
Cornell Notes Guidelines 
 
 
 
This year, since we have fewer chapters to cover and should be able to actually manage it, and because you have now had 
enough experience with the textbook to handle it on your own, your homework from the textbook will take the form of 
Cornell Notes. Despite what you may have heard, Cornell Notes, when done properly, are actually an awesome way to take 
notes on a text. The method helps you record key points while also keeping track of your thoughts and observations, and 
without creating a mess between the two. Cornell Notes can be written on any paper, or they can be typed in a word 
processor. All you need to do is divide your writing space into three sections.  
 

Notation 
The Notation section is for direct note taking, simply taking the content from the text and 
breaking it down into simpler form. It is up to you to decide what information is worth 
including and what is non-essential. I will not be setting a specific required length, so use your 
best judgment. If you tend to write too little, remember that you want these notes to be a 
helpful resource too you for learning, reference, and study. If you tend to write too much, 
remember that the textbook isn’t going anywhere. For Notation, you should: 

• Record the key points of the text itself 
• Define Tier 3 Vocabulary (history content terminology) 
• Keep track of chronology and dates 
• Use bullet points rather than full sentences 
• Draw simple diagrams or flow charts where appropriate 
• Include, in a consistent format, the titles of the chapters, sections, and sub sections 

o The textbook uses differences in text color. You could use different numbering, such as Roman and Arabic 
numerals, capital and minuscule letters. You could also use different text styles, like underline, all caps, etc. 

 

Commentary 
The Commentary section is for adding anything other than straight notes that can help you learn 
and process, such as cues to key points, questions you have, and your own thoughts, reflections, 
and connections. This will be written in a column separate from Notation either on the left or 
the right (whichever you prefer). For Commentary, you can include: 

• Cues to key concepts you want to highlight or emphasize 
• Questions about the content of the text, or questions you think might be asked on an 

exam 
• Connections to learning about the topic from lectures, discussions, videos, other 

classwork, and outside of school 
• Connections to other topics in history from other times and places that have some 

common link or analogous quality 
• Connections to the world today, whether it be current events, pop culture references, or your everyday life 
• Definitions of Tier 2 Vocabulary (high-level general vocabulary not specific to history content) 
• Doodles to help you remember a concept or illustrate something, or as a cue for your memory while studying 
• Charts or other graphics to organize ideas 
• Other thoughts that come to mind while reading, observations about processes or 

events, etc. 
 

Summary 
The Summary is for taking everything you have read in a section and condensing it down further 
into just a short paragraph of maybe three to five sentences, just highlighting the big picture of 
the reading. This will be placed in a box along the bottom of your notes. Even though it is often 
represented as being at the bottom of a page, it doesn’t have to be. It comes at the end of your 
notes for that section, wherever that lands on your page.  


