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Read to Make Structured Notes 

Preview 

  
Where you are This is the third in a series of seven (7) units that you will complete in this 

workshop: 
 

1. Create Your Study Plan 
2. Prepare for Lecture and Reading Assignments 
3. Read to Make Structured Notes (<< You are here) 
4. Review and Self-Test  
5. Develop Focus & Concentration 
6. Manage Motivation & Improve Self Talk 
7. Test-Taking Strategies 

 
Why this is 
important 

Making structured notes is both critical to your success as a student, and 
it’s new to most students. Here are some of the benefits: 
 
First, well-organized notes free you from your textbooks. After you’ve 
completed your structured notes, you’ll be done with your textbook 
(really!).   
 
Second, the act of creating your own set of structured notes helps make the 
information your own.  
 
Third, organized notes can be reviewed quickly and repeatedly – important 
since repetition is a key to memory – and help you to self-test effectively. 
Self-testing (which we’ll cover in the next unit) ensures you can confidently 
retrieve the information you’ve studied – for tests and clinical application – 
and gives you the feedback you need to ensure you’re always studying what 
you need to study (and not what you already know). 

  
What you will 
learn 

In this unit you will learn how to: 
• organize your notes for ease of studying – and building recall of massive 

amounts of detailed information, and 
• choose the best note-making format for the type of information that you 

are learning. (You’ll learn 4-5 note types.) 
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Before You Begin 

Where you are In this first lesson in the Read to Make Structured Notes unit, you will learn: 
• why you make notes
• when to make notes, and
• what materials you’ll need.

Why, when, and 
what 

Purpose: Structuring and organizing your notes as taught here will help you: 
• study more easily and efficiently
• build recall of massive amounts of detailed information, and
• eliminate the need to refer back to your textbooks / other sources.

When: Make notes AFTER you’ve done your pre-reading, but BEFORE the 
lecture (if possible). Complete your notes within a day or two of lecture. 

Materials: The materials that you may need are listed below: 

• Choose 1-2 of these source materials for note-making for a topic / lecture:
- Textbook(s) or other source materials
- Course syllabus
- Instructor’s handouts/downloads
- Your initial lecture notes
- Review books
-Web resources listed in the text (if needed to fill gaps in other materials)
- Relevant journal articles (pre-read if assigned; otherwise, to fill gaps)

• For physical (paper-based) notes and storage:
- Paper (either blank or lined)
- Index cards (or a flashcard app, such as Anki or Quizlet)
-A 1” three-ring binder for each course
- Two tabbed dividers for each binder
-A small file box (or recipe box)
- Two tabbed dividers for each file box
- Rubber bands or split rings

• For digital storage of notes:
- Set up course folders containing sub-folders organized by chapter

and/or topic and/or instructor – and/or tag files with similar categories.
- Keep files in (or backup your files to) cloud services such as Evernote,

Dropbox, Google Drive, or Microsoft OneDrive.

Continued on next page 
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Before You Begin, Continued

Your turn Answer the following questions. 

# Question 
1 Of the reasons listed in “Why is this unit important?” (page 1), 

which is most compelling to you? 

2 Check the true statement(s). You read and make notes: 

a. ☐ Before you’ve done your pre-reading.

b. ☐ Before lecture, if possible.
3 Several types of source materials are listed – under “Material” on 

the previous page. How many will you typically choose for reading 
to make notes? 

4 Other than a textbook, which other materials might you typically 
choose? 

Continued on next page 
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Before You Begin, Continued 

 
How did you 
do? 

Here is what we would have said: 
 

# Answers 
1 This question is a matter of personal preference. You could have 

chosen any (or all) of them. 

2 a. ☐ Before you’ve done your pre-reading. 
b. ☑ Before lecture, if possible. 

3 We would typically choose just 1-2 source materials per topic / 
lecture – too many can be overwhelming – EXCEPT when more 
are needed to fill gaps. 

4 Lots of options. Whatever is needed to fill in gaps that the 
textbook (or other source material) doesn’t cover. 
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Choose Note Types 

 
Where you are You’ve just learned why and when to make notes – and what materials you 

need.  
 

Now you are going to learn how to select the best format for your notes – 
based on the type of information. 

 
Before you 
begin 

Look over this chart before you begin this lesson. 
 

If the information… Then use this format 
Is simple details, facts, vocabulary 
words / phrases, or short lists Flash card 

Is to be compared and contrasted 

Category chart Involves more than one category of 
sub-topic and more than one type 
of detail for each sub-topic 
Involves movement 

Flowchart Is a process  
Contains multiple decisions 
requiring alternate actions 
Includes the names, locations, or 
arrangement of parts of an object 
or structure 

Diagram 

Lacks (obvious) structure Map 
 

Note: You’ll usually turn maps into 
other, more structured, note types. 
As you get more skilled with 
structured notes, you may not 
need maps.  

Contains a number of types of 
information (that need to be 
clarified) 

Is some combination of the above 
information types 

A combination of above formats 
that match the information types 

 

 
Here’s how 
(preview) 

To decide which format to use, you’ll refer to the chart above.  
 

After a while, this logic will become second nature. With practice, you’ll 
look at a slide or information in a textbook or onscreen – and know 
immediately which note type(s) apply. 

Continued on next page 
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Choose Note Types, Continued 

 
Examples Here are examples of the note making formats. 

Note card 
 
 
 
 
 
 Front    Back 
 

Category chart  
 

Cirrhosis Type Etiology How Diagnosed Prognosis 
Alcoholic Alcohol abuse Liver biopsy, history of 

ETOH abuse, AST, high 
bilirubin, anemia 

Depends on 
complications
and continued 
abuse 

Post-necrotic Post acute viral 
Hepatitis types B & 
C, post intoxication 
w/ industrial 
chemicals, some 
infections and 
metabolic disorders 

Needle biopsy 75% die of 
complications 

Biliary Cause unknown, 
chronic stasis of bile 
and intrahepatic 
ducts, autoimmune 
processes implicated 

Elevated serum 
bilirubin 
 

Early = 3-10mg/100ml 
 
Late = > 50mg/100ml 

None listed in 
text 

Cardiac Atrioventricular 
valve disease 
 
Constrictive 
pericarditis 

  Conjugated bilirubin 
in serum 
 

 Sulfobromophthalein 
serum 
 

Aminotransferases 
 

  Albumin in serum 

Depends on 
the course of 
cardiac 
disease 

 

Continued on next page 

 
Name the 4 major 
types of cirrhosis 

1. Alcoholic 
2. Post-necrotic 
3. Biliary 
4. Cardiac 
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Choose Note Types, Continued 

 
Examples 
(continued) 

Flow chart 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Diagram 

 
 
Source: Wikipedia “Digestive System” article.  

Continued on next page 

SMALL 
INTESTINE 
Bile and 
enzymes 

STOMACH 
Churns w/ gastric 
acid 

ESOPHAGUS 
Peristalsis 

MOUTH 
Chewing & enzymes 

RECTUM 
Storage until 
evacuated via 
anus 

LARGE INTESTINE 
- Microbes aid digestion 
- Liquids and & 
electrolytes removed 
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Choose Note Types, Continued 

 
Your turn Indicate which note type or format is most appropriate for making notes in 

each of the following situations. 
 
Choose from these note types: 
 

• Vocabulary card (V) – Same as a flashcard, but we used ‘F’ for flowchart. 
• Category chart (C) 
• Flowchart (F) 
• Diagram (D) 
• Map (M) 
 

# Purpose Type 
1 Compare the etiology and prognosis of several diseases.  

2 Learn the parts of the brain.  

3 Learn the urinary process – from excretion by the kidneys to 
voiding through the urethra. 

 

4 Learn the definition of cirrhosis.  

5 Quickly capture everything you know about diabetes, in no 
particular order. 

 

 

Continued on next page 
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Choose Note Types, Continued 

 
How did you 
do? 

Compare your answers to the ones we’ve provided, below. 
 

# Answers Type 
1 Choose a category chart because you are comparing and 

contrasting the characteristics of several diseases. 
C 

2 Choose a diagram because you are learning the parts of an 
object (its structure). 

D 

3 Choose a flowchart because you are learning about a 
process 

F 

4 Choose a vocabulary card because a definition is a fact. V 

5 You could use a map because you are trying to capture 
everything you know and because sequence or order is not 
important. 
 
Notes:  
• For structuring the information for effective study, we 

recommend you then turn the map into other note types. 
• Once you get good at the note types, you’ll probably find 

that you can just jot down the topics or sub-topics and will 
immediately know what note type(s) to use.  

M 
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Decide When to Make Notes 

Where you are You’ve just learned how to decide when to use which format for making 
your notes.  

Now you’re going to learn when to make notes (i.e., for what content). 

Here’s how 
(preview) 

Make notes for important information, including information that is:  

• listed in the course objectives
• emphasized in lecture
• emphasized in the text / source material – as indicated by the:
- use of colors
- large illustrations or tables
- a significant amount of text, or

• mentioned frequently (i.e., in 2 or more source materials and/or by your
instructor).

Your turn Check the situation(s) in which you would make notes. 

# Potential Indicator ✓ 
1 You’ve read in three (3) of your sources that acidic urine 

prevents bacteria from attaching to bladder walls 
☐ 

2 The instructor has stated that you’ll need to know the six (6) 
muscles of the eyelid. She wagged her finger at the class 
when she said it 

☐ 

3 You noticed the term “nephritis” in one of your sources.  You 
haven’t seen it anywhere else and the instructor hasn’t 
mentioned it. 

☐ 

4 The course textbook had a box around the contraindications 
for an abdominal MRI. 

☐ 

5 You’ve heard students who’ve been through the course 
before you say that the midterm exam asked for the 
symptoms for GERD. GERD is not on your course syllabus and 
it doesn’t seem relevant to what you’ve heard or read.  

☐ 

6 Common treatments for frostbite were listed in the syllabus ☐ 

Continued on next page 
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Decide When to Make Notes, Continued

How did you 
do? 

Here’s how we would have answered. 

# Potential Indicator ✓ 
1 In fact, when you see a reference to something in more than 

two sources, find a way to make it stand out in your notes. 
You’re sure to see it again—on an exam. 

þ 

2 “You’ll need to know this” or “you’ll see this again” are 
indicators that are close to promises. The added body 
language almost makes it a guarantee. 

þ 

3 When you see or hear it again, then capture it in a note. If you 
see it several times after that,… (see the note in #1, above). 

o 

4 Putting boxes around text or graphics is a form of emphasis in 
a textbook – as is highlighting, bolding, underlining, and 
italics. If you said “No check” because it was only listed in one 
source, that is also an acceptable answer. 

þ 

5 There could be a good reason the topic is not in the syllabus. 
The content of classes does change from time to time. That 
you haven’t read it in one of your sources or heard it in class, 
yet, tends to reinforce that. If it does pop up in the lecture or 
in your reading later, then you can give it a bit more credence. 
Stick with our guidelines.  

o 

6 If it’s in the syllabus, learn it. þ 

Bonus pro 
strategy 

A few of our best students came up with the strategy of reading and making 
their notes before lectures – like this: 

Step Action 
1 Pre-read your text / other sources. 
2 Read and make notes prior to lecture. 
3 Attend lecture and incorporate new information into your notes. 

Note: This is becoming our standard recommendation for professional 
school. It is the most efficient approach, and will help you keep up with 
the pace and volume of professional school. 

Continued on next page 
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Decide When to Make Notes, Continued 

 
Your turn Answer these questions: 

 
# Question 
1 When is the best time to read and make notes – before or after 

lecture? 
 
 
 

2 When is the best time to read and make notes from the instructor 
handouts and downloads – before or after lecture? 
 
 
 

3 Speculate why your answers are correct. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Continued on next page 
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Decide When to Make Notes, Continued 

 
How did you 
do? 

Here is what we would have said: 
 

# Question 
1 Make notes before lecture, if possible. Anything you can complete 

prior to lecture pays dividends. 

2 Make notes before lecture, if possible.  

3 Any of the following are good reasons to read and make notes before 
the lecture.  
• You’ll identify what is important in the lecture – by comparing what 

the instructor emphasizes to what’s in the text. 
•  Better understand how the various topics relate to each other. 
• Fill in (even complete) your initial notes during lecture. 
• Have an opportunity to ask questions to clarify the readings. 
• Impress the instructor with how well you contribute to class 

discussion – and the quality of questions you ask.  
 

 
Will it take 
more time? 

Reading and making notes before lectures may seem like a burden – that 
you’re piling on more study time.  
 

Actually, you’re just moving that part of the study process from after 
lecture to before lecture. It can save you time – because the lecture 
becomes a review session when you have already created your notes.  
 

It feels amazing to walk out of lecture, having finished your notes and ready 
to move on to reviewing and self-testing, and to the next topic.  
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Revise and Store Your Notes 

 
Where you are You’ve just learned when to make notes.  

 

In this lesson, you’ll learn how to revise them and how to store them so 
that they’ll be most useful to you. 

 
Here’s how 
(preview) 

Here are some ideas on organizing your study notes. 
 

It’s easiest to do this within 1-2 days following a class session, rather than 
letting them pile up. 
 

Step Action 
1 After lecture, update your notes to ensure that they are complete. 

 

Note: This is important because initial memories degrade quickly 
(until you’ve moved them to long-term memory). You’ll lose much 
of the new information within 24 hours. 

2 Divide each course binder and each course file box with these two 
(2) tabs: 
•  Don’t Know 
•  Know 
 

Note: This step is not applicable if you’re storing notes digitally. 

3 Sort your notes into the Don’t Know and Know tabs (by course). 
 

Notes: 
• Initially, place notes behind the Don’t Know tabs (or apply a 

Don’t Know tag if storing notes digitally). 
• As you master the content, move those notes into the Know 

section (or apply a Know tag). 
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Structured Notes Checklist 

Where you are You’re about to practice making structured notes. 

But before that, we wanted to provide you with a checklist you can use as 
you draft, refine, and store your notes.  

Checklist Use this checklist for working with structured notes: 

Criteria ✓ 
Completeness 
Notes include all essential information on the topic ☐ 
Structure 
Notes are structured by information type / purpose ☐ 
Information is hierarchical – shows relationships between: 
• topics
• sub-topics
• details

☐ 

Ease of Use / Efficiency 
Notes are finalized within 1-2 days of lecture ☐ 
Notes are condensed (as much as possible) for repeated review ☐ 
Note formats facilitate self-testing ☐ 
Notes are visually interesting – for instance, colors, boldfacing or 
shading are used to add emphasis 

☐ 

Notes are easily accessible ☐ 
Notes are sorted for what to study next (Know / Don’t Know) ☐ 

Note: You may find it helpful to print copies of this checklist (for make 
copies for onscreen use) for checking your notes.

Continued on next page 
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Structured Notes Checklist, Continued 

 
Your turn Answer these questions about the Structured Notes Checklist: 

 

# Question 
1 How can you tell what information to include in your notes? 

 
 
 
 
 

2 Of the various formats for making notes, which is best suited for 
comparing the relationships among topics, subtopics, and details? 
 
 
 

3 What are the advantages of completing your notes on a topic within 
1-2 days of the lecture? 
 
 
 

4 Why might you want to organize your notes by Know / Don’t Know 
categories? (See pp. 13-14.) 
 
 
 

 

Continued on next page 
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Structured Notes Checklist, Continued 

 
How did you 
do? 

Here’s what we would have said. 
 

# Potential Responses 
1 Look for information that is being repeated – more than once in the 

text, or across source materials.  
 

And information that is emphasized – by colors, tables, callouts in 
texts or sources materials, or by the instructor. 

2 The category chart is best suited for showing these relationships – 
or a combination chart that combines the category chart format with 
diagrams and/or flow charts.  

3 We can think of three (3) advantages: 
• Memory fades rapidly. Sooner is better, to minimize forgetting. 
• Completing notes quickly gets you to reviewing and self-testing 

more quickly. You’ll master the material sooner. 
• This habit will help keep you from getting behind. 
 

4 Arranging your notes into Know / Don’t Know categories helps you: 
• Get started more quickly (You’ll know what to study, and not.) 
• Be much more efficient – by spending your time learning what you 

don’t already know. 
 

We’ll provide specific tactics in the Review and Self-Test unit. 
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Note-Making Practice 

 
Where you are You’ve completed all the lessons of the Read to Make Notes unit.  

 
Now you’ll put it all together and practice what you’ve learned. 

 
Your turn Use your textbook or other source materials to complete the steps below. 

Work on content related to current or upcoming class sessions (if possible). 
 

Step Action ✓ 
1 Draft a category chart. ☐ 
2 Draft either a flow chart or a diagram. ☐ 
3 Review your note drafts against the Structured Notes 

Checklist (on page 15) and decide what might be your 
next steps. Capture your ideas here: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

☐ 

4 If you have time remaining, feel free to draft more notes 
of any of the four (4) types.  ☐ 

5 Be ready to share your draft notes. ☐ 
 

 
How did you 
do? 

This section will be complete once you have completed the tasks in the 
“Your turn” table (above) and reviewed your work with someone else.  
 
Once you completed the tasks in the table above, go to the next page. 
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What to Do Next 

 
Where you are Congratulations on your hard work and progress!  

 
As you apply the strategies found in the Read to Make Notes unit, you will 
have begun to create compact notes that: 
• set you free from your textbooks, and 
• help you review and self-test quickly and efficiently. 

 
Important! If you catch yourself thinking that you should skip making structured notes 

so you can “start studying,” consider this… 
 
The act of creating those notes builds your understanding of the material 
and your long-term retention – and sets you up for effective reviewing and 
self-testing.  
 
(In other words, you are studying when you make structured notes.) 

 
What to do next Please complete these steps: 

 

Step Action ✓ 
1 Check your work, and complete any open checkboxes, form 

fields or assignments. ☐ 

2 Take a few minutes to look over your work and decide 
what questions, comments and/or insights to post in the 
community and/or discuss in the next live training session. 

☐ 

3 Upload to your private Dropbox link a: 
• category chart (preferred) 
• flowchart, or 
• diagram that you’ve created. 

☐ 

4 Congratulate yourself for your hard work! ☐ 
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