
The Cornell Note Taking Method 
Taking effective notes is an essential part of the academic experience.  

Effective notes:  
• help students organize and process data and information  
• help students remember what is said in class  
• can help students complete assignments and prepare for assessments when outside of class  

The Cornell Notetaking System, developed in 1949 at Cornell University, stimulates critical thinking skills and 
helps students recall by getting them to process their notes 3 times ... writing is a great tool for learning.  

HOW TO TAKE CORNELL NOTES  

1. Read your text. 
2. In the large right hand column of your Cornell note paper, take notes like you normally would using any 

style of note-taking you wish ... outline format, narrative format, symbols, short hand, etc..  
3. In the left hand column, create questions about your notes. These questions should elicit critical thinking 

skills and should reflect: 
a. main ideas 
b. topics/information you don’t understand or want to discuss further 
c. anything relevant to a test or paper/essay you’re writing 
d. gaps in your notes (see example #1) 

4. In addition to questions, key terms, key people and/or events, academic or content vocabulary can also be 
included in the left-hand column (see example #2). 

5. You can also tap into your creativity and add color and illustrations  
6. When finished with each page, write a 2-3 sentence summary of your notes at the bottom of the page.  

  



EXAMPLE #1  



EXAMPLE #2 

 



EXAMPLE #3 

  



TIPS FOR TAKING TEXTBOOK NOTES  

Think about the Reading 

• consider how the parts relate to the whole; how the text relates to previous ideas  
• create questions about new words/terms and/or why emphasized points are important  
• examine what you have learned from visuals in the text  
• look for the patterns in elements like chapter/subsection headings, summary points, graphics  

Textbook Note Taking 

• include headings, key terms and graphics  
• take down only the important ideas ... be brief, but clear  
• summarize all information in your own words  
• use symbols to highlight important for review  
• use textbook review questions to develop study questions  

Reviewing Textbook Notes 

• highlight main ideas  
• fill in details for better understanding  
• identify unclear information and/or questions  
• delete unnecessary information  
• review note organization; add symbols or rewrite  
• write a summary  

Studying with Textbook Notes 

• cover the right side of your notes and review and answer study questions from the left using the right side 
as an answer key  

• quiz yourself out loud  
• cover the right side with blank paper ... write out answers to the left column study questions  
• write summaries of the most important material in the summary/reflection section  
• write a quiz for others using notes; exchange and correct  
• write anticipated test questions beyond those already in the left-hand column and write answers  
• look over notes frequently to keep information and questions still unanswered fresh in mind  
• recite information from notes  
• use notes in study groups to provide a common ground of material for reference and review  
• rewrite notes if necessary  

  



TIPS FOR TAKING NOTES DURING LECTURES 

Record notes in right column 

1. Record note, skipping lines to separate information logically. 
2. Do NOT force and outlining system, but use obvious numbering. 
3. Strive to get main ideas down. 
4. Use abbreviations if you will remember them. 
5. Use graphics and drawings when they are helpful. 

Refine notes  

1. Write questions in the left about information on the right 
2. Check or correct incomplete items:  

a. Dates 
b. Terms 
c. Names 
d. Notes that are too brief for recall later  

3. Read notes and underline or highlight key words or phrases. 
4. Write reflective paragraphs about the notes. 
5. If possible, compare notes with classmates. 

Studying with Lecture Notes 

Recite notes three ways:   

1. Cover up right side of page  
a. Read questions  
b. Recite information as generally as possible  
c. Uncover sheet and verify information  

2. Reflect on organization of all letters  
a. Overlap notes and read recall cues  
b. Study the progression of information  
c. Relationships, connections, inferences, opinions, experiences  

3. Review by reciting, reflecting, and reading insights 

Reflection: Cornell Note Taking Method is an excellent tool for class lectures and textbook reading. To use this 
method, one should have two columns on a sheet of paper, with a third column at the bottom. This document is an 
example of a Cornell Note.  

The steps to using Cornell notes are Record, Refine, Recite, Reflect, and Review. The key to great note taking is 
to use the notes. Unfortunately, some students take great notes, but they never recite, reflect, or review them. These 
steps are arguably the most important part of the process. 


