Notes from Note Taking Workshop – 2/2/09

     A recent article in American Teacher argued that “taking good notes is a habit that must be learned” (American Teacher 4).  Participants in the Note Taking Workshop, which was led by Ms. Pace and Mr. Moore, began and ended with a discussion of the importance of the note taking skill, how it can be taught explicitly, and how students can be held accountable for developing this skill.  

     Each teacher had an important task:  to develop a lesson plan that he or she and departmental colleagues could implement to teach students a facet of the note taking skill.  Educators’ plans elegantly helped students develop listening and organizational skills while exciting them with content-area knowledge.  

     The teachers present agreed that note taking skills should be taught explicitly at LaGuardia Arts High School.  A first step is making clear to kids how important note taking skills are.  One music teacher gives students an article from American Educator that highlights the significance of taking notes well.  The opinion was voiced that students must be aware that the development of their study skills does not end in middle school.  

     How should students take notes?  One science instructor gives students a packet and asks them to fill in preexisting charts.  Another only writes key words on the board to encourage active note taking.  He also has students take notes on the textbook and present this information to the class using the notes alone.  Some teachers require students to label their notes and include a table of contents.  There was agreement among all that notes should be well organized.

     How should students be held accountable for their note taking?  Allowing students to use notes on certain tests or essays will encourage kids to take better notes.  Assessing students’ understanding of material that does not appear in any class text but is conveyed in class is also helpful.  Several teachers mentioned that they check notebooks and give students class credit for taking good notes.  Sharing notes with peers for projects or evaluations can increase accountability to peers and serve as another motivator.  Finally, asking successful students to speak about the importance of note taking can encourage others.   
     In what subjects and at what levels should note taking be taught?  A concern was voiced that the teaching of skills should not solely be the responsibility of the ninth grade teachers.  This reinforced what was said earlier in a Math Department meeting that teaching note taking skills in multiple grades could help to reinforce the skills.  One teacher felt that there should be benchmarks set for the development of note taking skills in different grades and subjects.  Educators also liked the idea of teach note taking in several different subject areas.  
