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Getting the Most from Lectures

Description of this Guide

This guide examines ways of improving your organisation and thinking while taking down information at speed. You are asked to take stock of why you may not be getting the most out of lectures to encourage you to be a more reflective and interactive learner.

The guide looks at how you can prepare effectively before lectures and where you should be looking for resources. Different ways of taking down information are explored so that you can match methods to your personal learning style.

Learning Outcomes

1. Use information more effectively to support the learning process

2. Examine mind maps which model information in the guide

3. Become more interactive during the process of taking down information during lectures.

Contents
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Getting the Most from Lectures

There are many reasons why some of you do not get as much out of lectures as you should. In many cases this is because you have not prepared sufficiently and you go into a lecture expecting to get all the answers, to get all the information needed to write an assignment or to get information to pass examinations.

1.0
 Reasons for Not Getting the Most out of Lectures

Here are some of the reasons why you might not be making the most of lectures:

1. Your expectations of the purpose of the lecture are inappropriate.

2. You are unable to cope with the volume of information because it is all new to you.

3. You quickly go into ‘information overload’ and give up taking notes.

4. You do not recognise or understand some of the new terminology – this makes it difficult to take down notes quickly enough because your thinking is slowed down by this new terminology; you are unsure of the spelling of new words and this slows down your processing while taking notes; or you cannot follow the gist of the lecture and lose your way. 

5. Lack of any grasp of a new subject/topic reduces your ability to make decisions about selecting relevant and important information for your notes.

6. The information seems very detailed and in great depth, and you are unable to listen for main points and subsidiary information or evidence.

7. You are distracted easily by other students who are talking or by rustling of paper.

8. The lecturer’s style may not match the way you take in information.
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To some extent these problems can be solved by:

· Clarity of purpose (reasons 1 to 8);

· Pre-lecture preparation (reasons 1 to 6);

· Improved note-taking skills (reasons 4 to 5);

· Improved listening skills (reasons 4 to 6);

· Developing an active approach to learning (reasons 1 to 8).
2.0
Preparing for Lectures

There are many sources of information which you can use to help you prepare effectively to get the most out of your lectures.

2.1 
Pre-lecture preparation

The mindmap below gives you suggestions for where to look:


2.2 
Are you a ‘lecture sponge’?


Spending time preparing for lectures is time well spent and will ensure that you learn more when you go to the lecture and that your note-taking is more effective and meaningful. 

Your pre-preparation will pay off because you will be able to recognise and begin to understand new terminology and ideas. This means that you know which key words to listen out for. This will help you to focus your listening skills so that you can take better notes. You will, therefore, be able to listen for the clues which are in the lecture to help you make sense of new information and concepts.

2.3
Making effective use of pre-lecture notes and downloads

If you have collected or downloaded some unit notes beforehand:

· You can go through them carefully and highlight with a coloured marker pen important information.

· You can also annotate those notes – make your own comments or questions in the margin

· You can highlight key terminology (and put a definition of meaning alongside if necessary).

· You can scan them into your computer and customise the layout so that you can make your own additional notes during the lecture alongside the lecturer’s notes. (Some students prefer to customise printed lecture notes by double spacing for ease of access; or make space for your own notes parallel to the lecturer’s notes.)

· You can scan the notes into your computer and make up a mindmap if you prefer to have ideas in this format. 

3.0
Ways of Recording Information during Lectures

It is very important for you to find the best way to record information from lectures.  Doing what you have always done may not be the best way to proceed especially if you have been used to lecturers who dictate. This will not be the case at University, so take this opportunity to re-assess your style of note taking.

3.1
Deciding how you will take down information in lectures

Tape recording lectures:


This suits some people’s learning style. If it is a ‘key’ lecture, tape recording might be useful because you can do two things at once: you have a record of the lecture if you worry about memory over-load and keeping up with the pace of information; you can use it at a later date for revision purposes.

You can always record and take down notes as a back-up.

The main disadvantage with audio taping is the time factor involved if you want to transcribe the lecture into your own notes. 

Digital recorders can provide much better sound quality 

If you are planning to record a lecture make sure that your lecturer is happy about this

Which style of notes suits me?


There are many different ways of recording notes (see the Preparing Effectively for Examinations Guide in particular Sections 5.3 Mind Maps and 5.4 Branch Notes). Whatever style you decide to use, you must ensure that they make sense to you at a later date!  You might like to look in more detail at the Note-taking guide.. 

4.0
What to do with the Information after Lectures

Check out the information for this section in mind map format.  If you find this easy to read, then probably you should be considering using mind mapping as a note taking tool.  If you find it difficult, then it is not for you.  

For those who don’t like this format – how would you prefer to see this information.  This very often reflects your own learning style (see the Learning Styles Guide for further details).


4.1 Over to you

Think about



Why you may not be getting the most out of lectures


How you can prepare for lectures so that you have a clearer focus and can listen more effectively


How to make best use of pre-lecture notes and downloads


How to take notes effectively during lectures


Ways of organising your notes after lectures.








A sponge learner is ready (or not so ready) to soak up information from tutors and lecturers.  This sounds comfortable and relatively relaxing, but it is an ineffective way of learning.  Did you know, for example, that if you listen to someone (for example, a lecturer), without actively taking notes or participating in some other activity, you will be doing well to remember 20% of what’s been said? 
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