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Which comes first?

• Research questions?

• Reading papers?
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5-step towards academic writing

• Make notes in the Zettelkästen (Slip Box) System

• Develop your topics, questions, and research projects bottom up from 
within the system

• After a while, you will have developed ideas far enough to decide on a 
topic to write about.

• Turn your notes into a rough draft.

• Edit and proofread your manuscript.
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(Ahrens, 2017) 



Niklas Luhmann

• German sociologist & system theorist; famous for high 
academic productivity.

• 70+ books and nearly 400 scholarly articles published on a 
variety of subjects, including law, economy, politics, art, 
religion, ecology, mass media, and love. 

• Luhmann was famous for his extensive use of the "slip box" 
or Zettelkästen note-taking method. His slip box has 90,000 
index cards for his research, and he credited it for enabling 
his extraordinarily prolific writing.
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Luhmann’s Slip Box

• An ongoing project is digitalizing 
Luhmann’s Slip Box 

• View his notes alive online

https://niklas-luhmann-archiv.de/


Luhmann’s Slip Box

• Indexing notes in a nonlinear way 
using a  combination of letters and 
numbers 

• Allow unlimited latticework (grids) 
to insert notes into the system
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Zettelkästen (Slip box) 
Method

• A knowledge management 
and note-taking method 
used in research and study.



Three tools
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(Ahrens, 2017) 

SOMETHING TO SCRIBBLE ON/WITH 
(E.G., PAPER/PEN; EVERNOTE)

A REFERENCE MANAGEMENT 
SYSTEM (E.G., ZOTERO, MENDELEY)

THE SLIP-BOX (E.G., EVERNOTE, 
JOPLIN)



Types of notes
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(Ahrens, 2017) 

Fleeting notes

Literature notes

Permanent notes

Project notes



Take fleet notes [Any time any where]

• Any format you want

• No format is fine as well

• It should be with you all the time to capture ideas
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Five steps taking smart notes
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Step 1: Make an 
entry of citation

1

Step 2: Read a 
paper and create 
literature notes

2

Step 3: Write 
summary in the 
entry of citation

3

Step 4: Repeat 
Step 2&3 to 
other papers

4

Step 5: Write 
permanent notes

5



Five steps taking smart notes
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Step 1: Make an 
entry of citation

1

Step 2: Read a 
paper and jot 
literature notes

2

Step 3: Write 
summary in the 
entry of citation

3

Step 4: Repeat 
Step 2&3 to 
other papers

4

Step 5: Write 
permanent 
notes

5
• Record papers day by day

• Full citation needed

• Leave the space to write summary of the research in 
your own word when finishing the reading



Five steps taking smart notes
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Step 1: Make an 
entry of citation

1

Step 2: Read a 
paper and create 
literature notes

2

Step 3: Write 
summary in the 
entry of citation

3

Step 4: Repeat 
Step 2&3 to 
other papers

4

Step 5: Write 
permanent notes

5
• When reading a paper, write down its 

contents in your own words in different 
notes

• One note one idea

• No need to directly copy quotes. 
Instead, use page number and keywords



Five steps taking smart notes
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Step 1: Make an 
entry of citation

1

Step 2: Read a 
paper and create 
literature notes

2

Step 3: Write 
summary in the 
entry of citation

3

Step 4: Repeat 
Step 2&3 to 
other papers

4

Step 5: Write 
permanent notes

5
• Once finish reading a 

paper, write the 
summary of it in the 
entry of citation you 
created before



Five steps taking smart notes
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Step 1: Make an 
entry of citation

1

Step 2: Read a 
paper and create 
literature notes

2

Step 3: Write 
summary in the 
entry of citation

3

Step 4: Repeat 
Step 2&3 to 
other papers

4

Step 5: Write 
permanent notes

5
• Follow the 

step 2 and 
3 to read 
other 
papers



Five steps taking smart notes
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Step 1: Make an 
entry of citation

1

Step 2: Read a 
paper and jot 
literature notes

2

Step 3: Write 
summary in the 
entry of citation

3

Step 4: Repeat 
Step 2&3 to 
other papers

4

Step 5: Write 
permanent 
notes

5
• Organize notes from Step 2-4 into permanent notes, 

relating to your own research topic
• Organize permanent notes in the slip box
• File each one behind one or more related notes
• Add links to related notes

• Make sure you will be able to find the note later

• Execute step 5 at the end of the day



Make it a long-term habit
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Luhmann’s 90,000 cards were accumulated at the 
speed of 6 cards a day during his career. 



Live Demonstration of my 
slip box
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