
5 Mistakes to Avoid Making at Medical School 
 
Prior to beginning medical school or before a significant milestone, for instance the clinical rotations, 
every medical student is anxious to find the secret to a smooth transition, integration, and journey. You 
bombard Google with searches about study habits, ways to survive in medical school, tips and tricks for 
memorising endless lists of important information. Everyone is searching for the perfect recipe in order to 
reach the finish line unscathed.  
 
However, a frequently overlooked but equally (if not more) important aspect is an awareness and then an 
avoidance of the biggest pitfalls of medical school. Such aspects can be very ambiguous and subjective, 
varying from school to school and from person to person. However, they can be boiled down to two major 
aspects: your approach to work/studies and behaviors/personality tendencies. Many students focus 
ferociously on the former and totally ignore the latter. However, these need to be balanced in order to 
maximise your academic progression but to enjoy your time as well! 
 

 
 
In order to shed some light on the matter, this article will focus on five of the biggest mistakes to avoid 
making in medical school. Three will focus on your medical studies and two on your overall approach/ 
behavior. However, abstract talks and preachings are easy to do. You need tangible improvements that 
can be easily implemented, and this article will provide you with a few such concrete solutions, too. 



1) Falling behind in medical school 

The biggest and most dangerous mistake that medical students make is to fall behind in their classes and 
studies. To rub salt into the wound, the realisation that you have not kept up with the material is actually 
the point of no return. Medical school subjects never take a break to give students time to catch up. They 
advance faster than you can say ‘anatomy’ and if you don’t stay on top of your work from the very 
beginning, studying will feel like a constant ‘cat and mouse game’. You will either never have time to be 
up-to-date, or you will be forced to skip certain topics entirely or learn concepts very briefly. This situation 
will create even more stress and will result in even more work piling up, sucking you into a never-ending 
spiral of procrastination, misery, and poor results. This is certainly not what the doctor ordered for 
medical students… 
 

 
 
Why does this happen, though? By understanding the possible causes for falling behind in medical school 
you can nip them in the bud. Let’s take a brief look at them: 
 

● Learning passively - How do 99% of medical students learn? By highlighting, reading, 
re-reading, re-re-reading, and so on. They learn and review by opening their textbooks and 
constantly going through the material. Unfortunately, science has already proven the inefficiency 
of this method and to make matters worse, this passive learning method gives you a false sense 
of security in your knowledge because you recognize the material rather than recall it. What’s the 
link between inefficient learning and falling behind? The information does not solidify in your 
memory, resulting in more time spent repeating and re-learning the same material, ultimately 
causing you to fall behind schedule. 

  



● Believing in myths - The search for effective learning shortcuts has probably brought you to 
ideas like speed reading, the three major learning styles (visual, kinesthetic, auditory), or study 
groups. Have you tried any of them? Hopefully not because they are actually useless and nothing 
more than myths. Instead of helping you, they will hinder your learning and prevent you from 
efficiently keeping up with the material.  

  
● Learning details rather than concepts - What do you think residents and physicians excel at? 

Applying concepts rather than regurgitating minutiae, especially twenty, thirty, or even forty years 
after graduating medical school where all the details are learned.  Academic reading such as 
anatomy, physiology, and other medical subjects should not be tackled like ‘recreational genres’ 
or secondary school subjects. In other words, reading should not be from cover to cover, nor 
mentally compartmentalized into discrete subjects. In medical school, anatomy is not separate 
from physiology, biochemistry, or pathology, but intricately connected as ‘medical knowledge’. In 
addition, reading rather than digesting the information in terms of concepts simply drowns you in 
low-yield details, confusing you in the end. What’s the result? Falling behind in medical school, 
once again… 

 

 
 
Knowing the main causes in order to avoid them is only half the battle. To succeed in medical school and 
to avoid the dreaded spiral of procrastination, misery, and poor results mentioned earlier, concrete 
solutions based on active recall are needed. Here are some ideas: 
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● Quizzes/Tests - According to science, taking tests is the ultimate study method in terms of 
effectiveness. Answering questions or explaining concepts purely from memory forces you to 
apply and use your knowledge, reinforces its neural connections, and consolidates it for longer. 
You can answer previous exam questions or the ones at the end of textbook chapters. 
Alternatively, you can create your own questions, use the Feynman technique discussed below, 
complete question bank tests or quizzes, or take advantage of flashcards. Anything works as long 
as you strain your memory to reach the answer - so do it as often as possible! 

 
● Feynman technique - This method revolves around simplifying any topic all the way down to the 

bare bones so that even a six year old child could understand it. It was invented by Richard 
Feynman, a Nobel prize winner in physics, so it definitely has potential. Using it is easy - simply 
take out a piece of paper and start explaining a concept as if you’re talking to a child who has no 
idea about the subject. This forces you not only to organize the material inside your head as 
logically as possible, but also to explain it using the clearest and most concise language possible. 
Those aspects test your understanding and consolidate your material from the very beginning. 

  
● Spaced repetition - Constantly reviewing old material poses a serious danger to falling behind in 

medical school. And yet it is essential in order to keep the information fresh. So, how can you do 
it effectively? By using spaced repetition. This method stops you from aimlessly revising all 
concepts every single day and only focus on the ones you are about to forget, according to the 
‘forgetting curve’. It cuts down unnecessary revision, providing you with more time to learn new 
material and keep up with the subjects. How can you use spaced repetition? By using a free, 
plug-and-play flashcard software like Anki.  

 
● Onion learning - How can you learn medical knowledge as concepts that you actually recall 

decades down the line? By learning the material like an onion - the essential and general picture 
should be the core out of which all subsequent details grow. Before you get bogged down by the 
minute details, spend time learning the core concepts. How? Skim your textbook chapter first by 
looking at the headings, the subheadings, the diagrams, the bold terms, definitions, and 
summaries. After this, piece them together and form a big picture, or a skeleton, onto which more 
details can be added. In addition, connect the concepts from different subjects together in order 
to spend less time learning the same material in two different subjects. 
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2) Comparing yourself to others 

 
If falling behind is the biggest mistake medical students make, constantly comparing themselves to their 
classmates is the second one. Unfortunately, studies have shown that feelings of inadequacy plague 
every medical school in the world. Every student is different in terms of learning capabilities, preferred 
studying methods and schedules, logical thinking, and so on. Constantly comparing yourself to your 
classmates will only create unnecessary stress and will result in self-doubt. A three page essay is not 
necessarily superior to a one page one, and neither are three hours spent studying more fruitful than one 
hour. Why? Because quality is always more important than quantity.  
 
Everyone knows those people in medical school who are prone to lying about how ‘little time’ they spend 
studying and even those who actually manipulate deceive in order to achieve a sense of superiority. In 
colloquial terms such individuals are called ‘gunners’. 
 



 
 
Being one has absolutely no benefit, neither in the short nor long run. At the end of the day, every medical 
student was screened by a professional committee who determined that they deserve a place. In addition, 
medical school is a difficult environment so isolating themselves as a ‘gunner’ due to their negative 
interactions with classmates will only make their journey lonelier and less rewarding. As we all know, 
teamwork is an essential pillar of any healthcare profession and so understanding and practising this 
within medical school will only get everyone into good practice! 
 
Here’s how to stop ‘gunners’ from bringing down morale: 
 

● Stop comparing yourself - It’s easier said than done, but the quicker you stop doing it, the 
easier your medical school journey will be. Awareness of the negative origin and connotation of a 
‘gunner’s’ approach will make ignoring their comments even easier. 

 
● Avoid them - The ‘gunners’ usually attack a few days or weeks before exams, or even on the 

morning of the exam itself. Therefore, the easiest way to prevent stress is to simply listen to some 
music before you enter the exam hall, take a different route to college/university, or simply 
remove yourself from their vicinity.  

 



 

3) Poor time management skills 

The third major mistake students make in medical school is managing their time poorly. It’s certainly not 
an easy task with such a busy schedule, but it’s is an essential skill that must be mastered at the start of 
medical school. As a medical student, you need to juggle many daily activities, including lectures, 
practical classes, labs, study time, hobbies, social events, and so on.  
 
What happens if your day does not pass like clockwork (pun intended) and you don’t have a military 
schedule in medical school? You will procrastinate constantly and something will suffer - either your 
studies, causing you to fall behind, or your personal well-being, health, and personal relationships. 
Neither scenario is advisable in a stressful environment like medical school. 
 
How can you prevent such problems? By having a structured, daily, and detailed schedule that is 
followed to the letter. Everything should be planned by the hour, including your shower time, classes, 
dinner, study time, web-surfing, and so on. In terms of studying, an effective schedule will include details 
such as specific learning or revision topics together with descriptions like  ‘MCQ practice’, ‘essay 
question’, or ‘notes outlining’. A general description like ‘6 pm-7 pm: study anatomy’ is insufficient to focus 
you effectively. Starting is often the most difficult, so your course syllabus can be a good starting point. 



 
 
Another tip is to start filling your schedule with specific leisure activities first - and then fit your study 
time around them. This might seem counterintuitive, but it boosts your mood tremendously by 
emphasizing your needs first and foremost. This strategy will do wonders in preventing not only burnout in 
the long-run, but also increase your productivity. Naturally, moderation is the key - scheduling a Netflix 
binge-watch in one week will certainly not help you to keep up with the material.  

4) Behaviour and responsibility 

This mistake is mostly relevant for students in their clinical years, but everyone can be aware of it, no 
matter their age or year of study. Medical students are doing their clinical rotations to learn, and the 
clinical supervisors know that. Their only expectations is a good work ethic, taking responsibility for 
their actions, professionalism, a proper dress code, enthusiasm, and willingness to learn. 
 
Unfortunately, many students’ judgements are clouded by their obsession to impress their attendings for 
excellent recommendations and they forget their job or role in a hospital. They start performing 
unauthorized procedures, lie about findings during the physical exams or conjure them out of their 
imaginations, hide their mistakes on the wards, and are even disconsiderate or impolite to patients. In 
addition, some medical students refuse to help nurses or do their jobs out of a sense of superiority.  
 



 
 
Neither of the above examples can help a medical student’s cause. In addition to negatively impacting 
your reputation in front of the attendings and hospital staff, hiding your mistakes can negatively impact 
your patient. Incorrect administration of medications or incorrectly taken patient parameters (blood 
pressure, temperature, etc.) are just a few examples of aspects that can directly cause serious harm to 
your patients. This does not mean that medical students should stand on the sidelines. In fact, shying 
away and staying in the shadows is also detrimental, both for your education and reputation during your 
rotations. A balance must be maintained between overeagerness and shyness, always being aware of 
your role as a medical student and that your ego is less important than the well-being of the patient. This 
is the source of your brownie points during clinical rotations! 

5) Relying on textbooks to learn 

As a medical student, what is your primary learning resource for exams? More than likely, your textbooks, 
or your professor’s powerpoint slides - which are also based on textbooks. How did older generations of 
students and current physicians learned in medical school? Once again, using textbooks. Do you 
understand the problem? Textbooks are the most popular learning resources, and have been since 
ancient times, but they might not be perfect in the learning climate of the twenty first century. Why is that? 
They are boring, expensive, heavy, and time consuming. Decades ago textbooks might have been the 
only option available, but technology has advanced tremendously, making your life as a medical student a 
whole lot easier. Here are some ideas that can replace your textbook: 
 
 



● Spaced repetition softwares like Anki, which you’ve already seen above. They are excellent for 
increasing effectiveness and scheduling your revision session, helping you retain the material. 

● Videos like ‘Acland’s Video Atlas of Human Anatomy’, a cadaveric video series explaining the 
entire anatomy of the human body from the top of the head to the tips of the fingers. 

● Quiz or test banks, which you’ve already seen previously. They force you to use active recall, 
consolidating the material in your brain. 

● Learning strategies, such as the Feynman technique, but there are many others. In addition to 
spicing up your learning, they can also help you retain information more easily and effectively. 

 
Luckily, there are platforms that encompass all the above resources, eliminating the need of many 
separate, and expensive resources. One such resource is Kenhub, an online learning platform that aims 
to simplify your learning as much as possible, and also make it enjoyable in the process. It has helped 
approximately 1 million students so far, so it can certainly help you too! Covering subjects like anatomy 
(gross, cadaveric, radiological) and histology, Kenhub prevents you from getting bored or having to rely 
on multiple learning resources. 
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If you want to read about a topic, you can select the respective article out of a library of over one 
thousand articles and find out more about it. They are short, sweet, and to the point, but sufficiently 
detailed, and most importantly, accurate. However, you are reading this section to find out other 
alternatives to reading, right? You can also lean back and watch professionally created videos narrated 
by anatomy enthusiasts and reviewed by medical experts. There is also an atlas available full of gross, 
cadaveric, and radiological illustrations, eliminating future expenses on additional atlases. 
 
To become and remain an expert in a topic, you need to revise it regularly. To accomplish that, you can 
complete Kenhub’s quizzes which are based on spaced repetition. With these, you are forced to use 
active recall - the gold standard of today’s learning. Last but not least, anatomy can feel overwhelming so 
this platform can help with that too by offering you a large and diverse collection of learning strategies 
that you can instantly start using to simplify your anatomy learning. However, the techniques covered, 
examples being memory palaces, mind maps, holistic learning, SPQ3R, and many others are not specific 
to anatomy. They can be used to any medical subject that requires memorization, and there are a lot of 
those in medical school. Most importantly, they’re evidence based! By the way, all of the above features 
and the entire platform are seamlessly integrated and adapted to work on all your portable electronic 
devices. What are you waiting for? Go ahead and try Kenhub out for yourself!  
 
So there you have it! We hope this article has been helpful in identifying the five biggest mistakes medical 
students make as well as providing you with ideas on how to avoid them. Good luck with your studies! 
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