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making your reading active by making notes in a spatial form  

why this 
approach 
might be 
helpful for 
students: 

This approach uses the principle of reformatting: of putting ideas and information into a different and personalised 
form. In this case, the form is changed from linear (lines in a book or journal) to spatial (notes and symbols spread 
over a page). This representation is preferred by a number of students as it helps to sort and categorise information.  
 
The activity of making spatial notes also helps understanding and memory as it breaks information into smaller units 
before building it up again. Some students will only be able to fully understand and remember information when it is 
treated in this way. 

note: 

This strategy of active reading is particularly useful when researching for an essay or report as it allows students to 
select key information or ideas (rather than highlight them all) and put them in a new, different order which suits the 
needs of the research. These notes are then easily accessible in the writing phase. 
 
This simple approach (reformatting from linear to spatial) is very flexible and can also be used, for example, in 
revising notes for exams. 
 
Spatial notes are not mind maps, or spider diagrams or brainstorms. They are simply a spatial arrangement of 
information and ideas and the way they look will depend on the individual. 
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ACTIVE READING: making notes in a spatial format 
 

• Take a sheet of blank (non-lined paper); turn it on its side (landscape). A3 paper is usually best, but A4 is okay if you are only taking a few notes. 

• You can put the heading of the article or chapter (or a relevant topic heading) in the middle of the page if you wish. 

• As you read, highlight what you think is relevant to your task. You must be selective: you must know why you are reading before you start. 

• At any stage of your reading, stop and go back to the highlights. Map them on your blank sheet of paper by making notes. 

• As you add notes, spread your notes out over the page. Group information or ideas that you think should go together. 

• Make notes on one side of the page only and use abbreviations, keywords and phrases. Don’t copy full sentences. Instead of copying long quotes, 

put the page number and a keyword. Use symbols (like arrows), bullet point, drawings and numbers. 

• When you review your notes, use colour to highlight and distinguish or group the information. 

• Put the source reference on the back of the sheet. 

• Add your own ideas (perhaps using a different coloured pen). 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

     Advantages of spatial note making when you are taking notes from reading 
• using one sheet of paper sets a frame – a border so that you do not make too many notes from any one source – this encourages you to select  

• allows you to group things that are similar and separate those that are not  – this puts the information into  your order (not the author’s) 

• you can see all the ideas and information from your reading on one page – this not only provides a summary but shows how ideas relate 

• makes quick review easy because it is a more visual representation of ideas and information  

• provides you with pages of easily accessible notes that you can prepare before writing an essay or for revision 

• makes writing things in your own words easier because you will be writing from your notes and not the author’s sentences 

• you are less likely to copy large chunks from a book when writing up notes 

• allows you to chunk your reading into manageable work session because you can stop, then review your notes before you start reading again 

• it makes your reading ACTIVE 


