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ABoUT NOTEBOOKS

In Jean Lee Latham’s book Carry On, Mr. Bowditch,
Nathaniel teaches himself navigation (and several other
subjects, including Latin) by observing, comparing, and
writing his observations in a notebook. He asks questions,
which he writes in his notebooks—as well as any subsequent
answers. He notes important words in his notebooks. He
uses his notebooks to sketch pictures of things that already
exist, as well as ideas for creating useful tools that don’t yet
exist. Nathaniel would have liked to receive all of this through
formal instruction, but his self-directed study is fueled by
curiosity about the world around him and a determination to
know more.

This 1s the principle behind the notebooks used in this year’s
study. Students are encouraged to keep these to record the
findings of their research, both assigned and what they may
discover that isn’t assigned but that they find interesting.
When reading about the Renaissance, does he or she become
fascinated by the way people dressed? The architecture?
The things people ate? All of these aspects of the period are
welcome in seminar discussion and may provide clues later
to interests that develop into careers for these burgeoning
adults.
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How to Study Science kae
Leonardo da Vincx ‘

Jen Gfeenhelt

What dn Leonardo da Vmcz, Mark Twam, Thomas 4
~ Edison, Marie Curie, Thomas Jefferson, and John D.
Rockefeller have in common? Not all of these individ-
 uals were professional scientists, but all of them used
~a simple tool of scientific inquiry to pursue thexr; '

passums a notebook.

Iﬁonardc da Vinci's is perhaps the most famous
scientific notebook. The Renaissance artist’s “Codex

Arundel” was handwritten in Italian and features
~ mirror writing (legible only when held up to a mirror),

diagrams of the human body, and sketches for flying
machines, catapults, and other devices.! ' ,
Two hundred years later, US. President Thomas
Jefferson kept meticulous records of weather,
geography, climate, and plant and animal life at his
home in Virginia. It is said he carried a compass, .alevel,

- and a thermometer in his pockets everywhere he went

5o that he could document accurately. He took notes on
aset of ivory tabs connected at one end,’ very much like
the resources homeschool families use today.

In the 1800s, American author Mark Twain sketched
characters for his novels, but he also sketched inven-

tions, some that he later patented. In 1883, he sketched
; \ilms for a memory-improving game that would cover

4,000 historical facts, including “Beginning & ending
of Dynasties; Revolutions, Plagues, Discoveries, intro-
ductions, inventions, & Memorable Earthquakes,
Fires, Storms, & other Calamities.”® Imagine using
that game in your history studies!

‘Can you picture the austere scientist Thomas Edison
tearing pages out of a notebook and tossing them over
his shoulder? Edison kept hundreds of softcover and
hardcover notebooks during his career. In them, he
wrestled with names for his experiments, in one case
vacillating between “auto-electrograph,” “electro-

~ phone,” and 7“acousfcph§ne," before settling on the

now-famous “phonograph.”* When he filed patents
for his inventions, he had all the sketches and descrip-
tions ready at his fingertips.

Businessman ann D. Rockefeller S jotted down
detailed mfarmatmn when he toured hm oil refineries
in the early 1900s, making notes for improving his
business model. He started with a single, red-covered
notebook he called “Ledger A.”® That first notebook
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reflected the accountability and diligence that would
characterize his work and philanthropy throughout his
career.

Nobel prize winner Madame Curie kept detailed
records from her chemical experiments, and because
her notebooks were always by her side in the labora-
tory, they are still radioactive more than a hundred
years later. /

As they rose in their respective fields, each of these men
and women kept meticulous records of their ideas and
experiments, using simple notebooks to achieve great
things. Today, keeping a journal of observations and
ideas remains an inexpensive and invaluable tool for
science students. Innovators in a wide range of disci-
plines have discovered the value of a simple notebook to
improve the skills of memory, observation, and record-
keeping. Your family, too, can benefit from adding this
tool to your home school.

Follow these guidelines with your children to make the
most of your journaling.

e Choose a notebook that is comfortable to use, easy to
transport, and sturdy enough to survive the rigors of
science, from the kitchen sink to the backyard.

« Use a well-sharpened pencil, in case you need to
erase and rewrite.

.

Always start by writing your name, the date, and the
name of your project or experiment at the top of the
page, so you can find it later. o

.

Be neat. Illegible handwriting may be faster, but
it will slow you down later when you (or others)
attempt to re-read your notes.

» When possible, use a notebook with gridlines for
sketching, to capture proportions accurately.

* Leave room for marginal comments on one side of the
page. Some scientists draw a vertical line to separate
their results (large column) from their comments and
tangential ideas (small column).

* A good /principle is to record more than you think
you will need. Later, you can weed out unnecessary
information. ,

Very young children may start by sketching what they
observe in their backyard: flowers, leaves, interesting
bugs, and unusual plants. Older children can apply
these same observation skills to more complex experi-
ments and projects. Many lab journals are designed for
use in science labs, but do not be afraid to apply your
skills to other “field research” as well, such as visiting
the Grand Canyon, testing a recipe in the kitchen, or
going snorkeling.

Opportunities to practice science are everywhere
When your children practice good science, taking
notes and recording the findings in a lab journal, they
walk in the footsteps of Jefferson, Edison, and Curie—
but, one hopes, with a little less radiation.
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