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CHAPTER 1

SKETCHNOTE 
BEGINNINGS 

Sketchnotes are a form of visual note-taking that 

combines words, images, and structure to make 

learning stick. What sets sketchnoting apart is how it 

supports strategic thinking, listening comprehension, 

synthesis, and cognitive science concepts, including 

Dual Coding Theory. Sketchnoting also gives learners 

the freedom to personalize their notes_connecting 

new learning to prior knowledge and even emotions. 

It builds not just understanding, but executive 

functioning skills, such as organization, working 

memory, and metacognition. 
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  THE HISTORY OF MODERN SKETCHNOTES 
Although the roots of visual storytelling date back over 35,000  
years to the cave drawings of Sulawesi, Indonesia, the modern  
history of sketchnoting is much more recent. The term  
sketchnotes was coined by Mike Rohde in 2007, and since then,  
the practice has flourished in both analog and digital forms. 
Educators began to embrace sketchnoting around 2013, when  
Toronto teacher Sylvia Duckworth started illustrating edtech  
buzzwords and pedagogy, helping spark a visual learning movement  
in schools. 
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Graphic recording, however, can be traced back to the 1970s when  
visual facilitation experts began popping up in board meetings. We  
are currently in the fifth or sixth wave of graphic recording. 
Today, for example, Fortune 500 companies regularly hire  
graphic recorders to visually document and make sense of their  
planning  meetings. 

Graphic recording is much more difficult than sketchnoting_ 

it r equires not only listening comprehension, but also the ability 
to make your notes clear and consumable for others. With 
sketchnotes, the audience is you. It’s a form of note-taking that 
sticks because it’s unique and personal to your thinking. For 
instance, here’s how I would draw a sketchnote on what I learned 
about the differences between sketchnotes and graphic recording. 
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YES, YOU CAN DRAW! 
If you are looking at some of my sketchnotes and  
already comparing them to your first attempts, please 
don’t. Sketchnoting takes practice_and that is what this  
book is all about. One of the things I hear most from  
adults (and students over the age of twelve) is: “I can’t draw.” 

By the time we reach middle school, many of us have already  
decided we’re either “artistic” or “not.” In this book, we’re letting go  
of those preconceived notions and judgments. Moving forward, you  
are a sketchnoter. You are taking the first steps to build a skill set 
that will grow_both artistically and cognitively_making this process  
easier and more natural. 

Scan the QR code for Graham Shaw’s TEDx Talk,  
“Why People Believe They Can’t Draw.” Grab a pen  
and  paper_or your favorite digital device_  

and draw along with him.  

You can’t pick up a pencil and  
expect to draw the Mona Lisa  

on the first go; you have to practice. As 
my friend and colleague Carrie Baughcum  
(@HeckAwesome), a fellow sketchnoter, likes  
to say, “It’s not a sprint, it’s a marathon.” She’s  
right. You get better and better the more  
you train. The more you ask your brain to  
conjure up images or symbols, the easier it  
becomes. To prove it, jump-start your brain  
with a little game. 

Why People Believe 
They Can’t Draw 
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LET’S PLAY A 

BUILD YOUR VISUAL VOCABULARY WITH 
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Draw an icon or image for each of the words in the bottom-
left corner. Time yourself, allowing about 10 seconds to just draw 
before moving on to the next word. 

Scan here to get a 
10-second timer! 
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What’s interesting about this activ ity (inspired by a  
similar one in Sunni Brown’ s The Doodle Revolution) is 
that our brains can come up wi th very  
different icons for the same word.  
This makes our notes personal _

and that uniqueness helps with  
retention. 

For example, when I introduce  
sketchnoting to a class_whether  
educators or students_I always  
ask them to draw a cup. Some wil l  
draw a water cup, others a coffee mug.  
When I say phone, students often sketch an iPhone, which is quick  
and simple. Adults, however, might think of a rotary phone and try  
to draw that_much more complicated. Sometimes our age and life  
experiences shape the symbols we choose to represent ideas. 

In the space provided, draw a cup and a phone. 
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That difference in perspective is what makes sketchnotes so  
powerful: They are unique to you. And giving your brain the  
freedom to express information visually taps into a powerful  
cognitive process. In fact, developing a flexible visual vocabulary 
isn’t just about creativity; it’s a way to build executive functioning. 
When you decide how to prioritize information, choose what to  
draw, and categorize it visually, you’re practicing working memory,  
organization, and flexible thinking.

Now try this: Draw a symbol or icon for the word life. 
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There’s no one right answer_and that’s the point. Visual note-taking  
activates parts of your brain that traditional note-taking might  
miss. The more symbols you create, the more fluent and confident  
you become in turning ideas into visuals. 
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KEEP PRACTICING
A great way to continue your practice_or provide more  
opportunities for your students_is to explore the companion  
resources for chapter 1 on the book’s website. 

Scan the QR code to access: 

A downloadable list of school-related icons  
to  sketch 

A sketchnote starter template for practicing  
your visual layout 

Printable versions of the Graphic Jam and  
other  classroom activities 

Sketchnote 
Beginnings Resources 

You can also try Google Quick,  
Draw!, a free online game where you  
sketch a word and Google’s AI tries  
to guess what it is. It’s fast, fun,  
and a great way to sharpen your  
visual thinking. (Scan t he QR code to  
get st arted!) 

Google Quick, Draw! 
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e you  

What hav  
just learned? 

Sketch
 about it! 
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CHAPTER 2

TE BRAIN 
RESEARCH BEHIND 
SKETCHNOTES 

Brains love practice and repetition. It’s how we build  

memory and fluency. In sketchnoting, we call this 

process building.
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The more often you challenge your brain to generate simple
visuals, the easier it becomes to retrieve and use those images
later for learning.

Brains also love visuals, and they 
require connections to retain and  
process new information. The more  
connections we create_across  
sensory systems, emotions, and prior 
knowledge_the deeper the learning 
becomes. 

If we deliver information in just one way_especially if that way  
relies only on listening or reading_we neglect other powerful 
brain functions. Consider what we know about teaching reading: 
Comprehension doesn’t come from one part of the brain alone.  
It  requires multiple systems working together. Sketchnoting 
activates the brain in a similar way, through multisensory and 
multimodal learning.

Given that, shouldn't we prioritize the act of note-taking more 
intentionally in our classrooms? 
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We know learners come in many shapes, strengths, and  
neurotypes. A one-size-fits-all approach to note-taking doesn’t work  
any better than a one-size-fits-all approach to reading. We need to  
give students flexible tools to help them process and remember  
content_and sketchnoting is a simple, powerful way to do just that. 
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DUAL  CODING THEORY AND   
VISUAL PROCESSING 
Sketchnoting taps into a well-established theory in cognitive  
science: Dual Coding Theory. Often discussed in the context  
of multilingual learning, this theory holds that people remember  
information better when it’s delivered both verbally and visually.  
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When learners pair an image with a word or concept, they create
an additional pathway for storing and retrieving that information.

The brain is wired for this kind of learning.

 75% of our entire sensory 
processing capacity is dedicated 
to vision. 

Images are processed  
60,000 times faster  
than text. 

While text is processed sequentially, images are processed
simultaneously. This is why “glance media” asks whether your
message can be understood in three seconds.

How are we  
engaging our  
audience? 

Youtube has  
an 8 second 
rule. Grab your  
audience in  
8 seconds or you 
have lost them! 
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 30%

When touch is combined with vision, 
learning jumps by 30% 

Even students who take excellent  
traditional notes benefit from drawing  
or diagramming the same content.  
Sketchnoting supports retention,  
organization, and conceptual depth— 
especially when learners are asked  
to represent ideas rather than just  
repeat them. 
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A BRAIN THATTHINKS IN PICTURES
One of the best-known examples of visual thinking is Temple
Grandin. Diagnosed with autism at a time when few supports
existed, Grandin realized at an early age that her brain worked
differently from those of other people. She thought in pictures, 
not in words, and she used that difference to her advantage.

She later became a scientist, author, and advocate for
neurodivergent learners. Her story is a powerful example of how
visual thinking is not a weakness but a strength.

A sketchnote based on Temple’s story, inspired by her children’s 
picture book, appears on the next page. This book is a great entry 
point for introducing sketchnoting in younger grades. For older 
students, scan the QR code to access a Smithsonian  magazine 
article about her life and how her thinking process influenced 
the  world. 
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Article on   
Temple Grandin 

Sketchnoting is one of many tools that can help students like  
Temple_and all students_learn to use their own cognitive strengths. 
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KEEP EXPLORING
A great way to dive deeper into the brain science behind  
sketchnoting or to bring these ideas into your classroom is  
to check out the companion resources for chapter 2 on the  
book’s  website. 

Scan the QR code to access: 

A downloadable sketchnote infographic explaining  
Dual Coding Theory 

A ready-to-use template comparing verbal and  
visual learning strategies 

A visual vocabulary builder designed to help  
students sketch what they learn 

Brain Research  
Behind Sketchnotes  
Resources 

You can also check out a short collection of articles and videos  
about Temple Grandin, perfect for classroom use or your own  
professional learning. Just scan the QR code to explore. 
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Nichole Carter has worked in education since 2004 and currently  
serves as a district-level literacy leader in Beaverton, Oregon.  
Throughout her career she has taught a variety of subjects,  
including geography, U.S. history, reading intervention, and middle  
school language arts. Today, her work focuses on curriculum  
design, professional learning, literacy instruction, and supporting  
educators across grades 6–12. 

Nichole discovered sketchnoting in 2015 and quickly became  
fascinated by its ability to make learning more visible, engaging, and  
memorable. What began as a personal learning tool soon became  
a passion for helping students and teachers use visual thinking to  
deepen understanding. Since then, she has presented nationally, led  
hundreds of professional learning sessions, and supported educators  
across content areas in bringing sketchnoting into their classrooms. 

Nichole is also the author of Creative Journaling for Teachers:  
A V isual Approach to Declutter Thoughts, Manage Time and Boost  
Productivity and Unlocking Your Potential: A Workbook for  
Developing Executive Functioning Skills for Teens. She believes that  
creativity belongs in every classroom and that everyone_not just  
artists_can learn to think visually. 

When she is not working with teachers, writing, reading, or 
creating  sketchnotes, Nichole enjoys gardening, journaling, listening  
to music, and spending time with her daughter, Molly, and her  
Wheaten Terrier, Stewart. For resources, templates, and additional  
sketchnoting ideas, visit mrscarterhla.com. 
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