Suggested Writing Activities Related to Notetaking

	Written Conversation:  Students love to write notes during class but those notes almost never connect to the content taught in class.  We can channel that energy through Written Conversation.  Traditionally, we tend to have a whole group class discussion after a reading whereby most of the students are not engaged with the material and a few are engaged by answering a question from the teacher. Instead, have everyone activity talking at once –though silently, in writing.  Here they can write notes on post its. Initially, some may be off topic but the majority will be engaged with the material.  This is also called DIALOGUE JOURNALS or PARTNER JOURNALS.  This is a great Post-Reading Activity to gauge student understanding of the content.

Model and explain the activity first.  (Subjects Matter, Daniels and Zemelman)

	The teacher should carefully prepare at least 2 to 3 questions related to the text that allows the students to engage with the text.  Students can pair themselves or the teacher can assign pairs depending on the level of the class.  For each question or REACTION to the text, students are WRITING, not talking to each other.  The students exchange their responses/notes with one another in pairs.  Allow two to three minutes for students to write down their reaction to the text between each transition.

	Some suggested questions to ask could be:

What struck you about this reading?  This keeps the topic open…

What did you understand about the topic?  Open-ended prompt…

What did you not understand about the topic?  Open-ended prompt….

What are the most important ideas here?

Do you agree or disagree with the author, and why?

Students can also write down their feelings, stories, make connections of their own, and write down questions to ask your partner

	After students have actively written down the response after a series of questions, only then will students be given the opportunity to talk about the notes they exchanged during the written part of the activity.  Finally, a short whole class discussion can take place whereby you ask a few pairs or ask for volunteers to share out their note-taking threads.  The students will be more engaged and productive because everyone will have fresh ideas about the topic.  (Subjects Matter, Daniels and Zemelman)

	Notetaking Reconsidered:  According to Heidi Hayes Jacobs “Active Literacy Across The Curriculum”, notetaking should be packed with mental action.  It should involve creative engagement and evidence of authentic student comprehension from both written and oral sources.  Notetaking should EXTRACT meaning from written, oral, or visual sources that allows a student to create their own personal and selective REACTION. 

Asking restrictive questions copying down teacher notes does not allow for student interaction with the content. 

EXTRACTION and REACTION allows the students to explain core ideas, concepts, and factual details in their notes. 

The students’ ability to sort and classify these extractions is central to their comprehension of the text’s meaning.

Their competence at commenting and responding to the notes is a sign of interaction and ownership of the material.  

These are several formats of notetaking and each one takes time to evolve when put into practice.  You chose the one that works best for your students.  

	Mental Velcro:   When students are asked to gather information from multiple sources, they are asked to illicit main ideas and regroup findings into categories. Asking students one driving/guiding or ESSENTIAL question allows them to focus on which information they to find from multiple sources that will “stick”.  This works for any content area and is an excellent Post-Reading activity.  The essential question acts as a guide through the maze of documents the students have to read. (Jacobs)

	Comment-Making: Students need to be able to comment as a reaction to the content in their notes.  It reflects the      student’s personal voice.  Students should be encouraged to write down their insights or questions on Post-Its that they slap on a handout, a book, a poem, or a math assignment.  This can work for all grade levels.   Students can share their            insight with one another in groups similar to the Written Conversation activity.  This can also help the student to   comprehend the author’s point of view and question whether they agree or disagree with the author.  When students  question, they are probing new knowledge to what is known, to challenge the texts, to visualize connections, to create                  mental summaries, and to monitor for meaning.  A simple and powerful commenting and probing format is the                    SPLIT PAGE.   Students divide a piece of paper in half: on one side, they place the EXTRACTED key ideas; on the opposite      sie       side, they place their REACTIONS through questions and comments. Again, this can be done in any content area. -Jacobs

	Creating Notes by Organizing Graphically: By reshaping text ideas either from writing or listening and placing       them into a visual mode, students are owning material.  Graphic organizers evoke relationships and systems.      They identify relationships in visual form. One example is the flow chart which reflects the fluid nature of systemic components. We must avoid the temptation of simply having students just filling in a graphic organizer without purpose or meaning.   Concept Webs are depicted to represent possible clusters of common factors and put them in visual display. Another is the VENN diagram which reflects the overlap and differences between a set of concepts.  Eventually, we want students to translate their ideas from the text into a graphic organizer of their own choosing.  This will help the student match his ideas to the graphic organizer. Graphic organizers make excellent Pre-READING activities.  They also can be applied to During and Post Reading Activities as well.  -Jacobs


