Note taking in Lectures & Readings

	AIMS:
· Teach students some strategies on how to take notes in lectures and from readings.




Lecture: Students need to take good notes, in lectures and from readings, to be able to do well in courses. Good note taking means that by the end of the semester, the exam preparation process is easier. 

Note Taking in Lectures 
Before the lecture
If given work/reading to do in preparation for the lecture, DO IT. It’s better to be an active rather than passive student, and this will allow you to have more insight. Unlike reading, you cannot stop a lecture and review as you listen. Therefore, preparation prior to listening can greatly improve comprehension.
Look at the specific week’s topic/theme; get definitions, examples and/or more detailed explanations, so you do not walk into the lecture completely blank.

During the lecture
The Challenge: Write, listen & understand simultaneously. 
Remember: It’s not necessary to write everything out, but at the same time you do not want to only write down headings with no actual information. You can end up with so many notes that you have to spend twice the amount of time going through them again to find out the important points. 
You cannot record lectures unless you have asked for the lecturer’s permission to do so. 
Some useful tips: 
Lecturer may have an introduction with the structure of the lecture. Listen for clues to the structure of the lecture to help you to organise your notes, for instance: "Today we shall be looking at…" "I am going to discuss three main aspects…" "Now I want to move on to…" "I do want to emphasise…"  "To sum up…"
Note taking can distract you from listening to lectures. Thus it is best to use slide headings, as well as key words/points noted in slides to guide you, and then listen to the lecturer’s elaboration on these. Select what is most relevant. 
Learn to recognise the key words and main ideas of the presentation: for instance, notice when words or phrases are being repeated. Are there particular words that seem to sum up the overall message? (e.g. 'authority' or 'power’ or 'legitimacy'.) & Get used to the lecturer’s personal style of delivery.
Be an active listener not a sponge - try to connect what is being said to what you already know. Ask yourself, do I agree? How does it fit in with what I already knew? How did she get to that conclusion?
Create your own abbreviations for note taking.
Note author/’actor’/events references mentioned in class. Authors mentioned often have relevant material for the course so are worth researching, and the ‘actors’ mentioned, for example, the United Nations, are often used to help you further understand (and apply) the information discussed.  
Note down questions or ideas you have in a way that allows you to remember that these were not part of the lecture but your reaction to a particular point. 

After the lecture
Try and match the lecture content with the learning objectives or outcomes (usually found in the course outline); this helps you understand the fuller context of the course, what you’re being taught and why, but also where a particular lecture fits in the greater scheme of things.
· Revise the lecture notes within 24 hours of going to the lecture so that you are able to fill in any missing bits and make a summary of the lecture.
· Follow up on the points discussed in lectures, especially those you don’t understand. 
· If you are still in doubt or have some questions about something covered/mentioned in the lecture or note something you believe to be important (such as general knowledge the lecturer expected you to know) follow up through researching, discussing it with a friend,  or your tutor during consultation hours.
· If you have not done the prescribed readings, do so and add any notes you gain from these readings to your lecture notes. 
· Review/re-write your notes, making it easy for revision and helps you identify early on what your problems are.
· Attach any hand-outs to your lecture notes and then file your notes away carefully so you can find them when you need them for assignments or revision.


Note-taking while Reading
The readings of the first few weeks are designed to introduce you to some of the important concepts of political science (i.e. Power, legitimacy, authority, sovereignty, the state, elites, social capital etc.). Therefore, it is of crucial importance to ask yourself the following question: Where did these concepts come from? Who developed them? How have these concepts been used since? Why are the same concepts used in different/opposing theories?

Students should not be afraid of writing in their course reader and highlighting while reading.  Take notes in the margins, write down questions, and underline key phrases or concepts. 
In academia, students read for two purposes: to learn the material (like for an exam) or to find material based on a question (like if researching for an essay).

Academic Reading
Reading to learn, such as when reading required readings for a course, is not the same as reading a novel or a newspaper. 
Before you read, have a look at the topic for that week’s readings. This will give you insight on the important parts of the reading. You should begin by making a few notes about what you already know about the topic. For example, if the topic for the week is International Organisations, you may know about the United Nations and the African Union. You can then begin the reading ready to make notes on what you do not already know.
Break long readings into manageable segments. A forty page article is too long to read in one sitting and you will not take effective notes. Do ten pages and then take a break, with the goal of finishing the whole article in the day.

You will be able to remember what you have read more if you interact, dissect, question, visualize and think about the content. Don’t just underline and highlight (though this is important) but also write questions and comments about the text you are reading. It is okay to stop and think about something the author has said – it will take more time but you will remember more of the text.
Use different colour highlighters and pens to mark different areas. Important parts to mark are concepts, arguments and examples. 



Note-taking while reading
Ask students to identify things that they think are worth identifying in the reading.  The answers should include:
Key concepts
A good way to pick up key concepts is by recognizing the words that are repeated often in a text
Remember that in politics, there are multiple definitions for the same concept or term.  Scholars debate about the exact definition about many of the concepts you will encounter.  To identify concepts when reading, keep in mind, what are the recurring (repeated) topics in the text?  What key words does the author use?  What is the topic for this week in the syllabus? Use these questions to help you think about what the key concepts in the text may be.

Main arguments
What does the author hope to convince the reader of in the text?  Is there a main point (or points) that the author hopes you walk away with?
Authors often want you to know what their argument is, so look for places where the author says “I will prove/illustrate that...” or “In conclusion, this article has shown...”

Examples
Having good examples of concepts or applications of theories is very useful for your understanding of the subject and your future writing
This may be explicitly in the text or it may require you to think of a real world example that is not written in the text. It also makes sure that you understand the concept and argument that you have read.

Remember:
· Circle words that you don’t understand so that you can look them up later
· Make notes in the margins if you have questions
· Do not highlight everything, otherwise nothing will stand out. 
· Create your own code/symbols: use different colours or symbols to signify what you have underlined, circled or highlighted.  E.g. you circle things you don’t understand, underline key concepts and highlight main arguments.  Think of ways of doing this effectively so that when you go back to the text to review or reference the reading, you can do it quickly and easily. 
After Reading
After reading and to reinforce what you have read, type or write your notes into a box or diagram. The notes you take after reading are as important as doing the reading.  
After you read, ask yourself the following questions:
•	What are the main arguments in the text?
•	What are the main concepts?
•	Who are the key actors?  Who are the people or decision-makers in the text?  (individuals, states, governments, specific people)
•	What are some key quotes from the text?

A good way answer or summarise the above questions is through the use of a mind map, or a table with their selected main headings as in the one below. 

	Concept/Meaning
	Argument
	Example

	Power: the ability to influence
	A state's power in the international system is linked to its military capabilities
	the US military interventions in different parts of the world
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This lesson plan is licenced under the Creative Commons Attribution 2.5 South Africa License. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.5/za/ 

Or

Send a letter to Creative Commons, 171 Second Street, Suite 300, San Francisco, California 94105, USA.
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