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How to use the Two-Column Note Making Method 
In one (larger) column take your notes; in the other column keep a kind of commentary or dialogue about your notes and the class or “make notes” 

(see example on next page). 
 
Column Two, “Make notes” 

• Pose questions to yourself 
• Note down instructor’s clues about exams 
• When you think of connections to readings, note them in this column 
• Label the content of the lecture with terms like “example” “theory” “proof”, etc. and list key terms. Develop your own code or abbreviations 

(e.g. R=Race; RX=Therapy; Ph=Photosynthesis), 
• Make connections across pieces of the lecture by drawing arrows, indent, underline, box, circle, and use symbols to give you 

clues so later you can determine what is important and how information is linked together. 
 

All of these things will make making notes and using them later more effective. 
 
In class, pay attention not just to WHAT your instructors say, but HOW they say it and what they DO. 

• What concepts, terms, etc. do they use repeatedly? 
• How do they set up, analyze and solve the problems/questions they are posing? 
• Note patterns in the ways they lecture, what they talk about, etc. 

o For instance, in a math course, does your professor start by offering an abbreviated proof of a theorem, provide some motivation 
for types of problems, solve a basic or template version of the problem, discuss variations and then link to a new concept over the 
course of the hour, or do they follow some similar sequence with each new topic? 

o In a social science course, does your professor first make an assertion or claim, then provide evidence, then offer a counter- 
argument, and then draw some conclusion? 

o If you notice these or other patterns, you can use that knowledge not only to organize your notes on the page, but to direct and 
focus your attention and anticipate what will be important to attend to in each section of the lecture. Knowing this also helps you 
focus on what’s most important within each section or segment of the lecture. 

 
If this is too much to do during class, some of these things can be done after lecture when you re-visit your notes. 

 
Lastly, just writing down what your instructor puts on the board is not likely to be enough. You need to supplement that with what the instructor 
says, and YOUR OWN THOUGHTS. As you take notes, think ahead to the next steps in the process, the ways you will add to them and use them to 
study. 
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Two-Column Note-making Method 

Take notes 
 

Make notes 
 

• Take notes on lecture in a way that works for you— 
how you write things down is less important than 
what you are doing mentally 
o Make diagrams, use outline, use Q&A format 

 
• Ask yourself, “Will these notes make sense/be useful 

when I study from them?” 
o If not, ADD to them or ORGANIZE them so they 

will make sense to YOU in the future 
 

• Seek to understand, not merely copy 
• Prioritize information 
• Leave plenty of empty space between notes—add 

reading notes into spaces 
• Use labels, abbreviations, boxes, underlines, arrows, 

symbols, etc. 

• Provide context 
• Fill in omitted info 
• Make connections 
• Articulate insights 
• Elaborate 
• Create own examples 
• Identify gaps in 

knowledge 
• Sum up to make legible 
• Write brief summary 
• Use as study tool 

o Pose questions 
o Key terms 
o Test yourself 
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