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Introduction to Online Learning 
 
Note-Taking Skills 
 
 Determine the logic behind note taking. 
 Discuss the strengths and weakness of the Cornell Method.  
 Discuss the uses for the annotation method. 
 Identify the components of survey, question, read, recite, and review (SQ3R). 
 Discuss the strengths and weakness of outlining.  
 Recognize the importance of note taking in relation to long-term memory recall.



  

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   
 

Introduction 

Note taking may not seem relevant in an online course because 
online students can easily access study materials at all times, but 
this skill matters just as much for students who take an online class 
as it does for students who take a face-to-face class. Note-taking 
skills are critical to comprehending lesson readings, audio-recorded 
lectures, and any other aural or visual materials. Effective note 
taking will help you organize information, remember questions you 
want to pose to the class or the instructor, and ultimately provide 
additional repetition of the material that will support long-term recall. 

The Logic of Note Taking 
Woman taking notes     

from computer. 

Efficient note taking can only happen through active listening. Active listening involves not only 
physically hearing what someone communicated but also interpreting and evaluating the 
information presented. Unlike hearing, which is a passive, involuntary action, active listening 
requires one to process the message and assign meaning to aural and visual stimuli (Wolvin & 
Coakley, 1996, p. 69). In the online classroom, active listening does not occur quite as often as 
it does in a face-to-face classroom. However, many instructors upload their lectures in the form 
of podcasts, recorded PowerPoint presentations, or vodcasts. Vodcasts are audio and video 
digital media files that one downloads through Web syndication. No matter what form the 
information comes in, note taking is still an important skill for the distance learner to develop. 

Active Listening 

Decision Desire to listen to lecture 

Attention Avoid distractions 

Selection Pick up only relevant information 

Interpretation Make information meaningful to one’s learning preference 

Condensation Write down information 

Organization 
Use appropriate headings, subheadings, visual diagrams, and charts, 
depending on one’s learning preference 

Writing Take notes 
Van Blerkom, 2005, p. 116 

Effective note taking requires you to highlight reading materials and note the main points of the 
material along with their supporting points. In essence, it involves zoning in on the material that 
is crucial to the lesson or the reading. In addition, it includes determining what points, or smaller 
components, the author is using to support his or her claim about a particular subject. 
Highlighting, underlining, and jotting down questions are the first steps to taking effective notes. 
These skills require active reading rather than active listening.  
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Active note taking promotes active reading and, therefore, 
increases your reading comprehension. It forces you to 
concentrate fully, which increases your chances of digesting 
and retaining the information. Note taking is both a physical 
and mental learning experience—physical because you browse 
through and write out information, and mental because you 
must condense and interpret the information yourself. In 
addition, note taking provides you with a condensed, accurate 
record of the materials you have read, which helps you to 
learn, remember, and quickly review information (Van Blerkom, 
2010, p. 113).  

Note taking also helps you organize the information you have 
condensed and interpreted into your own learning preference 
(Van Blerkom, 2010, p. 114). You can structure and organize 
information according to the learning style you find most 

effective. For example, if you are a visual learner, you may find Girl taking notes in class. 

that organizing dense written material in a chart or graph helps 
you comprehend it better. In a 2005 University of Nebraska study, researchers concluded that 
students who were selective of the ideas they noted, either by hand or by using the cut-and
paste method, had similar positive consequences for encoding and recalling information (Igo, 
2005). 

What does mind mapping or concept mapping mean? The North Central 
Regional Educational Laboratory has developed the following graphic 
organizer Web site for ideas to construct and organize information: 
http://www.ncrel.org/sdrs/areas/issues/students/learning/lr1grorg.htm. 
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Three examples of graphic organizers: Problem/Solution Outline, Cycle, and Network Tree 

Dianna Van Blerkom (2010) highlighted that note taking increases repetition of material (p. 114). 
This repetition increases your chances of retaining and critically evaluating the information. By 
doing that, effective note taking increases your chances of succeeding and accomplishing the 
goals you have established for this course and for this term. 

The Cornell Method 

Several different systems of note taking are available to help you as you develop you own note-
taking strategy. Some of these systems include the Cornell method, SQ3R, and outlining. 

The Cornell method, also known as the split-page method, is a note-taking strategy that 
involves dividing you paper into two columns, taking lecture notes on the right side, and writing 
questions or annotations on the left side (Pardini, Domizi, Forbes, & Pettis, 2005, p. 2). To try 
this method, divide a piece of paper into a top area with a header (for the topic and date), a 

right-side column 6 inches wide, and a left-side column 2 ½ inches 
wide (called a recall column). The recall column may include key 
words or phrases that condense or summarize the lecture in your 
own words (called cues). Finally, the sheet should include an area 
toward the bottom for further summarization of the information. 
When the time comes to study lecture notes, simply cover the 
notes with a note card and leave the cues in the recall column 
exposed. Recite as much information as possible that applies to 
that cue. 

The Cornell method is effective because it requires students 
to test their comprehension of what they hear immediately. Researchers 

Not sure how to set up a paper using the Cornell 
method? Cornell University Learning Strategies Center 
offers a Cornell method template. 

(Pardini et al., 2005) concluded that this type of self-testing—forming and answering 
questions about lecture content—forces students to gauge their own learning and 
comprehension (p. 2). Moreover, this method helps you review content intermittently rather than 
prior to an actual exam.  
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To assess your understanding of the Cornell Method of note taking, review the following video, 
IUPUIocm’s Study Guide: Note Taking. Take notes of the video lecture using the Cornell 
Method. Compare your note-taking with the answers located in this lesson's "Study 
Resources." 

Annotation 

The Cornell method uses a modified form of annotation. More than just writing text, the three-
part annotation process involves summarizing, evaluating, and reflecting on information as you 
write it down. Annotation works best when you are reading the course textbook. The following 
chart illustrates the components of annotation: 

What is an annotated bibliography? Your instructor may require an  
annotated summary of the articles, books, and other resources you will use for 
your paper or presentation. Use this annotation method for such assignments. 

Writing Strategy Examples 

Summarize  What is this lecture’s main point? 
 What key concepts, themes, or topics does this lecture cover? 

Evaluate  Does this topic lend itself to a larger issue or vice versa?  
 Are there other examples to compare or contrast the lecture topic to? 

Reflect  Why is this topic useful for me? 
 Why would the instructor discuss this topic? 

Researchers (Nist & Simpson, 1988; Strode, 1991) have concluded that for annotation to 
effectively enhance comprehension, students must write notes in their own words. Since 
students write annotations in their own words, if they find they cannot rephrase the material, 
they realize they do not fully comprehend the information (Pardini et al., 2005, p. 3). 

The SQ3R Method 

The SQ3R method emphasizes reading with purpose as a significant component of studying 
and note taking. Useful for reading textbooks and scholarly or peer-reviewed course readings, 
SQ3R also works for reviewing audio recordings. SQ3R stands for survey, question, read, 
recite, and review. The following chart reviews these components and provides an example for 
each (Van Blerkom, 2005, p. 173): 

Step Definition Example 

Survey Scan the organization of a 
chapter or article. 

 Notice if the chapter or section has a brief introduction 
or summary. 

 Determine if the chapter is broken down into 
subheadings that highlight the important factors, 
criteria, or main ideas covered. 

 Scan to see if a summary links together the main ideas 
into a cohesive whole so that you can clearly determine 
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how they relate to one another. 

Question Examine the headings and 
subheadings, and turn them 

into questions.  

This helps you to focus and translate the information into a 
concept that can take shape in your mind rather than just 
trying to memorize words. 

Read Carefully read passages that 
will answer the question(s) 

you developed.  

 Evaluate and critically think about the ideas you are 
developing in relationship to the concepts covered in 
the material. 

 Extract information pertinent to your question, and give 
only a cursory glance at information that does not 
explicitly pertain to your questions. 

Recite Using your own words, 
reformulate the answer 

provided in the materials.  

 Recall the main idea.  
 Use key words or phrases to summarize the main idea 

and its components that support your summary. 

Review Two ways to review: 
Immediate review: 

Review notes shortly after the 
fact. For example, if you 

completed your notes on a 
Monday, review your notes on 

Thursday to cognitively gel 
the concepts.  

Delayed review: 
Review notes a few weeks 

after you initially wrote them 
to refresh your memory of the 

material. 

 Review the information using tools such as flashcards, 
oral recitation, graphing, and diagramming. 

Although initially more time-consuming than reading, SQ3R benefits students by helping them 
actively engage as they study longer passages of reading. Students gather background 
information over the entire reading and continually question and assess what they are reading. 
SQ3R also has the advantage of expanding your critical thinking skills, which in turn may 
strengthen your writing ability. Unlike the Cornell method, SQ3R does not require the use of any 
additional materials to implement its strategy.  

There are 
several 
online note 
taking tools. 
Some are 
free, and 
others some 
require a 
subscription. 

Webnote™ http://www.aypwip.org/webnote/ 

Stickies™ http://www.zhornsoftware.co.uk/stickies/ 

Ubernote™ http://www.ubernote.com/webnote/pages/default.aspx 

WebNotes 
Academic™ 

http://www.webnotes.net/Solutions/Academic/ 

NoteMesh™ http://www.notemesh.com/?a=home 

NoteCentric™ http://www.notecentric.com/ 

Evernote™ http://www.evernote.com/ 
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Outlining 

When using the outlining method, you rely heavily on the structure of indentation to organize 
and make sense of your notes. To begin with, you indent the most general information the least 
(i.e., place this text furthest to the left-hand side of the page). As your facts become more 
specific, you indent them further to the right. Thus, the structure of indenting connects the 
relationships among the various facts. You do not have to use bullet points, numbers, or letters, 
but you can use them if you find them helpful (Cal Poly Student Academic Services, 2010).  

Have you forgotten the four main components of effective outlines? 
Purdue University’s Online Writing Lab provides a brief recap of these 
components at http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/544/01/. 

This system provides excellent organization and structure if you use it properly; however, if you 
do not use it properly, outlining may not capture sequencing or relationships between concepts 
or themes. The outlining method works particularly well when you have significant time during 
the lecture to think about organizing information. Outlining does rely on strong note-taking skills 
or even shorthand skills. The following chart provides a quick refresher on note-taking 
shorthand: 

Acronym Use for 

Cd Could 

Wd Would 

w/ With 

Ppl People 

# Number 

= Equals, is, or same as 

The Importance of Note Taking 

Effective note taking is a highly complex skill that draws on listening, discriminating, and 
transcribing skills (”Improving Independent Note-Taking Skills,” 2001, p. 16). The art of effective 
note taking centers on the ability to write complete, understandable notes in a relatively short 
time. Thus, writing speed, cognitive transaction, and auditory functioning all impact note taking. 
The online student may have an advantage in performing this cognitive action since he or she 
usually has the ability to pause podcasts, vodcasts, or audio presentation software. 

Have you traded your pen and notepad for your mobile phone?  
These five free Android applications from Butterscotch.com allow you 
to take notes and access them wherever you have an Internet connection: 
http://www.butterscotch.com/show/Five-Free-Note-Taking-Applications-For-Android. 
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Active 
listening 

Notetaking 

Active 
reading 

Organization
of notes 

Increased 
information 
recall 

Note taking is an important strategy for studying because it helps you organize the main points 
of a set of materials and assemble further questions about the materials. Note taking requires 
you to put concepts into your own words, which makes them easier to recall after a longer 
period of time. It also enables you to connect the relationships among different ideas. In these 
ways, note taking can help you accomplish your goals for the course, the term, and your 
academic career. Instead of pouring over all of the materials covered in a particular course, you 
can review your notes at various points during the semester.  

Additionally, since note taking provides you with an accurate, condensed record of information, 
you can recall and rehearse what you have learned. This is important because, without 
rehearsal, students can forget 50% of the information from a lecture within 24 hours, 80% within 
2 weeks, and 95% within a month (Learning and Forgetting, n.d.). 
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Glossary 

Active listening: Communication method requiring one to listen to understand, interpret, and 
evaluate what one hears. 

Active reading: Actively engaging in reading materials to the extent that you ignore external 
distractions, extract important bits of information, condense the important pieces of information, 
and organize your notes. 

Annotation: Three-step process of note taking in which one summarizes, evaluates, and 
reflects on information. 

Cornell method: An organizing and note-taking system that requires the division of a piece of 
notepaper into to a main note area, a recall column, and a summary area. 

Delayed review: Reviewing your notes several weeks to a month after you initially composed 
the notes. 

Immediate review: Reviewing your notes relatively soon after you have completed your notes 
(within a week). 

Note taking: Requires you to highlight reading materials, note the main points, and zone in on 
the material that is crucial to you grasping the concept. 

Outlining method: A method of note taking that relies heavily on the structure of indentation to 
organize notes. 

Podcasts: Audio digital media files that one downloads through Web syndication. 
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Recall column: A 2 ½-inch column on the left-hand side of a sheet of notepaper that provides 
an area in which you jot down condensed pieces of information, such as key words or phrases, 
to aid in recall of information. 

SQ3R: A studying and note-taking method that focuses on an individual’s purpose while he or 
she is reading. SQ3R is an acronym for survey, question, read, recite, and review. 

Vodcasts (video podcasts): Audio and video digital media files that one downloads through 
Web syndication. 
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