Note-Taking Reading Comprehension: Mark Up Your Map
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Taking notes on Reading Comp passages can be a challenge for many students, especially because
RC on the LSAT is so unlike RC on other standardized tests. Most students either forego note-taking
altogether in favor of trying to “just get it”. Or else they go crazy underlining everything they think
might be important somehow.

Neither of these strategies lends itself to the evidence-based approach you should take to answer the
questions. Instead, what you need is a roadmap.

Keep it Simple

You drive through a part of town that looks a little sketchy, and you decide to mark that, too.
Maybe with a skull and crossbones symbol so you know to stay away from there. Then, a stretch of
restaurants and bars along one street that look inviting, maybe where you and your friend will get
together for dinner tomorrow night. Mark that stretch, maybe just the word “food.” Keep it simple!
Be fast and efficient! You have to, really, because the cab is still moving and you don’t want to miss
anything while you’re writing.

Now you arrive at your hotel, thank the driver, and check in. While you’re at it, you mark your map
with an “H” to show where you are so that you can orient yourself later. You think briefly about your
overall impressions of the town, because you might get a job offer and end up living there.

Now, after you check in, for some reason a guy in the lobby thinks you look like you must know the
town, so he asks you if you know a good place to grab a cup of coffee. You don’t, of course, but you
have your map! You whip it out and quickly show him your little “CS” notation. And you tell him to
avoid the skull-and-crossbones section on his way there. You didn’t know how to get there, exactly,
but you knew where to look, and were quickly able to see the right path and answer his question.
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Make Notes to Find ltems Later

That’s how you take notes on RC passages on the LSAT, folks! Don’t read with an eye towards
“understanding” or memorizing anything. Don’t just underline what looks important. But use a
variety of notes so you can tell the difference between those important-looking items. Don’t write
paragraphs of detailed info, or even sentences summarizing each paragraph. Just note where things
are so that you can quickly and easily find them later when asked, and only then do you read a little
more closely to gather the specific info you need to answer the question you were asked. If they don’t
ask about something, you didn’t need to know about it!

There’s more to it, of course. There’s prephrasing the Main Point and the Tone (which is what

you were doing when you pondered your overall impressions of the town while waiting in line to
check in at your hotel). And there’s getting familiar with the typical patterns so that you can better
predict what questions you will get and take more efficient, effective notes. But those are subjects
for another post (or for our Reading Comprehension Bible or one of our great courses). For now,
consider how you take notes, and what notes you take, as a way of marking up a map to show you the
way to find your best answers.
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