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1 Introduction

This Unit provides a comprehensive review of the process of taking notes in the field, including the organisation of field notes, the important note-taking tools and techniques for capturing as much relevant and high quality information as possible. Topics range from the essential supplies that a prepared note taker should carry at all times, to tips for capturing the most important points when there may be many activities or conversations occurring simultaneously. The Unit also includes a discussion of when it is and is not appropriate to take notes, including requirements for making community members aware that notes are being taken. 
2 Why note taking  

When working on participatory mapping projects, note taking is often required as a means of documenting local knowledge, recording observations or ideas that community members put forth regarding the map and keeping track of what has been done. Others may review notes and they ultimately inform the map and any summary reports that are required upon completion of the project. For this reason, ensure that the notes are well-organised and legible, both to you and others. Ensure that you record everything of importance in a systematic fashion so that you ultimately have a detailed record that illustrates the process of creating the map. When deciding what to include in the notes, an important rule of thumb is to never leave anything to memory. If it seems relevant, it is likely that it may not be remembered later with the same clarity and so you should record it. 
3 note-taking tools 

The benefit to note taking as a style of documentation is that any impromptu comments or events that may arise can be recorded, which can subsequently be responded to. Note taking also provides a record of the steps that have been taken, which can be useful for clarifying any ambiguities that may arise in the future. However, for notes to be comprehensive and ultimately useful, it is important that they are taken on a regular basis. For this reason, use reliable and appropriate tools.
3.1 Notebooks 

Choosing appropriate notebooks increases the chances of recording and maintaining a comprehensive series of project-related notes. Note takers will want to keep the notebook with them at all times, so durability and portability are two of the most important features. Some characteristics to look for in a notebook include: 

· size – it should be large enough to write and sketch on, but small enough that it can be carried easily. Ideally, the notebook should fit within a large pocket and certainly within a backpack;
· hard cover – this protects the notes and provides a hard surface to write on;  

· numbered pages;
· waterproof paper, if possible.
3.2 Writing Utensils

Using an appropriate writing utensil for note taking ensures that the data that is recorded does not fade, blur or run when in contact with moisture. Recommendations regarding writing utensils include the following:

· Pencils are considered to be the best choice when taking field notes. Use a medium soft lead and avoid mechanical pencils because the lead tends to break easily and it may run out at an inopportune time. A standard pencil, on the other hand, can be sharpened easily by using a sharp object. 
· If a pencil is unavailable, ballpoint pens are an acceptable writing utensil since most ballpoint pens have waterproof ink. However, this should be seen as a backup choice.

· Avoid felt-tipped or fountain pens or other writing utensils (e.g. markers) that may bleed. 
4 When and how to take notes

Though it is important to be thorough when taking notes, note takers will need to determine what is relevant and what should be left out. Furthermore, certain situations may arise in which it is considered inappropriate to take notes, such as during private conversations or ceremonies where respect is required. Also, it is possible to become somewhat disengaged if note takers are focusing too intently on taking notes at times when they could be socialising with community members. 
While taking notes when people seem uncomfortable or displeased with the note taking should certainly be avoided, there are other times when it can be less clear whether or not to record an observation. To some degree, this confusion can be addressed by structuring the notebook in an appropriate manner. If observations are recorded in a consistent manner, which includes a categorical break down, the choice about what to include becomes clearer. 
4.1 Organising the Notebook

Before taking any notes, the name and contact information of the owner of the notebook should be written on the inside cover in case it becomes lost at any point. Also, it is a good idea to leave a few pages blank at the beginning of the notebook, so a table of contents can be created as the notebook is filled.
4.2 Formatting 

A standard style should be followed for each set of notes. This includes beginning each new day or new interview with a new page, upon which the date and time that the note taking began are recorded. It is important to use a standard, unambiguous style of writing the date and time. This involves using either the 24-hour clock (e.g. 17h30m or 17:30) or consistently noting whether the observation was made during the a.m. or p.m. 
Record dates consistently in a manner that cannot be confused (e.g. 06-April-09 instead of 06-04-09, which could be read as April 6, 2009 or June 4, 2009). If several note-taking sessions occur on the same day, include the times as well. 
Note takers may also want to include at the top of the page the names of any other people who were present, as long as these people do not request anonymity. Prior to recording any observations, describe the place where the notes have been recorded. This may involve a sketch of the area.
4.3 Recording Observations

After the page has been formatted and the site has been described, note takers may want to divide the paper into multiple sections for recording different types of observations. Organising the notes in this manner helps with decisions surrounding what kinds of information to include. It might also be useful to include a summary at the end of the series of notes; however, do not wait too long to do this or certain details may be forgotten. 

Be objective about the notes that are taken. Note takers should try to avoid writing their own interpretation of an event and instead stick to recording actual statements or occurrences. However, something that is said or that occurs may trigger a personal response that could be useful at a later date. These thoughts can be briefly recorded, noting that they are the authors’ own ideas. They can be elaborated upon in a separate personal diary or journal.
4.4 Personal Diary 

Some individuals may wish to keep a separate diary in which s/he records his or her personal thoughts and ideas. This diary might be structured in much the same way as the original notebook, with the date and time at the top of the page and a reference to the specific observations to which you are responding. However, this book is more a record of personal insights and will not necessarily be used to inform the mapping project or future reports.

Based on “Doing Field Work and Writing About It.” in Making Sense: A Student’s Guide to Research and Writing, Geography and Environmental Sciences. Margot Northey and David B. Knight (2009) 4th Edition, Oxford University Press, Canada.

5 note-taking techniques 

With practice, note takers will develop their own system for recording notes that works best for them. However, certain techniques can help with recording more information in less time.
5.1 Mind Mapping 

A mind map is a diagram that can be included in the notes to organise and structure one’s thinking through the use of words, concepts and images. It involves creating a diagram that arranges a series of thoughts in a radial pattern around a central idea. This technique is useful because mind maps are quick and easy to make and the information that they contain is generally easier to remember and review because of their visual components. When organising the notebook, it might be a good idea to include a page to sketch a mind map in order to better explore an idea for later review.   
5.2 Making a Mind Map

To create a mind map, it is best to start with an entire blank page. Begin in the centre of the page with one key idea or concept and then work outwards by making connections with other pieces of information or relevant thoughts. The main idea is to illustrate the kinds of associations that are noticed. 
To enhance the visual component of the mind map (which makes it easier to remember certain ideas) colour, symbols, icons, arrows (to demonstrate cause and effect) or boxes (to cluster ideas) should be used. Shapes such as circles or squares can provide useful boundaries for different sets of ideas. While it is useful for the mind map to be as illustrative as possible, use only single words or simple phrases to convey ideas so the map does not become cluttered. 
Based on “Instructional Strategies Online” http://olc.spsd.sk.ca/DE/PD/instr/strats/mindmap/

5.3 Simplifying the Note-taking Process 

When taking notes, it is usually preferable to write in point form. A basic knowledge of shorthand is useful when doing this. 

Shorthand refers to the process of abbreviating words and using symbols to record notes with greater speed. While certain shorthand symbols and abbreviations are commonly used and recognised, note takers may also wish to develop their own variations on certain words or phrases. It is important to keep a legend of these somewhere in the notebook in order to ensure that anyone who might need to read through the notes is able to understand what has been written.

5.4 Some Common Shorthand Symbols and Abbreviations 

e.g. 
 for example

i.e. 
 that is

etc. 
 etcetera


c.f. 
 compare

c. 
 about/approximately

C19 
 nineteenth century

dept. 
 department

diff. 
 difference

excl. 
 excluding

govt. 
 government

imp. 
 important

incl. 
 including

info. 
 information

lang. 
 language

ltd. 
 limited

max. 
 maximum 

min. 
 minimum 

Q 
 question

A 
 answer

# or no. 
 number

re 
 regarding, concerning

v. 
 very

s/t 
 something 

s/o 
 someone

[image: image1.png]


 
 therefore

[image: image2.png]


 
 because

[image: image3.png]



 does not equal

= 
 equals

Æ 
 leads to, results in

> 
 larger than

< 
 smaller than

? 
 question

& or + 
 and

 “ ” 
 same as above

Based on “Notemaking  Symbols and Abbreviations”. The Learning Development Unit: Centre for Excellence in Teaching and Learning. (2009). http://www.learnhigher.ac.uk/
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