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			By Beverly M. Burden, Chapter 13 Trustee for the Eastern District of Kentucky

DISCLAIMER: The opinions expressed herein are the personal opinions of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of the Academy, the NACTT, or the Office of the Chapter 13 Trustee. This article is not an endorsement of any particular product.

I love having PDF files for seminar materials. I have my laptop and/or iPad when I travel anyway, so I don’t want to haul around a ream of paper also. Taking notes during seminar presentations, however, is not as easy as jotting something in the margin of a paper handout, or highlighting a case name on the paper handout for future reference.

Over time, I have experimented with different methods of taking notes during seminars, and when I am writing on my iPad, invariably other attendees ask me “what app are you using?” If you are trying to keep notes with your PDF seminar handouts, here are some options you can try with a laptop or a tablet. We would love to hear your ideas and suggestions.

Using PDF Editing Tools on a Laptop:

Whether you use Adobe Acrobat, PDF Exchange, Nitro Pro, or other PDF software on your laptop, there are editing tools you can use to take notes. In Acrobat, for example, there are tools for “Add sticky note”; “Highlight text”; or “Underline text.” If those tools (and other “Drawing Markups”) are not in the Toolbar at the top of the screen, look on the right side of the Toolbar for “Comment”, which opens up a sidebar with all of the tools you need for taking notes.

In Adobe Acrobat, click on the “Add sticky note” tool, then click on the page where you would like to make a note. A box opens up in which you can type your notes. When you are finished typing, click anywhere on the page, and the sticky note shrinks to a little icon so it stays out of the way. When you need to go back to a particular note, you don’t need to open every sticky note; just look at the “Comments List” in the Comment toolbar.

You can search your notes (separately from searching the text of the PDF document), so if you remember typing “Lanning” somewhere in a note, type “Lanning” in the “find” box at the top of the Comments List, and your note will be displayed. Text that you highlight or underline will also show up in the Comments List, making it easy for you to find the materials you deemed important enough to identify for future reference.

Using Tablet Apps:

There are numerous apps for editing or annotating PDF documents on a tablet, and those editing tools are useful in taking notes during seminar presentations. Since I use an iPad, I’ll describe some of the iPad apps I have used. Some of the apps are also available for Android and other operating systems.

Like a desktop or laptop program, most apps that allow you to open and read PDF files will allow you to add a typewritten sticky note or text box. One nice feature about many note-taking or PDF editing apps is the ability to make handwritten notes on your tablet.1 A word of warning, though: any app that allows you to write on the page has its own quirks, and it takes a bit of time to become accustomed to the process of writing on the tablet in general and the feel of an app in particular.

Some apps you might want to check out (in no particular order) are: GoodNotes, PDF Max, iAnnotate, PDF Reader, Note Taker HD, TopNotes, and Notability. Most apps are in the free to $9.99 range. Try the free ones (or the Lite versions that you can upgrade later) first. Even the free Adobe Reader app has very rudimentary tools for highlighting and underlining text, inserting text boxes, or adding sticky notes.

Once you select an app, importing your seminar PDF files into the app is easy. You can usually download PDF files into the app from the internet or from attachments to emails by opening the PDF document, then using the “Open in . . .” command on the iPad. Most apps also interface with cloud services such as Dropbox, Box, iCloud, Google Drive, etc., allowing you to import your documents from the cloud service into the app, and then sync your notes back to the cloud. However, not all apps interface with all cloud services, so make sure the app you want to purchase will connect to your preferred cloud service.2

Some of the features you’ll see in tablet apps are things like:

	A palm rest, so you can rest your hand on the screen while writing but the app won’t pick up any marks your hand might make, and as you move your hand the app won’t interpret those movements as scrolling commands.3
	Choice of colors for ink notes and highlights.
	Adjustments to the thickness and/or opacity of the ink/highlights.
	A cut-and-paste tool that allows you to select your handwritten note and move it to another location in the document.
	Search capabilities.
	Importing bookmarks (or “outline” or “index”) with the PDF document.
	Thumbnail views of pages.
	Ability to save and export annotated documents so your notes are visible when you open the annotated PDF file on your desktop.
	Ability to insert a blank page in a PDF document for additional notes.
	Using the microphone built in to the iPad to make an audio recording within (and attached to) the PDF file.
	A magnification or zoom window that allows you to make more extensive notes in a small area on the page by opening up a larger window in which to write (hard to describe, but it makes sense when you see it in action). Personally, I love this feature (although it takes time to get the feel of how the zoom window moves as you continue to write), and not all apps offer it.


My go-to app is Notability, which is designed for students and teachers but is useful for annotating any PDF file. I like the layout of Notability and the ease with which I can make handwritten notes, but it has a significant draw-back when using it to make notes on seminar materials that come in one large but indexed file – Notability does not import the bookmarks that are already in the PDF document. You can make your own unnamed bookmarks, but when you are trying to scroll through an 800-page PDF file, the app gets sluggish.

As you look at apps, consider whether you would make use of the app for purposes other than reading seminar materials. When I’m doing research, I download cases from Westlaw, import the PDF files into Notability, and mark them up as I would do with paper copies. I have used a different app to sign a document and email it back to the party who needed my signature. Do you use PDF forms or need to be able to preserve your notes? Do you need something for general note-taking (not annotating a PDF file)? Do you need to share files or work collaboratively on a document? Do you need to be able to encrypt certain files (like client intake forms)? Do you need to be able to print your notes from the app?

When looking for an app, often it’s a matter of personal choice – how easy is it to use. Too many bells and whistles, and I spend more time trying to figure it out and less time actually using it effectively. I usually just want to be able to quickly switch from a pen to highlighter to an eraser and back to a pen.

________________________

[1] I use an Adonit Jot Pro stylus which has a sharp tip more like a pen than the typical soft-tipped stylus. If all you want to do is highlight or circle text, or write a very short note at the bottom of a page (like the citation to a recent case), your index finger can substitute for a stylus.

[2] And remember that once you give an app access to your cloud account, any PDF file (and other type files, depending on the app) stored in the cloud account can be imported into the app. If your iPad is stolen, go to your cloud account and disable the apps from having access to the cloud account (in addition to remotely erasing your tablet data).

[3] The location of this palm rest can render some apps virtually useless for us left-handers who want to write notes.

__________________________

Beverly M. Burden, Lexington, Kentucky, has served as the Chapter 13 Trustee for the Eastern District of Kentucky since 1999. From 1987 to 1999, she served as Law Clerk to Bankruptcy Judge Joe Lee. Prior to her tenure with the Bankruptcy Court, she was an Assistant Attorney General for the Commonwealth of Kentucky, where she concentrated on consumer fraud litigation. She earned her J.D. degree from the University of Kentucky College of Law in 1983 and holds a B.B.A. degree in Accounting. Ms. Burden has served on the faculty of the annual meeting of the National Conference of Bankruptcy Judges, the annual convention of the National Association of Chapter Thirteen Trustees, the Midwest Regional Bankruptcy Seminar, the Judge Joe Lee Biennial Bankruptcy Institute, and numerous other regional and local CLE programs. She was the 1997 recipient of the Kentucky Bar Association’s Justice Thomas B. Spain Award For Outstanding Service in Continuing Legal Education.
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