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The College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) 

Framework for Social Studies State Standards 

boldly declares that the field of social studies has 

a “shared responsibility in honing key literacy 

skills.”1 The framework also points to common 

goals with the ELA/Literacy Common Core 

Standards. Aja LaDuke, et.al, noted these con-

nections in their article, “Content, Disciplinary 

Literacies in the C3 and Common Core.” This 

team of educators examined three perspectives 

on literacy teaching and key goals within each 

area. The three literacy strands investigated in-

cluded, content literacy, disciplinary literacy, 

and critical literacy. Focusing on the content lit-

eracies, the authors simplified the intended ob-

jectives of this literacy by suggesting students 

work on organizing and implementing what they 

do before, during, and after they read or listen. 

Accordingly, the article promotes notetaking as 

the recommended technique for organizing that 

learning.   

As an eight-grade history-social science and 

language arts instructor of over 15 years, I 

learned that students who had some experience 

with notetaking when entering my classroom did 

significantly better on both formative and sum-

mative assessments. The same conclusion also 

became apparent later when teaching students at 

the community college and, later, four-year insti-

tutions.  

John Rickards, el.al. in 1997,  revealed evi-

dence that college undergraduate students using 

a formal notetaking approach, achieved superior 

recall for verbal and written assessments.2 

Achievement rose higher when students encoun-

tered “signaling words” as they listened to the 

lecture or read from a written source. Many of 

these successful students brought a background 
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of formal notetaking with them from their mid-

dle and high school experience.   

Middle school is an excellent time to intro-

duce formal notetaking skills. One study con-

ducted in 2017 reported that given regular, 40 

minutes a week, notetaking instructions, seventh

-grade students acquired “significantly better” 

notetaking skills than students not given the in-

struction. Interestingly, they noted, “Students at 

low reading ability showed the greatest gains in 

notetaking performance.”3 I found this to be true 

for my eighth-grade students as well.  

A key conclusion of the 2017 study asked 

teachers to consider, “their students learning 

abilities and incorporate textual or lecture struc-

tures to help them improve their study skills.” In 

addition, the author recommended that teachers 

“could model more notetaking techniques and 

give students more opportunities to practice.” A 

special emphasis for this modeling technique 

should be on having students learn how to pro-

duce “concise” notes, of varying formats, that 

best suits their learning style.  

Notetaking benefits history-social science 

teaching in elementary school as well as middle 

and high school. Wan-Chen Chang and Yu-Min 

Ku found, in their 2015 study that fourth-grade 

students involved in regular sessions of notetak-

ing instruction “significantly improved their per-

formance in notetaking and reading comprehen-

sion.” Again, students in the lower ability levels 

showed the greatest gains.4 

Let’s go back to the LaDuke article and ex-

plore recommendations for teaching with a for-

mal notetaking strategies at the elementary lev-

el. As already noted the authors recommend a 

structured sequence of before, during, and after 

reading and listening activities. The “before 

reading” techniques may be one or more of the 

following: 

 

 Motivational activities 

 Activating prior knowledge 

 Introducing key vocabulary 

 Discussing important concepts to be encoun-

tered 

 Developing metacognitive awareness of the 

task demands 

 

As the teacher moves students into the pri-

mary (during) reading content, students should 

be prepared to record their learning of reading 

material through notetaking. Wide varieties of 

notetaking techniques are available for elemen-

tary level students. LaDuke recommends two 

different notetaking approaches; both of them 

challenge the student to think critically of the 

material just read, consider how to extract key 

facts, synthesize those facts, and to record them 

in a concise manner.  

Using the example of a lesson on the Trans-

continental Railroad, as typical topic covered at 

the fifth grade level, the authors suggest using 

the following sequence of activities.  

 

Before Activities 

 

 Have a short discussion probing how much 

they know about the building of the trans-

continental railroad and how it helped trans-

form the country. During this time, propose 

a “compelling question and several support-

ing questions,” as suggested in the Inquiry 

Arc of the C3 Framework. For example you 

might ask, “Was the transcontinental rail-

road really needed” or “Do you think the 

transcontinental railroad was helpful in de-

veloping the nation?” 

 Display some archival photos of trains from 

the era and the famous meeting of the east 

and west locomotives (1869). 

 Review key vocabulary such as locomotive, 

telegraph, engineers, laborers, discrimina-

tion, immigrants, Union Pacific, Central Pa-
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cific, and foremen.  

 Locate key geographic points of interest in-

cluding: Sacramento, Promontory Point, Si-

erra Nevada Mountains. Omaha,  

 Briefly introduce key individuals including: 

Leland Stanford, Thomas Durant, Mark 

Hopkins, Charles Crocker, an Collis Hun-

tington.  

 

During Activities 

 

During the actual reading, one of the key 

points is for students to use a graphic organizer 

to bring structure to the reading and notetaking 

activity. LaDuke and team urge teachers to al-

low students to offer their own questions on the 

reading material as they read along and probe 

key concepts. Table 1 represents a simplified 

version of this approach that teachers may use 

for any topic in social studies. 

 

A more concerted effort to start the notetak-

ing process with fifth grade students might have 

the teacher pose “supporting questions” as the 

reading or listening moves along. The teacher 

stops when the specific topic is covered. Next, 

the teacher asks students, working independent-

ly or in pairs, to write a few sentences or 

phrases that help answer the posed question. 

Such an example might look like Table 2. 

At the completion of the table, students 

may share their findings, listen to other ideas, 

and add to their answers. The form would need 

to accommodate space for additional infor-

mation—varieties of formats allow students 

some customizing of their notetaking. Some 

teachers select questions posed in these notetak-

ing activities directly from the unit’s guiding, or 

essential questions. In this manner, students are 

attempting to engage and learn major content 

goals. 

 

After the Reading 

 

The various formative and summative as-

sessments of the unit should reflect the content 

of these notetaking questions. For example, the 

teacher may ask students to use their notes to 

write a one-page summary of the building of the 

Transcontinental Railroad that includes refer-

ences to all three of the stated questions for their 

table notes. A teacher can put students into 

small groups and ask them to consider one of 

the questions, such as physical challenges in 

building the railroad line, and debate the key 

points, and list the challenges in order of im-

portance. This activity is critical thinking and 

highlights to students the importance of bring-

ing “good notes” to the discussion.  

After the notes and activity are completed, 

students file them away in a physical folder, or 

in an electronic folder. Later, the teacher may 

elect to allow them to use some or all of their 

notes on one or more of their formal (graded) 

assessments. This include attempting to answer 

a key “compelling question.” I certainly encour-

age this practice, as it is common knowledge 

that when reading academic (textbook) material 

students later only recall 10% -20% of the con-

tent.5 However, if the student writes out the 

notes and reviews them before the assessment, 

content mastery increases—depending on how 

Table 1 
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the notes are studied.  

It is true that later in their adult careers, 

these students will need to have committed to 

memory some vocabulary and key skills to per-

form at an acceptable level. However, it is also 

true that much of the time in any career field, 

workers (white and blue-collar jobs) can review 

notes to help them complete a specific assign-

ment. In this way of thinking, students can pre-

pare at the elementary level to organize and ef-

fectively use their notes.  

 

Grade Level Suggestions for  

Notetaking Activities 

 

Beginning as early as kindergarten, teach-

ers can encourage students to record their read-

ing and learning in a variety of notetaking ap-

proaches. A favorite, and fun, way to get inter-

ested in notetaking is to integrate drawings, cut-

outs, stickers, etc. into a flipchart or flipbook. 

Beginning in second and third grade, teachers 

introduce students to more sophisticated 

notetaking techniques. For example, an effec-

tive way to introduce fourth grade students to 

their study of California is to have them re-

search and produce a “foldable.” Foldables, 

made popular by educator, Dinah Zike, focus on 

collecting and organizing information, lots of it, 

using a kinesthetic approach. Students enjoy the 

folding; there are many finished forms to create. 

Not only do foldables encourage creativity, but 

also students actually learn multiple techniques 

for organizing key information. The finished 

foldable products have students, “writing titles, 

vocabulary words, concepts, skills, questions, 

and main ideas on their tabs.”6  

Teachers in the intermediate grades can ex-

pand the simple two or three pocket foldable 

that primary teachers use. One way to do this is 

to add more pockets or folds that include critical 

thinking questions and answers. The possibili-

ties are endless. In effect, this is notetaking. 

Many teachers at the elementary level encour-

age students to review their foldables before 

taking a test or entering into group or class dis-

cussion. Photo 1 provides some idea of the vari-

ety of foldables in different grade levels.  

Geography concepts lend themselves well 

to foldables and make great study tools. Third 

grade students can grasp a few key bits of infor-

mation on each of the seven continents, design a 

foldable, and use it as a reference guide as they 

explore each area. In this manner, they add 

more graphic or written notes to their seven-

continents foldable as the unit moves along (See 

Photo 2).  

Using foldables with ELL students is also 

an effective strategy. Teachers modify the fold-

able task to allow students, working in groups, 

Table 2 
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to pool their knowledge to complete the task. 

Key vocabulary terms, to help them, are pre-

placed on the whiteboard, or given to them as a 

handout when the activity begins. Graphic rep-

resentations of key concepts are depicted that 

need to be matched to vocabulary, and students 

have the option to draw the image on the folda-

ble and label further information in written, as 

best they can.   

Audio notetaking is becoming more visible 

in social studies classrooms. This technique 

holds promise as an effective tool for students 

favoring listening over writing. With the availa-

bility of recording software on almost every 

electronic device including smartphones, Ipads, 

and computers, teachers can have students para-

phrase their understanding of a topic just read in 

class. Once uploaded to a secure school-

classroom website, students have the option to 

access the audio file from home and listen to 

their audio notes in preparation of a quiz, test, 

or project completion.7  

 

Summary 

 

Beginning in the elementary grades, teach-

ers can help students organize their learning 

with notetaking and prepare them for more so-

phisticated notetaking techniques in middle and 

high school—such as the Cornell Notetaking 

Method. Primary students use graphic symbols 

and drawings with some writing, while interme-

diate-level students are encouraged to write or 

audio record more extensive information. As 

students move higher up the grade levels, teach-

ers introduce advanced notetaking skills to en-

courage critical thinking, especially synthesiz-

ing information to answer major unit questions. 

Whether they write, draw, or verbally record 

their understandings of important vocabulary 

terms, geographic places, and historical events 

is not as important as the skills they develop to 

organize their learning and apply that 

knowledge. 
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Photo 2 

1The “shared responsibility” statement alludes to extensive use of literary sources and skills between the history-social 

science and reading/language arts curriculum. Students need effective literary skills to effectively analyze historical 

events, geographic contexts, and economic concepts  
2Rickards promotes the use of signaling words or phrases that can include “the solution is, therefore, or in conclusion.”   
3Ilter noted the critical importance of students to organize information in a way that allowed students to correctly recall 

and use that information days and weeks later. In addition, Ilter summarized, from other studies that formal and ef-

fective notetaking occurred during lectures, discussions, and debates.  
4Chang conducted this study in Taiwan. Students learned to highlight the main idea, reduce information in paragraphs, 

identify keywords, organize information with visual representation, and become aware of the text structure.  
5Edgar Dale’s Cone of Experience lists reading at the top of the cone. He suggests that students remember as little as 10% 

of what they read and 20% of what they hear.  
6Zike produces a variety of multi-grade level booklets highlighting the many-facetted approach that foldables can pro-

vide.   
7Merdinger concludes that many students in high school write too slowly and cannot keep their notes up-to-date. His class 

website allows students to access their recorded audio notes any time during the unit of study.  

Notes 


