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Note Taking Strategies 
 
Why take notes? 
 
Taking notes, reviewing them, and 
synthesizing information positively affects 
your learning process. Research has shown 
that taking notes actively can make you more 
likely to remember information and can help 
you perform better on exams. Note-taking 
and synthesizing notes will help you gather 
notes from various sources (lectures, texts 
etc.). It can help you keep course materials 
more organized in an easy to comprehend 
manner that will make exam preparation 
easier.  

 
How to take effective notes? 
 
1. Handwriting notes can improve learning by forcing you to synthesize information. Because our 

hands cannot write as fast as a person speaks (unless you can write shorthand), we synthetize 
information when taking notes by hand. The key is developing your ability to synthesize important 
information from lectures. Pay attention to when your instructor repeats something, uses a 
different tone, or stresses a concept’s importance. This information should be noted so you can 
review it later or use the information as a reminder to research more after class.     
 

2. Don’t try to write word-for-word what the lecturer/instructor is saying. You will miss important 
information if you are too busy trying to “transcribe” the lecture. Using a computer can be beneficial 
in certain classes, but often it’s better to avoid taking notes on an electronic device because it can 
increase the temptation to try to transcribe the lecture instead of processing the lecture. You are 
also more likely to remember information if you are actively engaged in taking notes. Otherwise, 
you may not realize you don’t understand the information until you’re studying and trying to make 
sense of concepts that were taught while you were transcribing.  
 

3. Write notes you will use.  
There is no one size fits all strategy. What works for person might not work for another and what 
works in one class might not work best for another class. But here are some suggestions for you to 
try.  
 
a. Cornell System: 
        

When to use?  
While taking notes in class and/or while reading the text book. It’s a framework to keep 
information organized. It requires some preparation in getting notes ready for the 3 column 
approach and planning and persistence in reviewing notes, texts, and lectures later to update 
and summarize information.  This method emphasized 3 aspects of note taking- taking notes in 
class, adding extra comments and questions after summarizing each lecture. 

AT A GLANCE 
 

1. Handwriting notes can improve learning 
 
2. Don’t try to write word for word  
 
3. Write notes you will use 
       a. Cornell System 
       b. Outline method 
       c. Matrix/Table 
       d. Mind Mapping/Concept Mapping 
 
4. Review/synthesize notes after class 
 
5. Swap notes with a peer and cross compare  
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How to? 

• Begin by taking notes in class using the right-hand column.  

• Next, go back through and write key terms, questions and points in the left-hand margin 
to easily identify what the notes relate to.  

• Finally, at the bottom of the notes, write the main idea of the lecture. This helps you 
quickly identify main concepts, which is helpful when reviewing notes. 
 

Example:  
 

 
 
  
 

b. Outline: 
 
When to use? 
It is the most common method of note taking. It naturally follows the sequence of the lecture or 
the text book. It also allows you to elaborate on topics while taking notes in class and/or while 
reading texts. Nevertheless, it is easy to write a lot in this format without paying attention. Notes 
may need to be reviewed and processed later to highlight important information.  
 
How to?  

• If there are assigned readings, read them before class to familiarize yourself with the 
topics 

• During lecture, highlight/underline main topics  

• Use numbers to separate main topics 
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• Use indentation to write the subtopics or related ideas. Spaces will indicate major/minor 
topics 

• Allow spaces between topics to add more later 

• Take notes only on one side of the paper. This will allow you to add notes/thoughts later 

• Make note of what the instructor repeats or writes on the board 

• Distinguish your thoughts from what the instructor says 

• Capture relationships, examples etc.  

• Review notes after class to add missing information or highlight information 
 

Example: 
 
 

 
 
 

c. Matrix/Table: 
 
When to use?  
The table method is helpful to organize information into categories while comparing events, 
theories, authors, studying animal classification etc. This method is also helpful to quickly review 
relationships.  
 
How to?  

• Identify topics from your lecture or readings that need to be compared 

• Identify the categories in which the topics need to be compared 

• Make a table and write out topics in the first column (one topic in each row) and the 
categories in the other columns.  
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Example:  
 

 
 

d. Mind Mapping or Concept Mapping:  
 
When to use? 

     Organizing concepts, conceptualizing processes and relationships among them,  
     accessing prior knowledge, identifying gaps. It is a great way to synthesize information,  
     after class, can serve as a retrieval practice and help prepare for exams.  

 
How to?  

• Identify main concept or core concept 

• Organize your thoughts and all information related to the core concept 

• Place the main idea down on the map, then connect the major points related to the core 
concept via links/arrows and then add the significant details.  

• You may also label the links defining how two concepts are related to each other  

• To double check you have included all information in the map try asking the following 
questions: 

o Have you included all the ideas related to the core concept?  
o Have you accurately represented the core concept? 
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o Have you included information from lectures, notes, texts etc. related to the core 
concept? 

o Have you noted the relationships, similarities, differences among the concepts? 
o Are there any areas that are unclear that need clarification?  

 
Example:  

 

 
 

4. Review and synthesize notes after class. Reviewing notes within 24 hours after class can be useful. 
Compare lecture notes with text books and/or lecture material to make sure key points are 
identified, missing information is added, etc. This can be used as a way to engage with the 
information and make connections. Any of the methods described above can be used as a way to 
synthesize notes after class.  
 

5. Swap notes with a classmate to gain another perspective. People absorb and synthetize 
information in different ways, which means note-taking style and content can vary considerably 
between individuals. Reviewing a classmate’s notes from the same lectures can help you see 
material that you may have missed or understood.  
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Additional Resources 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w44PycEH0jc 
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