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Prepare . Listen . Write

Excel through effective listening and note-taking

What we will learn…
•

How to take effective notes whilst reading or listening to a lecture.

•

This is a key academic skill that will contribute to your overall success as a student, and will
also help save you time.

We will focus on…
•

Active listening skills, distinguishing between details, key ideas and supporting facts.

•

The ability to take effective notes and review and organise them.

•

Better study strategies which will save you time.
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Our Plan: Prepare, Listen, Write
1. The Big Picture: Prepare, Listen, Write
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2. Finding the answers: what’s the best, most effective way to take notes?
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4. Focus on you: what is your current note-taking strategy?
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Activity 1
The Big Picture: Prepare, Listen, Write
Watch the Introductory Lecture on the topic Prepare, Listen, Write: Excel through effective listening
and note-taking
•

How to prepare for effective note-taking before a lecture

•

Making the most of your lecture attendance

•

The dos and don’ts of note-taking

•

Introduction to Cornell Note-Taking Method

•

Listening skills - finding signal words and main ideas

•

Creating useful revision notes after the lecture

Below is the lecture content and some space to take notes while you watch the lecture.
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Lecture 3

The Big Picture: Prepare, Listen, Write
Excel through effective listening and note-taking
• How to prepare for effective note-taking before a lecture
• Making the most of your lecture attendance
• The dos and don’ts of note-taking
• Introduction to Cornell Note-Taking Method
• Listening skills – finding signal words and main ideas
• Creating useful revision notes after the lecture

How to prepare for effective note-taking
before a lecture

A small amount of preparation will help you get the most out of attending or watching a lecture:
1. Look-up the topic of the lecture and place this topic within the context of the course. Does it
follow on from last week’s topic? Is it the beginning of a brand new concept? Which
assessment might this topic relate to?
2. Is there any pre-work required before attending the lecture? Do you need to do a reading or
look up any definitions before the lecture? Pre-work is crucial to ensure you understand the
content of the lecture as it is delivered.
3. Are there any resources available to make your note-taking easier? If the lecture slides are
available on LearnOnline, it’s a great idea to print them out and take them to the lecture. Then
you only have to write additional notes and can spend more time listening to the lecture.
4. Equip yourself with the tools to succeed. To take effective notes, you will need a notepad or
exercise book, a pen (with plenty of ink) and possibly highlighters to emphasise topic headings
and key points. Avoid taking notes on scrap paper – it is too easy to misplace after the lecture.

1
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Making the most of your lecture attendance
Attending in person

Watching lecture online

• Be on time, ready to take notes as soon as the
lecture begins.

• Be ready to take notes as soon as you hit play on the
lecture recording.

• Sit near the front so you can hear and see as much
as possible.

• It is tempting to take more notes than you would in a live
lecture, by pressing pause and rewinding sections. This is not
efficient; try not to overdo note-taking – the same strategies
for attending in person work for lecture recordings.

• Put your phone out of sight and on silent so you’re not
tempted to check it.
• Don’t chat to people around you during lecture. Avoid
sitting with people who are prone to distraction.
• When you feel yourself losing focus, sit up straight and
reposition yourself to take a deep breath, stretch your
shoulders and back, and re-focus on the content.
• Take note of any questions you might like to ask the
lecturer at the end of the lecture or in class.

• Put your phone somewhere where you can’t reach it and do
not open other web-browsers which might temp you to
multi-task while you are watching the lecture.
• Listening to music while you watch a lecture is very
distracting – your focus should be 100% on the content on
the slides and the lecturer’s voice.
• Make sure you have given yourself enough time to watch the
full lecture in one sitting. If you have to dip in and out, it is
much harder to take in the holistic topic of the lecture.
• Take note of any questions you might like to ask the lecturer
in class.

The dos and don’ts of note-taking
Don’t

Do

•

Try to take down every word. You won’t be
able to and you’ll miss content by
concentrating on this impossible task.

•

Try to understand the big-picture concepts
in the topic, and leave the nitty-gritty detail
to revision later.

•

Bring a laptop or tablet and try to type up
your notes. Notes written by hand will be
retained more effectively.

•

•

Copy long definitions or quotations wordfor-word from the lecture slides. Note that
the information is important, and you can
always look up the definition or quotation
in the lecture slides or elsewhere later.

Be consistent with your note-taking strategy
– find something that works for you and
stick to it so that the system becomes
natural and habitual.

•

Keep your notes in order and label them
correctly so you know exactly the topic they
relate to and where they fit into the course.
You will thank yourself later when revising!

Introduction
to Cornell
Note-Taking
Method

2
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Listening skills –
finding signal words
and main ideas
• How do you know what is important to write
down, and what you can leave?
• The aim is to look for ‘signal’ words and main
ideas, so that you can take note of key concepts
and leave the detail to later.
• The English for Academic Purposes Foundation
(EAPFoundation.com) segments useful signal
words into four categories:
1. Topic and Structure cues
2. Transition cues
3. Concluding cues
4. Organisation cues
Source: http://www.eapfoundation.com/listening/lectures/cues/

Topic and Structure cues
Stating the topic
• (What) I'd like to...
• What I'm going to look at/talk about...
• Today I'll be talking about...
• I want to talk about...
Giving the structure
• I'm going to look at/talk about three main areas...
• There are four areas I want to look at...
• In particular I want to talk about...

Transition cues
Phrases
• Let's now move on to/turn to...
• I now want to go on to...
• This leads/brings me to my next point, which is...
• I'd now like to move on to/turn to....
• So far we have looked at... Now I'd like to ...
Questions
• What are the reasons for this?

Words
• OK...
• Well...
• So...
• All right...
• Right...
• Now...
• Good...

3
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Concluding cues
•
•

So...
So, to sum up...

•

Thus...

•

Therefore...

•

To recap...

Organisation cues
Giving examples
• Let me give you an example...
• such as...
• for instance ...
• A good example of... is ...

Contrasting
• But...
• However...
• On the other hand...
• In contrast to this...

Addition
• In addition...
• Moreover...
• Another point...
• Not only... but also...

Listing
• First.../The first...
• Next...
• Another...
• A final…

Creating useful revision notes
after the lecture

In order to improve how much information you learn and retain from lectures, you
should revise your lecture notes within 24 hours after the lecture.
The aim of your revision notes is to:
• Summarise how the topic fits into the course.
• Highlight key ideas and sub-topics, and ensure you understand them.
• Link examples with key ideas to help retain key information.
• Create an easy reference resource for revision and assessment tasks.
• Fill in any gaps in your knowledge that you didn’t understand during lecture.
• Back-up further discussion of the topic, for class discussions and tutorials.

4
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Prepare, Listen, Write: Workshop
1. The Big Picture: Prepare, Listen, Write
2. Finding the answers: what’s the best, most effective way to take notes?
3. Be Inspired: learn the Cornell note-taking method
4. Focus on you: what is your current note-taking strategy?
5. Be Inspired: three steps for better note-taking
6. Practicing what we’ve learned: attentive listening and making notes
7. Focus on you: making use of your notes to improve your grades

5
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Activity 2
Finding the answers: What’s the best,
most effective way to take notes?
Read the following article and then in small groups, answer the questions from this reading:

What’s the best, most effective way to take notes?
by Claire Brown (published in The Conversation)
If it feels like you forget new information almost as quickly as you hear it, even if you write it down,
that’s because we tend to lose almost 40% of new information within the first 24 hours of first
reading or hearing it. If we take notes effectively, however, we can retain and retrieve almost 100% of
the information we receive.

Learning how to retain information
The most effective note-taking skills involve active rather than passive learning. Active learning
places the responsibility for learning on the learner. Research has found that, for learning to be
effective, students need to be doing things with the material they are engaging with (reading, writing,
discussing, solving problems).
They must also be thinking about the thinking (metacognition) involved in engaging with the material.
This means that, while students are learning the content, they should also be thinking about how
they are learning it. What is causing confusion? How does your thinking change about this topic as
you are learning? What has worked well for you in learning this topic that you should do next time?
What hasn’t worked so well so you don’t make that learning mistake again?
Studies have found note taking is most effective when notes are organised and transformed in some
way or when a teacher gives examples of good notes. An effective note-taking strategy requires
effort. Half the battle with students is helping them understand the reasons for needing to take and
interact regularly with their notes.
Students often tell teachers they have excellent memories and don’t need to take notes because they
can easily recall information. Research says this is not the case.
The goal of effective note taking is to help recall what has been learned and retain that information
over time. German psychologist Hermann Ebbinghaus in 1895 conducted some of the first
experiments on memory and recall, and spaced learning. He developed the forgetting curve, which
shows how information is lost quickly over time if there is no strategy or effort to retain it.
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Rate of Forgetting with Study/Repetition

Figure 1: Rate of Forgetting with Study/Repetition. Chi-Ming Ho, 2009, Author provided.

The rate of forgetting is minimised if students interact (re-read/discuss/write/engage) with their
notes within 24 hours. A second repetition for a shorter period of time within a day brings recall back
up to 100%. A third repetition within a week for an even shorter time brings recall back to 100%.
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What are the most effective ways to take notes?
I teach the Cornell Note-Taking System, which was developed in the 1950s as part of a university
preparation program (AVID). Effective note taking is interactive and involves using the original notes
many times over to build memory of the content, rather than seeing note taking as just a one-off
copying activity. The important features of this system are captured in the images below.

Figure 2: Sample of AVID’s Application of Cornell Notes in Language Arts. Advancement via Individual Determination (AVID),
Author provided.
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Figure 3: Sample of AVID’s Application of Cornell Notes in Chemistry. Advancement via Individual Determination (AVID),
Author provided.
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There are four stages to good note taking:
1. Note taking
2.

Note making

3.

Note interacting

4.

Note reflecting

In note taking, students:
• Prepare a page to take notes the same way each time. An essential question at the top of the
page focuses the learner on the key learning objective that they should be able to discuss
upon leaving the class
•

Rule the page into two columns, with the first column taking up about a third of the page. The
space on the left is for questions and notes that may be added in later as students reflect on
their notes. The space on the right is for the student to take notes from the lecture, textbook,
laboratory experiment, video, audio, whatever the source

•

Listen and take notes in their own words – paraphrase what they hear so it makes sense to
them rather than write down verbatim what they hear/see

•

Leave spaces and lines between main ideas for revising later and adding information

•

Develop their own consistent system of abbreviations and symbols to save time as they
take notes

•

Write in phrases, not complete sentences

•

Use bullet points and lists where possible

•

Learn how to listen for important information versus trivial information

•

Take cues from the lecturer or source, e.g. “This is important…”

•

Use highlighters and colour to indicate key ideas, changes in concepts or links between
information.

In note making, students:
• Review and revise the content of their notes
•

Write questions in the left-hand side near where the answer is contained on the right-hand side

•

Connect key chunks of material in the notes pages using colour or symbols

•

Exchange ideas and collaborate with other students to check for understanding and test the
comprehensiveness of each other’s notes.

In note interacting, students:
• Link all the learning together by writing a summary that addresses the essential question and
answers the questions from the left margin. Note that a summary is different from a reflection
that focuses on the student’s response to the learning task or content
•

Learn from their notes by building in to their study timetable regular times for revising their
notes for each subject

•

Cover the information on the right-hand side and use the questions as study prompts
before a test.
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In note reflecting:
• Written feedback should be provided by a peer, tutor or teacher to check for the student’s
understanding in the initial learning phase
•

Students should address the feedback by focusing on one area of challenge they are
experiencing in their learning

•

Students should also reflect over an entire unit on a regular basis leading up to exams and
tests.

In small groups, answer the following questions related to this reading:
1. How much new information do we lose in 24 hours after first hearing or reading it?

2. How much can we retrieve with effective note-taking?

3. The rate of forgetting information from lectures is reduced if student interact with their notes
within how many hours?

4. What is the difference between active and passive learning?

5. Research has found that notes are effective when they are _________ and __________ in some
way.

6. Why do students often say they don’t need to take notes?

7. There are four stages to good note taking. For each one, write a brief summary of the key points
from this stage. Use this as an exercise in concise note-taking:
Note taking
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Note making

Note interacting

Note reflecting
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Activity 3
Be Inspired: learn the Cornell note-taking
method
In this video, you will build on what we learned in the previous activity to find out more about the
Cornell University note-taking method:
Video URL: https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=1&v=Zz3QUoMQiKQ
This method addresses what to do:
• Before the lecture
•

During the lecture

•

After the lecture

Spend five minutes after watching the video taking your own notes about this method in your
workbook, to help you take in as much of the information as possible.

Student Workbook Module3: Prepare, Listen, Write Excel through effective listening and note-taking

17

Activity 4
Focus on you: what is your current
note-taking strategy?
In small groups, take out some notes you have each taken in a recent lecture, tutorial or workshop.
Review these notes and in your groups, discuss as many of the following questions as are relevant to
your group members:
• Do you currently use a consistent strategy for note-taking, and if so, why do you use this
strategy? Share your strategy with the group.
•

If you don’t use a consistent strategy, what challenges are you finding with note-taking?

•

How often do you go back over your notes after class? Are they useful for revision?

•

How could your notes be taken down more efficiently? What information might you leave out
and which information should be left in?

Using your learnings from the previous reading, video and class discussion, write down in your
workbook how you plan to change your note-taking style in the future. You will have a chance to
practice your new strategy in activity six.
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Activity 5
Be Inspired: three steps for better
note-taking
Watch this video which outlines three steps for better note-taking:
Video URL: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UAhRf3U50lM

Step 1 – Don't write facts, write conclusions.
For instance – write question, then answer (evidence).

Step 2 – Use colour pens and assign colours to different information.
For instance: questions in red, definitions in blue and conclusions in green.

Step 3 - Within 24 hours review your notes.
Here is some space in case you would like to take some notes about these steps:
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Activity 6
Practicing what we’ve learned: attentive
listening and making notes
Complete the reading below:

Attentive listening and making notes
Part of being able to effectively take notes requires the ability to know how to listen. It may sound
strange to talk about ‘how to listen’ because it’s something we do naturally without thinking about
it. However, we all know there’s a difference between half-listening to a song or the TV playing in the
background, compared with attentively listening to some important news a friend has.
If we think something is important to us we concentrate on what the listener is saying. We try to
block out distractions, and we think about what we are being told, judging it, comparing it to what we
already know, analysing it.
Listening in lectures and the classroom requires active listening — you should have a clear listening
‘goal’ or aim in mind. Use concentration strategies such as mindfulness exercises or sitting in a quieter
part of the lecture theatre to avoid distractions and help you concentrate. Try to visualise what is
being said: can you picture in your mind what the lecturer is talking about?
As well as focussing your attention and trying to visualise what is being discussed, try to pick up on
what are called ‘signposts’, words that signal to the listener that an important point is being made.
You should listen out for:
• Signal Words
•

Main ideas

Signal words do what they sound like they do: they ‘signal’ something important to the listener. This
might be a change in topic, a key point, an introduction, a supporting fact, a conclusion or other key
point. Signal words for a change in topic, for example, might include: ‘next’, ‘in contrast’, moving on
now’, ‘on a different topic’ and so on. Signal words for a key point might include: ‘It is important to
note the following’, ‘one key fact to remember’, ‘crucially’ and other similar words and phrases. As
you get more experienced with lectures, your ability to pick out and distinguish signal words will
improve. Signal words help you by ‘signposting’ the direction the lecture is taking, so you know what
to expect next.
Main ideas are the ‘meat’ of the lecture. They are the central themes and key points that the lecturer
wants to communicate with you, the student. Think of them like the headline in a newspaper article:
they are supported by facts, figures and details without which they wouldn’t make much sense, but
the headline summarises the most important and relevant thing to grasp about what is being said.
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Using all the information you have learned so far, put your new skills to practice by taking notes
during this 3 minutes of lecture material:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5xMbMD5gCvE
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When finished, compare your notes against this sample of notes below:
Sample Notes:

Consider and discuss with your class any changes you may make to your current note-taking style
based on the result of this exercise. Take note of anything you plan to do differently next time you
take notes.
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Activity 7
Talk it through: making use of your notes
to improve your grades
Once you have useful notes from your lectures, tutorials and workshops, it is important to organise
and transform them so to help revise key learnings for assessment tasks – including tests, exams,
essays, case studies, quizzes and any other assessable task.
We will now practice three types of revision formats using the sample lecture notes on note-taking
below. Do you think any of these three formats works best for you and would help you to revise and
remember key material?
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Note-taking image sourced from: theorganisedstudent.tumblr.com
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Mind-map
Transform the key information from the page of notes into a mind-map, using the template below:
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Table
Transform the key information from the page of notes into a table, using the template below:
Key Idea
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Flow-chart
Transform the key information from the page of notes into a flow-chart, using the template below
(add boxes where necessary):

Bringing it all together
Summary of tips and tricks for note taking in lectures:
• Listen for ‘signal words’ that signpost a new heading or direction in a lecture.
•

Listen for repetition – if something is repeated it is probably because the lecturer considers it
important and wants to make you understand.

•

Listen for main ideas, often indicated by bullet points or a new lecture slide

•

Pay particular attention to the introduction and conclusion of a lecture which will introduce
and sum up what the lecture is about.

•

Avoid writing notes that copy what the lecturer has said word-for-word, translate into your
own words.

•

Reorganise your notes after the lecture to make them as useful as possible for revision.
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If you need help…
If this workshop has brought up any difficult emotions or feeling of distress which you feel you would
like to speak to someone about, please talk to your tutor and access your university’s support
services, which are there to help.

Other useful contacts:
Lifeline
For distress or other mental health issues.
Telephone: 13 11 14
24 hours, 7 days
www.lifeline.org.au

Kids Helpline
Telephone, web and email counselling for students up to 25 years old.
Telephone: 1800 551 800
24 hours, 7 days
www.kidshelpline.com.au/teens/
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