THE STUDENT’S TOOLBOX

NOTE-MAKING SKILLS


I.3.2 
BOILING THINGS DOWN
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AIM:   To learn techniques to help you summarise the key points of a text or talk

Notes as summaries
A textbook that only contained dry facts would be very hard to read.  And a talk that was just a series of points would be very dull to listen to.  Good textbooks and talks contain examples, comparisons, comments, anecdotes and even jokes.  These all help you understand better what you are studying.  

BUT you do not need to include all these extras in your notes.  

Your job as a note-maker is to identify the most important information and cut out the rest, leaving you with a summary of the main points.   

Here are two techniques you can use to help you summarise information.

Trash or treasure
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Researching a project topic or answering a question is like hunting for treasure.  You have to find where the treasure is hidden and then dig it out.  As you search for the site of the buried treasure, you must not be misled by false clues.  Once you find the spot, you must clear away the rocks and rubbish so that you can get down to the treasure.  
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This technique uses your skimming, scanning and active reading skills to identify the information in a text that is going to help you answer your question or write your project.  

· First, identify the question or questions you want to find answers to.   (Use the six serving men if you have not been given a question).

· Write down or underline the key words you need to look for.

· Skim through the text to get an idea of what it contains.  

· Focus on sections that look promising and scan for the key words.  

· When you have identified a useful paragraph, take a coloured pen or pencil and cross out all the words in the paragraph that are not essential to the meaning or do not help you answer your question.  These are the ‘trash’ words.  Only do this on a photocopy of the original sheet unless you are absolutely sure you have permission to annotate a book or article.  If you cannot use a photocopy, copy the treasure words onto a separate sheet of paper as you read.  
· Make notes using the ‘treasure’ words you have saved. 
Incredible shrinking post-it notes

Buy or make yourself a set of post-it notes or cards in three different sizes.  Read through or listen to the information without making any notes.  As you are reading and listening, keep thinking about what bits of the text or talk could be particularly important.  
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Now put down the main points that you can remember on the largest size post-it note or card.  If possible, read through the text again or ask the person to repeat the information, so you can check that you have not forgotten anything really important.  Use telegraphese and abbreviations to help you write more briefly.

Put the text aside and, just looking at your post-it note or card, select the most important points to transfer to the medium-sized note or card.  No cheating!  You must keep your writing the same size.  
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The final challenge is to think very carefully about the points you are going to transfer to the smallest card.  These will be the really important bits of information that summarise the main ideas of the text or talk.  

When you have got the key points onto the smallest post-it note, you can stick it onto the edge of the page of your book or printed sheet.  If you own the book or sheet, you can transfer the notes from the post-it note into the margin of the book or sheet.  Notes on talks will need to be transferred to a sheet of paper for your files. 

Avoiding plagiarism
Using techniques like this will help you avoid the great academic sin of plagiarism.  This means using someone else’s words and passing them off as your own.  

Plagiarism is not just immoral; it is also illegal.  Students who submit work that is not their own to an exam board can be disqualified for cheating.  Writers who publish material that is not their own can be taken to court and fined.  Plagiarism is a form of theft – it is taking someone else’s intellectual property and treating it as if it were your own.

Using other people’s words instead of your own also damages you as a student. You have not really mastered a topic until you can talk or write about it in your own words.  And if you hand in work copied from someone else (even the encyclopaedia), your teacher cannot see where you need help.

You can use other people’s words if you put them in “quote marks” and say where you found them.  This is called ‘citing your source’ or ‘giving the reference’.    
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�  Based on Barbara Jansen’s method of Trash-N-Treasure Note-Taking, originally published in the February 1996 issue of School Library Media Activities Monthly, retrieved from � HYPERLINK "http://lsit.coe.ecu.edu/project/treasure.htm" ��http://lsit.coe.ecu.edu/project/treasure.htm�


� Based on Gary Hopkins, Incredible Shrinking Notes lesson planning article, published 2003 by �Education World® at � HYPERLINK "http://www.education-world.com/a_lesson/03/lp322-02.shtml" ��http://www.education-world.com/a_lesson/03/lp322-02.shtml�
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