Dr. Hicks’ Friendly Advice On:

Taking Notes 
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Taking good notes is the bedrock of establishing good study habits and succeeding as a student in college. Bad note taking generally insures that a student will be poorly prepared for examinations, and will experience greater obstacles to success. To begin with, students should keep in mind that there is no one 'correct' method for taking notes, and this guide will not attempt to impose one singular approach to taking notes in class. Rather, I would simply note a few basic principles that will facilitate the development of an effective style of note taking for each student.

· Rule #1: Form a Study Group. Talk with other members of the class, or with people you know who are taking the same class in a different section, and meet frequently. Compare notes with other members of the group, and rewrite your notes to reflect any additional material you may have missed. Ask your friends to look at and critique your notes for a given class in order to assess your note taking. Remember, while you may be good at taking notes in your psychology class, you may not be doing as good a job in your American Government class. Why? Perhaps the American Government class comes after two classes and you are tired, or you just don't find the subject as interesting. Whatever the cause, there is no excuse for not working harder.

· Rule #2: Attend Class Religiously. The only way to get into your professor's head is to attend class. Instructors will generally emphasize the material they intend to include on an examination. Additionally, professors often evaluate a student's commitment to their subject based on how frequently they attend. Keep in mind, when you read something, hear it, and write about it, the likelihood that you will internalize it is increased dramatically.

· Rule #3: Think Before You Write. Develop a strategy for taking notes. One popular method is to divide your note-taking paper in two by drawing a line down the center. Save one side for adding after-class comments when you compare notes with other students. Another method is keep a looseleaf binder to categorize notes and include additional material (i.e. handouts). Experiment with different strategies, and once you find a method that works stick with it.
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· Rule #4: Take Reading Notes. Attempt to summarize assigned readings before class. A good strategy for actively incorporating material includes writing down questions to ask the professor at the beginning of the class. Good instructors usually appreciate such questions, as it indicates that the student has read and is interested in the material. Alternatively, students can try writing out summaries or chapter outlines.

· Rule #5: Appear Interested! To some extent, earning a grade is a selling job. You should do everything within your power (and within the rules!) to persuade your instructor that you deserve an 'A.' If you think that sitting in the front of the class will help, do it, but regardless of where you sit, make the professor believe that you are interested in the subject, or at least that you are a motivated student who wants to earn a good grade!

· Rule #6: Always Read and Study the Assigned Material. You cannot effectively participate in a class discussion if you haven't read the material, and if you try without having read the material, in all likelihood the professor will quickly discern your lack of preparation. Moreover, you will have an easier time of identifying the key points in a lecture or discussion if you are already familiar with the material. Keep in mind that preparation is not wasted time; for every hour you spend in the classroom, you should be willing to spend at least three hours in preparation. Being able to answer questions in class will also help you persuade the professor that you are one of the better students in the class (rule #4).

· Rule #7: Come to Class Early and Stay the Entire Class. Many instructors will come to class early and engage early arrivers, which is a great opportunity to develop a rapport with them. Additionally, opening statements often relay the structure of what they plan to address in that day's class, which is an ideal way of organizing notes. Avoid leaving early if you can. Professors don't like people leaving early, as it is distracting to other students. Most failures can be traced to poor attendance. Professors especially don't like students who make a production out of packing up their stuff before they have completed their discussion, so remain attentive even when you think the instructor is finished -- something important may come out!
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· Rule #8: Embrace the Material! Closely related to Rule #5. If you dismiss the subject as ‘boring’ or continually ask yourself ‘How is this going to help me in the real world?’ you will have greater difficulty remembering the material. With a little effort and imagination you can make any topic interesting.

· Rule #9: Listen Carefully. Pay attention to what the instructor and your fellow students have to say. Try to pick out the certain crucial phrases, such as

1. ideas and concepts;

2. signal and/or summarizing words. For example, ‘therefore,’ ‘however,’ ‘on the one hand… On the other hand,’ ‘in other words,’ ‘to summarize,’ ‘what all this suggests is…’, etc.

3. if and when someone says something you find confusing, ask them to clarify themselves. Get involved!

· Rule #10: Don't Attempt to Write Everything Down. Note taking is not like court reporting, where every statement is taken down verbatim. The idea is to capture the central ideas and facts of a lecture/discussion. You may use a variety of grammatical devices to help you summarize material:

1. First, be brief, and focus on the main ideas;

2. Second, use your own terminology and language;

3. Third, use symbols to highlight the crucial points, concepts, and/or ideas (e.g. * or a check mark or !);

4. Fourth, don’t let yourself get bogged down. If you find yourself falling behind, skip ahead, leaving a symbol for material you need to get from a study partner (e.g. ‘more’), and move on to matters presently being addressed.

· Rule #11: Always Write Down Central Information. Be certain to include the following in your notes:

1. Names;

2. Significant Events and Important Dates;

3. Concepts and Ideas that are Repeated or Written Down on the Board;

4. Examples Offered by the Instructor;

5. Instructor’s Prejudices (a touchy subject, but if the instructor makes clear he/she embraces certain ideological predispositions, then the intelligent student should take note).

· Rule #12: Establish an Easily Understood Style of Abbreviation. Use a style of abbreviation you will easily recognize later when you review your notes, and remember to be consistent. Some examples of standard abbreviations that might save time include:

B/c
because

Pres

President

Cong
Congress

SC

Supreme Court

Const
Constitution

w/ 

With

Dem
Democracy

w/out

Without

Fed’l
Federal


#

Number

Nat’l
National

=

Equal

· Rule #13: Review, Review, and Then Review Some More! Taking down your lecture notes is just the first step. Review your lecture notes at some point just after class when everything is fresh. Augment your notes with ideas stimulated by the lecture/discussion. Work out the connections between lectures: How does the material in Chapter Three connect with later material. Compare your reading notes with your class notes. Compile a list of definitions from your notes.

