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The Fluency Trap
The study habits that feel most productive build the least, and the ones that

work often feel like failing.

If a study session feels smooth, check whether you were learning or only

recognising.
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KEY FINDINGS

After a week, students who tested themselves recalled 61% of a passage; students who reread it

recalled 40%.

The re-readers predicted they would remember more. Fluency feels like learning and isn't.

Practice testing and spacing work; highlighting, rereading and summarising rate low.

Most learners judge a study session by how it felt. Smooth means progress; struggle means something

is wrong. The research on learning says this instinct is close to backwards. This essay sets out what

the evidence shows about the techniques that work, why they feel worse than the ones that do not,

and what a cyber learner can change this week to stop mistaking familiarity for skill.

01 The techniques, rated

In 2013 John Dunlosky and colleagues reviewed the evidence for ten common study techniques and

rated each for how widely and reliably it helps. Two came out with high utility: practice testing and

distributed practice, meaning testing yourself and spreading study over time. Several of the most popular

techniques came out low, including highlighting, rereading and summarising [1]. Those low-rated habits

are the ones most students rely on.

FIGURE 1 Study techniques, rated for how reliably they help
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Selected techniques. Source: Dunlosky et al. 2013 [1].

02 The experiment that should change how you revise

Henry Roediger and Jeffrey Karpicke asked students to learn a prose passage in one of three ways: study

it four times, study it three times and test once, or study it once and test three times. Five minutes later,

the students who had only studied did best. One week later, the order reversed. The repeated-testing

group recalled 61 per cent of the passage; the repeated-study group recalled 40 per cent. The students

who had only studied had read the passage around 14 times. The testing group had read it about 3 times

[2].
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FIGURE 2 Studying won at five minutes. Testing won at one week.
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Proportion of a prose passage recalled. Source: Roediger and Karpicke 2006, Experiment 2 [2].

One more detail from that study matters as much as the result. Before the final test, the students who had

repeatedly studied predicted they would remember the passage better than the others did. They felt more

confident and they knew less.

If a study session feels smooth, check whether you were learning or only

recognising.

03 Why the better method feels worse

Louis Deslauriers and colleagues at Harvard taught the same physics content to students in two ways, a

polished lecture and an active session where students worked problems themselves. Students in the

active sessions scored higher on tests of what they had learned. They also reported feeling that they had

learned less. The authors traced part of the gap to effort: active learning is harder, and students read that

difficulty as a sign of poor teaching rather than as the work of learning [3].

Robert Bjork's name for this is desirable difficulty. Effortful retrieval, spacing and mixing topics all slow

you down in the moment and improve what you keep. Fluent rereading does the opposite, and it also

produces what Bjork, Dunlosky and Kornell call illusions of competence: the sense of knowing something

because it looks familiar on the page [4].

04 A learner the night before

I L L U S T R A T I V E  S C E N E

A second-year student prepares for a networking assessment by rereading her notes on ports and

protocols three times. Each pass feels easier than the last, and by midnight she feels ready. The next

morning she meets a question that mixes a port, a protocol and a business scenario she has not seen

in that combination. She recognises every word in it and cannot answer it. Nothing about her

preparation was lazy. It was simply aimed at recognition, and the question demanded recall.
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05 Making it a habit

Anders Ericsson and Robert Pool describe the practice that builds expertise as purposeful: a specific goal,

full focus, immediate feedback and work just beyond current ability [5]. Each element pushes against

fluency. A specific goal exposes the gap; feedback shows it; stretching beyond comfort guarantees that

practice will sometimes feel like failing.

OCH builds two of these elements into its daily drill. A drill is a short retrieval test, not a reading. On

WhatsApp, learners state how sure they are before they see the result, and the response tells them which

box they landed in: sure and right, sure and wrong, unsure and right, unsure and wrong. The second box is

the fluency trap made visible. That confidence data began collecting on 16 October 2026, and it is too

early to report on how learners' calibration changes over time.

06 What would change our mind

The testing and spacing findings are among the most replicated in cognitive psychology, and this essay

does not expect them to fall. The claim that could fail is OCH's own: that putting confidence ratings in

front of learners makes them better calibrated over weeks. If learners' sure-and-wrong rate does not fall

as they practise, the feature is not doing what it is meant to, and the design will change.

07 What to do on Monday

For learners. Replace one rereading session this week with a self-test: close the notes and write down

everything you remember, then check. Revisit the same material after one day, three days and a week.

Before you check any answer, say how sure you are.

For mentors and lecturers. Tell learners early that effective practice feels harder. Deslauriers and

colleagues found that explaining the effect helped students accept the more effective method.

For employers. Interview with problems the candidate has not seen in that form. Recognition passes

familiar questions. Only recall survives unfamiliar ones.
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