· Write/type the date and title (of the lecture or chapter) at the top of the first page – it makes filing easier.

· Number the pages – it helps to keep your notes in order.

· Only write on one side of the paper, double space the lines, and leave plenty of space (for adding points later).

· Write source references and page numbers in the margin.

· Follow the book or chapter order when making notes from text. This will ensure your notes follow a logical sequence.

· Leave out unnecessary words (such as ‘a’, ‘an’, ‘the’).

· When making notes write down any additional questions or ideas as they occur to you. They can be added later. This will not only prevent you from forgetting valuable points or topics to research (see Chapter 3, After the lecture) but will also stop you becoming distracted and straying from the task at hand.

· It is vitally important that you approach your note taking and note making seriously from the very beginning of your course. Try not to fall behind – you may not have time to catch up later on.

· Experiment with some of the note taking/making methods listed below and find one that will make your notes as effective as possible.

GO to Note Taking and Note Making Strategies Checklist for a printable version of these strategies

Suggested note taking and note making methods

The Two Column Method (Cornell system)
	Recall Column
	Note Taking Column

	Reduce main points to key points and cues for reciting, reflecting and reviewing
	Record facts and ideas (as fully as possible)

Use abbreviations, symbols, diagrams, etc.

Write as clearly as you can

	DIFFERENCES BTWN
	TAKING – SPEECH – Lectures, video, etc. 

MAKING – TEXT – book chapters, rewriting notes

	PURPOSE
	Engage with material; help with essays; formulate ideas; make sense of material; revision; review/reformulate ideas

	LEARNING STYLES (x3)
	Visual
Mind Maps™; colour; diagrams; wall charts

Auditory
Record; discuss; listen 4 clues/signal words

Kinaesthetic
Combinations of above

	METHODS
	CORNELL – 2 column, 

Q NOTES – q-uestion & q-uiz, 

4 QUARTER 

MIND MAPS™ 

LINEAR
a) subheadings; 


b) key points; 


c) lists

	TECHNOLOGY

(Aid not substitute!!!)
	Recording devices, laptops, note taking Apps

	Summary

Difficulties and differences btwn note taking/making

Importance 2 students (i.e. WHY take/make?)

Role of learning style
Diff methods for compiling notes/general strategies/use of tech


Figure 4.1 Example of the Two Column Method (Cornell system)

GO to Two Column (Cornell) Example; Two Column (Cornell) Template

This double-entry system is considered particularly suitable for dyslexic students for two reasons:

· it applies to both note taking and note making

· it is a multi-sensory technique requiring you to record, reduce, recite, reflect on and review your notes.

The method follows three basic steps:

Step 1 Before the lecture draw a vertical line 6 cm from the left-hand side of your page. This is the recall column. To the right of this margin is the note taking column.

Step 2 During the lecture record notes in the main column as fully and clearly as you can. Use abbreviations – it will save time. Skip lines. You can do this for a number of reasons:

To show the end of particular ideas or thoughts.

If you lose your train of thought.

You cannot keep up with the lecturer.

You don’t fully understand what is being said.

In each case, mark the gap with a symbol or word to identify the reason for the blank space. Using words such as ‘END’ or a question mark will help. If you are recording the lecture and your voice recorder has a counting device then take a note of the time stamp at the point where you encounter difficulties, this will help guide you to the section of the recording you will need to check later.

Step 3 After the lecture reduce your notes by jotting down ideas and key words (cues) in the recall column (use drawings and symbols if you prefer). These should immediately give you the idea of the lecture. This process should help clarify the meaning and relationships of ideas.

Next, recite the main facts and ideas of the lecture by covering the main column and using only the cues in the recall column. This process helps commit facts and ideas to your long-term memory. At this stage you may also begin to reflect and come up with new ideas and relationships.

Finally, a quick review of the key words in your recall columns for a few minutes each week will help you remember much of what you have made notes on.

This method has many similarities to the SQ3R Reading Strategy discussed in Chapter 5.


Advantages Interactive and extremely efficient once mastered – helps avoid rewriting notes.


Disadvantages You may need time and practice to get the hang of this method.

Q Notes (question and answer notes)

GO to Q Notes Example; Q Notes Template

Jim Burke (2002), the originator of this note-making system calls it Q Notes, because it requires that you make up Q-uestions (left-hand column), and Q-uiz yourself (right-hand answer column). This process will no doubt be easier if you originally used the two-column method to compile your notes.
For revision purposes cover up the answer column and look at the questions – these act as cues to remind you of what you should know.


Advantages An excellent revision aid


Disadvantages As with the two-column method it may require practice.

Four Quarter Method

GO to Four Quarter System Example; Four Quarter System Template

You might find that dividing a page into four quarters helps with your note taking. Each of the quarters represents 15 minutes of an hour-long lecture (if your lecture is longer, say 2 hours, then you could divide up two pages).

Psychologically and visually this is a satisfying method, since you are always aware of just how far into a lecture you are. In addition, as space is limited, it encourages the use of key words and abbreviations. It is also a useful technique if you are recording a lecture, and do not have a counter on your recording device, as you will see at a glance which section(s) of the lecture you have missed and should replay.


Advantages Encourages interactive note taking.


Disadvantages You will need to be very concise.

Linear

This method uses subheadings, key points and lists to highlight points. It may appeal more to visual learners. The Linear Notes example (on the Digital-Download) shows what brief linear revision notes on this chapter might look like, using a variety of these methods.

GO to Linear Notes Example
	Taking/making notes

Difficulties

Need to perform no. of different processes at once

Knowing what to include use handouts (identify key points, use headings, subheadings, etc.)

Differences

Note taking

speech

Note making

text & rewriting

Importance
Very important for exams and essays

Learning Styles

· Visual

· Auditory


BE FLEXIBLE! ! !

· Kinaesthetic 

Strategies

List: 

1.
Prepare in advance

2.
Punctuality

Methods

Again list:

· Two columns 

· Q Notes

· Four Quarter System

· Mind Mapping

Use of technology

· Recording devices 

· Laptops


Figure 4.2 An example of linear notes based on this chapter


Advantages May help keep you focused during lectures and keep with the flow of a lecture or argument. Can save you rewriting notes.


Disadvantages Very laborious. Can result in unnecessary material that you may be tempted to use simply because you have written it down. Only helps avoid rewriting notes if you are an efficient note taker in the first place. To be avoided if your handwriting speed is slow.

Mind Maps™ (concept maps, thought plans and spider diagrams)

GO to Note Taking and Note Making Mind Map™ Example

Mind Maps™ begin with the main point/central theme written or drawn in the centre of the page. From this central idea or image a pattern of ideas is added via a series of connecting lines. These can represent ideas, themes, arguments, examples or relationships between ideas (e.g. cause and effect). These cross-links and cross-references are easy to add and the expansion of ideas just continues outwards. Examples of Mind Maps™ can be found in Chapters 2 and 6.

By the nature of their design, Mind Maps™ can include colours, drawings and symbols. By using these maps, you can fit a whole lecture or topic onto one page (it is best to turn the paper horizontally).

Mind Maps™ can be constructed by using pens and paper or by using software or Apps for laptops, smartphones or tablets such as Inspiration®, Mindview, iThoughts or X-Mind (free).

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Mind Map™’

You might prefer using Mind Maps™ during lectures and converting them into more conventional linear notes afterwards.


Advantages Fewer words used. Useful if your handwriting speed is slow.


They help organise and condense material. They help you link ideas and concepts.


Disadvantages Can be confusing and may require a certain amount of training.


Must be organised systematically and consistently. More useful in making notes than taking notes.

Think of rewriting notes or converting them into Mind Maps™ or flashcards (see Chapter 11) as useful revision time. Any activity that involves reprocessing notes improves recall and therefore acts as a form of revision. In addition, you will be left with a set of understandable reusable notes for the future!

Assistive technology

Recording notes

Using digital recorders, smartphones, tablets or laptops for compiling notes can be a big help to students with dyslexia and other SpLDs. There are, however, some general points to be made and advantages and potential disadvantages to consider.

· Dictaphones or smartphones/tablet Apps (for example, Sonocent Recorder, Luminant AudioNote and Notability) can be used for recording. These portable devices are extremely useful as they fit easily into pockets and can therefore be kept to hand all of the time (e.g. when out walking or travelling to and from university).

Use timestamping on your digital recorder or smartphone/tablet Apps. If at some point you lose track, simply timestamp the recording and make a note of the number on the counter, then after the lecture you merely have to locate this timestamp rather than listen to the whole lecture again. Apps and software that timestamp include Sonocent Recorder and Luminant AudioNote.

Digital smartpens such as Livescribe™ and Echo® record audio so that you can record and play back everything you write and hear. Additionally, notes and audio can be transferred to your computer (a digital interactive version of your notes and audio).

· Record yourself talking about a subject, either following a lecture or when reading and making notes from text. This encourages the creative flow of ideas without the worry of having to write them down simultaneously – there will be time for that afterwards.

· Label and date your recorded notes in order to avoid confusion and make them easier to find.

· Write up recordings as soon as possible while they are still fresh in your mind. Be selective. Sonocent AudioNotetaker is an excellent piece of software to help you to type up and manage https://www.sonocent.com/en/ your recordings and integrate lecture slides and further research.

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Recording’ and ‘Notetaking’

Voice recognition software built into computers and tablet/smartphones, free Voice Typing in Google Documents: http://bit.ly/GoogleDocsVoiceTyping, the free Dictation.io website https://dictation.io or commercial software such as Dragon Naturally Speaking (for PCs) or Dragon Dictate (for Macs) can also be extremely useful for making notes. Voice recognition can minimise the amount of writing or typing that you have to do and is particularly useful if you are better at articulating your thoughts and ideas verbally rather than in writing.

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Voice Recognition’


Advantages Very useful for students with an auditory preference, and/or a slow handwriting speed.


Disadvantages Ensure you do not become a passive rather than an attentive listener and/or end up with a backlog of recordings. Remember, compiling notes should be an interactive experience. Always ensure you have a backup strategy in case there are problems with your recording device.

Using laptops and tablets

Taking a laptop or tablet into lectures can be very useful if you have good typing skills. If you can touch type, then you will be able to concentrate on the board, or overheads without having to keep looking down at what you are writing.

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Typing’


Advantages Your notes will be legible, and easy to expand upon at some point in the future, thus saving time. You are able to use the spellchecker or thesaurus on your PC.


Disadvantages Don’t neglect your handwriting skills. Remember you may still be expected to write in exams. (See Chapter 11, specifically the section on Practising sample examination questions under timed conditions).

Always ask permission to use a laptop or tablet device. Don’t take your spellchecker for granted – they are useful, but not infallible.

Case study

Atif had a written test, which was unusual for his course as most of it was based on course work, much of it practical. He worked on making revision notes. He knew which topics were likely to come up in the test, but his lecture notes weren’t really up to scratch. He did have his course handouts, however, which he worked through to make notes on each of the major topics. He used the headings and subheadings as signposts. He had a visual preference, and by using a combination of drawings, colour, illustrations, Mind Maps™ and abbreviations he managed to fit each topic onto a single page. As well as now having notes for future use, the physical act of converting the lecture notes into an understandable and usable format caused him to review his notes and therefore acted as revision. He passed his test with a very good mark. He explained that once he had converted his course handouts into his own words and drawings the test was psychologically less of a challenge. It had seemed ‘a much smaller hill to climb’. He was also less afraid of written tests in the future.

Points to remember

This chapter has introduced you to:

· the importance of good note taking and note making

· overall strategies to help with note taking and note making

· various note taking and note making methods

· the role of technology in compiling notes.

Remember – the beauty of taking or making notes is that you only have to please yourself. All that matters is that your notes make sense to you. Marks are not gained for the notes themselves, but rather your ability to utilise them for revision or coursework.

Please go to the Digital-Download accompanying this book to find the following documents:

Four Quarter System Example
Word Document

Four Quarter System Template
Word Document

Note Taking and Note Making Strategies Checklist
Word Document

Linear Notes Example
Word Document

Note Taking and Note Making Mind Map™ Example
Word Document

Q Notes Example
Word Document

Q Notes Template
Word Document

Two Column (Cornell) Example
Word Document

Two Column (Cornell) Template
Word Document

Chapter web links

	Diversity and Ability (DnA) – Assistive technology resources
	www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ Search for:

Notetaking

Recording

Voice Recognition

Dictionary

Typing

	Sonocent Audio Notetaker
	https://www.sonocent.com/en/


