
 

Note-Taking Tips That Turn Class Time into 

Study Time 

The exhilarating freedom of college life can sometimes go from relaxing to raucous. The next 

morning, you may find yourself sitting listlessly in a lecture, hoping to be inspired by an orange-

juice carton that says “concentrate.” 

You dragged yourself to class for a good reason. Lectures and discussions can bring textbooks, 

assignments, and difficult concepts into focus. In addition to attending faithfully, how do you get 

the most from that precious class time? If you said, “Take good notes,” congratulations—you are 

concentrating. 

Why Note-Taking Matters 

Notes provide a record of the course, but their value begins before the student ever reviews them. 

Effective note-taking requires you to listen, identify important ideas, organize relationships, and 

distinguish the main point from the interesting—but less essential—detail. 

Good notes can: 

• Focus your attention on the lecture or discussion. 

• Identify the ideas the instructor considers important. 

• Connect classroom instruction with assigned reading. 

• Translate complicated explanations into your own words. 

• Reveal gaps that require questions or further study. 

• Provide material for later review and self-testing. 



The objective is not to produce a transcript. It is to create a useful record of your thinking about 

the lesson. 

What Should You Write Down? 

Students sometimes attempt to record everything an instructor says. That usually produces a pile 

of words without much structure—and leaves little attention available for understanding the 

lecture. Concentrate instead on: 

• Main ideas and supporting points 

• Definitions, formulas, dates, and technical terms 

• Examples that clarify difficult concepts 

• Material displayed on slides, a board, or a shared screen 

• Ideas the instructor repeats or emphasizes 

• Connections between the lecture and assigned readings 

• Questions raised during class discussion 

• Summaries offered at the beginning or end of class 

• Information the instructor explicitly identifies as important 

Listen for verbal signals such as “The central point is,” “Remember this,” “There are three 

reasons,” or “A common mistake is.” Changes in pace, repetition, and extended explanation may 

also indicate that an idea deserves attention. Do not depend entirely on theatrical winks or hints 

about the exam; write down material because it contributes to understanding the course. 

Ten Practical Note-Taking Tips 

1. Capture Ideas, Not Every Word 

Concentrate on the core of what the instructor is saying. Record the main claim, the evidence 

supporting it, and the example that makes it understandable. Attempting to copy every word can 

turn note-taking into dictation and prevent you from following the argument. 

2. Use Short Phrases and Meaningful Abbreviations 

Write enough to preserve the idea without constructing polished sentences. Use abbreviations 

and symbols you will recognize later, but avoid creating such a private language that your notes 

become indecipherable by evening. 

3. Preserve the Meaning 



Paraphrasing encourages you to process the material, but accuracy still matters. Be especially 

careful with definitions, formulas, quotations, legal rules, and technical distinctions. If you are 

unsure whether your wording is accurate, mark the passage with a question mark and verify it 

later. 

4. Organize Relationships 

Use headings, indentation, numbering, arrows, or simple diagrams to show how ideas fit 

together. An outline works well for a structured lecture, while a concept map may help when the 

lesson involves causes, comparisons, processes, or overlapping relationships. 

Leave enough white space to add missing information and later clarification. Crowded notes 

discourage revision and make important ideas difficult to find. 

5. Record Questions as Well as Answers 

When something is unclear, write down the question instead of allowing it to disappear. Mark it 

with a symbol so you can ask the instructor, consult the reading, or investigate it during study 

time. A good page of notes does not pretend that everything was understood immediately. It 

shows where learning still needs to occur. 

6. Separate the Instructor’s Ideas from Your Own 

Class discussions may produce examples, objections, and interpretations that are useful but 

distinct from the instructor’s central explanation. Develop a simple way to distinguish lecture 

content, classmates’ comments, and your own thoughts. You might place personal observations 

in brackets or use a separate margin. This prevents confusion later while preserving the 

connections that occurred to you during class. 

7. Choose Paper or Digital Notes Deliberately 

Handwriting may encourage brevity and make diagrams or formulas easier to create. A laptop or 

tablet may be more practical for accessibility, speed, organization, searching, and courses that 

use digital materials. Research does not justify a universal declaration that one medium is always 

superior. A direct replication and related analyses found that the familiar claim of a general 

longhand advantage is not as settled as sometimes presented. 

Whichever tool you use, avoid mindless transcription. Digital note-takers should close unrelated 

applications and silence notifications. Paper note-takers should organize and store their pages so 

the notes can actually be found. 

8. Mark What You Miss 

Do not panic when the instructor moves ahead before you finish writing. Leave a blank space, 

insert a symbol, and continue listening. Ask a classmate, review posted materials, or speak with 



the instructor afterward. Missing one sentence is less damaging than missing the next five 

minutes while trying to reconstruct it. 

9. Rework the Notes Soon after Class 

Within a day, review the notes while the lecture is still reasonably fresh. Add missing details, 

define unfamiliar terms, correct errors, label unclear sections, and write a short summary of the 

central ideas. A research review prepared through Harvard’s learning-and-teaching initiative 

recommends reviewing notes soon after they are created, even if the review is brief. This 

immediate revision transforms hurried classroom notes into usable study material. 

10. Turn Notes into Questions 

Repeatedly rereading notes can create a pleasant sense of familiarity without proving that you 

remember the material. Convert headings and main ideas into questions, then close the notes and 

answer from memory. 

For example: 

• What were the three causes discussed in class? 

• How does this formula work? 

• What is the difference between these two theories? 

• Why did the instructor’s example illustrate the principle? 

After answering, reopen the notes, check your response, and correct what you missed. Research 

on retrieval practice shows that actively recalling material strengthens long-term learning more 

effectively than passive review alone.  

A Simple Note-Review Routine 

After each class: 

1 Fill obvious gaps and correct unclear wording. 

2 Write a two- or three-sentence summary. 

3 Identify the most important terms and concepts. 

4 Mark questions that still need answers. 

5 Create several self-test questions. 

6 Schedule another brief review several days later. 



This routine does not require rewriting the entire lecture. It converts raw notes into a study tool 

while the material is still understandable. 

The Bottom Line 

Good note-taking is selective, organized, and active. It requires you to decide what matters, 

preserve the instructor’s meaning, connect ideas, and identify what you do not yet understand. 

The best notes are not necessarily the longest, neatest, or most colorful. They are the ones that 

help you reconstruct the lesson, test your memory, and apply what you learned. 

 


