Cornell note-making as a facilitator for critical
thinking and developing our academic writing:
print-friendly version

1. the right-hand column:

	
  

	
  

•

We record our notes while researching: information that
we think will be potentially useful to us, using a
combination of ‘word-for-word quoting’ (in quote marks),
paraphrasing and summarising in our own words.

•

We might also add the occasional visual map (spiderdiagram, mind-map, etc.) if this helps us to
conceptualise how different points seem to relate to one
another. More on visual-mapping later.

•

Don’t forget to note the page numbers (even when we’re
summarising in our own words), as this will be essential
for referencing purposes!
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2. the left-hand column:

	
  

•

A dedicated section for our critical thoughts,
observations, queries, etc., recorded ‘as-we-go’: that is,
at the same as we record information in column 1, right
beside the points we record there. Basically, this is our
space to record our interactions with the information we
are recording in the right-hand column.

•

Initially, our comments may be tentative notes to
ourselves: ‘See if I can find out more’, ‘I’m not sure if
I understand this, I think this means …’, ‘I’m not sure
how this fits with Smith’s argument that …’. These notes,
which can be colour-coded to stand out, will act as
pointers to help direct our further research.

•

As our research proceeds, however, our understanding
increases and our critical thinking will consequently
become more confident: ‘I really like this argument, I
think it best explains …’, ‘My problem with this is that
I don’t think Smith fully considers the influence of ...’,
‘Though they use different terms, Johnson and Smith’s
arguments are essentially compatible, in that they both
see this as symptomatic of … . Make sure I emphasise this
compatibility!’, etc.

•

The advantage for having a column specifically for our
critical thinking is that, generally, if we are not
filling-up this column with our emerging thinking on the
topic, we’ll very visibly see that that we’re not asking
nearly enough critical questions.

•

This visibility can act as a powerful reminder to us to
not forget to question everything, so one of our aims
should be to fill up the left-hand column (even to the
point where sometimes we may have to leave spaces in
column 1 to get everything we need to include in column 2,
as will be seen in the PDF example of Cornell inpractice).
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3. the summary space:
•

As with basic Cornell, we should save a few lines at the
bottom of each page to practice summarising the key
points in the two sections above, mostly in our own words.
(Why mostly? Because sometimes we ‘can’t beat that
phrase’, or need to employ specific terms as used exactly
in the source evidence).

•

This helps us to practice writing, and develop our
thinking through this writing, on a daily, page-by-page
basis. There’s much to be said for practicing our
academic writing daily, in small doses!

•

This, it can be argued, helps us to more organically link
the researching and writing processes. The benefit is
that, we’ll be able to pull out some of our
writing from the summary spaces – and, crucially, it is
genuinely our writing – into the first drafts of our
assignments.
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