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Cornell or Two Column Note Taking
Reading and Learning Strategy
During and After Reading Strategy

Note Taking
Purpose of Cornell Note Taking:
The Cornell or the Two Column Note Taking strategy (Pauk 2001) helps students determine
importance and to self-question as they read, comprehension strategies that effective readers
use to make sense of text. The strategy provides students with a system for organising
information in a useful format. Students identify the main ideas and important information of a
topic, a prerequisite to developing insight, by writing the main points in one column and
supporting or essential details in a second column. Underneath these columns students then
write a one or two sentence summary to encapsulate the main ideas. These notes then act as a
study guide for students.
Explicitly teaching the Note Taking method:
Step 1
Explain that Cornell or Two Column Note Taking is a useful tool for recording notes and learning
key information. Demonstrate how it is divided into three parts― main ideas or questions, details
and summary. Select text and model how to skim the text to note the headings and subheadings.
Discuss that subheadings, etc. often point to the main idea of the passage/chapter. Read the
text, underline /highlight information and jot down important details on the right side of the
board. Only write words and phrases, not sentences or word-for-word copying. Also explain that
the first and last sentences of a paragraph can point to the main idea. Read back over these
notes and pick out main ideas and keywords/concepts. Note these on the left side of the board.
Finally, write a summary of the text based on the notes. (The left column can be used for main
ideas, key concepts, key words, steps, etc. and also questions. For example change subheadings
into questions, write these in the left column and note answers to these questions in the right
column, as you read).
Step 2
Students now work in pairs to practice the strategy. Remind students to follow the same method
you have modeled. Pairs feedback and you note the information that is repeated from the
different groups. This confirms that they have identified the main ideas and correctly focused on
the important information (you can also provide the main ideas in advance and students then
concentrate on finding the detail that support these main ideas). Finally, ask students to write a
2/3-sentence summary. Continue to provide support until students can use the strategy
independently
* Cornell notes can also be used as a study sheet e.g. students can fold the paper and use the main ideas
to recall the details, as well as use the details to generate the main ideas.
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Note Taking Layout
Read one paragraph at a time and in pairs go back to identify the main points within it. Then
decide the important details you have underlined. Work together and discuss why some details
might be more important to note than others. Finally, create a 2/3 sentence summary using the
main ideas and important details.

Cues
Record one or more
of the following in
this column.
•

Notes
–

During reading or lesson record the main ideas and
concepts in the notes column or record answers to

Main Ideas (e.g. pull the

questions.

main ideas, concepts,

–

Note important details related to main ideas.

terms, places, dates,

–

Use own words, phrases, abbreviations, symbols.

–

Use bullets point, lists, indent

and people from the right
column)
•

Categories

•

Key points

•

Key concepts/words

•

Diagrams/Steps

(After reading)

⅓ of page

related points, etc.
–

Skip lots of space between points.

(During reading)

⅔ of page

Summary
(After reading)

6cm
Use the notes above to create a main ideas
summary (Use the main ideas in sentences and
add key details as support).

frichardson@nbss.ie

2

Strategy – Cornell Note Taking

National Behaviour Support Service

Note Taking Layout
Cues

Details

Turn headings
and
subheadings
into questions
before
reading e.g.

Read to find the details
that answer the questions.

What are the
parts of a
cell?

Remember to look at
bolded words, information
in boxes or with a
symbol/icon and diagrams.

Summary
Write a summary of the
topic using the notes above
e.g. the five most important
points.
frichardson@nbss.ie
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Two Column Notes
●

List the main ideas, topics and keywords on the left.

●

List information and essential details on the right.

●

Indent and leave space between important details.

●

Use only words and phrases.

Main Ideas
/Questions

Important Details
/Answers

1.
2.
3.
frichardson@nbss.ie
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Two Column Q Notes - 1
1.

2.

Skim through the chapter and write
down key words and phrases (Hint:
some of these words might be
highlighted, bolded, italicized)

As you read each paragraph or section write a definition
of the key word or phrase.
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Two Column Q Notes - 2
3.

Turn the headings and

4.

subheadings in your textbook

As you read write notes in this column that help
you answer the questions you have asked.

into questions in this column.
	
  

3.

Retell or summarise what you have read.
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Two Column Notes Bookmark (front)
Two Column
Notes

Two Column
Notes

1. Preview
what you
are about
to read.

1. Preview
what you
are about
to read.

2. Carefully read the text
selection.

2. Carefully read the text
selection.

3. Go back and find the main
ideas. Use the text features
to help e.g. headings, sub
headings, bolded words, etc.

3. Go back and find the main
ideas. Use the text features
to help e.g. headings and sub
headings, bolded words, etc.

4. Write the main
ideas on the lefthand side of the T
chart.

4. Write the main
ideas on the lefthand side of the T
chart.

5. On the righthand side use
bullet points or
numbered lists
for the important
details you need
to remember.

5. On the righthand side use
bullet points or
numbered lists
for the important
details you need
to remember.
frichardson@nbss.ie
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Two Column Notes Bookmark (back)
Two Column
Notes

Two Column
Notes

1. Preview
what you
are about
to read.

1. Preview
what you
are about
to read.

2. Carefully read the text
selection.

2. Carefully read the text
selection.

3. Go back and find the main
ideas. Use the text features
to help e.g. headings, sub
headings, bolded words, etc.

3. Go back and find the main
ideas. Use the text features
to help e.g. headings and sub
headings, bolded words, etc.

4. Write the main
ideas on the lefthand side of the T
chart.

4. Write the main
ideas on the lefthand side of the T
chart.

5. On the righthand side use
bullet points or
numbered lists
for the important
details you need
to remember.

5. On the righthand side use
bullet points or
numbered lists
for the important
details you need
to remember.
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Note Taking
Main Ideas

Important Details

Summary:
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Note Taking
M a in Id e a s / K e y w o r d s

Im p o r t a n t D e t a il s

Summary:
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Two Column Notes
Main Ideas

Supporting Detail

frichardson@nbss.ie

11

Strategy – Cornell Note Taking

National Behaviour Support Service

National Behaviour Support Service (NBSS)
Navan Education Centre
Athlumney
Navan
Co. Meath
Telephone: +353 46 909 3355
Fax: +353 46 909 3354
Email: nbss@ecnavan.ie
Web: www.nbss.ie
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