10 Tips for Better Notetaking


Better notetaking equals better preparation for quizzes, exams and papers. Different techniques work well for different people, so try these strategies to find what works best for you.
1. Always bring a pen or pencil and paper everywhere you go. This includes classes, workshops, lectures, and study groups.

2. Get in the habit of taking notes. Notetaking is like any other skill – practice makes perfect. When you go to a lecture which you will have to write a paper about later, take notes on the topic. When you meet with your professor or advisor, take notes on his/her advice. The more you get used to taking notes, the better your notes will be.
3. Any notes are better than no notes. If you go to a lecture and make a few notations throughout, you will be able to refer back to those notes. Even if you haven’t caught it all, there is a much greater likelihood that your notes will jog your memory and you will remember more.

4. Learn how you learn.  Think about classes you’ve taken in which you did very well and those in which you may have struggled. Are there common themes in how the classes were taught? You might find that you learn better in lectures because you need to hear what a professor is saying. You may find that hands-on lab classes work for you. Or you might find that copies of the professor’s PowerPoint presentations are enough to help you learn. Once you know how you learn best, you can figure out how to help yourself best. (Also, check out Learning Styles on these WEB pages)
5. Figure out what notes will work for you.  Now that you know how you learn best, you can figure out how to help yourself best.  If you are visual, draw pictures and diagrams in your notes to explain events or processes.  If you learn by writing, copying notes from the board or even copying important points from a textbook or printed handout may help you.  If you need to hear to learn, then going to class and taking your own notes will probably be more effective than copying a friend’s notes.  

6. Your notebook is yours, so do with it what you need.  Organize your notebooks in a way that works for you, not necessarily anybody else.  You could use loose-leaf paper in a binder if you like to re-organize notes by topic or if you like to add pages in between regular class notes.  A spiral-bound notebook might work best if you like everything to be chronological.  Play with colors and markings to show the significance of details. 

7. Get organized.  Come up with an organization system that works for you. A different notebook for each class will probably work best, but at the very least, make sure notes for different classes are each in their own section of a notebook.  Keep notes and handouts from each class together. Take clear notes, because if you can’t read or understand your notes, they’re not going to help you.  
8. Make up your own shorthand.  There is standard shorthand, but that’s useless if you don’t understand it.  Come up with things that make sense to you.  Here is some of my basic shorthand:
a. imp – important

b. + or & – and 

c. ( – then, next, leads to
d. b/c – because

e. gov’t – government

f.  

    – woman

g.  

   – man      

9. Use your own words.  It may be beneficial to write down keywords that a professor uses and words that are put up on the board, but make sure you are careful to use your own words, too. If you are writing a paper and go back through your notes, you may inadvertently quote your professor without giving him/her credit. Unfortunately, it’s still plagiarism, even if you do it by accident. Using your own words also assures that you have a better understanding of what you’re writing down. 
10. Listen actively in class. This means you shouldn’t be so caught up in writing everything a professor is saying that you’re not actually hearing what is being said. This is crucial because if you’re not really listening in class, chances are you’re not really going to understand your notes, no matter how thorough they are.  This also means you should ask questions for clarification.  If you take notes on something you don’t understand, mark it in your notes with a question mark or some other way so that when you go back to them, you will know to get clarification on those points. 
