How to Take Clear Lecture Notes With the Cornell Method

Education and Communications - about 26 minutes - 2026-11-06

Turn lecture notes into a usable review system rather than a page of transcription. These 24 steps
cover preparation, the Cornell cue—notes—summary layout, concise recording, examples and
diagrams, cue questions, page summaries, clarification, covered-note recitation, reflection, spaced
review, targeted correction, and course archiving.

Things you will need

» A notebook, paper template, or digital app with cue, notes, and summary areas
« Aruler and reliable pens, or an accessible equivalent for your preferred format
The syllabus, learning objectives, and assigned reading or slide references

« A short personal abbreviation and symbol key

A blank cover card or digital tool for hiding the notes column

« Areview calendar and a consistent course-based archive or backup

Preparing a Cornell Page for Class
1. Pick one lecture and name your goal
Choose one lecture and define what you need to learn from it.

2. Preview the reading before class
Preview the syllabus, reading, slides, or learning objectives before class.

3. Rule the cue, notes, and summary areas
Divide the page into cue, note-taking, and summary areas before the lecture begins.

4. Header every page with course and date
Add a clear header with the course, topic, date, and relevant source.

5. Pack your tools and abbreviation key
Prepare simple tools and a short personal abbreviation key.

Recording Useful Notes During the Lecture
6. Catch the main claim first
Listen for the main claim or purpose before adding supporting detail.

7. Write phrases that still carry meaning
Write concise phrases that preserve meaning rather than incomplete fragments.

8. Label definitions, examples, and counterexamples separately
Label definitions, examples, and counterexamples so they do not blur together.

9. Leave gaps where the explanation broke off
Leave deliberate space around separate ideas and unfinished explanations.

10. Copy diagrams with labels and units
Capture diagrams, formulas, and problem steps in a form you can reuse.

11. Mark uncertainty with one consistent symbol
Mark uncertainty and unanswered questions immediately without abandoning the lecture.
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Processing Notes Soon After Class

12. Recover the gaps from memory first
Fill obvious gaps from memory while the lecture is still fresh.
13. Write cue questions that point to answers
Write cue questions beside the corresponding ideas in the left column.
14. Match each cue to an unambiguous answer
Align each cue with enough of the notes to make its answer unambiguous.
15. Summarize the page in your own words
Summarize the page briefly in your own words at the bottom.

16. Check uncertain points against a reliable source
Resolve marked questions with appropriate sources and record the correction visibly.

Turning Cues Into Active Learning

17. Answer the cues with the notes hidden
Cover the notes column and answer each cue from memory.

18. Correct a missed answer visibly

Check the answer carefully and correct it without disguising the mistake.
19. Reflect on why the idea matters

Reflect on significance, principles, applications, and connections.

20. Link the page to related material
Link the page to related lectures, readings, and research notes.

Reviewing and Maintaining the System

21. Spread short reviews across the week
Schedule short reviews across the week instead of waiting for an exam.

22. Mix cues without losing context
Mix cues from different pages while preserving the course context.

23. Sort and rewrite the cues you missed
Sort difficult cues and adapt them before the next review.

24. File finished pages by course and date
Archive completed pages by course and date for cumulative review.

Sources

1. The Cornell Note-taking System
https://Isc.cornell.edu/notes.html

2. Cornell Note-taking System PDF
https://Isc.cornell.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/Cornell-Note Taking-System. pdf

3. The Cornell Method for Note-Taking
https://www.uc.edu/campus-life/learning-commons/learning-resources/notetaking-resources/cornell-method-notes.html

4. When Do the Six Strategies for Effective Learning Work Best?
https://lwww.learningscientists.org/blog/2017/4/20-1

5. Improve Your Study Skills With Spacing, Retrieval, and Cues
https://www.learningscientists.org/blog/2017/5/2-1

Written as a checklist from https://www.howcompass.com/how-to/Take-Clear-Lecture-Notes-With-the-Cornell-Method. Corrections: https://www.
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