
Taking Notes While Reading   

 

Have you ever read a passage only to find that you can’t remember or 
understand what you just read? Does reading make sense in the moment but 
then you forget the details or the subject baffles you later? One of the best ways 
to retain information after reading it is to take notes on the subject matter while 
you're learning it. It forces you to stay focused and reinforces the information in 
your mind, which helps you retain and recall that information much faster and 
with less effort. 
 
 

How to take Good Notes 
While Reading 

 
1. Think about why you need to take 

notes. Perhaps you struggle to focus on 
the words and often find that you have 
“read” a page but have no idea what it 
was about (because you were just going 
through the motions of reading). Maybe there are too many characters and 
you struggle to keep them straight. It could be that the vocabulary or style of 
writing is difficult. Are there too many flashbacks and flashforwards? There 
may be other reasons as to why you have decided to take notes, but 
whatever the reason, it’s important to understand the why in order to perform 
this skill effectively.  

 
2. Divide the reading into sections. Often the reading will be divided for you. 

Textbooks are split into units, chapters, sections, etc. If your assignment is 
something like an article or an essay, separate it into sections of about 1-3 
paragraphs, depending on how dense the text is (how much information is in 
each paragraph). How often you stop to take notes will depend on the length 
and difficulty of the passage. You will have to decide this for yourself, based 
on your reading ability, focus, and the material presented.  

 
3. Read. Now take one of those sections and read it carefully. Don’t rush 

yourself. If there are unfamiliar words, look them up. You may also want to 
reread sections now and then. 

 
4. Write down the main idea. Look at the section as a whole. At this point, 

you’re looking for the main idea of the section. What point is the author trying 

 



to prove? What is the main thing they are trying to say? Write it down. 
Include page numbers for easy reference later. 

 
5. Write down the details. Skim back over the section for important details. 

This can include things like names, dates, definitions, or anything that you 
think may be important. For example, write the name of a character, how he 
is related to others in the story, and details such as an action they have taken 
or information about their history.  

 
6. Write down questions you have for your teacher. You may have missed a 

detail in a previous chapter and are confused by the action or attitude of a 
character. Whatever the question, be sure to write it down so you can ask 
your instructor later.  

 
7. Repeat these steps until you finish the reading. When you come to the 

end of a larger section (a whole chapter, for example), take a moment to jot 
down the main idea of the larger section as well. This will help you keep in 
mind the big picture of the text as well as the small details. 

 
8. Review all of your notes often. If you are reading a novel, go back to all of 

your previous chapter notes and re-read them. Do you need to add anything 
to the notes you have just written?  Do they flow and make sense? If you 
frequently review previous chapters, you will find reading easier as you 
progress through the book. This is also good review for you because it’s 
quite possible that at some point you will have a quiz or test over the material 
or be expected to write a paper.  

 
9. Ask your teacher to review your notes. This will ensure that you have not 

left out any important details. Many students feel uncomfortable with this 
step, but it will help you to become a better note-taker. The more you 
practice this skill, the less assistance you will need.  
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