


Over the last two years, I’ve made it my “thing” to create and share visual notes / sketchnotes that 
I’ve taken during live conferences and other speaking events. 

It’s allowed me to connect with people I may not otherwise have been able to, given me exposure 
via social media and sparked some amazing relationships.

When I first started, I was using a pen and paper, now I consistently use my iPad. 

Creating sketchnotes digitally has some incredible advantages – it’s easier to change the size/
shape of your notes to start with, you’re not limited to the size of your notebook; you have an 
entire world of colour at your fingertips, not to mention the incredible range of brushes; the undo 
button and eraser (self-explanatory!); and the ease with which you can share your completed 
notes – no more trying to get great lighting and just the right angle before snapping and sharing.

In this ebook, I’m going to share with you all of my tips and tricks for creating sketchnotes, from 
getting setup to sharing them on socials.

You don’t have to limit yourself to only doing these at events either, it’s a fun way to create unique 
art around other content too – favourite recipes, highlights of your day/week, a recap of a great 
book you’ve read or even a brainstorming session.

To start with, over the next few pages are some examples of sketchnotes I have created on my 
iPad. Each of these sessions was a 30-60 minute presentation in a conference setting.
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PLAN

SIZE
Before you start, decide on size/shape for your notes. My preference is to skectch on a screen 
size canvas (that’s the size of the notes from both Problogger events above), but I have also used 
a square canvas if the intention is for them to be posted to Instagram (eg. the notes from Typism 
2017 back a few pages). For whatever reason, my brain works better with the rectangle.

FLOW
Next up is to make some kind of decision about the type of flow pattern you want to use. I say 
“some kind of decision”, because you’re working on an iPad - if you get started and it’s not pulling 
together, you can move things around - but i find it helpful to at least have a plan before I start.

Read : Notes go in a usual 
left-right in rows format 
similar to how you read. 
That doesn’t mean it has 
to be a hard and fast rule, 
but a general progression 
similar to this.

Road : Because in my brain 
this looks like a winding 
road - back and forward 
across the page, or in a 
spiral towards the middle. 
Connectors are helpful in 
directing this kind of flow 
style.

Burst : Main point in the 
middle with key points 
extending out towards the 
edges.

Columns : Notes go top-
bottom in columns.

TITLE
The next thing I like to do - usually before a session starts, is to create my title, including the 
speaker’s name and any other detail such as the date or event.

SIGN IT
You can do this at any stage, but popping your signature or social media handle in a corner of the 
screen somewhere before you start can be helpful if you’re prone to forgetting to do it later. Not 
that I’ve ever done that of course!



SKETCH

Now it’s time to get sketching!

KEEP IT SIMPLE
I generally stick to a few lettering styles per session, it helps to create some repetition as  you go 
so as to tie it all together and create a cohesive finished product. Using different brushes and 
weights helps you to create a hierarchy of text - bigger/more important, smaller/less important - 
as you go.

KEEP IT FOCUSED 
If you’re sketching a live session, you wont be able to record everything that’s said, but that’s not 
really the point of sketchnotes anyway - the aim is to draw out the key points, some significant 
quotes, or any other themes that are recurring throughout the talk.

It’s also ok to come back and add in detail such as flourishes or colour effects later on, or when 
there’s a quiet moment in the talk. If the presenter detours onto a lengthy story, use that time to 
listen with one ear and fill out any bits you missed.

TAKE PHOTOS
If the presenter has slides, I generally take a moment to grab a photo of the slide with my phone 
so that I can refer back to it if I need to (I have a tendency to forget one word in the middle of a 
phrase they used, it’s helpful for me to keep a copy of any visuals beside me).

Sometimes I will also quickly type things into the notes on my phone if I know it’s a phrase that I 
want to take some time lettering.

I know there are others who sketchnote who don’t do this, but for the style that I do, I’ve found 
this is what works best for me, and really - there is no right and wrong here. What makes 
sketchnotes amazing is when the artist embraces their own brand of crazy and infuses that into 
their art.



GROUP

It’s helpful when sketching a presentation to group things together - we’re trying to avoid just 
creating a giant page of letters.

There are lots of ways to group content together, or to distinguish a quote from other sections 
of text. One of the ways you can do that is just via proximity, keeping a little white-space between 
sections. Another is to use some kind of container. 

This is where the iPad starts to shine. Usually I add my containers on a separate layer behind 
my lettering - that way they can be easily resized independently of the text or other illustrative 
elements if you find that suddenly there is more content to include, or less than what you were 
expecting. It also makes it easier to add the container after the copy.

It’s also easy on an iPad to add a solid container, like the solid black rectangle above, and either 
use and eraser to write on it, or write in white (or even another colour) on top of it. If you were 
working with pen and paper you would need to work in reverse, creating outlines of your text then 
colouring in all of the black around it - ugh.

Containers are also another great way of drawing attention to headings or key points.



CONNECT

Connectors, such as 
arrows and dotted 
lines, are great for 
connecting related 
ideas, and also for 
creating obvious flow 
direction. 

You can create notes 
in a style where each 
point is in a box, 
connected by dotted 
lines, or you can just 
use arrows to add 
minor points around 
the key idea.



DRAW

I’m not much of an illustrator. Ok, I’m not an illustrator at all (see above). If you are, this is your 
chance to shine - but keep in mind it needs to be simple and fast, you can’t spend 3 hours refining 
a sketch here. 

If you’re like me, you can still add some illustrative elements to your notes. 

Some things are actually super simple to draw once you break them down, and remember - we’re 
looking for the essence of the image here, not a realistic quality piece - we’re communicating 
ideas, not creating a piece for an art competition.

So as you’re sketching, think about icons you can add, simple drawings, or other ways to visually 
communicate the idea.

You can also add diagrams such as graphs or Venn diagrams if the speaker has used them or they 
fit to explain a concept.



FLOURISH

Flourishes are a great way to fill random spaces, as well as tie things together within a piece.

One of the challenges of sketchnoting live events is that when someone starts speaking, you have 
no idea how much valuable content they will deliver, in what format they will deliver it, or even 
during which part of their session - some speakers will spend the first half of their time on stage 
telling stories, and only then start delivering the kind of content you want to record. Others will 
deliver so much content that you run out of room before you’re even at the halfway mark.

Thankfully the issue of running out of space can be addressed easily on an iPad by resizing things 
- remember to group layers before resizing if you want them to size together.

The issue of getting to the end and having blank space tho, or odd spaces you haven’t managed to 
fill, can be helped at least in part by adding some well-placed flourishes.

I also like to use a consistent flourish style within each piece - the repetition helps it feel cohesive 
without becoming too cluttered.



COLOUR

This is another place the iPad shines. If I’m sketching a full-day event, I tend to create a palette of 
colours at the beginning of the day that I will stick to. 

My style tends to be mostly black, with a single colour highlight per speaker, but that doesn’t mean 
you need to restrict yourself to that. 

A quick Google image search for “sketchnotes” will show you the variety that is out there as far as 
styles and colour usage goes. 

If your notes are only going to be used digitally, you don’t even need to feel restricted to using a 
white background.

I use colour to add effects to any of the elements on my notes, in similar ways to above, as well as 
creating watercolour backgrounds (add a layer behind everything else and paint away) or other 
highlight effects.



SHARE

If you’re creating these notes for your own personal use, obviously you don’t need to share them.

But I’ve never met a speaker who doesn’t love seeing their talk turned into art. 

So once you’ve created your art, export it as a PNG or JPG, airdrop it to your phone (or post from 
your iPad) and get it out into the world.

Here are some things to keep in mind when you’re sharing.

SHARE IT EVERYWHERE
I don’t have a huge Twitter following (less than 500 at time of writing), but lots of speakers at 
events I go to are on Twitter and do have significant followings. So I make it a policy to share 
sketchnotes everywhere that is relevant.

TAG EVERYONE
Tag the speaker, tag yourself, tag the event. People love seeing the content created during their 
events as much as speakers love seeing their own content turned into art. 

You will increase the chances of it being shared if you tag the relevant people (don’t be annoying 
or spammy and tag other people, keep it relevant, but tag all of them).

HASHTAG WISELY
Similar to above, make sure you’re using the correct hashtag for the event, and spend a little time 
to find any other industry-relevant ones. Sometimes the events I attend are not at all like the work 
I do regularly, so I make sure I take a little time to research and get some hashtags that are more 
relevant to that particular project.

ENGAGE
If you get responses from speakers, event organisers, or even other event attendees - engage 
with them! I feel like this goes without saying, but so often people don’t bother to thank someone 
for a comment, like a reply, or respond to a DM. 

Sketchnotes are a really fun way to push yourself to try new things, to help yourself overcome 
perfectionism paralysis, and to practice your lettering with different and interesting content. Doing 
them on an iPad is heaps of fun and gives you endless possibilities.

Check out the videos I’ve included in this module to see the timelapse recordings of the 
sketchnotes I created for Problogger 2016 - you’ll see how many times I go back and forward, 
erase things, resize them and move them around.

Most of all, have fun! And don’t forget to share your art with the world!


