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APWH: Modern Note Taking 
Why do we take notes and not just read the information? 

 Note taking develops an outline of information for you to review later and helps to better retain the information 
that you are looking at.  Notes can be read again later, summarized even more for retention, or used to quiz 
yourself over material in preparation for a test. 

 Research has shown that information taken down in notes has a 34% chance of being remembered while 
information not in notes has only a 5% chance of being remembered (Howe, 1970, in Longman and 
Atkinson,1999).  These percentages further increase to about 80% chance of remembering the information if it 
is reviewed regularly (Ebbinghaus curve ,1985). 

 Additional research has shown (1/9/2013 – Association for Psychological Science) that highlighting is NOT 
effective studying or note taking (and might even be harmful). 

 Further research has shown that people who type simply take notes verbatim and do not process what they are 
hearing.  Hand written notes usually allow the writer to internalize information and then paraphrase it in their 
own words.  (Mueller and Oppenheimer, 2016). 

 Interacting with the text over a series of sessions is more important in information intensive subjects.  This is not 
easy.  This is difficult in the beginning, but the more you do it, the easier it eventually becomes. 

 
What are we doing when we take notes? 

 Condensing information down to manageable chunks and relating it to other information that we’ve already 
learned. 

 This allows you to review the material before you take the quiz or the unit exam.  Remember, in history and 
other information rich subjects, we’re working on figuring out how to internalize information and chunk into 
manageable sections. 

 Here are some videos which can take you through the note-taking process if you need additional help. 
http://www.lifehack.org/articles/productivity/advice-for-students-taking-notes-that-work.html  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QEqkeAfbJh4  

 
Note-taking Expectations 

 Look at the syllabus each night.  Look at THE NEXT DAY’s reading to get your homework for the night.  It should 
be labeled HWD (Example: If it is August 1st, I would look at August 2nd HWD to see what my homework is for 
the night).  This is background reading that will get you ready for the next day’s lesson.  If you do not do the 
reading, then you will not get the necessary information and skills out of the next day’s lesson. 

 Take notes over the assigned reading material using ONE of the formats below.  All notes MUST BE COMPLETED 
IN YOUR OWN HANDWRITING!  You may choose whatever style of note-taking that you wish. Some styles will 
be better for how you learn, and some are better than others for specific reading assignments. 

 I collect one set of homework on FRIDAYS.  This will be randomly selected so you won’t know ahead of time 
which one I will choose.  Therefore, completing all of your homework is essential.  Knowing the content material 
is essential to being able to master the other skills of this course.  

 
General Note-Taking procedure: 
Step 1: Heading 

 Reading Assignment (date, page #s, topic you are reading about, etc.) 
 AP Key Concept/Learning Objective (see your syllabus) 
 Geographic area that this reading deals with (specific location, but then also College Board location = ex. China, 

East Asia or India, South Asia) 
 
Step #2: Purpose 
You will find this on the syllabus.  Write the purpose directly as it is in the homework.  This is what you are looking for as 
you read.  What is the information that fulfills this key idea? 
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Step #3:  Note-Taking 
Condense the information into notes that are roughly 1/4 the 
length of the reading assignment; Example 10,000 words go to 
2,500 or 10 pages of reading goes to 2 pages of notes.)  Use the 
following guide to taking notes.  For example, if you have a 10 
page reading assignment, one page of notes on one side of 
notebook paper is NOT going to be sufficient.  One quarter of a 
ten page reading assignment would be about 2 pages (front and 
back of notes) at minimum plus the summary which would be 
about a paragraph.  
 
Taken from: 
http://hackmystudy.com/how_to_take_notes_from_textbooks.html 
 
Pick ONE of the following note-taking methods to summarize the information you are reading.  What you choose might 
be because of what works best for you or different assignments might lend themselves to a specific style of notetaking.  
Some students like to switch options so that they don’t get bored.  It’s up to you! 
 
Pro Tip: Learn to chunk the information.  DO NOT read the entire assignment and then go back and take notes.  Read one 
section or a couple of paragraphs.  Stop, write down your notes, and then continue on until the next stopping point.  The 
same applies to videos.  Stop every 1 – 2 minutes to digest what you’ve just watched/heard.  Write down your notes and 
then continue with the video. 
   

 Option #1: Cornell Notes 
You divide your paper into two columns.  The right side should be larger than the left.  On the right side you take 
notes.  On the left side, you write the general concepts, key ideas to remember, or questions to ask in class. 

o Variation: Post-it Note Taking: Buy a stockpile of small post-it notes.  As you read, make notes on the 
post-its and attach them to the side of your textbook.  After reading, remove the post-its.  Place them in 
order on the standard note paper.  Reread them and place conclusions, questions, etc. in the margins 
around the notes. 

 
 Option #2: SQ3R variation 

Turn each heading/subheading into a question or series of questions.  If it is a large section without headings, 
look at the topic sentence of paragraphs and turn those into questions.  Write the questions down and then 
answer the question with bullet-pointed information from the text.  Repeat the process, stopping at each 
heading, until you make it through the reading. 

o Variation: If there are guiding questions (at the beginning of a section, at the end of the section, or in 
the margins), write those questions down.  Then take notes to answer those questions. 

 
 Option #3: Outlining 

This can be traditional Roman numeral outlining OR simply writing down the heading and then putting down the 
important information indented under that.  Use or create headings to organize the information.  

 
 Option #4: Graphic Organizer Options 

o Comparison T-chart – Write one topic/civilization on one side and write a second topic/civilization on the 
other.  Take notes on each topic/civilization.  Then, write similarities/differences below the chart.  This works 
really well when you are comparing two specific time periods, civilizations, or geographic areas. 

o CCOT Chart – Create three columns.  Label one BEFORE, one PIVOT POINT, and the last one AFTER.  Establish 
a pivot point, usually an event, where things might have changed or remained the same.  Take notes on what 
happened during that pivot point.  Then, take notes on what it was like before the pivot point and what it 
was like after the pivot.  Write changes and continuities below the chart.  This works really well if you are 
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looking at broad time periods or eras.  Also works really well when there is a specific pivot point (like the 
Black Death) that you can establish. 

o AP Acronym - This option is based upon the key themes taught in APWH. This works best for single societies 
or empires. Create a 2 column chart with enough rows for each letter in the acronym.  Label each box in your 
left column with a letter from the acronym InSPECT. In each row, write information from the text in your own 
words about that subject.  This works especially well for readings dealing with a specific region, civilization, or 
idea.   
 In = Human Interaction with the Environment  

 Migrations, changes to the population; human effects on environment   
 S = Development of Social Systems 

 Social classes, gender relationships, gender roles, norms that control these; how classes influence 
political, economic, and cultural relationships 

 P = Development of Political Systems 
 How states form, expand, and decline; how governments maintain and keep power 

 E = Development of Economic Systems 
 How and what societies produce; trade/exchange networks; who/what/how goods are consumed 

 C = Development of Cultural Beliefs and Achievements 
 Ideas, beliefs, and religion; art, architecture, and literature; how these are affected and effect 

political, social, and economic systems 
 T = Development and Use of Technology 

 Technological innovations and their effects; why are things created; how do they increase 
efficiency, comfort, and security 
 

 Option #5: Visual Note Options 
o Concept Mapping/Mind Mapping: Put the central concept of the reading in the center and then draw lines 

outward for each of the major topics or headings discussed.  Then write specific information off of each 
bubble.   

o Sketch Notes: Create doodles as you go along which express the key ideas of the text.  This should be a 
combination of both words and phrases that help you understand what you are reading. 
 

 Option #6: Text Interaction 
o Note: This option is considered to be the least effective in retaining content information. 
o YOU print off the article or section of the textbook ON YOUR OWN TIME (and not at school).  You can choose 

to print 2 pages to 1 (usually in the print options screen). 
o Underline/highlight key portions of the text. An entire paragraph or sentence should not be 

underlined/highlighted.  Pick and choose what you are underlining.  I should easily be able to see that you are 
interacting with the text and not just randomly underlining material. 

o For every 1- 2 paragraphs, provide an annotation which summarizes key ideas, reacts to information, draws 
conclusions from the text, provides a relevant question to ask in class, and/or relates information to previous 
content discussed. These annotations should clearly indicate close reading of the text and understanding of 
the content. 

o  Note: The heading, purpose, and key ideas summary are also required for this option as well. 
 
Step #4: Key Ideas  

 Condense your notes to 1/8; Example 2,500 word notes goes to 250 word key idea paragraph.  This is true for 
every option on that you choose.  You can do this towards the end of the week as review or right after you take 
the notes.  Your key ideas should relate back to the purpose of the assignment.  What do you need to remember 
for this particular assignment?  How does this information fulfill the purpose of the assignment?  


