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Making notes is a common activity for students to engage in, yet research shows that instruction
on making efficient notes is not widely taught. This paper will discuss various concepts and
suggest some simple activities that teachers can use in order to facilitate more effective note-
taking amongst their students, which may potentially lead to more robust learning. This includes
activities on organizing hand-written notes. Also, strategies that encourage the personalization
of, as well as active engagement with notes will be covered. Finally, the paper introduces an
individual learning log, which has benefits both in online, and in face-to-face classes. Using the
log, students are able to actively engage with their notes through writing activities, as well as build
their knowledge collaboratively through pair and small group discussions, centered around their
notes.
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hether students are making notes for the purpose of remembering a lecture,

preparing for a presentation or an essay, or simply developing their own personal
understanding of the material they are coving in their courses, there are many useful
ways that teachers can provide instruction regarding note-taking. As Kobayashi (2005)
stated, “Positive interventions include pre-training of note-taking skills or techniques,
... and giving verbal instructions to employ an effective note-taking procedure” (p. 245).
Yet, instruction in making notes does not seem to be widespread, as Boch and Piolat
(2005) pointed out, “[e]ven though techniques for understanding and writing texts are
widely taught and practiced throughout a student’s school and university career, very
few students are taught even basic ‘note-taking’ skills” (p. 101). Such instruction may
help students to become more cognizant of their own note-taking strategies, teach them
how to develop methods for taking notes in a more personalized way, as well as possibly
increasing their awareness of the benefits of effective note-taking.

This paper begins by presenting some background information on note-taking from
the literature, and moves on to discuss various classroom activities that have been
introduced in the author’s own classes in order to encourage students to produce more
meaningful, robust notes. Finally, the paper introduces a learning log, with which
students can actively work together with classmates to share their notes and learn
from each other. The learning log will also be discussed as a way in which students
can meaningfully engage with the material they are studying through activities such
as summarizing and critically thinking about the information in their notes. While the
main purpose of this paper is to share ideas on note-taking, the conclusion will include
some suggestions for future research regarding the content discussed.
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Literature Review

Considerations for Note-taking Instruction

It is well understood that note-taking is an essential activity for university students,
and it is thus logical for teachers to provide some kind of instruction and feedback in
order to help guide students’ development of this skill. However, Siegal (2018) pointed
out that while teachers feel that they may be teaching note-taking, they are in fact only
providing practice for students. He highlighted that instructors must “be aware of the
tenuous assumption that learners ‘already know how to take notes’ or that ‘they must
have learned it before™ (p. 1).

Another difficulty facing teachers is what kind of note-taking instruction to provide,
a certain method of note-taking, or scaffolding that provides room for students’
individual differences? In a study conducted with Taiwanese students in an English as
a foreign language (EFL) environment, Tsai and Wu (2010), provided instruction using
the Cornell note-taking method over the course of 14 weeks, in order for learners to
improve their skills in English language listening activities. The researchers pointed
out that the Cornell note system did not replace existing note-taking strategies that the
students had, but definitely gave learners an edge over the control group. Two salient
points highlighted by Tsai and Wu in this study were that students had “more capability
of storing the message externally with a better recall”; and that, “[bly taking notes in
English, students had a better opportunity to make connections, organize their thoughts,
and develop ideas” (p. 127). This seems to indicate that specific instruction, promoting a
particular method of note-taking, such as Cornell noted, is the desired course of action
in note-taking instruction. However, as Siegal (2018) pointed out, other studies have
looked towards ways of considering student preferences and individual differences
when it comes to note-taking instruction. To reinforce this point, Siegal highlighted the
Badger, White, Sutherland, and Haggis (2001) qualitative study, which explored how
students conceptualize their note-taking; specifically, their purposes and techniques for
taking notes, and how the participants use their notes after a lecture.

The Value of Student Engagement with Notes

To improve learning and recall, a central goal of note-taking is to enhance generative
processing; to give learners a chance to engage with their notes in various ways
(Kobayashi, 2005). A way to promote engagement is for students to avoid copying
information verbatim. As stated by McPherson (2018), notes are only “effective to the
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extent that you paraphrase, organize, and make sense of the information”, and that
“verbatim notes... are of minimal value” (p. 6).

One approach to encourage originality in note-taking is to have students take notes
by hand. A problem with typed notes, as indicated by Brown (1988, cited in Mueller &
Oppenheimer, 2014), is that students are generally able to type faster than they can write
by hand, which can lead to producing more verbatim notes. This is less than desirable as
it results in less engagement and does not lead to generative note making.

1t should also be mentioned that simply asking students not to take verbatim notes
with their laptops was shown not to stop them from engaging in this practice (Mueller
& Oppenheimer, 2014). The researchers also found that students who made hand-
written notes did better on tests than students who made notes on their laptops, even
with questions that involved recalling specific facts. Although it would seem to make
sense that the verbatim notes would aid in this task, the researchers speculated that the
students who took the hand-written notes may have engaged “in more processing than
laptop note takers, thus selecting more important information to include in their notes,
which enables them to study this content more efficiently” (Mueller & Oppenheimer,
2014, p. 8). While the points described above relate to taking notes based on a lecture, it
is logical that the same principles would apply to copying and pasting verbatim items of
information from various text sources, such as web pages. As many research projects are
done online these days, it can be advantageous to make students aware of this kind of
information.

Activities for Organizing Notes and Promoting Engagement

In this section, several activities will be discussed that teachers can introduce to
help students engage more meaningfully with their notes. These activities also provide
students with ideas for better organizing notes. The methods discussed do not look
specifically at any one particular template for note-taking, such as Cornell notes, but can
be adapted to a variety of note-taking styles based on the needs of the students.

The context in which 1 used these activities, or showed models of various note-
taking methods, was in several first-year university classes in which students worked on
research projects over the course of several weeks. The activities described were done
both in face-to-face classes, and in online classes after the Covid-19 pandemic started.
The level of the learners was pre-intermediate to intermediate. Each week the students
were required to share the information they had researched and made notes on, with
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other classmates in pairs or in small groups. 1t was thus important that their notes were
both clear and informative, not only for themselves, but also for other students. Although
notes can be made for strictly personal use, in which case the clarity of the notes to
others becomes less important, having students share their notes with their peers gives

them a chance to both explain the content in English, and consider various ways of
organizing their notes.

Once students are made aware of the importance of creating their own, original notes,
there are several easy strategies that may be introduced to help them accomplish the task
of organizing their notes. The use of color for example is one such strategy that students
can easily incorporate into their notes. In my classes | recommended to students that
color could be used to indicate references, groups of related information, or be used to
highlight key points. I also felt it useful to mention to students that it is possible that they
may recall different color patterns easily, thus aiding the memory process (Cottrell, 2019).
In class, 1 used black and white and color versions of notes as a way of demonstrating to
the students how much more easily information can be found on a page of notes that
incorporated some kind of color system.

Another strategy | had my students try was to visually arrange their notes using
various organizational patterns. For example, students may organize information by a
hierarchical structure such as a tree-like network, where information branches out from
a central point, or perhaps by using proximity grouping, where related items are written
down closer together, and more unrelated topics are written slightly apart (McPherson,
2018). An important point here is that presenting various options to students allowed
them to both personalize their notes and experiment with various strategies for creating
more effective notes.

After showing example notes, 1 did an activity to get students to try these
organizational concepts. The students were given two lists of words, one of which was
random, and one which had been organized by category. Students could then compare
which list was easier for them to recall (Cottrell, 2019). An extension that teachers could
also try is to give students items of information directly related to the subject they are
studying, and then ask them to organize it in a way they feel is logical, based on the
suggestions above. In comparing their results with other students, they can become more
aware of various possibilities for organizing notes, providing them with a robust set of
strategies from which to further develop their own skills.

A further means of promoting student engagement with the material in their notes

is through the use of simple illustrations. As pointed out by McPherson (2018), some
people may feel apprehensive about the act of creating illustrations; however, the act
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of doing this usually results in people “spending much more time with the material

to be learned, which in itself is going to improve recall” (pp. 121-122). To introduce
the activity, 1 showed example notes with and without visual elements, and asked the
students to discuss which set of notes was more memorable. 1 also tried to make sure
that any visual elements were kept simple enough, in order to reinforce that it is the
engagement produced by introducing the visual element, not its artistic merit, which
is the key factor. This seemed to work well, and along with an improvement in the
students’ notes in the class, | heard students comment that they found other students’
notes interesting and that they helped them to become more interested in the topic
being discussed.

In my classes I regularly checked the students’ notes, and the notes were included for
evaluation at the end of a multiple-week research cycle. Evaluation was based on the
level of detail, and the organization, that they put into their notes. In the majority of
cases 1 was very pleased with the development 1 saw regarding the variety of note-taking
methods used in these student research notes.

The Individual Learning Log

In the previous section, several strategies were discussed that can be used to help
students engage more fully with the material they are learning through effective note-
taking. In this final part of the paper, a digital, individual learning log will be introduced.
I have found this log useful in several ways in the classes I teach. It can be a place for
students to store their handwritten notes digitally in an organized fashion, and it allows
students to engage with the material in their notes easily through summary writing,
critical writing, and goal setting. The log also provides the means for students to share
their notes collaboratively in online discussions, at times when traditional notebooks
would simply be too awkward to use.

The Learning Log and Class Context

When the COVID-19 pandemic started in the spring of 2020, many institutions
adopted a system of emergency online teaching. For some classes, this presented a
pedagogical puzzle of how students might share their notes online in a way that mimics
the sharing of notebooks. As a solution to this puzzle the idea of the individual learning
log (see Appendix) was developed. The original idea came from discussions held by
faculty members of the Chuo University Faculty of Law, and they created a simple
template that could be easily adapted to a variety of classroom situations. Permission
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was given to adapt and use this learning log freely. For the purposes of this paper, my
observations of students using their learning logs come from a first-year university,
global issues content-based class. The class size was approximately 30 students, and the
level of the students was upper intermediate. No student-produced notes were collected

for inclusion in this paper. 1 consulted with my immediate colleagues in the faculty and
obtained departmental approval to discuss my classroom practices in this project.

In these global issue classes, students did research over the course of several weeks,
discussing their issues week by week with partners or in small discussion groups. Roughly
15-20 minutes of class time, after the discussion periods, was dedicated as writing time, so
that students could work on summaries and other tasks in their learning logs. In the past,
these kinds of activities were done using traditional notebooks, but 1 have found that the
digital learning logs have additional benefits that notebooks do not offer.

The individual learning log is a digital file, which can be divided into as many sections
as needed, into which students can insert digital photographs of their hand-written
notes, each of these sections could represent a time period of note making, or a theme
connected to the particular notes to be shared; for example, a one-week interval of
research and note-taking on a global issues-based topic. As information gets added to the
file, it shows the progression that students have made in their note-taking. This can also
give the students a starting point from which to tell their research story through their
discussions or writing activities, or share other information using their notes, such as
new vocabulary.

In several ways the individual learning log is like a traditional notebook, but in a
format that can be shared on screen in an online conferencing application such as Zoom.
It also has the added benefit of being flexible in providing logically placed writing spaces
adjacent to the relevant notes, avoiding the potential problem in traditional notebooks
of where to place summaries and other writing tasks. Finally, the log can be handed in
through an online classroom management system, or other online storage system such
as Google Drive, which makes the sharing, collecting, and evaluation of the notes very
manageable.

Using the Individual Learning Log

When 1 first distributed the learning log to students, I attached model notes on
the log as examples, which they could then replace with their own. Also, 1 provided
simple prompts for summary writing, reflective writing, and goal setting, in addition to
minimum word counts, to help the students get started on the reflective writing they
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did weekly, based on their research. 1 have found that such writing can also provide
the teacher with excellent insights into the level of understanding that students have
regarding the material they are researching. In this way, 1 have found the individual
learning log to be a very flexible tool.

Generative activities such as summary writing, paraphrasing, or making comments
about the material being learned, can enhance the student processing of the material
and create meaningful connections. In addition to this, in my classes, students created
personal goals for their research each week on their learning log, an activity that Dam
(2018) said can help facilitate learner autonomy. In my classes, goals were basically
centered around their research projects and what the students would explore next, but
ways of improving notes and/or improving English could easily be incorporated into the
students’ goals as well.

Along with exploring the content of their notes in writing activities, 1 have had
students share information using their individual log, in pairs or in small groups, which
was also a way of creating meaningful engagement. In presenting material orally to a
partner, students needed to paraphrase and organize information into an understandable
narrative. They may also have needed to simplify difficult concepts in order for their
partner to understand their ideas. This kind of sharing of research with other students
can lead to a transformative learning experience through the process of forming new
opinions about the information being discussed with respect to its relationship to both
the individual note-taker’s previous knowledge, as well as through the discussing of the
material with a classmate (Marin & Sturm, 2020; Castell6 & Monereo, 2005).

One note-taking activity I tried in my classes as part of their sharing activities was to
have students listen to partners, and simultaneously make notes based on what their
partners said. I did not ask students to add these to their learning log as they were
not directly related to their own research, but these notes could be easily added to the
learning log as a record of their class activities. These listening and note-taking sessions
could also provide opportunities for teachers to introduce new strategies for making
notes, which students could try immediately, depending on the needs of the class.

Finally, I have used the sharing of learning logs between students as peer-review
sessions allowing them to learn from assessing each other’s notes. It just took a few
moments for students to look at each other’s notes and as part of the session, they either
provided positive comments on what was working well for them in their partner’s notes,
or made suggestions to their partner for improving. 1 feel that this gave the students a
further opportunity to work collaboratively and raise their knowledge of various note-
taking strategies.
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Conclusion

In order to facilitate effective note-taking skills, it is important for students to
understand why creating well-organized, hand-written notes can be of benefit to them.
This involves taking some time to teach students multiple note-taking methods, so that
students develop a varied pool of strategies from which they can create more effective
and more personalized notes.

In my classes, | have observed students’ progress in developing their notes, and 1
believe that promoting generative learning through activities such as paraphrasing,
summarizing, and critically writing about information in notes, organized into a learning
log, could assist in constructing new ideas and higher levels of understanding about what
they are studying. Finally, 1 feel that in actively using the notes they made, for example in
the pair and group discussions, students were able to participate collaboratively in their
learning, by sharing information, and by sharing note-taking ideas with each other.

This paper introduced a number of strategies for instructing students on making and
using notes effectively and provided some anecdotal observations of students’ progress.
However, no formal research study was conducted regarding this material. As note-
taking is an integral part of higher education it would be a useful next step to build on
the ideas discussed in this paper in research projects in order to gather data from the
students regarding their attitudes and progress with regards to note-taking. Of particular
interest could be various ways that the individual learning log could be used as a tool
to scaffold note-taking instruction by assigning students more specific tasks through it,
and recording the outcomes of these interventions. In combination with this, it could be
interesting to survey the students regarding their personal development of note-taking
strategies, and their views on any connection between their learning and the notes that
they have produced. Finally, researching the role that the individual learning log could
play as a collaborative learning tool through which students share the information they
have learned would be of value.
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Appendix

Following is a simple template for the Individual Learning Log labeled for first-year
students taking notes as part of a multiple-week research project in a global issues class.
The students begin by brainstorming ideas and making a kind of mind-map about what
they know. Using this they can create research questions and begin researching their
topic. Also included are examples of note-taking tip sheets that teachers could add
directly to the learning logs in order to assist the students as they get started.
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Hame of Course (Spring 2022} Week-2: Month Day, Year (Finding background information)
Individual Learning Log for Research
Teacher: Teacher's email: ___ Day and time| Research Journal Writing 2 (100-200 words)
Student’s Mame: Student Mo:

Month Day, Year (Starting the research project)

Your issue for Research Cycle 1:

Research Journal Writing 1 {Starting points: 100-200 words)

1} Write about your interests in this topic
What is some information that you know now?
How did you become interested in this topic?

1) What are your first research goals and guestions?

I wiould like to know more about...
Question words to help you: who / what / where / when / why / how

Wrrite below:

Research Motes 1 (Starting Points MIND-MAP)

Add & photo of your starting peints mind map (what do you know about the
issue now?)

Mext class you will discuss the mind map with a partner and continwe adding to
your nates
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1) Write a brief surmmary of your findings

1} What are your thoughts and opinions about your findings?
Did you find anything surprising or interesting in your research?

3y What are your new research goals and questions?

Start writing here:

Research Motes 2 (Homework Assignment 2}

Add a photo of page 1 of your research notes:
Add a photo of page 2 your research notes:

Include your seurces for this research:
Article Hame (date)
URL:

Week-3: Month Day, Year (Finding a case study)

Research Journal Writing 3 {(150-250 words)

1) Write a brief surmmary of your findings

2} What are your thoughts and opinions about your findings?
Did you find anything surprising or interesting in your research?

1) What are your new research goals and questions?

Start wniting here:
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