
Step-by-step instructions: 
 

1. 1. Begin a class discussion to raise student interest/motivation to learn. Use the following 

questions to guide the conversation. 

 

o Have you ever sat through a class lecture and the teacher talked faster than you 

could think about what the teacher was saying? 

o What have you noticed about your ability to recall a lecture if you have read about 

the topic of the lecture ahead of time versus have no knowledge about the topic? 

o Have you noticed a difference in your ability to pay attention when you sit in the 

back of the classroom versus close to where the lecturer stands and where the 

chalkboard, whiteboard, or computer screen is? 

o Do you learn better by listening to a teacher talk versus listening to a teacher 

lecture and reviewing your notes taken during the lecture afterward? 

o Besides saying something is important to know or will be on a test, how does a 

teacher communicate what you should learn? 

o Have you ever sat through a lecture and discover your attention is on something 

else? 

 

2. Next lead a discussion about the importance of preparing for a lecture, actively recording 

a lecture, and checking your understanding of the topic after a lecture. 

 

o As they write, skilled students will revise their notes and sometimes their ideas. 

o By learning how to implement the strategy, each student will become more 

confident in their studying skills and may use it in other courses. 

 

3. Collect data on each student to identify whether student knows of and uses the I SWAM 

strategy or any note taking strategies via checklist to assess student’s recorded notes. 

 

4. Then discuss results with each student individually and obtain a written commitment 

from student to learn I SWAM so that the student improves her or his ability to take 

organized notes from a lecture. 

 

5. Describe I SWAM in detail, the general situations where the strategy can be used (taking 

notes on lectures) and the benefits the students can expect from learning and utilizing the 

strategy (improving the organization of your notes and the quality of your studying). 

 

6. Create a slide and poster as follows: 



 

 
 

7. While displaying the slide to the students, tell students that I SWAM is acronym 

mnemonic. 

 

8. Ask the students if they know what an acronym mnemonic is. 

 

9. Note that an acronym mnemonic is a word created with letters used to represent lists of 

information or a sequence of steps. 

 

10. Introduce and describe each step of I SWAM while demonstrating with an overhead 

projector or computer with projector that before taking any notes a student must 

 

o First, note the “I” stands for “integrate all previous notes and readings.” During 

the first stage, a student must integrate and review all previous lecture notes and 

assigned readings before the lecture, such as those referenced in the materials 

section about life in small Southern towns in the United States during the 1930s. 

 

1. The closer a student is able to conduct this review before the speech 

occurs the easier it will be for the student to connect previous material 

with the lecture and understand new material presented during the lecture. 

 

o Second, note the “S” stands for “sit close.” During the second stage, a student 

must sit as close to the teacher as possible making sure the student can see the 

teacher, chalkboard, whiteboard, or projections from projector or computer. 

o Third, note the “W” stands for “write everything.” During the third stage, a 

student must write everything that a teacher writes down on the board or screen or 

when the teacher pauses for emphasis: the teacher is signaling by those actions 

that the information is important for the student to learn. 

o Fourth, note the “A” stands for “analyze verbal and nonverbal cues including 

body language cues.” During the fourth stage, a student must analyze all 

communication from the teacher whether it is verbal or nonverbal. 

 

1. A student should record anything the teacher says when the teacher uses 

key words and phrases or recites lists: a teacher will emphasize important 

information verbally by using key words or phrases, such as “important,” 



“vital,” “crucial,” “primary means,” and “essential reasons,” or listing 

items saying “first,” “second,” “last,” etc. 

 

o A student should write down whatever the teacher says any time a teacher 

emphasizes important information nonverbally (including through posture and 

body movements and facial expressions) that often coincides with the teacher 

intentionally giving a student more time to record what was said. Nonverbal cues 

can include when the teacher 

 

1. talks louder than normal, 

2. draws out words, 

3. pauses, 

4. leans forward, 

5. moves slower while proceeding around the classroom, 

6. motions with her or his hands, or 

7. creates facial expressions to highlight a point. 

 

11. Fifth, note the “M” stands for “monitor your attention.” During the fifth stage, a student 

must monitor the student’s attention. 

 

o A student must evaluate throughout the lecture whether they are taking notes or 

not. 

o If the student has stopped taking notes, the student must ask if it is because her or 

his attention has wandered to other things. If so, the student should change 

posture or position and concentrate on looking at the teacher more closely. 

o If the student is not understanding what the teacher is saying, the student should 

write down everything and review the notes as soon as possible after the lecture is 

over comparing the notes with those of a student or the teacher and seeking 

clarification of what the student wrote by checking a textbook or asking the 

teacher or a classmate. 

 

12. Direct students to glue a copy of I SWAM onto index cards with a glue stick and then 

tape the index cards to her or his desk or in their English journal. 

 

13. While talking aloud with I SWAM slide projected on whiteboard by computer, model for 

students how they are to follow I SWAM when asked to take notes on a lecture about life 

in small Southern towns in the United States during the 1930s. 

 

14. Then with you guiding them to think aloud, have the students model using I SWAM to 

attend to a lecture and organize their notes during that lecture with assistance from an 

assigned peer. 

 

15. Then have the students rehearse the strategy stating what are the purpose and process of 

the strategy as well as describe each step. 

 



16. Next lead the students in a rapid oral recitation practicing the steps to assist the students 

in memorizing them. 

 

17. Then test the students on I SWAM, by asking the students to write out the name of the 

strategy that can be used for attending to a lecture by a teacher who talks fast – I-S-W-A-

M – on an index card. 

 

18. Ask the students to write down what each letter stands for and why it is important for 

organizing notes on a lecture. 

 

19. The students must memorize the strategy so remind them to work on learning it 

throughout the day/week. 

 

20. Other ways to have students commit to learning the strategy is by having them work with 

partners or members of small groups quizzing each other, respond chorally to the teacher, 

and or use I SWAM flashcards individually. 

 

21. Follow up each day with daily assessments to make certain the students remember I 

SWAM. 

 

22. To support the students when they take notes, make sure each student can see the I 

SWAM mnemonics taped on the student’s desk or in the student’s English journal and on 

a poster in the classroom. 

 

23. Over time students phase out their need to refer to I SWAM taped on the student’s desk 

or in the student’s English journal and on a poster in the classroom to use I SWAM. 

 

24. Provide opportunities for students to perform the I SWAM strategy independently while 

providing prompts and help if needed as well as immediate feedback. 

 

o Circulate and help individual students as needed. Struggling writers will need 

extra help here. You can work with them individually, in small groups, or have 

them work with a peer if necessary and possible. 

 

25. Have student self-assess her or his recorded notes using the checklist to assess student’s 

recorded notes. 

 

26. Using technology, teach each student how to chart her or his performance using an Excel 

spreadsheet recording the sums or percents earned on each element rated on the recorded 

notes when a student attends a lecture. Have students use graph paper if using Excel is 

not an option. 

 

27. Chart collected data from students and data you collected through observation. 

 

28. Review data from student and the data you collected with student independently. 

 



29. Congratulate students on their hard work, and review with them their goals for next time. 

 

30. Assist students in generalizing the use of I SWAM by first leading a discussion with the 

students to identify and plan to use the strategy in other settings, second having the 

students try I SWAM in other settings and report back to class, and plan to have students 

use I SWAM at other times during class, such as when there is a guest speaker.  

 


