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Optimizing Student Note-taking 
 

Mueller and Oppenheimer (2014) is a well-cited study that tested recall and performance for groups of 
students that took notes by hand or on a computer. Even though the results are often stated as “taking 
notes by hand is better” let’s look at why.  

 
The study was able to find that students that took notes by hand were:  

• More likely to summarize what they were learning, which engages critical thinking skills. 

• Less likely to take verbatim notes, demonstrating understanding of significant concepts. 

• Less likely to be distracted from internet browsing/being off-task.  
o Which may also decrease distraction of peers (Sana, Weston, & Cepada, 2013)  

 
Many students come to college without sufficient note-taking skills and could benefit from a review of 
self-regulating note-taking strategies, whether using an electronic device or written longhand (Dembo & 
Seli, 2016). Even though current college students are mainly Generation Z/iGeneration and considered 
self-educators, they, as well as nontraditional students, transfers, veterans and first-generation 
students, may need assistance to learn proper note-taking skills. 
 
Take a few minutes at the beginning of the semester to review the tips below: 

• Remind students to complete all pre-class readings and activities 
o Ensure students do this is by integrating active learning or flipping your class.  

▪ For more information in how to integrate active learning strategies into your 
classroom, contact CET. 

• When taking notes, keep them organized in one format and in one place 
o Note-taking applications: Evernote, Microsoft OneNote, Paper (for iPad) 
o Electronic storage suggestions: Folders, Google Drive, Drop Box 
o Note-taking methods: Outlining, Cornell Method, K-W-L Chart 

• Highlight the importance of summarizing and paraphrasing and not writing out verbatim what 
you say. Faculty may need to scaffold at the beginning of the semester and help students learn 
how to reflect on the most important and least important parts of a lecture.  

o For assistance with effective lecture and slide design, please contact CET. 

• Ensure that all notes have dates at the top of the page to remain organized. Additionally, 
identify a portion of each page to leave blank for comments, clarification and thoughts later on.  

• If using a laptop, make sure to stay focused and on-task, avoiding multi-tasking  
o Review KCLC “How to Effectively Use Technology” Handout 

• After class, spend 5-10 minutes reviewing your notes to make sure they are organized and 
coherent. If issues arise, have them contact you or TA’s for assistance and questions 

 
Please refer to the “Note-taking Strategies for Students” Handout found in the USC Kortschak Center for 
Learning and Creativity Tools and Resources page to support further discussion of note-taking principles with 
students (see below for reference). 

 

https://kortschakcenter.usc.edu/tools-resources/


 
 

 
 
 

 


