LEARNING THE SKILL OF NOTE-MAKING

Notes are a problem for every secondary school teacher who is concerned about the learning of his pupils. Under our present system of public examinations, and the traditions of schooling in this country, pupils are accustomed to being given notes by their teacher and then learning (memorizing) these notes for repetition on examinations. This is compounded or entrenched further in schools where there are few pupils textbooks or even worse none in a particular subject. Whether or not the pupils understand the notes is considered a function of the teacher’s ability to explain them. Any teacher who asks pupils to write their own notes is considered lazy by his pupils and usually gives up before very long.

Note making is a skill which requires several interrelated intellectual activities. In order to make notes pupils should be able to comprehend, organize, categorise and summarise. Before he can make notes from either a written passage or a lecture, he must understand not just the individual words, but the story that the words tell. He must know which are the key points and which are the subsidiary points. He must be able to select the key points, summarise them in sub-heading, and put subsidiary points under correct headings. He must be able to put these into logical order. If this is not already done by the writer or the speaker. In other words, he must be able to summarise the essence of the passage or speech in a essence of the passage or speech in a schematic form. None of these are easy tasks ad they must before practiced repeatedly before they are mastered.

WHY SECONDARY SCHOOL PUPILS SHOULD LEARN TO MAKE THEIR OWN NOTES 

The art or skill of note-making by secondary school pupils is part of the whole issue of educational objectives. Only about 20 – 25% make it to senior secondary schools. From the individual point, the purpose of secondary education is to get a job. This is so because secondary education must play a role in providing educated labour force, educated in the types of skills required as well as the knowledge the facts learnt in civic education are of course important but the facts themselves are constantly changing and hence the intellectual skills associated with the acquisition of, organisation, application and understanding of facts must be given equal if not even greater weight than the facts themselves. The pupils we teach in secondary schools will become administrators in government and industries, they will become filing clerks and office secretaries and will proceed to higher education in a wide range of fields. They will need intellectual skills other than memorization. They will need to be able to categorise and classify, they will need to read reports and summarise them; they will need to write reports and take minutes of meetings. These are important skills which they should already have when they enter the job market. Unless they go on to further turning in secretarial skills they will never receive training for those tasks unless we give them some basic training in secondary schools. No one should leave secondary schools without acquiring these basic skills. Many teachers give the excuse that pupils must have ‘good notes’ to learn for the examinations, that there is no time for pupils to make their own notes. And yet teachers spend a lot of time letting their pupils copy teachers notes from the board. They can use that time or prep time to train pupils in those skills. They need to read and understand what is being said in the media or speech and one aspect of understanding is being able to categorsie, classify, summarise as is required for note-making. 

They need to distinguish the important from unimportant, to distinguish between general principles and examples or principles. So the purpose of note-making is not simply to produce the notes, it is important for developing these skills, all of which might be considered aspects of comprehension and interpretation while a certain level of comprehension is necessary before note-making can even begin, the very act of note-making itself deepens and strengths the comprehension, leading to the possibility of analysis.

WHAT KIND OF NOTES?

It is obvious that making notes from a lecture and making notes from a written passage are not the same. Making notes from a lecturer is much more difficult which we cannot expect from our secondary school pupils. This requires concentration on too many activities at the same time. Therefore, when we talk of note-making by pupils we mean note-making from textbooks or other books or passages written by the teacher.

Notes may be in different forms. They may be a direct summary of the main points to be remembered or recorded, arranged in more or less the same order as the writer put it. They may be a summary of points from many parts of a writing to demonstrate a theme or argument, organized according to a plan of the note-making rather than the original writer. They may even include a critique of the points made by the original writer. Whichever line taken by the note-maker, the notes should be arranged in some logical sequence according to headings and sub-headings, and that important aspects of the topic are clearly evident and emphasized. Thus notes are of benefit for the mental exercise pupils require at the time of writing and they are also useful for the quick revision of materials required for the examination. In practice the notes required of secondary school pupils are of the first type which is the summary of information in the same sequence as the original writer chose. But to write essays in senior grades, a pupil must be able to pick points to develop a theme from different sections of a textbook or any book. Both of these types of note-making require skills of selecting and organizing and categorizing. These are all skills required in the study of civic education or any other humanity or social science subject.

PRACTICAL ROBLEMS 

Any teacher who wants his pupils to write their own notes faces many daunting problems. First, it is true that there is often very little time for the teaching of a long syllabus and while it is time consuming to write notes on the board for pupils to copy, it is time saving to duplicate or photocopy notes and given to pupils at the end of each topic. This also brings in the problem of resources for many schools. Secondly, when pupils write their own notes, the majority fail to do the exercise adequately and produce very poor notes to use for revision purposes. It is the belief of all pupils that good results depend on good notes and feel insecure and discouraged if they cannot rely on teacher given notes. This is further worsened by non-existence of textbooks to aid revision. Even serving teachers may discourage you that it is not necessary to teach note making.

You can go round these problems in some ways. First, pre-note making and note making exercises can be given as part of regular homework and class assignments that you as a teacher will be giving your pupils. These should be marked by you as a teacher and hence you can ensure that if there are no other notes being given on the topic that each pupil has a something adequate. Secondly, give pupils easy passages to begin with as a practice before other more challenging passages or books are introduced. This is to give pupils confidence in note making. Thirdly, give pupils in a schematic, not a paragraph form for pupils to start developing their own schema.

HOW CAN WE TEACH NOTE-MAKING?

Note-making is not a single activity but involves several separate but related mental operations. Pupils cannot make adequate notes unless they master and practice a variety of subordinate skills. Note-making skills is like essay writing where you have to employ certain skills.

It is possible that grade 10 should be able to write adequate notes from a simple text. However, not all pupils will achieve this objective or goal. Others can achieve it much earlier, but no one will achieve it if it is not made a specific part of the teacher’s instructional programme.

Give pupils practice on the following:-

1. Stating the main idea of a paragraph.

2. Arranging facts in order of importance.

3. Distinguishing general principle from examples of principles.

4. Classifying and categorizing phenomena and events.

5.  Choosing suitable heading for the whole passage and subheadings for paragraphs

6. Basic comprehension of the whole passage.

You can make pupils to combine two or three of the above and give guidelines on the actual note-making guided by your questions to help pupils construct their own notes.

CAUTION

Teaching practice period is not long enough for you to embark on note-making exercises. Your attempt to do so may produce hostility from pupils who are used to teacher-made notes. Find out the practice of the current teacher and follow it as long as you are a student teacher. However, you have all the opportunities to give pupils all types of note-making exercises without actually specifying that they make their own notes. If you are lucky and establish good rapport with the class pupils maybe very receptive to your new ideas. If that happens by all means go ahead and try some actual note-making. However, be sure that you check their work and don’t leave the regular teacher complaining that he now has to dish out notes covering all the ground or topics you well supposed to have dealt with.

