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Welcome

Introduction
This workshop is designed to help you develop your skills of notemaking. It will guide you through 
a process of making notes from something you are reading. In order to participate in the workshop 
you will need to have the item for reading (which we shall refer to as 'your text') and be clear 
about why you want to make notes from it.

The workshop will suggest strategies for the various purposes you might have for making notes 
and provide practice in the use of these strategies. You can click on to the headings in the box to 
the left  to follow your own path through the workshop.

 

You may find it helpful to refer to the Web resource  Getting the most from your academic reading.

 
 

 

http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/Resources/workshop-notemaking/Notemaking%20from%20reading/Introduction.htm2/06/2006 1:28:35 PM

http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/learningconnection/student/learningAdvisors/reading.asp


main

Forming an overview
If your purpose is to note the main point of the text, the notes you make may be as brief as one sentence. In relation to your text as a whole, 
write down your answer to the question 'What message is the author trying to get across?' 

Rewording the title 
Rewording or expanding on a very brief title may help you focus on the main idea of your text.

If your text has headings 
Use the headings and sub-headings to help you identify key points and sort out the sequence of ideas in your text. 
 
Look at the first heading. What point is the author making about this? Write down the answer to this question.

If you turn headings into questions and then find the answer to each question, that will help you note the main ideas of your text. 
 
Pay attention to any words that the author has emphasised by printing them in bold, in colour or in italics or by distinguishing them in some 
other way.

 
If your text has no headings 
Skim read, particularly the first sentence of each paragraph, to identify the various sections of your text Locate cues such as The major 
cause..., Another important factor..., One result..., to help you identify key sections. Insert your own headings and sub-headings into your text 
and use these as a basic outline of the main ideas.

 

 

http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/Resources/workshop-note...20purpose%20for%20notemaking/Forming%20an%20overview.htm2/06/2006 1:28:36 PM



specific

 

Finding specific information
Exactly what is it that you want to find out? If you haven't already done so, formulate a question to help you clarify your ideas and focus your search. 
If your text is a book, look in the Index and Contents to help locate the information you want. Read headings and sub-headings and skim your text to 
find the relevant section, being aware of words in italics, colour and bold print.

 
Once you have located the information you need, note only that. If you are clear about just what you need to know, do not bother to note anything 
extra. Be sure to note the source of this information.

 

 

http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/Resources/workshop-notema...se%20for%20notemaking/Finding%20specific%20information.htm2/06/2006 1:28:36 PM



background

 

Gaining background information
If your purpose in noting from your text is to gain background information on a particular topic, you 
may find it helpful to ask some of the 'w' questions (what? who? when? how? where? why?) in 
relation to the topic. Find the answers to these questions in your text and make a note of them.

 
You may find it useful to use the structure of your text to help you sort out the ideas it contains. 
Note as much detail as is appropriate for your purpose and use whatever form of notes will be 
most meaningful and helpful for you.

 

http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/Resources/workshop-notem...20for%20notemaking/Gaining%20background%20information.htm2/06/2006 1:28:36 PM



gathering

Gathering information for an assignment
If your purpose in noting from your text is to gather information for an assignment or a 
presentation, it is important that the notes you make reflect the structure of the text you will 
produce rather than the one you are noting from. That is, as you take notes, start to fit them into 
the likely structure of your assignment. (See the sections on planning in the Guide to writing 
essays).

 
Use the headings or questions from the plan of your assignment to focus and structure your 
notes, being very clear exactly what it is you need to find out. What section(s) of your text contains 
information that is relevant to the various sections of your assignment?

 
You may find it helps to allocate a separate page to each heading or question from your 
assignment plan. Note information on each page that is relevant to its heading, making sure that 
you identify the author, date & page number for each note. (Record full bibliographic details 
elsewhere in a reference list.)

 
Take care to distinguish between your summary or rewording of the ideas from your text and 
passages that you quote directly. Using quotation marks for exact  quotes may help make this 
distinction clear. 

 

 

http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/Resources/workshop-notem...aking/Gathering%20information%20for%20an%20assignment.htm2/06/2006 1:28:37 PM

http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/Resources/workshop-notemaking/Notemaking%20from%20reading/Your%20purpose%20for%20notemaking/..\..\..\..\essaywriting/
http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/Resources/workshop-notemaking/Notemaking%20from%20reading/Your%20purpose%20for%20notemaking/..\..\..\..\essaywriting/
http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/Resources/workshop-notemaking/Notemaking%20from%20reading/Your%20purpose%20for%20notemaking/..\..\Notemaking%20from%20reading/Bibliographic%20details.htm


exam

Preparing for an exam
If your purpose in making notes is to prepare for an exam, it will be helpful to do the following: 

•       check the topics required for the exam from your detailed course outline or lecture notes 

•       check the depth of detail required from these sources and from the examples of previous 
exam papers 

•       identify the information you already have on a particular topic

•       locate the required information your text that you wish to add to what you already have

•       collect all the information you have on a particular topic from your various sources 
(lectures, textbooks, readings,...)

•       summarise the required information for each topic in a form which is meaningful to you 
and which you can easily learn from

 

http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/Resources/workshop-note...rpose%20for%20notemaking/Preparing%20for%20an%20exam.htm2/06/2006 1:28:37 PM

http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/Resources/workshop-notemaking/Notemaking%20from%20reading/Your%20purpose%20for%20notemaking/..\Constructing%20notes/Forms%20of%20notes.htm


purpose

Your purpose for notemaking
How you make your notes will depend both on the structure of the text you are noting from and 
your purpose for noting. Choose from the following purposes for the notes you want to make: 

•       forming an overview of the main ideas in your text

•       finding specific information or the answer to a particular question

•       gaining background information on a certain topic

•       gathering information for an assignment or other task: a presentation, essay, report

•       preparing for an exam

Whatever your purpose, it is a good idea to record the bibliographic details of the text you are 
reading.

 

 

 

http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/Resources/workshop-note...se%20for%20notemaking/Deciding%20on%20your%20purpose.htm2/06/2006 1:28:37 PM

http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/Resources/workshop-notemaking/Notemaking%20from%20reading/Your%20purpose%20for%20notemaking/..\Bibliographic%20details.htm


understanding

Gaining a better understanding of some topic
If your purpose is to understand something better or to clear away some confusion around a topic, a good 
starting point is to specify for yourself just what you do know or are clear about. Then identify what you need 
to find out. Formulate specific questions that will help you do this, for example 'What does ... mean?', 'What 
are the steps involved in...?', 'How does ... relate to ...?'

 
Skim your text to find the answers to your question, being guided by heading, italics and bolded words, and 
paragraph beginnings. Note the answers to your questions, using first the exact wording of the text and then 
re-phrasing the ideas in your own words. Use whatever form of notes suits the topic and your understanding 
of it.

 
If you are still uncertain you could try another, perhaps simpler, text on the same topic and repeat the process

 

 

 

 

http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/Resources/workshop-note...ing%20a%20better%20understanding%20of%20some%20topic.htm2/06/2006 1:28:38 PM

http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/Resources/workshop-notemaking/Notemaking%20from%20reading/Your%20purpose%20for%20notemaking/..\Constructing%20notes/Forms%20of%20notes.htm


bibliographic

Bibliographic details
Record the bibliographic details of your text: 

•       for a book that will be the author(s), date of publication, title, publisher, place of publication

•       for a journal article include author(s), title of the article, title of the journal, volume, number 
and page numbers of the article

•       for a text you have downloaded from the Internet include author(s) (if identified) and title, the 

URL and the date you downloaded it

You may find using a proforma, either electronically or in hard copy, a useful way of keeping track 
of the bibliographic information as well as the key ideas in your text.

If your text is a source other than a book or journal, check the information given in Referencing 
using the Harvard system.

 

 

 

http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/Resources/workshop-notemaking/Notemaking%20from%20reading/Bibliographic%20details.htm2/06/2006 1:28:38 PM

http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/Resources/workshop-notemaking/Notemaking%20from%20reading/..\Notemaking%20from%20reading/proforma.doc
http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/learningconnection/student/learningAdvisors/documents/harvard-referencing.pdf
http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/learningconnection/student/learningAdvisors/documents/harvard-referencing.pdf


quote

When to quote directly
Your academic writing will be more successful if you mostly use your own words to paraphrase 
and summarise the ideas of others or if you incorporate brief quotations into your sentences. What 
you write is your views, supported by information from other sources.

 
It is useful to use direct quotations when: 

•       an author has made a particularly powerful or significant statement

•       you think the meaning would be distorted by paraphrasing

•       you consider it important to use the exact words from your text
 
However, you must be careful how you use quotations. If you write an assignment by 'stitching 
together' direct quotes from different sources, you might show that you have gathered a range of 
ideas relevant to your assignment. You will not show what you have understood about those 
ideas and the thinking your have done about them. Your writing  will lack your distinctive 'voice' 
and become a collection of other voices.

When you paraphrase, you use the ideas from the text you are reading but put those ideas into 
your own words. In paraphrasing or summarising, you will of course incorporate key content 
words from the text into what you write.

 

 

 

http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/Resources/workshop-note...making%20from%20reading/When%20to%20quote%20directly.htm2/06/2006 1:28:39 PM



forms

Forms of notes
You can structure your notes in many possible ways. Particular note forms suit different tasks and 
purposes. Through experimenting you will work out systems that you find  useful. Some 
possibilities include: 

•       linear written notes

•       matrix or table

•       pictorial representation

•       tree diagram

•       flow chart

•       mind map

•       time line

•       key words or glossary

•       marking the text

Whichever of these you choose for your text, you might also like to incorporate colour, symbols 
and abbreviations to make your notes clearer and more memorable.

 

http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/Resources/workshop-notem...rom%20reading/Constructing%20notes/Forms%20of%20notes.htm2/06/2006 1:28:39 PM



linear

Linear written notes
This is probably the most common form of notes made by students. Notes of this kind set out  the 
ideas you wish to include in written language and in sequence.  You may  use headings, sub-
headings and main ideas in a format that follows the text being read or the text you will construct:

 

Title 
Heading 
Main point(s) 
 
Sub-heading 
Main point(s) 
 
Sub-heading 
Main point(s) 
 
or you may have a series of dot points: 

●     first idea
●     next idea 

•       next idea
 

Make notes from your text using one of the above formats.

 

http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/Resources/workshop-notema...otemaking%20from%20reading/Constructing%20notes/Linear.htm2/06/2006 1:28:40 PM



matrix

Matrix or table
A matrix or table can be used to summarise relationships or links between ideas. It can be used to 
show characteristics of different items or groups; relations such as cause and effect; examples of 
general principles. 

Plot the relationships between ideas in your text by summarising them into a table such as the 
following:

 
Group1 Group 2 Group 3
1st characteristic or example   
2nd characteristic or example   

 

http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/Resources/workshop-notema...otemaking%20from%20reading/Constructing%20notes/Matrix.htm2/06/2006 1:28:40 PM



pictorial

Pictorial representation
A pictorial representation may be an effective way of making notes. This is fairly obvious for material which describes, say aspects of the 
human body or some principle of design. However you may also find it helpful to represent other kinds of texts in pictorial form to summarise 
key ideas and the relationships between them. You may choose some visual metaphor for the ideas or use boxes and arrows to show 
relationships. 

Represent the ideas in your text in some pictorial form, such as the following: 

 

                                  one outcome  

a certain cause another outcome

                                  another outcome  

 

http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/Resources/workshop-notema...making%20from%20reading/Constructing%20notes/Pictorial.htm2/06/2006 1:28:40 PM
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