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Careless mistakes are the underrated, overlooked portion of academic problems. Since

these are problems that students would normally do properly, it is difficult for them to
comprehend how serious this issue really is. Carelessness usually counts for a 10-15%
reduction on their overall mark – without including actual mistakes done on the test.
Even if you do study for the test, this problem still detracts from your ability to do well
on a test or project. This is especially prominent in senior grades, where a simple mistake
in step one will carry over into step 2, 3, 4, etc. You could potentially lose 30 – 50% on
the question!

So what can you do? Just saying, “I’ll be more careful next time,” is hardly a solution.
This carelessness is rooted into daily habits, and personal routines. The key is develop
day to day habits that build organization and thoroughness, keeping track of common
errors, and learning effective test strategies. Speed in academics is also a huge factor.
Students can do much better when they realize that accuracy is valued higher than speed.
Handing in a test sooner than other students may make you appear smarter, but that
doesn’t mean you are smart.
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Here are three strategies to help cope with careless mistakes:

Strategy #1: Develop the habit of aiming for perfection
on day-to-day practices
I have tutored many students over the years and the resounding ideology from most of
them is that they can be sloppy on homework, and simply “turn it up” when the test
comes. This is completely false. The habits you build on homework are the habits you
bring with you into the test. Everything should be treated seriously, which means aiming
for perfection in everything you do. If you raise the standard for all the work you do,
you begin to change your habits. You will begin to notice small changes here and there
in your work that you missed before. Sloppiness will start to fade away.
Obviously, your answers can still be wrong. But if the form is done correctly every
single time, you will emulate this subconsciously, eventually developing a habit for
attention to detail, and producing more solid work. This will carry over into your test
taking skills, and reduce the amount of errors caused by carelessness.
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Three Strategies to Overcome Careless Mistakes
Strategy #2: Managing Speed
Many students try to rush through their tests. The idea is
that the faster they can complete them, the smarter they
appear to be. This could not be further from the truth.
What’s the point of being fast if you’re wrong? I often ask
students to slow down when in the practice stages of the unit.
Pay attention to accuracy, regardless of speed. Once the
foundations have been built and the motions are in place, then
you can begin to work on speed. Just as in anything else,
building the correct form will produce results, then try to
increase speed while maintaining those perfect results. Of
course, speed depends on whether or not you can build a
solid foundation – if you haven’t practiced good form, don’t
bother with speed.
This is not to say that speed is unimportant. If you do not pay
attention to time, you will leave the test incomplete. A good
tip is to look at the marks allotted to each question as a
guideline for timing on the test. You must monitor your
speed. This is why practice is necessary and must be done often
in order to get to the stage where you can work on your speed.
Essentially, practice, practice, practice!

Strategy #3: Creating a “Mistake” list,
and review it right before the test
You must be aware of what type of careless mistake you make.
This is why you should maintain a running list of errors; at least
one for each unit of study. During practice, make a note of your
mistakes and put a star, a check, or some kind mark each time
you make that same mistake. This will give you an indication of
how likely you are to make that error and give you a focus for
what you should improve on. It is a good self check to make sure
that you are accountable for your own mistakes.
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This list is not only useful during the practice and
building stages, but even up to the test. I ask students
to take a look at this list right before walking into
room. Targeting these mistakes going into the test
configure the mind to subconsciously check extra
carefully for those types of mistakes. This list also
provides a clear target for the student when he checks
over his work.
If the student manages to correct even 5 – 6 of their
previous errors, this means increasing overall
achievements by a margin of 8 – 10%. This is the
difference in a scoring a B and an A!
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