
General Hints for Taking Notes 
 

1. When taking notes, always listen first. Don’t start writing until you have an idea on 
what the teacher is talking about. 

 
2. Always label and date your notes for future convenience. 
 
3. Do not try to take down everything the speaker says, or your notes will be too 

cumbersome for efficient review. Listen for and write supporting main ideas and 
details under each one. 

 
4. Leave some space between each supporting main idea and the next one. This will 

help you when you are ready to write the “recall” or “memory key” column 
question. 

 
5. Use numbering only if the teacher gives numbered cues, as: ‘I will give you three 

reasons why the experiment failed. They are...” 
 
6. Taping lectures is a waste of future time, because you must listen to the entire 

lecture again when reviewing. (Of course, taping is appropriate in special cases, 
such as for hard-of-hearing students or so absent students can make up a missed 
lecture.) 

 
7. Material written on the chalkboard is generally considered important and should be 

copied. 
 
8. Develop your own convenient set of abbreviations. Certain key terms appear over 

and over in any subject. Abbreviate them after spelling them out the first time. 
Eliminate vowels (“imprvmt” for improvement). Use symbols ( “.’.” for therefore; 
“&” or “+”  for and; “w”’ for with; “=” for equals or same as etc.). 

 
9. Practice your listening skills. As you listen with a questioning mind, you will not be 

likely to daydream and therefore miss key points. 
 
10. Do NOT attempt to add ‘memory keys” to the LEFT column during the class or 

while the teacher is lecturing. You risk missing the teacher’s next main points. 
 
Good notetaking requires practice. Eventually everyone adapts techniques to their own 
style and needs.  Just like handwriting, one person’s notes will always differ somewhat 
from another’s. 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



General Hints for Reviewing Notes 
 

Many students do not review their notes on a timely basis. Often notes are for weeks 
or months before a review takes place, with review occurring just before major 
test. Actually, the best time to review notes is the few hours right after taking 
them. You still have the ideas in your mind and you can make any additions or 
corrections necessary. Here are suggestions on how to edit and review your 
notes. 

 
1. Look over the notes: identify main ideas. Highlight important information in your 

notes. This will help you later when you go back to review again. For example, 
underline anything your teacher repeated in the lecture or wrote on the chalkboard. 

 
2. Fill in any gaps and clarify any unclear words or ideas: add details that may have 

been skipped during the lecture, and delete unnecessary information. Emphasize 
important ideas by underlining or highlighting (use stars, different colors, etc.). 

 
3. Complete the LEFT ‘recall” or “memory key” column. Either: 

(a) write important words or phrases, or 
(b) draw simple stick-figure pictures (icons) or symbols, or 
(c) turn the idea into a question. 

 
4. The purpose of the “recall” or “memory key” column is to reduce your notes to 

specific questions about the material. To be able to form questions, you have to know 
the material. By thinking about the material, you are beginning to move the 
information into your long-term memory. Later, the “recall” column questions serve 
as a self-testing device. 

 
5. An easy way to make ‘recall’ questions is to turn chapter headings into questions. 

Start with words like what, why, how and describe. 
 

6. Add a summary. The summary helps you tie the entire lecture together. Make the 
summary, 

(a) contain all of the main ideas of the lecture or materials; 
(b) clear and easy to understand; 
(c) written in your own words. Do NOT include details in the summary. 

 
7. Should you re-copy your notes? Some students claim it helps them learn information. 

Study-skills specialists recommend against taking the time to re-copy note; instead 
they advocate taking complete notes the first time, revising them within 24-hours, and 
reciting ALOUD, using ‘recall’ questions as a self-test. 

 


