How to Do Two- Column Notes (or Main Idea/Detail notes)
Purpose:  Like Marking Up, two-column notes are another way to do something active to help you understand readings.  By the time you have done the notes, you should have a strong sense of whether you understand the reading. They are particularly useful when you cannot write on a text (e.g. a textbook or a novel for English).  They are also very helpful in teaching you to distinguish between the most important information (the main ideas) and the facts that support these (the details).

How to Set Up Your Paper:

1. Title your notes with the title of the section of text you are reading. Include page numbers, Chapter #, and textbook title (underlined) if you have that info. It helps you refer back to the actual reading later if needed and it helps make sure you do the right assignment.

2. Draw a line down the page, creating about 1/3 space on left, 2/3 on the right.  Title the left side “Main Ideas” and the Right Side “Details”

3. On the left, start by writing the sub-section title and underlining it.

How to Take Two-Column Notes:

1. Read the WHOLE sub-section before you take any notes. It is really important to do this so that you can make sure you have the accurate main ideas.

2. In the left hand column, 

a. Write the first main idea of the section as a whole thought. (A main idea is something like “Soccer is a team sport played around the world.” Or “Ipods are personal listening devices made by Apple computers.”)  Most main ideas will include a VERB.

b. DO NOT just write categories or topics of info or short phrases. (These are NOT main ideas:  baseball, soccer, ipods, war causes)

3. In the right hand column, 

a. List details from the reading that prove/support your main idea next to the main idea.  I suggest numbering each main idea and the matching details.

b. When you are done with one main idea and detail, skip a line and start to work on the next main idea.

c. The right hand details usually answer the 5w’s: who, what, where, when, why? (as well as “how”?). This is also a good spot for definitions of new vocabulary.

d. On the right hand side, DO NOT WRITE EVERY DETAIL—pick the ones you think are key. After a while, you’ll figure out how much is too much or too little. 

Final Tips:

1. Make sure what you put down is IN YOUR WORDS; it can be casual language.

2. Use abbreviations to help save time!

3. Watch out with textbooks- sometimes,  the main ideas are usually not clear until the end of the sub-section.  This is why you don’t want to write any notes until you’ve read an entire subsection.

4. You can fold these in half and use them as a way to quiz yourself, sort of like flashcards!
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1) Write your first main idea here.

2) You shouldn’t write your second main idea until you finish the details for the first one.  Your main ideas will be spread out since they take up less space than details.


	1)– put details that support the first main idea

- main idea: the most important thought

2)- it is much easier when the details are lined up right across from the main idea


