Note Taking Strategies

There are many ways you can choose to take notes. These choices will depend on your purpose for the
notes and the way you prefer to learn. Consider why you are taking notes, for example assignment
research or exam preparation and what method will work best for you.
Developing effective note taking strategies helps you to become organised and a more efficient student.
It is important to take notes that are clear and meaningful to you so you retain information more easily.
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Understanding your purpose and preferences for
learning

Why am I taking these notes?
Knowing your course requirements and the intended purpose for your notes should impact the type of notes you take.
For example are you:

Taking lecture notes that will become the basis of exam study?
Watching your lectures an online? It is still important to keep up with the content and take notes each week
especially, if you have exams.
Taking notes for an assignment? You will need to paraphrase the original source and keep track of the
reference details.

There are no right or wrong ways to take notes, but it is important to find strategies that work for you and are
efficient for your purpose.
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Taking notes from lectures

Whether you are attending lectures on campus or are studying online, it is still important to take notes from
your lectures. There are things you should consider before, during and after your lectures.

Step 1

Before the lecture

In some courses the weekly lecture content is available before the lecture as PowerPoint slides. This may
make it tempting not to take notes, however these slides usually only have key points with further details
and explanations given in the lecture.
A good tip is to print the ppts before the lecture and use them as the basis for your notetaking. If you select
the 3 slides per page from the print options, as shown here, it will give you room to take some notes.
Come prepared to lectures by doing any reading or tasks that are set in your StudyDesk for that week. This
will help you understand the content and more easily make decisions about what relevant notes to take.

Step 2

During the lecture

Take notes to actively engage in the process of learning. This will help with concentration.
Handwriting your notes has been proven to increase memory and retention.
Do not try to write down every word or you will miss important information. Keep your notes brief,
use key words, short sentences and meaningful abbreviations.
Most lectures are recorded so you can go back and check for anything you missed. It is a good idea
also to leave plenty of space for these thoughts, or for adding in pictures or diagrams.
Pay attention to the structure or organisational pattern of the lecture. Key points are usually outlined
at the beginning of the lecture, and repeated or summarised at the end.
Listen for language cues emphasising important information including:
numerical lists, e.g. "firstly..., secondly", "there are three steps/stages...",
phrases such as "on the other hand", "in particular", "remember/note/look out for",
"consequently".

inclusion of examples or hypothetical situations
over emphasis of a particular point through tone of voice.

If you do not understand the content, make a note or write a question. Follow this up in your tutorial or
with a question in the discussion forum on StudyDesk.

Step 3

After the lecture

It is important that you reread your notes as soon as possible after the lecture, when the content is still fresh
in your mind, and make any additions.
If you have exams in your course then it is important to spend time organising your notes throughout the
semester. This will ensure that by the end of the semester you will have well ordered notes that are
meaningful and useful to learn from, saving you valuable exam preparation time.
Your learning preference will inform the review strategies you choose. In the next section there are some
different strategies you can try.
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Try these note taking and information organisation strategies.

Example of linear notetaking

1) Linear notes
A common format for note taking is a linear style, using numbers or letters to indicate connections between concepts.

Indicate the hierarchy of ideas by using headings, written in capitals, underlined or highlighted in some way. Within
concepts, ideas can be differentiated by dot points, or some other indicator, to make the notes easier to read.

Cornell notetaking template

2) Cornell note taking strategy

1. Notes: Use this section for your lecture notes.
2. Cues: Leave this until after the lecture to write main points, questions and to self check
your understanding.
3. Summary: Use this section for an overview or summary of the most important points of
the lecture.

This method is a useful strategy to organise your notes for exam preparation.

Concept map example

3) Concept maps
Also called mind maps, these are a more visual form of note taking that allow you to explore connections and
relationships between ideas. In a concept map, you start with the main idea or concept in the middle of the diagram
and build out from it like branches.
Concept maps can be a useful planning tool for assignments and for organising your lecture notes in a spatial and
more visual way to help understand detailed content for exams. It is a strategy suited to students who like to learn in

a more visual way.
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Taking notes for assignments

Notes with different coloured highlighted text

When taking notes for an assignment, be clear whether they are your own words, or a direct quote so that you do not
accidently plagiarise.
When you have finished taking notes, look for key themes or ideas and highlight them in different colours. This
organises your information and helps you to see what evidence you have to support various ideas you wish to make
in your assignment.

Make sure to record the author, title, date, publishing details and relevant page numbers of books and articles you
use. This will save you time and avoid errors when referencing.
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Further Support

USQ Library helpdesk

Study Support, USQ Library can help you to develop your academic learning language and maths skills for success
at university. Consultations are available face-to-face, via video chat, by phone or email.

USQ Library Study Support
STUDY SUPPORT

Request a consultation
Information about the specialist support available through Library Study Support, including the online booking
platform.
BOOKING REQUEST

Connect with online tutors for writing and mathematics support (24/7 access).
SMARTHINKING

Contact the USQ Library.
CONTACT US

