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1 Introduction

Why do reading and note taking matter? Time is short, you have a lot to do and it’s
tempting to skip over any advice on reading and note taking that may be included in
your course materials. After all, it’s the assignments that you get the marks for, not your
reading and note-taking skills. So, why do these skills matter? And how can this toolkit
help you?
Stop for a minute or two to jot down your reasons for using this toolkit.
Perhaps you can identify with the experience of one of these students:
It was only when I had to tackle the essay question that I realized I hadn’t
really got enough from my reading, despite all my notes.
I just couldn’t seem to take the words in. I must have read the same piece
several times.

We have all had the experience of reading a sentence, paragraph, or even a whole page,
without being able to remember what we have just read. If you have not studied for
some time before joining the OU, you might feel overwhelmed by the amount of
reading you are expected to do. Or, perhaps it is not so much the amount of reading
that seems a challenge, but the way in which you are expected to read. Whatever your
previous experience, the ideas in this toolkit should help you to:
■ build on the skills you have in order to be a more active reader
■ use a wider range of strategies for note taking
■ improve your understanding of texts you are studying
■ develop skills in reading critically
■ get the most out of the time and energy you devote to study.
There are plenty of activities to do – all marked with a pencil symbol – so have a pen or
pencil and paper handy. Often, there are no specifically ‘right’ answers to the questions
in the activities, so don’t be concerned if what you come up with is different from the
suggested answer. Think about the advantages and disadvantages of alternative answers.
The key to active reading is to ask questions. Being clear about how and why you need to
read certain texts is likely to help you to take more useful notes. At the heart of
successful study is the habit of taking a few moments to stop and ask how and why an
idea (or a theory or a research method) might be useful or interesting, or even exciting.
Do the same with the suggestions for reading and note taking in this toolkit. Ask
yourself how and why different strategies might help you and then adapt them to
support and develop your understanding while you read, listen or watch, while you
prepare for assignments, and while you revise for an exam. By the time you reach the
end of this toolkit, you should have plenty of ideas to draw on.
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2 Exploring your experience of reading and note taking

OU Study: What, Where, When and How?
This toolkit is for you, so let’s start with your study situation. Keep the notes you make
in the activities as you will use them again.

ACTIVITY 1
■ Spend about 10 minutes using the questions below to think about your experience of
reading and note taking on your current course. Jot down some notes if you wish to.

What?
Make a quick list of the things you have been studying recently.

Where?
Where do you do your reading for study? How good are these place(s)? Why? Why
not?

When?
When do you study (what time of the day/night/week)? How long do you spend reading?
How do you know if you are spending too little time or taking too long? Does it matter?
Are there any distractions?

How?
Think about the last couple of things you read on your OU course (e.g. a section of a
workbook, media notes, a unit of a block). How did you read? Think about what you do
before, during and after doing a piece of reading. For example, did you look quickly at
the whole text before reading closely? Do you read every word? Do you read bits
aloud? Was there anything you found difficult? Why? How do you decide if it’s necessary
to take notes? What do your notes look like?

Discussion
No two students are the same; it might be interesting to see how someone else responds
to these questions. If you can, compare your notes on the above questions with another
student. You might also have thought about other experiences of study that you have had.
For example, if you have studied more than one course with the OU you could make
some comparisons between courses. Different courses can make different demands on
your reading and note-taking skills.

What do we read?
As an OU student, you will probably already be aware that reading for study with the
OU takes a variety of forms. Here are some examples:
■ assignment booklets, units and blocks
■ extracts from textbooks, whole textbooks, articles, glossaries, dictionaries
■ study calendars, study guides
■ methodology handbooks, media notes
■ emails, websites, CD-ROMs
■ statistical tables, mathematical or scientific formulae.
So, there is no simple answer to the question ‘What do we read?’ or even ‘What is an
OU text?’ The traditional view of a textbook is that of a book written by one or more
authors that is publicly available in a book shop or library. Part of your studies will
involve textbooks that are written by authors outside the OU and are in this form. But
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much of your reading material will not take this shape. What are the implications of this
for how we read and take notes? Stop and think for a moment now about how you
would go about note taking on some of the examples of OU reading material listed
above. Are there any you would not take notes on?

How do we read?
It isn’t really possible to say much about what we read without thinking more about how
– the way we approach reading and what we do when we are reading. Some people
prefer to see the whole picture before reading in depth and will scan a page or flick
through several pages before reading closely. Do you sometimes read a summary or a
TMA title before reading in depth? Why? Perhaps you like to underline or highlight
words and phrases as you go along, or put key bits of information on post-it stickers?
Do you read aloud when you get to difficult bits – most of us probably do that.
The question of how we read is related to the importance of note taking in successful
reading. What do your notes look like? Notes can take many different forms, as you will
see in Section 6: they vary from scribbles or drawings to lengthy linear notes. You might
even think of making mental notes: trying to note in your memory an idea or piece of
information that you want to check out or record somewhere later on.
At what point would you take notes – for example, after each sentence or paragraph,
or only after completely finishing a section or chapter? Are your notes generally useful
when you read them over later? When thinking about some course reading you did
recently, perhaps you remembered being so short of time that you just did a quick read
and hoped to find time to do notes later. If you read in a hurry you may well feel that
you can’t do justice to the task. But quick reading is one of many useful strategies, for
example, a first quick read through a text can make later note taking more productive.
Activity 1 included the question ‘Was there anything you found difficult?’ about reading
a recent piece of course material. Here are some of the difficulties that other students
say they experience:
■ reading the words on a page but not ‘taking them in’
■ spending too much or too little time
■ not being sure what the purpose of notes is and how many notes to take
■ difficulty expressing what they have read in their own words
■ simply not understanding
■ finding the language used in the course too complicated.
These are all things with which this toolkit aims to help.

When and where do we read?
Well, there are lots of possible answers to these questions, from ‘On the bus on the way
to the tutorial’ to ‘For several hours in one go locked in my room’. Most of us experience
difficulty finding suitable quiet reading time because of all the potential distractions:
friends, relatives, children, work, TV and so on.
If you feel, on reflection, that when and where you study is not helping you to be
successful, then you will have to think about making some changes. You don’t need to
spend long hours reading in one go, but you do need to build your own pattern of
regular, undisturbed reading. You can study productively in bursts of 30–45 minutes or
less, especially if you are reading just to search for a particular piece of information or
to remind yourself about a particular theory or method. Whatever the length of time
you spend reading, you will need to use different note-taking strategies to get the most
out of your time.

6

Setting your own goals
This might be a good point to think about some personal goals.

ACTIVITY 2
■ Note down what you would like to achieve as a result of using this toolkit. Use the
following questions if you find them helpful.
What aspects of reading and note taking would you like to improve on? Why?
How long do you think it might take to achieve your goals?
Who might support you?

Discussion
It is easy to feel isolated as an OU student even though you are a member of a huge
community of students and tutors. Once you are armed with the ideas in this toolkit, you
may find it easier to ask questions about your studies in a tutorial or a computer conference or on the phone to your tutor; you might be confident enough to offer tips to other
students.
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3 Different ways of reading

Everyday and academic reading
Are you being asked to do something different when reading for academic study? Is it
very different from everyday reading? Do you need a different set of skills? Well, it’s
more a matter of building on the skills you already have. But let’s think about these
questions a bit more.

ACTIVITY 3
■ Stop and think for a few moments about the different things you read in everyday
situations, then make a brief list.

Discussion
There is an amazing range of things that feature in our daily reading. Here are just a few:
letters, children’s stories, newspapers, minutes of meetings, magazines, emails, web pages,
bank statement, brochures, directories, bills, signs and posters.
Once you start to think about the different things that you read, you can easily produce
an enormous list ranging from the mundane but important such as bus timetables
through to academic textbooks and into the world of new technology: reading from
computer screens. So, clearly we are very skilled at reading. Do we need to be more
aware of how we read these different things in order to adapt better to study? The
next activity might help you to answer this question.

ACTIVITY 4
■ Spend a few minutes comparing and contrasting two different pieces of reading. Use
a short piece from your course and a piece of everyday reading (e.g. a newspaper
article or even something like a set of instructions, perhaps a recipe or manual).
How would you go about reading each piece? What are the similarities and the
differences in the way you would read them?

Discussion
Do you feel under pressure to remember as much as possible of what you are reading in a
study situation? It can be hard to enjoy this sort of reading: it might seem like a chore and it
does require more effort than everyday reading. But you are probably expecting to be able
to remember too much from the materials you are studying, and perhaps you are taking
too many notes. Thinking about the different reasons for reading should give you some
clues about whether you need to take notes, when to do the notes and what form they
could take to be most useful for you.
We can usually read almost without noticing the words on the page. When reading for
study, we are being asked to do more than just read. We have to grapple with complex
meanings, which are often abstract and therefore less easy to grasp than the immediate
meanings of some everyday reading. And, of course, there is the sheer volume of information we have to sift through in order to find the essential points. As a student, you are
expected to work with the information that is presented to you in order to interpret what
is meant, make connections between different ideas, compare and contrast certain information, weigh up or evaluate theories, and draw conclusions.
But these skills of reading analytically and critically are not necessarily much different from
what you do every day. When you read a newspaper article or recipe you might do that
passively – letting the words wash over you – but you won’t have much success with, say,
your cooking if you haven’t gone through some of the aspects of active reading with your
recipe. For example, the novice cook might be stumped in a situation where the more
experienced cook can adapt (e.g. ‘I don’t have self-raising flour, so what can I use instead?’).
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The language of study texts
You may feel that there are big differences in the way language is used in everyday and
academic contexts. Students often say that it feels like trying to learn a new language
when they start a course. Let’s examine this a bit more.

Brainstorm on language
If you haven’t met the term ‘brainstorm’ before in this context, don’t be alarmed. It
simply means jotting down the first ideas that come into your mind without looking
anything up. You should just write down key words, not whole sentences.

ACTIVITY 5
■ Try a brainstorm of any terms, words or phrases you can recall from the course you
are studying. Give yourself a few minutes to do this without looking at any of your
course material.
■ When you have run out of ideas, glance at a page or two from your most recent
piece of course reading. Is the language different from what you are used to in an
everyday context? What do you notice about the words, phrases and style of
writing?
Note: A useful way to make this sort of comparison is to use a two-column grid
with notes about everyday usage in one column and about academic usage in the
other.

Discussion
Here are some general notes on these different ways of using language.
Everyday use of language

Academic use of language

simple language, shorter words and phrases,
easier to get meaning

longer sentences, more complicated words and
phrases, harder to see meaning

familiar words

technical terms – jargon?

less detail or depth

lot more detail and information – can be harder
to ‘unpick’ or to absorb

might be one-sided (giving only one person’s
viewpoint), biased or even prejudiced

usually gives a range of opinions – weighs up
different viewpoints

appeals to feelings and emotions

less emotional, more objective – gives facts (but
this depends on the type of writing and its
purpose)

different people might have different opinions
about what something means

words and phrases used in a more precise way –
definitions given; familiar words might mean
something other than what you expect (e.g.
‘window’ in computing)

the things being talked about are ‘concrete’ –
everyday and literal

language used creates a sense of distance –
words and ideas can seem more removed from
everyday life

Reading from a computer
A relatively new way of reading is from the computer screen. Even if you don’t use a
computer, you are probably aware that in both work and study contexts people are
increasingly reading a significant amount of material directly from a computer screen.
This raises interesting questions about reading. You might want to stop and think about
how reading from a computer differs from the types of reading we have been used to in
the past. Are different skills involved? Is it easier, harder or just another way of
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presenting information? Perhaps you think that this does not count as ‘real’ reading? Or,
perhaps we can learn from this experience to help us to read printed text more
effectively.

ACTIVITY 6
■ If work on a computer forms an important part of your OU course, stop now for a
few minutes and note down some points about what is involved in this sort of
reading. How would this affect the way you take notes? What form would your
notes take?

Discussion
The use of computer screens (and even printouts) challenges the traditional notion of
reading a text. You may be reading less and probably in small ‘bites’. You might think that
reading from a computer feels more active because you can jump between menus and
displays. The idea of active reading is essential for study and we will be looking at ways of
doing this with printed course materials.
What about notes? Perhaps notes are word-processed rather than hand-written – or
perhaps there is less need for paper notes.

Adapting your skills
The activities you have done so far have shown how important it is to think about the
‘what, how and why’ of what we read. This will help you to adapt your approach to
reading and note taking to get the most out of your studies. It is quite remarkable how
much reading we do without realizing it, how skilled at reading we are, and how flexible
our reading skills can be. When we embark on a course of study, it can come as a
shock: the reading skills that we take for granted are being challenged. But remember,
you have the ability to adapt to reading in different situations and all of us have the
potential to improve our reading skills.
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4 Developing skills in analytical and critical reading

Compare and contrast some academic extracts
In the next activity you are going to look at a selection of ‘texts’ all from OU course
materials. They are not all what you might initially think of as a ‘text’: there are different
styles of prose, poetry and diagrams. Perhaps similar or more interesting examples will
come to mind from your own course; feel free to add your own examples.

ACTIVITY 7
■ Look through Extracts 1–5, then choose two (or more) and think about their
similarities and differences. How would you read them – try to think about your
own personal response to reading each piece? How would you take notes? Write
down some short answers.

Extract 2 from A210 Approaching literature

Extract 1

from ED209 Child development
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Extract 3 from S246 Organic chemistry

Extract 4 from D318 Culture, media and identities

12

Extract 5

from M358 Relational databases

Discussion
Don’t panic – this is a much fuller discussion than the short answers you were asked to
make.
Is reading just about finding facts?
At one level, all reading involves seeking information. This information might be of an
obviously factual nature, like the formulae in organic chemistry in Extract 3. But what about
the poem in Extract 2? Does it give facts? It does convey information about a scene, but in
a manner very different from the approach of a chemist: the poet is not trying to give facts
for others to make use of when conducting experiments. Of course, you are likely to be
expected to question at least some of the facts presented to you whatever course you are
studying – this is part of what is involved in the analytical and critical reading skills mentioned before.
Should we give our personal response to a piece of reading?
Reading a poem is likely to trigger feelings and memories: we have a personal subjective
response. Is this reaction different from the type of response to reading, say, the description of a database in Extract 5? Both pieces of writing can produce subjective responses,
but studying either requires objective analysis, just like all areas of study. And texts in any
study area can provoke heated debate about, for example, moral or environmental issues.
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Is reading for study different because it involves applying theories?
We all have theories about the world around us. One of the reasons for studying is to find
out about the theories that others have constructed: what the basis for a theory is, how it
can be used or applied and how it compares or contrasts with another theory on the same
subject. The diagram in Extract 4 is an example of a broad theoretical approach to understanding culture (using the ‘circuit of culture’ as a way of analysing what we observe).
Have I got it right?
Extract 1, the selection of glossary items, provides some correct definitions, but you are
probably not expected to memorize them word-for-word. Rather like the words you look
up in a dictionary, a fuller understanding only comes from making use of them (e.g. in a
piece of writing). And there is plenty of room for interpretation and debate.
How much do I need to remember?
In Extract 4 we are given a diagram of the ‘circuit of culture’. A visual representation like
this is handy because it helps us remember key ideas by presenting them in a simple
framework for reading analytically. The chemical formulae in Extract 3 are another example
of visual representation. You will find visual representations of many different kinds in
course materials. Sections 5 and 6 of this toolkit make some suggestions about how to use
the techniques of visual representation in reading and note taking.
At what point do I take notes?
Learning may sometimes involve flashes of understanding or inspiration, but mostly it
requires us to keep coming back to (or revisiting) ideas and information. So, when should
we take notes? Sometimes we take too many notes early on, when we don’t have enough
understanding of the text. For example, we will gain a better understanding of the explanation of a database given in Extract 5 from trying to use that knowledge in real situations,
and later revisiting the theory. It can help to make rough notes while you are reading, to
support your understanding, and then return later to do shorter, better structured notes. Is
this something you do?
What differences were there in the way language was used?
Different disciplines (e.g. biology, history, technology) each have their own character –
their own vocabulary, sets of terms and conventions. When reading for study, it can feel
like trying to break through into a new language, and in a way that is what we have to do.
For example, we learn new words (epoxy resin; centration) and also find that familiar
words have different meanings or uses (persistent data; circular reactions; scheme). Or we
might learn new grammatical constructions as in poetry, which is often not written in
conventional sentences and does not necessarily follow standard grammar: ‘On a poet’s
lips I slept …’.
We can describe this different use of language as the ‘discourse’ of that subject. The
concept of discourse is not just about words and phrases it is also about how ideas and
information are shaped and presented to us. When reading for study we have somehow
to get inside the way ideas are presented in order to analyse, interpret and read
critically. Different disciplines have different expectations about how you should do this.
For example, you would not be expected to read a research report in psychology in the
same way you would read a novel on a Literature course. Why not talk about this with
other students on your course and with your tutor?
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5 Reading strategies

Getting the most from your course
OU courses may contain more study skills advice and help than you realize.

ACTIVITY 8
■ What advice have you been given about reading (and note taking) on your particular
course, and by your tutor?
■ What strategies have the course writers used to help you to get the most from your
reading? For example, how have they organized the course materials to help you
with reading (and note taking)?

Discussion
Sometimes the advice in OU course material is explicit: for example a section of a unit that
is clearly offering guidance about how to study. Sometimes the study skills support is
implicit, that is, it is not labelled ‘study skills’, but the writers of your course have thought
about ways of presenting the material to help you to study more effectively. It is worth
trying to stand back from the materials and observe how the authors of your course have
done this, because you can make use of these ideas to improve reading and note-taking
skills.

How to read actively
Active reading involves different ways of interacting with a text. It involves doing things
(like taking notes) and asking questions as you go along. This idea may not be new to
you. Certainly you will have come across it if you have read one of the Good Study
Guides published by the Open University. The opposite of active reading would be
passive reading. This is exactly what happens when you experience many of the
problems mentioned earlier, such as ‘not taking the words in’, reading but remembering
very little, or later finding your notes unhelpful. What follows are some strategies for
active reading that you can try out.

1 What? Where? When? and How?
You can apply the ‘What? Where? When? and How?’ questions you met in Activity 1
when you are approaching any type of reading activity on your course. You also can add
more questions (e.g. Who? Why? or What for?). This strategy involves stopping before,
during and after reading, perhaps just for a few moments, to ask yourself simple
questions.

ACTIVITY 9
■ Stop and think about how you might do this with a piece of material you are
working on. Here are some examples of the sort of questions you might like to ask
while you are reading:
What am I reading – what sort of text or material? What is the purpose of it?
Does the course guide or the writer of this piece tell me why I need to read it or
give me any hints or ‘signposts’ about how I could approach it?
When was it written? When or where did it take place?
How should I read it – quickly, slowly, to find some key pieces of information, or in
order to be critical of a theory within it?
How much do I need to be able to remember? And, of course, what sort of notes will
I need to make?

15

Discussion
Below is a discussion of how this technique might work on Extract 6. Start reading the
discussion before you read the extract.
A quick look at the article without reading it in detail (take a quick look now – what is the
topic?) reveals that the topic is white-collar crime – that’s easy enough, it’s in the title. But
what exactly is white-collar crime? Why would we want to link the term ‘white-collar’ to
crime? You may recall the common distinction between ‘blue-collar’ and ‘white-collar’
work. This suggests that we can classify occupations as either ‘blue-collar’ (manual labour,
such as on a building site) or ‘white-collar’ (non-manual, office type work). Do you have a
mental image of a white-collar worker and perhaps what an example of white-collar crime
might be?
But is the distinction between white-collar and blue-collar still an academically useful one?
The terms have been around a long time and the workplace has changed so much. Look at
the date when this article was written – 1993; clearly this is still thought to be a valid way
of analysing the problem of crime. Reading the article reveals that the concept of whitecollar crime originated with Edwin Sutherland in 1941 – again that triggers questions about
how we might apply this idea at the beginning of the 21st century.
Who wrote it? Hazel Croall – have you come across this name before? Why did she write
it? One answer might be that she wanted to show how the idea of white-collar crime can
be interpreted in work environments now. Can this give us a better understanding of crime
in general?
It’s important to ask questions before you begin reading in order to be get yourself actively
involved from the start. Then carry on asking questions during and after reading. They
don’t need to be complicated questions. Take a few minutes now to read through the article
– don’t take any notes though. You will come back to this article later for a note-taking
exercise. Do you have any thoughts on what sort of notes might be needed on this article
if it were part of your studies?
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Extract 6
change

from DD100 An introduction to the social sciences: understanding social

2 Identifying small chunks
Many OU texts are broken up into smaller chunks (as is this toolkit), by the use of
headings and the inclusion of activities, summaries, articles or extracts from books by a
variety of authors. Human memory works better when we can tackle small, manageable
bits of material. If you have to study texts that are not broken up in this way, you may
be able to identify for yourself smaller chunks to read and thereby do your reading in
shorter bursts. Do you recognize this in the way your course material is organized?
Could you break down your reading into smaller chunks?
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3 Putting ideas into practice
One of the ways in which we learn is by doing. If you are studying a science course, for
example, you may be asked to do some experiments at home. When such activities are
not compulsory, it might be tempting not to do them. Do make the most of the
opportunities to carry out any practical activities that you are given; the practice will
make what you are learning more meaningful and help to fix an idea or method in your
memory. Perhaps you will be asked to make up an experiment of your own. Taking
ownership in this way is a powerful means of learning. But just talking to someone else
about what you are studying is also a way of ‘doing’.
Apart from experiments, there are lots of ways you can put theories and ideas into
practice. OU course materials encourage you to apply theories in a wide variety of
activities. But if you can find ways to do this more in everyday life and work, you would
strengthen your learning even more. For example, if you are studying a course which
includes theories about globalization, you could try linking this with what you see
around you. You might start by just thinking about the effects of globalization on
production and consumption (what is being sold, where products come from and what
you buy). Then take it further and consider how useful the theory is as an explanation
of what you see – for example, what are its strengths and weaknesses?
Courses with a more vocational orientation, for example those in management,
education, and health and social welfare may ask you to see yourself as a reflective
practitioner: that is, to think in a more systematic way about how you carry out a work
role and to relate course themes and theories to your daily activities. This reflective
approach is one that a student on any course could adopt.

ACTIVITY 10
■ Think of an example of a theory, method, perspective, or formula that you are
currently reading about and see if you can put into practice, by using or applying it in
some way in your work or everyday life.

Discussion
An example here is that a previous study of psychology provided quite a few ideas to
apply in this toolkit. For instance, the strength of visual memory (a picture or diagram is
easier to recall than lines of text) is something that can be made use of in reading and
note-taking strategies. Remember the ‘circuit of culture’ in Extract 4?

4 Revisiting
You may well be studying a course that includes summaries of key ideas at frequent or
regular intervals. This is a way of helping you to identify and revisit important ideas.
Some courses make more use of summaries than others.

ACTIVITY 11
■ If your course does use summaries, what have you noticed about them? How do you
react to summaries?

Discussion
You may have been struck by how short the summaries are. You may feel that your own
summaries would be very different and that perhaps you have not picked out the right
points. Of course, there is no such thing as a correct summary: we would all come up with
slightly different versions. If your summary is rather different, ask yourself: ‘Why?’, ‘Does it
matter?’, ‘Have I missed an important point?
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ACTIVITY 12
■ Think of another way you could return to (revisit) something you have learned on
your course.

Discussion
Other ways of revisiting could include:
■

answering self-assessment questions (SAQs)

■

trying out a method (e.g. using a statistical formula) and then going back to the
theoretical description of it with a better feel for what is involved

■

comparing one theory with another (e.g. revisiting a behaviourist theory after you have
learnt about a cognitive theory); seeing one theory from the perspective of the other
is not an easy thing to do.

5 Recognizing signposts
Writers should give you signposts to pick up when you are reading their work. Think of
a signpost on a road – you are looking for the equivalent when reading a text. The
signposts in a text might be headings, single words, phrases, or even sentences.

SOME GENERAL SIGNPOSTS
first, secondly, lastly, in conclusion, I will begin by …, in the last section I
focused on …, in contrast, another similarity is …

SOME SUBJECT SPECIFIC SIGNPOSTS
there are two important traditions in research on …, the most recent
innovation in …

ACTIVITY 13
■ Have a quick look back at Extract 5 in Section 4 and identify some of the signposts.

Discussion
All of these are signposts in this extract:
■

the heading

■

‘in order to …’

■

‘note that …’

■

‘the most important point …’

■

‘however …’

■

the definition of a database with the word database in bold.

Did you spot any others?

6 Scanning and skimming
Scanning and skimming are often used when tackling a text for the first time. You might
do this as a quick read before reading closely. There is no exact definition of what
scanning and skimming mean; you will find out what this approach to reading is and how
it can work by doing it. The following explanation is a guide to get you started.
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SCANNING
Think of this as the first stage. You are looking quickly and hardly reading at all.
You might flick through several pages or glance down one particular page
looking for anything that ‘jumps out at you’ such as headings, diagrams, tables,
signposts. You are trying to get an overview of the structure of a text, the
topic and some idea of how you might need to approach it.

Looking back at Extract 5, scanning reveals that there is a definition of a database in this
text and also a short description of a folder in the right hand margin.

ACTIVITY 14
■ Why scan? How does it help?

Discussion
Scanning can be done before you read ‘properly’ in order to make your reading task easier
to cope with. It is not a substitute for close reading, but a preparation for it. It might help
you to plan how much reading to tackle or to gauge how much note taking you need to
do. You might scan ahead at any time while studying, or later on when searching for
something for an essay or revision. You are almost certainly already using scanning – just be
more aware of how it helps you and make more use of it.
And to follow on from skimming, here is a brief explanation of skimming.

SKIMMING
You might want to think of this as paying more attention to the words on the
page. It is still a quick reading method. It might help to think of standing on the
beach and skimming a stone over the water. Again, you use this technique
already: be more aware of it.

Skimming Extract 5 looking for more information on ‘folders’, reveals very little – just a
reference to the organization of files in folders.

ACTIVITY 15
■ Think of some examples of where you scan and skim in everyday situations.
■ Now try scanning and skimming a new piece of reading from your course.

Discussion
Checking bus and railway timetables, and searching for a recipe in a book are everyday
situations in which you are likely to scan and skim.

7 Using the stop–review technique
This technique involves reading in a short burst then reviewing what you have read
before reading on.

ACTIVITY 16
■ Select from your course another piece of text that is at least a page in length. Try to
find a fairly complex piece that you may have been having difficulty with. Read a
couple of paragraphs (say, half a page). Just read as you would normally. Then stop
and review what you have just read using the following questions.
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What is/are the key idea(s)?
How much do you think you might need to remember?
How much of the detail is it necessary to note down?
Is it appropriate to express your own opinion or response?
How would you make it clear in your notes what is your own opinion?
Write down the shortest notes you can.

Discussion
Again, stop–review is something we tend to do automatically, especially when reading a
difficult text or if we are tired and find that we have ‘switched off’ while reading. The
reviewing stage may simply be reading back over a sentence, or a longer section. But to
read in an analytical way we need to do some active questioning: instead of just reading
back over, read with questions in mind.
Keep the notes you made on the text from your course, you will use them later.

8 Using ‘staged’ approaches to reading
A good example here is: scan, question, read, remember, review – SQ3R. There are
several reading techniques like this that involve breaking your reading up into steps or
stages in a more deliberate or systematic way. These techniques all include scanning or
skimming, so they should not seem strange or new. SQ3R is an illustration – feel free to
adapt it or choose another approach that suits you better.

SQ3R: FIVE STEPS TO BETTER READING
Step 1: Scan
Scan a piece of text (paragraph, page or longer) – look at it quickly; notice headings,
pictures, images, key words – try to get an overall impression.
If you are reading more than one page, flick forwards and backwards.
If there are no pictures or headings, just glance at the first sentence of each
paragraph.
Step 2: Question
Make up some questions: Who? What? Where? When? How? Why?
Read any questions provided.
Step 3: Read
Read the text carefully. Try to read in a relaxed, focused, and fairly speedy way.
Don’t agonize over difficult words or ideas.
Do not make notes.
Step 4: Remember
Test your memory – but don’t worry if you can’t remember much.
Jot down some points without looking at the text.
Step 5: Review
Read the passage again, taking brief notes, paragraph by paragraph.
Use your own words as much as possible – look away from the text and imagine
you are trying to explain it to a friend, but don’t be too informal.
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ACTIVITY 17
■ Now try SQ3R on a piece of text you are currently studying. What are the
advantages? Any problems with using it?

Discussion
Following all these steps may seem like a lot of trouble to go to. But if you try this method
out a few times you should find it becomes absorbed into the way you read, and then it
won’t feel like such a great effort.

9 Visualization
The visual aspects of memory are very powerful. It is much easier remember diagrams
and graphics than it is to remember text.

ACTIVITY 18
■ Stop and think about one of these situations (what do you ‘see’ in your mind?):
How do you remember where you left your car in a car park or what bus stop to get off
at?
How do you remember what shopping you need when you have no list?
Close your eyes and picture your study centre or tutorial group.

Discussion
The experience of stopping and trying to picture the inside of your cupboards and fridge
when trying to remember what shopping you need, is a simple illustration of the strengths
of visualization: you may be able to recall each nook and cranny. The ‘circuit of culture’ and
the diagram of chemical compounds (page 12) are examples of visualization built into
course materials. Here is another one, this time on the sources of lead in lakes and rivers.

Extract 7
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from S103 Discovering science: Sources of lead in lakes and rivers

You could make up something like this for yourself to help you remember a topic,
theory, or method that you are studying.

10 Mind-mapping
Mind-maps, or spray notes, are a well-known and particular example of visual
representation that you can use to support your understanding while you are reading.
You may have come across this before. The main principle is to note down points in a
kind of spray pattern starting from the centre and working outwards (Figure 1).

Figure 1

Scheme for a mind-map

You are going to try out this technique in Activity 19.

ACTIVITY 19
■ Before you start your mind-map, just check what you can remember about the
article by Hazel Croall. Do a quick brainstorm without looking at the article. What
was the topic? What were some of the main points?
■ Now take a piece of blank A4 paper and turn it so the longest sides are at the top
and bottom. Put the topic in a bubble in the middle of the page and as you read
through the article note down key points in a spray pattern working from the centre
outwards.

Discussion
We will talk more about mind-maps and spray notes in Section 6, so hold on to your
mind-map for now.

11 Working with concepts
A concept is a general notion or an abstract idea. An academic concept could be any
important idea or theme on your course. Here are some examples: organic chemistry,
the idea of relational databases, marketing, white-collar crime, the notion of neural
networks. Focusing on concepts can help you to identify and analyse key ideas. It is a
useful technique when revising for exams.
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ACTIVITY 20
■ Take an index card – 6 × 4 inches is a good size – or draw the outline of a card on a
piece of paper if you don’t have any index cards to hand.
■ To begin with, try making notes on an everyday subject that you know about,
something not related to your current course (e.g. pets; sport; gardening; something
local; music; a country you know). Do a quick brainstorm on it. When you have
enough points, select the most important ones to put on to a card.
Here is an example of a card on the subject of home improvements; as this is a big
topic, only one aspect is considered on this card – renovating a room.
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■ Now try this technique on an important concept from your OU course. Do a
brainstorm first, then choose some important points to put onto a concept card. Do
remember to approach this in a way that suits you – don’t try to follow the example
below too closely.
Here is an example of a card on the concept of memory; again, because this is such a
big area, the card deals only with one particular model of memory – the information
processing model.
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Discussion
You may have done something like this before. How did it work this time? Did this method
help you to find key points? How are your cards different from the examples above? Why
is that?
No two people’s notes will be the same. What one student (or tutor) notes down in a
brainstorm, mind-map or on a concept card will be different from the next person’s notes.
You might write key words, sentences, quotes, facts and figures, questions, draw diagrams
… it is up to you to adapt the method to support your learning. You might also include
your own comments on the strengths and weaknesses of a particular concept or theory.
For your card on the subject that you know about, you could probably rely entirely on
your memory because you will be very aware of what is involved. When it comes to an
academic concept (like memory), we are dealing with abstract ideas that will be new to
someone who has not read about or studied the area before. However, in both cases you
probably needed to rearrange the order of the items for your cards. This is because it is
easier to think about the correct sequence once you have something written down.
For the academic concept, you probably were not able to rely on your memory to recall all
the key points and names. This is even more likely to be true in the case of subjects studied
in the past and does show how little of the ‘words on the page’ we can remember. Often
it feels as though we won’t be able to remember any specific details at all, but the brainstorm activity does trigger memory. Don’t worry about the appearance of your brainstorm
notes, they probably looked messy – in scribbled form with bits crossed out and lines going
back and forth.
But the similarities are more striking than the differences, when working on these topics.
Both involve getting to grips with the use of technical language, making connections
between things and ideas, and re-ordering the information in a more appropriate sequence
when transferring brainstorm results to concept cards. And in both case, it is easier to
remember details when you have been recently involved.
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6 Note-taking strategies

Why take notes?
In this section you are going to focus on note taking. You can see, from the activities
you have done so far, how note taking is essential to reading: you have used
brainstorms, mind-maps and concept cards, all forms of notes, in developing reading
strategies. You also have various other forms of notes from the reading activities. Thus,
reading and note taking work together to support learning. Now is the time to review
the note-taking strategies you have used so far, and look at some more ideas to make
sure you have a wide range of options to draw on.

ACTIVITY 21
■ Why do it? Why take notes? Jot down some reasons.

Discussion
Perhaps the first thing you wrote down was ‘to help me remember’. It is easy to think that
this is the most important reason for taking notes. Certainly, you wouldn’t be able to
remember enough without notes. But a very important reason for taking notes is to help
you to work with, or re-work, what you have been reading. The Level 1 courses S103
Discovering science and DD100 An introduction to the social sciences: understanding social
change both refer to some of the course materials as ‘workbooks’. This is to emphasize the
need to work with information and ideas while you are reading. Taking notes helps you to do
this.
Here is a list of reasons for taking notes, you may have others:
■

to support memory: facts and figures, key theories, formulas, names of writers and
researchers, important dates

■

to help understanding: to go back over (revisit) and learn

■

to help with difficult bits – rough notes or a diagram

■

to make links between different ideas and theories, or to contrast different theories

■

to record questions and thoughts

■

to make such a vast amount of information manageable.

Looking for key ideas – more on mind-maps
A small number of key ideas form the backbone of the texts you are working on. One
of the essential skills in note taking is to extract these key ideas. But this piece of advice
isn’t always easy to follow. Let’s look again at the mind-mapping technique you tried out
in Section 5.
The idea of mind-maps is not new in the sense that people already do this mentally.
Our thinking processes include drawing links between different thoughts and
information: we don’t think in straight lines. Hence the usefulness of brainstorms, mindmaps and spray notes. You have done a few brainstorms so far, and also a mind-map on
white-collar crime. Have another look at your mind-map on white-collar crime and
compare it with Figure 2.
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Figure 2

Example mind-map on white-collar crime

You may be wondering what the difference is between a brainstorm and a mind-map. A
brainstorm contains the ideas you first thought of and tends to look rough and ready. It
is useful for:
■ testing out ideas (e.g. to explore the implications/likely consequences)
■ trying to remember key ideas before writing out detailed notes (e.g. as part of a
step-by-step approach to reading such as SQ3R)
■ helping to tackle a TMA question (e.g. jotting down initial thoughts and exploring the
meaning of the title).
A mind-map is better organized. Like all the ideas in this toolkit, you need to adapt this
one to suit you. Basically, a mind-map contains the key ideas (sometimes just a handful
of key words) and shows the links between them. The points noted down in a mindmap are likely to be in a kind of hierarchy – the more important points in the middle
branching out into less important ones. You will probably find there is no such thing as
a final version of your mind-map. Each time you go back to a topic your understanding
will improve, although you may not have time to redo your mind-map.

ACTIVITY 22
■ Go back to Section 5 of this toolkit and produce a mind-map by writing down what
you think are some key points. Focus on the strategies that might help you with
reading. Use no more than one side of paper for your mind-map and remember not
to write in whole sentences. Keep your mind-map as you will need it later.

Discussion
If you have not done a mind-map before working on this toolkit, did you find this hard to
do? On a complex subject, you may well need to revise your mind-map several times
before you get a version you are happy with.
On the other hand, you may have found this an easy exercise to do because there is not a
huge amount of information to work through and your notes can be very short. You might
have written just the names of the strategies as in the headings in Section 5. You may feel
that trying to do a mind-map while working through a complex piece of text on your
course is a much harder task.
Figure 3 is an example mind-map of the reading strategies in Section 5.
Some students say they don’t like doing mind-maps. One said it didn’t help her to organize
her thoughts, in fact it made her ‘go off at a tangent’. This is interesting because it is what a
brainstorm activity is meant to encourage us to do – go off in all sorts of directions to help
explore the connections between different ideas and information. A mind-map is really just
a better structured version. But remember to use this as a tool to help you and to use it in
different ways to suit the task. For example: you can start a mind-map while doing rough
notes as an aid to understanding; for organizing information and thoughts while planning an
essay; or to give an overview of a key topic for revision. A mind-map can be rough and
ready or unfinished.
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Figure 3

Mind-map on reading strategies

Different forms of notes (so far)
Of course, no two people’s notes will look the same, but notes generally fall into one of
relatively few categories.

ACTIVITY 23
■ Look back at the various notes you have taken on activities in this toolkit. What
different forms have they taken? What do they look like? What are the advantages of
different forms of notes on different occasions?
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Discussion
No two people’s notes will look the same, but the main forms that notes take are shown
in Table 1.
Table 1

Some of the main forms that notes usually take

Form of
notes

What they look like

When to use

linear (most
written along the line, usually several
common form pages for a big topic; lots of words but
of notes)
not whole sentences; use abbreviations
and possibly arrows, underlining, etc.

for recording quite a lot of information;
possibly to support later essay writing
or revision – usually shortened or used
as the basis for index cards during
revision

flow chart

fewer words than linear notes; more
visual; ideas or information in logical
flow

to show flow or direction in a process;
often associated with science or
economics but can be used for any
topic; can illustrate connections
between ideas

tabular

in table form – like this

to help categorize or analyse; to sort
ideas or information in a way that is
easier to handle and remember

mind-map
key words and phrases arranged in a
(spidergram or branching structure
spray notes)

to show connections between ideas,
events, theories etc.; as a working tool
while reading, notetaking, assignment
planning, and revision

diagrams and formulae, drawings, pictures, or sets
other visual
of images with few words
representation

use like a mind-map (some people may
think a diagram is not really a form of
notes)

What’s missing?
Can you think of some forms of notes missing from the table? Make a note here (see
Discussion following Activity 24 on page 32).

Note-taking quiz
Here is a light-hearted activity that should set you thinking about whether or not you
think diagrams are really a form of notes.

ACTIVITY 24
■ Look at Figure 4 and match the illustrations to the names of the different forms of
notes in Table 1. While you are doing this think about the following questions.
Are they really all forms of notes?
Which ones would I use? When?
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Figure 4

Five sorts of notes
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Discussion
Your answers probably look something like this:
1 = visual representation
2 = mind-map
3 = flow chart
4 = visual representation
5 = linear notes.
However, all of numbers 1–4 could be described as ‘visual representations’. Do you think
all of them can be used as forms of notes? You will need to try them out and adapt them
to find what suits you best. There are plenty of other forms that notes might take, too. For
example: using post-it stickers and index (concept) cards; lists of bullet points or key
words; comments in the margin of a text; written summaries. You can probably think of
more.

Using grids
Using a grid – or just a set of columns – can help you to analyse information and ideas
(and to read critically). Before you try this out, look at Extract 8. It is an interesting
variation on a four-column grid idea in that the columns are used for different purposes.
What do you think? Would this work for you?

ACTIVITY 25
■ Let’s have a go at doing the grid form of notes. To keep it simple, use just two
columns. Choose a topic from your course. You might want to choose something
where there are two different methods, theories or types, so you can use the grid to
compare and contrast. Alternatively, use the article on white-collar crime (Extract 6,
pages 16–17) and make a two-column grid comparing the strengths and weaknesses
of Croall’s definitions and arguments.

Discussion
Putting information and ideas into columns encourages analysis and evaluation of what we
are reading. It may make you reconsider some of your ideas and arrive at a better understanding. The basic idea of working with columns can be adapted: you can do this with or
without gridlines, and vary the number of cells and headings. Look out for this sort of idea
in your course materials. It seems to work well for situations where a few key points or a
small amount of information need to be recorded. It is particularly good for comparing and
contrasting.
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Extract 8

from T204 Design: principles and practice
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If you decided to do the activity using Extract 6, your grid may look something like this one.
Strengths of the definitions and
arguments in the article on white-collar
crime

Weaknesses of the definitions and
arguments in the article on white-collar
crime

the article enables us to question taken-forgranted ideas and assumptions

written in 1993 but does it really tell us anything
new?

the concept of white-collar crime challenges
stereotypes of crime and criminals (what
crime is and who commits it) which depict
criminals as mainly working class

blaming the media is simplistic – the media
covers all sorts of crimes not just violence and
vandalism; there is public knowledge about
corporate crime

the concept of white-collar has proved useful
– it has been expanded by later sociologists
and criminologists to mean abuse of
‘occupational role’

the definition of white-collar crime as a wide
range of acts in the workplace is too broad –
could refer to all sorts of behaviour – does it all
deserve to be labelled ‘crime’?

crime in the workplace and by higher social
status individuals or groups is easily
underestimated – analysing white-collar crime
helps give a more balanced or accurate
description of the ‘crime problem’

much of this sort of crime may be hidden – so
how can we measure it or get accurate evidence?

this type of analysis could be used to challenge the analysis doesn’t take us very far – describes
other stereotypes about criminal behaviour
rather than explains – no theory to explain the
(e.g. racist stereotypes) and to build theories extent of or reasons for crime

Using linear notes effectively
Linear notes are probably what people most often associate with the term ‘notes’. They
are very useful for recording quite a lot of detail. One disadvantage with linear notes is
that they can encourage us to read passively. If you use the active reading strategies you
have been working through, you should find that your linear notes are more focused
and better structured. But that still leaves some questions unanswered.

Are linear notes like shorthand?
Sometimes people liken linear notes to shorthand. Most of us use some sort of
abbreviations when we take notes, which might look similar to shorthand. But
shorthand is used to write down exactly what has been said, often in order to produce a
word-for-word account. Should we do this when reading for study? One of the things
we are trying to do in our study notes is to express ideas and information in our own
words as much as possible.
Yet there are occasions when we do need to copy exactly what has been written in the
course text. When? Why? Well, for example, when learning a chemical formula, you
would need to write down the details exactly as given. But your discussion of its uses
or application in an experiment would be in your own words. Another example is when
you think it is important to put into your notes the exact words used in a text – to use
quotes. In this case, you need to distinguish clearly the words of different authors – so
make sure you put quotation marks around the phrase or sentence and note each
author’s name and the page number of the quote.
You need to think about occasions when it is necessary to copy something exactly, but
as a general rule, the majority of what you write in your notes should be in your own
words. This will involve you in interpreting or reworking what you are reading (the
difficult bit).
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Are linear notes like a written summary?
Taking notes involves summarizing, but a summary is not the same as linear notes.
One of the steps in active reading could involve producing a short, written summary,
rather like the linear form of notes. First, you find the key points, perhaps by
underlining or using a highlighter pen on the text. Then you take out these points,
using your own words, and re-form them into a summary that is written in whole
sentences (a big difference from linear notes). So, what exactly is the purpose of
writing a summary – what is it for? How could we use this in a reading for study
situation?
Perhaps you have uncomfortable memories of trying to write summaries at school.
For example, focusing too hard on the number of words to condense the passage into.
Summaries had to be as short as possible, accurate, and not contain your opinion.
Note taking and summarizing both require you to pull out the essential points and put
them into your own words – to demonstrate your understanding. If you are studying a
course where you are asked to write summaries – either in note form or in some
other form – remember to stop and think about what the purpose of the summary is.
Of course, like other forms of notes, no two summaries will look the same.

Do I put my own opinion into my notes?
The answer to this question will vary according to the subject you are studying and
the purpose of the particular set of notes. Note taking is not just about showing that
you have understood; it is also about working with a text to ‘make it your own’. You
will inevitably put in your own interpretation – your ‘gloss’ on things. If you read
critically, your notes will contain your analysis – your way of breaking down and
reconstructing key points – and probably your own opinion, too. Perhaps you can find
an opportunity to talk to another student about this question (and other questions
raised in this toolkit).

Linear notes and spray notes compared
These two forms of notes are quite different, but they can often inform each other.
There are occasions when it might pay to take the time to make both sorts of notes.
But for the moment, you are going to consider them separately.

ACTIVITY 26
■ Read Extract 9 and then compare and contrast the two sets of notes that follow.
What are the advantages of both forms? Is one better than the other? If so, why?
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Extract 9 from K201 Working with Young People
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Linear notes on Extract 9
1.2 The structuring and organization of public services
Big changes in organization of services for young people – ‘transformation’ – why?
Because of criticisms of welfare state in 70s and 80s.
Mishra, 1984: pressure on government to re-examine priorities in the welfare state in
general.
Problems with welfare state were thought to be (right wing versus left wing):
(i) right-wing criticisms
too bureaucratic
professional interests take priority over users’ needs
expensive, inefficient
concerns about the ‘nanny’ state
(ii) left-wing criticisms
agree with first two right wing criticisms
not enough broad social reform [text doesn’t spell this out?]
not enough redistribution of wealth
What big changes have happened?
In the 80s and 90s – big changes to local authority responsibilities:
(i) less local authority control of individual services
e.g. LMS (local management of schools) means schools have more power and the
local authority has less. School governors make decisions in all areas: recruit staff,
manage budgets, employ contractors directly, oversee curriculum.
But also central government has increased its control of the whole curriculum (e.g.
by introducing the National Curriculum)
(ii) purchaser/provider arrangements introduced
services can be sub-contracted so local authority doesn’t control directly (e.g.
control by voluntary group, private agencies)
the open market principle and competition
local authority becomes a purchaser of services and responsible for setting/
monitoring standards and for strategic planning
(iii) privatization
some services must be tendered – open competition
local authority itself can bid to become a provider and it makes decisions on the
award of contracts (how can it both bid for contracts and decide on bids?)
tenders are judged on: price, suitability, effectiveness and efficiency (do the criteria
all have the same weight? e.g. is price as important as suitability?)
etc…
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Figure 5

Spray notes on Extract 9

Discussion
Here you were asked to compare the two sets of notes to discover how you feel about
the two forms and which is more useful for the task in hand. You might find it very useful
to actually prepare two different forms of notes on the same piece of text. For instance,
you may get a better understanding of the underlying points and so find it easier to do a
good analysis and evaluation should you need to, perhaps for an assignment on the topic.
In this case, rough linear notes were produced first, followed by rough spray notes. The
rough spray notes then helped improve the structure of the linear notes to the form in
which you have just read them. And that process in turn helped clarify the final structure of
the spray notes. Of course, it can be hard to find the time to do this sort of thing when
working through a whole course. You may find that less effort spent on writing linear notes
– keeping them as a rough working form of notes – and more effort spent on spray notes
could help you to make better use of your time. The spray notes seem to help to strip out
unnecessary detail and get a better overview, while linear notes allow for jotting down
questions and comments.

Putting reading and note-taking strategies into practice
To finish off, you are going to do an activity that pulls together some of the different
ideas in this toolkit.

ACTIVITY 27
■ Imagine you are a student on the Level 1 science course S103 Discovering science.
Extract 10 is a snippet from your course material.
First scan the text Have a quick look to get the overall picture. You might spot
some key words, headings or pictures. What clues are there about the topic or
about why you might need to read this piece? What is the purpose of this section of
the course – what are the course writers trying to do?
Ask some more questions about the topic What is the topic? What is the
particular focus of this extract? Are there specific theories or views given in this
piece? Is it factual? Would you need to learn or memorize some specific facts? Is
your personal response wanted? What length and form of notes would be
appropriate?
Now read the text to find some key ideas Make a list of key ideas and
information as you read.
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Extract 10

from S103 Discovering science

Discussion
Here is a list of key ideas and information (your list should be broadly similar):
Section 4 Properties of water
forms of water: solid, gas
ice and vapour
floating, evaporating, dissolving
the water cycle
scanning and active reading
water as a solid
water vapour (gas) → liquid → back to vapour
steam = gas form of water (not water droplets)
evaporation (liquid to gas)
condensation (gas to liquid)
vaporization
solid, gas and liquid: different states of substances
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How did you read this text? How many times did you read it? Did you scan then do a
closer reading? Did you read some bits several times? Doing a list of key ideas early on can
give you something to work with while you are reading. You may have found this is a
particularly interesting piece of text because of the advice on reading and note taking, and
because of the discussion of the differences between everyday and academic uses of
language. For instance, were you interested to learn that the way the word ‘steam’ is used
in an everyday context is quite different, even ‘wrong’, compared with its scientific use?
What do you do next?
Let’s think a bit more about what notes you need and what form they might take. You
could just stick with the list of key ideas and information you have, for now, and move on
to read the next section of your study text. What would be the advantages of doing this? It
could be quite a good idea if you need to understand more in order to judge what form of
notes you need. You might want to do a diagram (visual representation) – perhaps you
already found yourself doing arrows and trying to circle what seemed to be a central idea
(‘water as a solid’).
Read again
Let’s assume you have read further into the course book. Now you are coming back to
read again (revisit) Section 4. Ask yourself again how many notes you need to take and
what form would be useful. It might be that you need very few notes on this piece. The
first page gives you an overview of the topic and then some guidance on study skills. The
study skills advice is something you need to do, to put into practice and get into the habit
of doing, rather than take notes on. Subsection 4.1 seems to contain some very important
topic information but there are only a few key ideas to understand:
■

water vapour (a gas)

■

the idea of water as a solid form (as well as a liquid)

■

evaporation (vaporization) and condensation

■

the different states of substances (solid, liquid and gas).

There may be some potential for making concept cards, but perhaps not yet? Can you see
any concepts that could be used for concept cards? ‘Condensation’ seems to be a good
example, but you might choose to combine that with something else, perhaps ‘evaporation’? You may have thought about doing spray notes or a mind-map. You could start off a
mind-map and then add to it as you read further into this section of the course.
How much can I remember?
This is step four of SQ3R (scan, question, read, remember, review). Cover up the text and
do a quick brainstorm of what you can remember. Just note down anything. Then give
yourself a chance to remember some more.
Review
Check what you have remembered against the text. Have you missed anything important?
Have you remembered accurately enough?
What next?
Decide whether or not you need fuller notes and, if so, whether to do them now or later.
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7 Further sources of help

OU Support

Staff
If you feel you are having significant difficulties with study or if you feel the course you
are studying is not right for you, talk first to your tutor. After that, or if you have been
unable to talk to your tutor for some reason, you may want to talk to a member of the
advisory staff at your Regional Centre.

OU books
The Good Study Guides address a range of useful study skills. If you feel you would
benefit from further guidance on any aspect of study skills you might want to try one.
■ Chambers E and Northedge A (1997) The Arts Good Study Guide, Open University Press
£9.99 from bookshops or £9.99 plus postage and packing from the address below.
■ Giles K and Hedge N (1994) The Manager’s Good Study Guide, Open University Press
£10.99 from bookshops or £10.99 plus postage and packing from the address below.
■ Northedge A (1990) The Good Study Guide, Open University Press
For social sciences students especially
£8.99 from bookshops or £8.99 plus postage and packing from the address below.
■ Northedge A, Thomas J, Lane A and Peasegood A (1997) The Sciences Good Study
Guide, Open University Press
For maths, science and technology students.
If you are ordering from the UK, send your order to:
Open University Worldwide
Freepost MK1649
Milton Keynes
MK7 6BR
If you are ordering from outside the UK, please stamp the envelope and send your
order to:
Open University Worldwide
The Berrill Building
Walton Hall
Milton Keynes
MK7 6AA

Other books
■ Cottrell S, (1999) The Study Skills Handbook, Macmillan Study Guides ISBN 0-33375189-2
An easy to use book, full of useful activities on all aspects of study skills.
■ Rowntree D, (1998) Learn How to Study – A Realistic Approach, Warner Books ISBN
0-7515-2088-8
Specifically written for university level study. One of the first and best known study
guides. Recently updated.

Software
■ Inspiration
This allows you to create your own mind-maps or diagrams in a series of boxes.
Contact:
http://www.inspiration.com
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A glossary of Open University terminology

Assignment booklet
A booklet that sets out the pieces of assessed work that you
have to complete during the course.
Block
A unified section of the course material comprising print
materials, cassettes etc.
CMA
A computer-marked assignment that you complete on a
special form and send direct to Walton Hall for marking.
Course Guide/Study Guide
A booklet that guides you through the various components of
your course and shows you how they fit together. It might
also include some ideas about studying and study skills.
Course team
The group of people who produced the course. They include
academic, secretarial, design, broadcasting and editorial staff.
Credit transfer
If you have successfully completed some study at higher
education level, you may be able to count it towards your OU
qualification by transferring a number of credit points from
this study.
Cut-off date
The date by which your assignments have to reach your tutor
(TMAs) or Walton Hall (CMAs).
Examination
At the end of most courses, there is a three-hour written
examination that you take at an examination centre.
Financial award
There is a Financial Award Fund from which you can be given
financial help if you are unable to pay your course fees yourself.
Meeting your Needs
This booklet is sent to you if you declared a disability on your
registration form. It outlines the support the Open University
can offer.
OUSA
The Open University Students Association; all students are
automatically members.
OUSBA
Open University Student Budget Account; a means of spreading
your fee payments across the year by paying in instalments.
Personal identifier
The number (e.g. R1234567) that you are given when you
enrol with the Open University and which remains your
personal reference number.
Project
Extended pieces of work (on some courses) that carry a higher
number of marks towards your assessment or are part of your
examination work.

PT3
A self-carboned form that you send to your tutor with your
completed assignment. Your tutor will use it to give you a mark,
and to provide helpful feedback and suggestions for development.
Regional Centre
One of thirteen main centres throughout the UK that provide
educational and administrative services in the regions.
Residential school
A residential school organized by the OU, held at a
conventional university site where you participate in a
programme of academic activities concerned with your course.
Self-help group
Informal group of students who get together or keep in touch
by phone to offer mutual support.
Staff Tutor/Regional Manager
A regional academic member of a particular faculty who is
responsible for the academic programme for a number of
courses, including the appointment and supervision of tutors.
Student Services
Staff at Regional Centres and at Walton Hall who are responsible
for organzing tutorials, residential schools and examinations, and
are able to offer advice and support for your studies.
Student Handbook
The guide to all University procedures; it contains useful help
and advice on Open University study.
Study calendar
A calendar of dates for your particular course, giving study
weeks, transmission details and assignment cut-off dates.
TMA
Tutor-marked assignment – an assessed piece of work marked
by your tutor.
Tutor
The associate lecturer who will act as your guide throughout
the course; he or she will mark your assignments and run
tutorials and day schools.
Tutorial
A regular opportunity to meet your tutor and other students at
a tutorial centre.
Tutorial centre
The place where you meet your tutor and other students for
face-to-face tuition. Tutorial centres are usually based in local
colleges or schools; your Regional Centre will send you details
of locations together with your timetable.
Walton Hall
The main site of the Open University at Milton Keynes. It is
where courses are produced and much of the administration
takes place.

