
Start off 
Right
Academic Skills, Trent University

Prep for Syllabus Activity

Download Blackboard App
In your App Store (Apple) or 
Google Play



You are here to learn

 New vocabulary and content

 New approaches to knowing

 New ways of communicating and explaining

 Engaged, Active, Organized Learner – Move beyond memorizing 
terms and reporting facts to critically analyze ideas, to 
synthesize evidence, and to consider and apply big concepts. 



You are all good students 
You all have skills 

 Reading

 Listening

 Notetaking

 Organizing

 Writing

 Calculating

 Thinking

Refine your skills. Be open to new approaches. 
Learn from your experiences. 

 Read to assess a text: what is its message,  how it is 
communicated, why is it important? 

 Listen actively in a lecture: what are the key ideas, how 
do they connect to each other, how will we use them 
in class? 

 Approach assignments with intention: how can I 
demonstrate my understanding of course concepts in 
this assignment? What questions do I need to ask to 
get started or to stay on the right track? 

 How can you change your approach if it isn’t working? 
Who can you seek out for support? 



What can you expect in your courses? 

The first way to survey the course is to look for themes and 
connections.

How is the course organized? 

What does the professor hope you will 

gain from the course?

What kinds of readings will you complete?

How will you be examined?



1. Prepare
2. Do
3. Reflect

3 Steps to Learning



1. Prepare for Class
2. Listen & Note
3. Review & Summarize

Learning From Lectures



Prepare for Lecture

Examine the syllabus: what do you expect to learn during class?

Read Before Class:  
 Complete readings before class and bring reading notes. You don’t have to replicate what you 

already have, so you can listen more actively in class. 
 Review handouts or PowerPoint slides in advance. 

Bring What you Need: 
 Download and/or print any relevant notes, PowerPoint slides or handouts posted on 

Blackboard.
 Charge your laptop before class. 
 Always bring a pen and notebook (even if you take notes on your laptop). 
 Sometimes your textbook is handy too. 



Listen 50% and Write 50%

Hearing vs Active Listening:
Hearing: Transcribing

Active Listening:  Thinking about what is said. 

Bring wandering attention back to instructor.

Don’t feel that you have to write (or type) 
constantly.



Taking Good Notes

• Make notes brief. Try to use your own words as much as possible.

• Emphasize key phrases, terms and titles by circling, highlighting, or using different 
colours of ink. 

• Show the relationships between items by drawing arrows, creating concept maps, 
or organizing content into tables. 

• Use numbered bullets to outline sequences or timelines to organize events. Use 
abbreviations and text-style (b4 = before)

• Leave lots of white space. Later you can put lecture notes and reading notes 
together. 



Types of Cue Words Examples

Words that signal emphasis or importance Essential 
Crucial 
Significantly

Words that signal the order or scope of the 
topic

First, second, third
Initially, Finally
For instance, For example

Words that indicate that the lecture is moving 
in a new direction

However
Nonetheless
Whereas
In contrast

Words that signal that parts of the lecture are 
not central and may not need to be written 
down

Incidentally
As a digression
By the way



Notetaking Samples



Review & Summarize

Set aside time right after class (or within 24 hours) to review

• Write down what you can from memory. Summarize the lecture in 
about five lines to clarify in your mind what you have learned. 

• Review webcast or slides

• Compare lecture notes with reading notes



1. Preview
2. Read & Note
3. Reflect & Review

Learning from Reading



Managing the Reading Load

 Make time for reading. 
 Approx. 20-30 pages per course per week = 100-150 pages weekly. 
 Approx. 2-3 hrs reading per course per week = 10-15 hrs reading weekly. 

 Break reading time into sections

 Don’t rush ahead with a highlighter & pen – skim & evaluate prior to 
notetaking.



Preview: Reading

 Consider form & adapt approach: textbook vs. article

 Purpose of text: to teach disciplinary foundations, to make an 
argument, to test a hypothesis, to report on a problem or a 
program 

 Identify the main idea, key findings, or argument of the text

 Textbook: Chapter outline, outcomes, subheadings, summary. 

 Argumentative Article: Article introduction & conclusion. 

 Scientific Article: Abstract, Discussion



Read actively 

 Use your preview to read with intention and focus

 Read a page or a few paragraphs before you take notes

 Consider what the text says and how it fits with its main idea

 Understand big concepts or ideas AND how the details fit with 
these ideas



Take Useful Notes

Consider the material and how you will use it: 
seminar discussion, lab preparation, evidence/information for 
assignment, exam preparation

Some options: 

 Highlight main points and write comments in the margins. 

 Take notes in bullet form on one side of the page and put your questions and reactions 
on the other. 

 Highlight as you read and then write down a list of 5-10 key words and 1-3 central 
questions or ideas.

 Create vocabulary flashcards to help when studying for tests.



Reflect & Review

 Reflect on the main message of the reading and consider how it fits with the whole 
course and its categories or themes. 

 If you have weekly quizzes or assignments, study your reading and lecture notes before 
you take them. Learn from the weekly quizzes.

 Use textbook tools:

 At the end of each chapter, take practice tests or complete review exercises.

 Check for companion websites.

 Use study guides



Review: Lecture and 
reading notes

Consolidate your learning



Study chart

Psychology Concept/

Theory
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Main Idea Application

English Author Title Major 
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Themes

Business 

Admin
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Historical 
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Main Ideas Application for 
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Vocabulary

Application or 

connection to 

major themes



Concept Map
Good for spatial 
memory learners

Good for tapping into 
colour memory



Analyzing your Syllabus

Open the Blackboard app and select one course from your course list. Review a syllabus for 
one of your courses with a partner in your squad; use the syllabus to answer the following 
questions. Ask your squad leader for help if you need it.

 Identify two main themes or big ideas in the course. 

 What is the first assignment (e.g., article summary, essay proposal, problem set)? When 
is it due? 

 When is the mid-term? Does the syllabus indicate what kinds of questions it will include 
(e.g. multiple choice, short answer, essay, calculations)? 

 What is the title of the first lecture? What kind of preparation is required? 

 What types of texts do you read in this course? 

 What is one strategy you can use to review material in this course? Why is it appropriate? 



Come Talk to Us!

SEE AN ACADEMIC SKILLS INSTRUCTOR 
IN ANY COLLEGE OFFICE

Appointments:

 In-person and online: Monday to Friday 

 Book an appointment: www.trentu.ca/sep

 Drop-in sessions: Monday to Thursday – 1 to 4 pm 

Online resources:  www.trentu.ca/academicskills

http://www.trentu.ca/sep
http://www.trentu.ca/academicskills

