
 
 
 
 
 
 

What is the ideal format of teaching notes? 
 

Linus Larsson, Halmstad University 
(Dated:2016-12-29) 

Keywords: teaching notes, case study, teaching 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Abstract 
There are as many different ways to teach, as there are teachers in the world. One tool 
that is useful and important for all of these different teachers is teaching notes. The usage 
of case studies have expanded significantly the latest years, and therefore it has become 
even more important for both teachers and students to have a clear and well-defined 
teaching note as a foundation of the education. The fact that a teaching note is a good tool 
is undeniable, but researchers to not agree on how to write them in the best way possible. 
Components that are important to take under consideration are the structure of the notes, 
the teacher him- or herself, technical influences, to catch the reader, and the text font. 
When talking about the structure, the note has to be easy to understand and without too 
much unnecessary details. It can help to state the learning objectives and the goals in 
bullet format, for instance. A meaningful conversation between the student and the 
teacher is very important, beyond a good teaching note. The users compatibility is an 
issue that is relatively new, and this is another thing that has to be taken under 
consideration when writing the note. The text also has to actually catch the reader’s 
attention, which can be done in a lot of different ways. The text-font is important for the 
impression of the text and reading compatibility. 
 
 



 
1. Introduction 
A teaching note is a note attached to a case to help instructors learn about the case to 
improve the teaching. It is a good tool for both teachers and students if it is done the right 
way. The question is how to do it in a proper manner to make both teachers and students 
gain as much knowledge and help from it as possible. There is a lot of ways to make the 
teaching note either to complex or to unsatisfactory. In this paper I am going to state 
different views of how to write a teaching note, and also try to summarize it and reflect 
over it in order to answer how it is made the best way possible. As already stated, a 
teaching note is a document that accompanies a teaching case to help potential instructors 
gain insight into the case and achieve better usage of the case. Teaching notes are useful 
tools for instructors adopting cases in their classes since they present one or more ideal 
scenarios of how class sessions may be structured. Although it is not a rule for every case 
to have a teaching note, cases with a teaching note are proven more popular than those 
without (Yue 2016). 
 
 
2. Method 
My method of doing this science article was initiated by the topic “what is the ideal 
format of teaching notes?” This article will therefore provide information about teaching 
notes and evaluate if there are any ideal teaching notes. I searched for, and found, 
different literature and articles on the Internet and also in different books, which resulted 
in relevant sources of information to complete the theory section of the article and 
gaining overall knowledge regarding the topic.  
 
 
3. Empiricism 
This part will contain of relevant definitions and what they say about the presented 
problem question. Does it exist any ideal teaching notes? This part will include some 
empirical facts, theories and definitions to help answering the stated question. 
 
 
Definition of Teaching Notes 
According to Austin (1993) teaching notes play five important roles. They save time, 
increase teaching effectiveness, build confidence, guide case writing and contribute 
intellectual capital. He also states that a good teaching note should describe what the case 
is about; where it fits in the course; why we are teaching it; what we are going to teach; 
and how we can teach it. Kane & Madden (2014) describe teaching notes as a roadmap 
since it lays out a plan for how to spend class time and how to get the most out of the 
teaching opportunities along the way. It also gives a potential user an idea of how to use 
the case in a particular course. Van der Meer (2012) claims that many students find it 



hard to understand handouts and therefore it is very important to make teaching notes the 
right way.  
 
 
Teaching-note structure 
According to Earl (2013), short-text assignments emphasize quality rather than quantity 
and provide teachers with brief evidence of students’ depth of thinking. The use of short-
text assignment formats therefore has benefits for tertiary educators for reasons of 
validity, reliability and manageability.  Blokzijl & Andeweg (2005) means that it is 
important to avoid cramming the teaching note with too much information. They defined 
a detail as an element that was of no or little importance to the storyline. It has an 
illustrative, elucidative function: an example, an illuminating kind of information or an 
acknowledgment. Details can often be derived from the main points. Sometimes they are 
interesting to know, but not essential to learn for an exam. “Less is better “ according to 
Sjoblom (2015). Bernard (1990) means that it is all about quality and not about quantity. 
Too long teaching notes makes it impossible to transfer all the relevant information into 
working memory and the student will necessarily miss some information which will not 
be available for mental model construction (Schüler, Scheiter, & Schmidt-Weigand 
2011).  
 
Heath (2016) means that it is hard too keep teaching notes short and simple. He claims 
that teaching notes vary in length: some are twenty pages and others are only two pages. 
While a good teaching case is short and concise, a good teaching note is detailed and 
comprehensive. It is very difficult to cover all the points in a two-hour class with a 
teaching note shorter than five pages. According to Siddiqui (2013) a good case is written 
with concrete learning objectives in mind.  
 
The teaching note should contain two to five learning objectives with measurable 
learning outcomes stated in bullet point format. According to Heath (2016), the writing 
style for a teaching note is clear, direct, and objective. Russo & Goldstein (2007) means 
that clearness is the most important in teaching notes. According Mesny (2014) is a 6 
page long teaching note just as good as one that is 25 pages long. 
 
 
The teacher 
Sjoblom (2015) means that it is important that the teacher proposes various issues and 
they must be relevant to the case. The questions may not be so severe that it becomes 
impossible for the students to conduct case story. However, he believes that there is a risk 
of too easy issues and the teacher must therefore find a balance. 
 
According to Crook (2016) is it important to have a conversation with the student when 
giving out the teaching notes. There is clear evidence that students are more open to 



feedback if they are able to talk to their teacher.  The student experience of a relationship 
with the teacher, including communication by assessment, is also likely to influence both 
student motivation and retention. 
 
Yue (2016) argue that the goal when handle out teaching notes is that the students 
understand as much as possible from the beginning and do not need to an e-mail or in 
another way ask questions about the case afterwards. 
 
 
Technical influence 
According to Assabie & Bigun (2007) is it very important to be a part of the technical 
development. Students use different technical devices and if the teacher sends their notes 
per Email can it be a problem because students open the file with different devices like 
smartphones, ipads and computers.  To fulfil the users’ compatibility regarding existing 
habits, format and size are important and challenging when delivering services displayed 
on small screens.  
 
Ihlström & Svensson (2007) means that the field literature is continually changing, 
shifting, and growing. This is most recognizable when one begins to consider the 
explosion of new forms and formats over the past 15 years. Even if formats are changing, 
studies shows that handwriting is the best way too get attention from the reader.   
 
 
Catch the reader 
Fletcher, Benjamin, & Copeland (2005) means that typical reading involves top-to-
bottom, left-to-right eye movements when reading blocks of text, where as searching for 
information in a page involves eye movements that sweep across the page in search of 
features that matches expectations. Therefore, it is important to avoid blocks of text in 
teaching notes and to keep it simple. Abrams & ZubeI (1972) claims that the reader’s eye 
movements tell a lot about how much of the text that is recognized and taken in by the 
reader.  
 
Cowley, Kim & Wogalter (2006) did a study about warning symbols in texts and Cowley 
Wogalter (2011) continued and researched and evaluated whether high or low salience 
product manual warning formats resulted in different frequencies of both reading and 
warning recall accuracy. Both experimental conditions constituted an amalgamation of 
warning and product manual format features. It is all about catching the readers’ attention 
and to avoid blocks of texts, as already stated earlier in the text. The participants missed 
important information and therefore, it is important to use the structure and format to 
capture the reader. 
 
They also did a study that showed that a text box in a different color than the rest of the 



text captures the reader's attention. Increased size of the text has the same effect. It makes 
if easier for the reader to understand and recognize the information, compared to the rest 
of the text. 
 
According to Levie & Lentz (1982) numerous of experiments show that student learn 
better from texts together with pictures, rather than just text. Pictures increase attention 
when reading. Levin, Anglin, & Carney, (1987) call it the multimedia effect.  
 
According to Rasinski, Rupley & Paige, (2016) studies provide solid evidence that the 
use of scripts improve the initial reading outcomes for students, especially for those who 
are bad at reading. Moreover, the regular use of such texts adds greater variety and 
interest to the corpus of texts used in literacy instruction and found by readers to be 
enjoyable and engaging to read. 
 
 
The text–font 
Although serif-fonts clearly dominate in online newspapers as well as scientific 
databases, familiarity did not trigger more favorable attitudes. Given that serif fonts are 
usually recommended for reports of scientific work, serifs are presumably more 
associated with scientific texts and hence increased the impression of a text’s scientific 
character in the present study. Serif-fonts are recommended when texts are displayed on 
computer screens and it increases the reading speed. The presence of serifs had a positive 
effect on all evaluation dimensions (Kaspar, Wehlitz, Knobelsdorff, Wulf, & Saldern, 
2015). 
 
Wogalter, Smith-Jackson, Mills, & Paine, (2001) found that Arial was preferred over 
Times New Roman. But, in contrast, the present results propose that serifs can have a 
significant beneficial value with respect to text evaluation. The presence of serifs had a 
positive effect on all evaluation dimensions (Kaspar et al. 2015) 
 
Studies show that younger students want simple fonts as Arial and do not prefer 
traditional serif text-fonts (Freeman, 2013). 
 
Piolat, Olive, & Kellogg (2005) means that non-linear styles of taking notes is better and 
more effective since non-linear styles facilitate the process of making connections 
between idea units, which enhances learning through deeper processing and strengthens 
long-term retention of content. 
 
 
 
 
 



4. Analysis 
The fact that teaching notes are a good tool both for students and teachers seems to be 
unquestionable. How to actually write the teaching notes, though, seems to be up for 
discussion. In the previous text, it is obvious that there is no easy answer on how to make 
perfect teaching notes. One thing that most studies agreed on, though, was the fact that a 
teaching note has to be easy to understand Earl (2012). A goal must be to not try fit in too 
much information Blokzijl & Andeweg (2005), or a wall of text as several of the 
researchers called it Sjoblom (2015) and Schüler et al.(2011).  The hard thing is to find 
the balance by having an easy and understandable text, with just the right amount of 
information Heath (2016). According Mesny (2014) is a 6 page long teaching note just as 
good as one that is 25 pages long. Heath (2016) also agree with this statement, and state 
that a teachers note can be anything from 20 pages to 2 pages, but he believes that it is 
hard to cover a 2 hour class in less than 5 pages.  
 
When writing a teaching note, it is important to remember that you are not writing for 
yourself and there are many students who will share the information Yue (2016).  Many 
of the students have no previous knowledge of the subject and it is therefore important 
that the teaching notes are written so they will understand without prior knowledge. The 
goal is to get students to understand from the beginning: According to T. Crooks (2006) is 
it important to have a conversation with the student when handle out teaching notes. The 
teacher therefore plays a big role in the making of a successful teachers note, because of 
the fact that he or she actually can talk to the students and explain any possible 
uncertainties in the teachers note. 
 
Another aspect is the one about the text font. Kaspar et al. (2015) means that a serif-font 
is the right choice when writing a longer text. It is interesting that the younger generation 
seems to like Arial more than the more common Times New Roman, and maybe we will 
see a change in the fonts used in newspapers and scientific reports, mainly because young 
generation has been growing up with computers and have more knowledge about 
different opportunities and solutions Mills et al. (2001) and Freeman (2013). When it 
comes to the linear Piolat et al. (2005) means that non-linear styles of taking notes is 
better and more effective since non-linear styles facilitate the process of making 
connections between idea units, which enhances learning through deeper processing and 
strengthens long-term retention of content.  
 
It seems to be a good idea to in some way highlight the most important part of the 
teaching note Fletcher et al. (2005). This can be done by either an increase of the size if 
the text, a different colour or a colourful text box to catch attention from the reader 
Cowley et al. (2006). It can also help to insert a picture. When inserting a picture I think 
it is important that the picture has something to do with the information Levie & Lentz 
(1982). According to Heath (2016) is it important to consider that the writing style for a 
teaching note is clear, direct, and objective. Russo & Goldstein (2007) means that 



clearness is the most important in teaching notes.  
 
Another part, also concerning the young generation, is the problem with the technical 
influence. The problem with students using different devices to read a document, for 
instance, is a problem that did not exist a few years ago. When writing a teaching note, 
one has to be aware of these kinds of problems. The file has to be able to be read from all 
kind of different devices, to make sure that all students can access the information in the 
same way Assabie & Bigun (2007). However, Ihlström & Svensson (2007) means that it 
is not all about following the technical environment, they argue that handwriting still is 
the easiest way for the students to read, understand and process information.   
 
In conclusion, the teaching note is a great tool to improve education, but it is up to the 
writer to design it the best way possible. The most important thing is to make it clear and 
easy understand, but the way to do that is up to the writer. It is important that the students 
understand as much as possible from the beginning and do not need to ask questions 
about the case afterwards. The content of the note is much more important than the actual 
length, and therefore it is impossible to set a general rule for the length of a teaching note.   
 
Further research 
An option for future research is investigate if the technological developeman has affected 
teaching notes and the way of communication to students. Another option is to examine if 
the ideal font for teaching notes differes to other contexts.  
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