
Frontiers in Education 01 frontiersin.org

Exploring EFL students’ 
preferences and practices of 
study strategies: repeated reading 
versus testing
Sameer Aljabri *

Umm al-Qura University, Mecca, Saudi Arabia

The aim of this study was to investigate both the hypothetical study strategy 
(preferences) and actual study (practices) of Saudi EFL undergraduate students 
regarding rereading versus retrieval practice. A total of 202 EFL students were 
presented with a scenario where they had studied a textbook chapter once and 
then asked to choose the learning strategy that best reflected their typical approach 
during different stages of the learning process: the beginning, middle, and end. 
Then they read a text and responded to both open-ended and forced report 
questionnaires to explore their actual study behaviors when studying the text. 
Results showed a consistent preference for restudying throughout all stages of 
the learning process (36.5, 39.8, 53.6% respectively). Across the learning processes, 
retesting strategy has been chosen increasingly as the learning process proceeds 
(16–18.2 - 28.2%) while rereading is decreasing (35.9–23.8 - 13.3%). In the actual 
study behaviors, the majority of participants reported tendency to rely excessively 
on restudying and rereading strategies (55.6 and 24.6% respectively) rather than 
more effective testing strategies (19.8%). Teachers need to educate students that 
retrieval practice strategies aid in monitoring their learning progress, enhancing 
learning, strengthening memory recall, and promoting long-term retention.
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1 Introduction

Numerous empirical memory research in laboratories and then in classrooms highlights 
the effectiveness of retrieval practice as a learning strategy compared to mere repetition and 
demonstrate its advantage for long-term learning (for meta-analytical evidence see, e.g., 
Adesope et al., 2017; Moreira et al., 2019; Rowland, 2014; Yang et al., 2021). Retrieval practice 
involves using multiple tests to enhance knowledge retention. The research on the retrieval-
practice effect sheds light on the phenomenon that learners often struggle to employ effective 
study strategies or may make suboptimal choices in their study methods. This discrepancy 
between what learners believe to be effective study practices and what research indicates as 
effective has prompted investigation into students’ understanding of effective studying. Studies 
exploring students’ knowledge about effective studying typically employ two main methods 
which are (1) examining metacognitive judgments or learners’ study behaviors in laboratory 
experiments, and (2) surveying learners about their study habits (Rinella and Putnam, 2022). 
In the first method, researchers observe how learners approach studying tasks and make 
judgments about their own learning processes. For example, researchers might ask participants 
to predict how well they will remember information after employing different study strategies, 
such as re-reading versus self-testing. By comparing participants’ predictions with their actual 
performance, researchers can assess the accuracy of learners’ metacognitive judgments and 
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the effectiveness of their study behaviors. In the second method, 
researchers also gather data on students’ study habits and beliefs 
through surveys and questionnaires. These surveys may inquire about 
the study techniques students commonly use, their perceived 
effectiveness of different strategies, and their understanding of 
principles such as the testing effect. By analyzing survey responses, 
researchers gain insights into students’ awareness of effective study 
practices and any misconceptions they may hold.

Existing academic literature has extensively studied how students 
engage with retrieval practice strategies. However, there remains a 
noticeable gap regarding comprehensive investigations into students’ 
preferences for and actual usage of testing and rereading as effective 
learning tools. Moreover, to the best of my knowledge, no prior 
research has specifically explored this issue within the context of Saudi 
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) students. To address this gap in 
the literature, the primary objective of this study is to thoroughly 
examine both the stated preferences and real-world behaviors of Saudi 
undergraduate EFL students concerning their choice and 
implementation of testing and rereading strategies in their learning 
processes. This research aims to provide valuable insights that 
contribute to a deeper understanding of how Saudi EFL students 
approach and engage with these learning techniques, thereby offering 
practical implications for enhancing their academic performance and 
learning outcomes.

2 Literature review

The study conducted by Karpicke et  al. (2009) investigated 
undergraduate students’ study habits and preferences through a 
survey with two main parts. In the first part, students freely reported 
and ranked their study strategies based on frequency of use. The 
second part involved a forced-choice questionnaire where students 
selected between repeated reading, self-testing (retrieval practice), or 
another study activity for exam preparation. Findings revealed that 
84% of students utilized repeated reading as a study strategy, with 55% 
favoring it. In contrast, only 11% practiced retrieval (self-testing), and 
merely 1% favored this method. When given the option between 
repeated reading and self-testing, 57% chose repeated reading, while 
only 18% preferred self-testing. The series of experiments conducted 
by Karpicke (2009) and subsequent studies provide robust evidence 
that students often fail to engage in retrieval practice as early or as 
frequently as needed for optimal learning outcomes. This failure to 
practice retrieval was evident in subsequent studies, indicating a 
consistent pattern across different experimental settings. Studies by 
McCabe (2011), Blasiman et al. (2017), Anthenien et al. (2018) and 
others investigated students’ preferences for study strategies through 
open-ended free report or forced report questions. Results consistently 
showed that students reported a meta-cognitive preference for 
rereading over testing in hypothetical learning scenarios. Students 
tended to give higher efficacy ratings to rereading notes compared to 
practice testing for exam preparation. The findings align with a meta-
analysis conducted by Miyatsu et  al. (2018), which revealed that 
rereading is the most frequently used study strategy among students, 
with 78% of students employing this method.

In a review of 16 studies investigating learners’ beliefs regarding 
test-enhanced learning conducted by Rivers (2020), it was discovered 
that, on average, 62% of participants reported utilizing rereading or 
reviewing materials, while 57% reported using self-testing. 

Additionally, approximately 43% considered rereading their primary 
and most frequently employed strategy, whereas only about 8% of 
participants reported self-testing as their primary and most frequently 
used strategy.

When analyzing studies that demonstrated high reports of testing 
usage (e.g., Geller et al., 2017; Hartwig and Dunlosky, 2012; Rinella 
and Putnam, 2022), it became apparent that participants were typically 
presented with a list of strategies to choose from. In contrast, studies 
that utilized free report questions about strategy use often yielded 
different results. This discrepancy suggests that the method of 
inquiry—whether participants are prompted to select from a 
predetermined list or provide their responses freely—can influence 
the reported prevalence of testing as a study strategy. Another possible 
reason for this is that while college students may engage in self-testing 
or practice tests, they may primarily view these activities as diagnostic 
tools to assess their current level of understanding rather than as 
active learning strategies aimed at enhancing their knowledge 
(Weissgerber and Rummer, 2023). Another possible reason is that 
learners might group testing under a broader category like 
“restudying,” leading to potential confusion or misinterpretation of 
study behaviors (Kuhbandner and Emmerdinger, 2019).

Research by Karpicke and Blunt (2011) and Roediger and 
Karpicke (2006) shows that students often misjudge the effectiveness 
of study strategies, particularly favoring rereading over testing for 
long-term learning. Despite contrary evidence, they tend to 
overestimate the value of rereading and underestimate retrieval 
practice. The preference for rereading may stem from its lower effort 
and familiarity, even though students rate flashcards as effective but 
still view highlighting as more beneficial (Blasiman et al., 2017). This 
gap in perceived versus actual effectiveness highlights a disconnect in 
understanding effective study methods.

The way students approach self-testing also influences its success. 
If they view practice tests merely as assessments of their knowledge, 
they may not engage deeply with the material or use feedback to 
enhance learning, focusing instead on scoring. Additionally, students 
often struggle to see the advantages of practice tests compared to 
re-reading, as the benefits of retrieval practice become clearer over 
time, particularly after a delay (Tullis and Maddox, 2020). While 
practice tests actively strengthen memory retention, their benefits may 
not be  immediately apparent, making re-reading seems more 
comfortable and familiar in the short term.

Very few studies investigated both the students’ preferences and 
actual use of testing and rereading as learning tools at the 
undergraduate level. Blasiman et al.'s (2017) study provides valuable 
insights into both students’ intended and actual study behaviors, as 
well as their beliefs about the effectiveness of different strategies over 
the course of a semester. The study surveyed 268 undergraduate 
participants, assessing their intended study strategies and beliefs about 
effectiveness on a 1–10 Likert scale. Participants were surveyed at the 
beginning of the semester and six times throughout the semester to 
track changes in study behaviors and beliefs over time. Participants 
ranked rereading notes and rereading the textbook as the most 
reported study strategies. In contrast, taking practice tests and using 
flashcards were among the least used strategies and were perceived as 
less effective by participants. The study revealed a discrepancy between 
participants’ intended study strategies and their actual utilization. 
Despite ranking rereading highly in terms of intention, other strategies 
such as practice tests and flashcards were less frequently used in 
practice. Participants’ beliefs about the effectiveness of different 
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strategies may have influenced their study choices. Despite evidence 
supporting the effectiveness of practice tests and flashcards, 
participants perceived these strategies as less effective compared to 
rereading. Blasiman et al.'s (2017) study highlights the gap between 
students’ beliefs about effective study strategies and the actual 
utilization of those strategies. Despite acknowledging the effectiveness 
of certain active learning techniques like practice tests and flashcards, 
students may still gravitate toward more passive methods 
like rereading.

The study conducted by Kuhbandner and Emmerdinger (2019) 
provides additional insights into the study behavior of undergraduate 
students, particularly regarding the preference for rereading versus 
testing at different stages of the learning process. 76 undergraduate 
students were surveyed to identify the hypothetical and real study 
behavior when restudying the text. Results of open ended free report 
revealed that rereading was preferred in the early learning process, while 
testing became more preferred during the late learning process. This 
suggests a shift in study strategies over time, with students initially 
relying on rereading and later transitioning to testing as they progress in 
their learning. The forced report questionnaire showed that a significant 
majority (89.7%) of participants reported using rereading for not 
understood parts of the text. Additionally, 34.5% of participants reported 
rereading the entire text, while only 13.8% reported testing themselves. 
These findings are consistent with the patterns observed in Karpicke 
et al.'s (2009) study, indicating a common preference for rereading over 
testing, particularly in the early stages of learning.

Research on retrieval practice in the context of English as a 
Foreign Language (EFL) has primarily focused on several key areas. 
Studies have mainly examined how retrieval practice affects the 
retention of language skills and overall learning outcomes (Estagi and 
Khosravi, 2015; Makarchuk, 2018; Terai et al., 2021; Tajalli et al., 2022; 
Çalik-Uzun and Çelik-Demirci, 2023; Chiu and Hawkins, 2023; 
Aljabri, 2024a). Others have significantly investigated students’ 
perceptions of retrieval practice (Chandra, 2024) and the effects of 
collaborative retrieval practice (Aljabri, 2024b). Furthermore, to my 
knowledge, there are no prior studies that have investigated Saudi EFL 
students’ preferences and actual use of retrieval practice and rereading 
strategies as learning tools at the undergraduate level. To address this 
gap and contribute to the existing literature on study strategies favored 
by EFL students, the primary objective of the initial study is to explore 
the hypothetical study preferences of Saudi undergraduate EFL 
students. By asking participants to envision their study methods in a 
given scenario, the researcher aims to uncover students’ initial 
preferences and choices regarding different learning strategies. This 
research seeks to deepen the understanding of how EFL students 
perceive and prioritize various study approaches, providing valuable 
insights for educators and researchers working to refine educational 
practices in EFL contexts. Additionally, the study examines the actual 
study behaviors of EFL students as they engage with textual material. 
This study aims to answer the following research questions:

 1. What study strategy preferences do Saudi EFL students have 
(Repeated reading versus testing) throughout all stages of the 
learning process?

 2. What are the actual study practices of Saudi EFL students when 
studying a text?

 3. Were the preferences and practices of Saudi EFL students the 
same when studying a text?

3 Method

3.1 Participants

Two hundred and two undergraduate students enrolled in the 
Department of English at UmmAl-Qura University in Saudi Arabia 
participated in this study. They were chosen randomly and took part 
in the survey in exchange for course credit. The participants consisted 
of 63 male students, accounting for 31.5% of the sample, and 139 
female students, making up 68.5% of the sample. The average age of 
the participants was 21.3 years, with a standard deviation of 1.7 years 
(Mage = 21.3, SD = 1.7). They were studying two courses from Year 3 
and 4. This choice is intentional because students in their first and 
second years take courses in reading comprehension, which equips 
them with diverse learning strategies for handling EFL texts. All have 
studied English for 8 years before joining the English Department.

3.2 Material

For the hypothetical study preferences, three questions were 
formulated based on Question 2 of Karpicke et al. (2009) and Study 1 
of Kuhbandner and Emmerdinger's (2019) research. These questions 
prompt students to imagine having studied a textbook chapter once 
and then select the learning strategy that most closely resembles their 
usual approach from four options: repeated rereading, restudying, 
self-testing without reviewing the text afterward, or self-testing 
followed by text review. Each question is designed to reflect a different 
stage of the learning process: the beginning, middle, and end. An 
online survey was created, consisting of these three questions tailored 
to each stage of learning. Participants received a link to access the 
survey and were instructed to respond to all three 
questions sequentially.

For the actual study behaviors, a 451-word text on “The Teenage 
Brain” was carefully selected from “Reading Explorer 2” by Macintyre 
and Bohlke (2020). It was selected by two experienced English 
teachers to ensure its relevance and appropriateness to students. This 
text served as the learning material for the study. To evaluate students’ 
study behaviors when restudying the text, two instruments were 
developed: an open-ended free report question and a forced report 
questionnaire. The open-ended question prompted students to 
describe their study behaviors during restudying, encouraging 
responses in Arabic or English. The forced report questionnaire, 
adapted from study strategy checklists used by Hartwig and Dunlosky 
(2012) and Kuhbandner and Emmerdinger (2019), comprised 22 
study strategies (see Figure  1). The rationale for employing both 
instruments stems from previous research indicating that the 
effectiveness of retrieval practice varies across studies (Rivers, 2020). 
For instance, studies where students select from a list of strategies 
(e.g., Hartwig and Dunlosky, 2012; McAndrew et  al., 2016) 
demonstrated an increased use of retrieval practice. In contrast, 
studies requiring students to freely report their strategies showed a 
decrease (e.g., Karpicke et al., 2009). This discrepancy was highlighted 
in the study by Tullis and Maddox (2020). Therefore, utilizing both an 
open-ended free report question and a forced-choice questionnaire 
is essential.

Similar to Kuhbandner and Emmerdinger’s (2019) study, the survey 
employed a detailed forced-report questionnaire, offering participants 
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distinct response options such as “repeated rereading” and “rereading 
not understood contents,” along with a wide array of other study 
strategies. To address potential inconsistencies noted in prior research 
(Karpicke et al., 2009) between open-ended free report questions and 
forced-report questions, participants were first asked to respond to an 
open-ended free report question regarding their utilized study strategies 
before completing the forced-report questionnaire. If the findings 
replicate the pattern observed in Karpicke et  al. (2009), where few 
participants reported using testing in response to open-ended questions 
despite it being selected quite frequently in forced-choice questionnaires, 
it would raise questions about the validity of open question formats. Such 
a discrepancy would suggest that students’ subjective interpretations of 
their study behaviors may not accurately reflect their actual study 
practices. This underscores the importance of employing rigorous 
methodologies to capture the nuances of student learning behaviors 
effectively. In contrast to prior studies, which primarily focused on asking 
students to either report their use of or compare a predetermined set of 
strategies (Blasiman et al., 2017; Hartwig and Dunlosky, 2012; McCabe, 
2011; Morehead et  al., 2015), the use of an open-ended free report 
question allows participants the opportunity to share any strategy they 
utilize when studying a text.

3.3 Procedure

Before the experiment began, participants received a brief overview 
that covered general learning processes and the various preferences 

learners might have for different methods. They were also given 
explanations of restudying and retesting. Participants were instructed to 
answer the survey questions truthfully. Data collection took place 
during class time, with participants directed to access the survey via a 
link provided by the instructor. The survey began with an introductory 
message explaining the study’s purpose and providing completion 
instructions. Participants first entered basic demographic information, 
including their names, ID numbers, gender, and age. Each section of the 
survey was introduced in sequence, with participants required to finish 
one section before moving on to the next, ensuring a systematic 
approach to answering all relevant questions.

The second part of the survey was about the hypothetical study 
strategy preferences. Participants were required to imagine they had 
studied a textbook chapter once. They then had to choose the learning 
strategy that best reflected their typical approach. The online 
questionnaire was organized into three sections, each corresponding 
to a different stage of the learning process: beginning, middle, and end.

The third part of the study was structured into three distinct phases: 
the study phase, the restudy phase, and the restudy behavior assessment 
phase. Participants were informed that they were part of a study 
investigating study strategies and would be studying a text on “The 
Teenage Brain” for a delayed test in 1 week. They were provided with a 
booklet containing the text, distractor tasks, and the text again. During 
the initial study phase, participants were instructed to read the text 
carefully and attempt to memorize its contents through reading only for 
a duration of 5 min, without using any other study strategies. Following 
a one-minute break, during which participants completed simple math 

FIGURE 1

Study strategies reported in the forced report questionnaire.
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distractor tasks, the restudy phase commenced. Here, participants were 
instructed to restudy the text in the same way in which they usually 
study text contents when trying to memorize them for a later test, for a 
duration of 12 min. In the subsequent restudy behavior assessment 
phase, participants were directed to an online questionnaire where they 
were asked to respond to an open-ended free report question regarding 
their study behaviors during the restudy phase. They were able to write 
their responses in either Arabic or English. After completing this 
question, participants proceeded to the forced report questionnaire 
which included 22 study strategies and participants were instructed to 
choose all the strategies they used when studying the text.

4 Results

4.1 Participants’ hypothetical study strategy 
preferences

Figure  2 shows the participants’ hypothetical study strategy 
preferences. It indicates that restudying and rereading were the most 
frequently chosen strategies by participants at the beginning of the 
learning process (36.5 and 35.9% respectively). Testing with review of the 
material came third with 16% of participants while testing without 
reviewing was the last chosen strategy with 11.6%. In the middle of the 
learning process, percentages of chosen strategies were almost similar to 
those at the beginning of the learning process. Restudying was also the 
most frequently chosen one with 39.8% of participants. It was followed by 
rereading with 23.8% of participants. Testing with and without reviewing 

were the last chosen strategies with 18.2%. At the end of the learning 
process, a dramatic change is noticed. Restudying was the most frequently 
chosen strategy with 53.6% of participants. It was followed by testing with 
reviewing the material (28.1%). Rereading came third with 13.3%. The 
last chosen strategy was testing without reviewing the material with only 
5%. Across the learning processes, retesting and restudying strategies have 
been chosen increasingly as the learning process proceeds while rereading 
is decreasing. The least chosen strategy at the end of the learning process 
is testing without reviewing.

4.2 Open-ended free report question

Following a thorough examination of participants’ responses, six 
primary study strategies were identified by two English teachers. Within 
the “rereading” strategy, three subcategories were delineated, while the 
“self-testing” strategy was subdivided into two categories. Table  1 
presents the main study strategies, their subcategories, the number of 
participants who used each strategy, and the percentage of participants 
for each category. Similar to the results of Karpicke et al. (2009) and 
Kuhbandner and Emmerdinger (2019), a very low number of students 
used self-testing when restudying the text. 10.8% of the participants 
reported that they use self-testing alone or with a friend as a study 
strategy. 6.1% of the participants reported rereading the text once, 12.8% 
reported that they reread the text more than once, and 5.7% reported 
that they reread the highlighted parts. Thus, 24.6% of the participants 
reported using rereading as a study strategy. Highlighting the main 
points was the most common reported strategy with 38.3%.

FIGURE 2

Participants’ hypothetical study strategy preferences.
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4.3 Forced report questionnaire

Results represented in Figures  1, 4 showed that 54.4% of the 
participants reported that they reread the text when they did not 
understand the passage. They also showed that 38.7% of participants 
reported that they reread the whole text and this is consistent with the 
results of the open ended free report question. When it comes to the four 
response options representing forms of self-testing, results showed that 
participants used them less than using rereading strategies. More 
precisely, 16.2% of the participants reported testing themselves by 
retrieving the contents of single paragraphs, 28.4% reported retrieving 
the main contents without looking into the text, 30.4% tested themselves 
by retrieving the whole text, and 26% reported testing themselves by 
asking questions. This result shows a compatible pattern between the 
result of Open-ended free report question and that of forced report 
questionnaire. The majority of participants reported using rereading 
strategies in the hypothetical situation and confirmed that in the real 
situation. Self-testing strategies were lower than rereading strategies in 
both situations. This conclusion contradicts the results of Karpicke et al. 
(2009) and Kuhbandner and Emmerdinger (2019) who found divergent 
pattern depending on the type of the questionnaire used. In Kuhbandner 
and Emmerdinger (2019), more participants reported using testing 
paragraphs and main points than those repeatedly reread the whole text 
(Figure 3).

5 Discussion

The first research question aimed to explore which study strategies 
Saudi EFL undergraduate students prefer to use. Results of the 
students’ hypothetical study strategy behavior are consistent with 
results of Kuhbandner and Emmerdinger (2019) only at the beginning 
of the learning process. Both rereading and restudying strategies were 
chosen first as the preferential strategies while self-testing was the 
third. Furthermore, as the learning process proceeds, the percentage 
of participants who preferred to restudy or test themselves increased 
while the percentage of participants who preferred to reread decreased 
(76% preferred to retest and restudy while 23% preferred to reread). 
These results align with recent studies indicating that students in 
educational settings often exhibit limited use of testing strategies while 
increasing their reliance on restudying strategies (e.g., Blasiman et al., 
2017; Hartwig and Dunlosky, 2012; Karpicke et al., 2009; Kornell and 
Bjork, 2007; McCabe, 2011; Morehead et al., 2015; Wissman et al., 
2012). The findings underscore that EFL learners typically resort to 

rereading earlier in the learning process, whereas they tend to adopt 
testing strategies later on (Janes et al., 2018).

The first part of the study highlighted the evolving preferences of 
students regarding study strategies over the course of learning. Early 
on, restudying is favored over rereading, with a notable shift toward 
testing as learning progresses. However, the specific behaviors 
associated with terms like “rereading” and “restudying” remain 
ambiguous. It is important to note that in memory research, the 
terms ‘rereading’ and ‘restudying’ are used interchangeably to refer to 
the process of revisiting learning materials. For instance, it is unclear 
whether “rereading” implies repeated reading or revisiting 
incomprehensible material. Similarly, “restudying” might encompass 
various strategies, potentially including testing (Kuhbandner and 
Emmerdinger, 2019). This suggests that testing could be  more 
prevalent in students’ actual restudy practices than indicated by the 
first part of the study. Additionally, since students were surveyed 
about hypothetical rather than actual behaviors, there might 
be discrepancies between reported and real study habits. Clarifying 
these nuances could provide deeper insights into effective learning 
strategies (Figure 4).

The second and third research questions of this study aimed to 
investigate the actual study practices of Saudi EFL students when 
studying a text and whether they are similar to learners’ preferences. 
The results of the second part of the study reflect those of the first part, 
demonstrating a significant alignment between participants’ 
hypothetical study behaviors and their actual study practices, 
especially in relation to restudying. Throughout all stages of the 
learning process, participants consistently favored restudying as their 
preferred learning strategy. This preference translated into their actual 
study behavior, as they predominantly utilized restudying more than 
other strategies. However, there was a divergence between the results 
of the two parts of the study regarding participants’ preferences and 
actual behaviors concerning rereading and testing strategies. While 
participants expressed a preference for testing strategies as the 
learning process progressed in the hypothetical scenarios, their actual 
study behavior leaned more toward rereading strategies than testing 
strategies. These differences suggest that there may be a discrepancy 
between participants’ stated preferences and their actual study 
practices, particularly in the case of testing strategies. It’s possible that 
while participants might recognize the benefits of testing strategies in 
theory, they may default to familiar and perhaps less effective strategies 
like rereading when it comes to actual study situations.

A more nuanced examination of rereading behaviors revealed that 
participants primarily engaged in rereading with the specific intent of 

TABLE 1 Study strategies reported in the open-ended questionnaire.

Study Strategies Percentage of reported use Number of students

Highlighting / Underlying main points 38.3 120

Writing down main points / summary / notes 17.3 54

Rereading the text once 6.1 19

Rereading the text more than once 12.8 40

Rereading main points / highlighted parts 5.7 18

Self-testing alone 8.6 27

Self-testing with friends 2.2 7

Memorizing 5.4 17

Forming elaborative associations 3.6 11
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revisiting sections of text they found incomprehensible, rather than 
simply engaging in repeated reading of the entire text. Notably, these 
distinctions were only discernible through a forced-report 
questionnaire that specifically included these study behaviors, 
highlighting a discrepancy between forced-report and open-ended 
free report questionnaires (Kuhbandner and Emmerdinger, 2019). 
Participants reported using rereading more frequently for sections 

they did not understand or for the entire text, compared to using self-
testing for main ideas. When considering these results alongside prior 
research (e.g., Hartwig and Dunlosky, 2012; Kuhbandner and 
Emmerdinger, 2019; Susser and McCabe, 2013), a consistent pattern 
emerges regarding the strategies participants most and least 
commonly employ. Specifically, participants in this study tended to 
overuse rereading strategies while underutilizing self-testing strategies.

Findings from both laboratory research and survey investigations 
consistently highlight a common behavior among students: a tendency 
to overlook the advantages of self-testing strategies in favor of less 
effective study approaches. Studies conducted in controlled laboratory 
settings have repeatedly shown that students frequently underestimate 
the effectiveness of self-testing strategies when compared to passive 
review methods like rereading/restudying (Tullis and Maddox, 2020). 
Despite robust evidence supporting the efficacy of self-testing, 
students often express a perception of having learned less when 
employing these active retrieval techniques. Given the option between 
self-testing and simpler yet less effective strategies such as rereading / 
restudying, students typically lean toward the latter (Logan et al., 2012; 
McCabe, 2011). Survey investigations among students echo the 
findings from laboratory experiments, revealing that many students 
engage in ineffective study practices. They may neglect to utilize 
potent study strategies such as self-testing, despite the potential for 
these methods to enhance learning outcomes (Rivers, 2020). Instead, 
students may rely on less efficient techniques like re-reading or 
highlighting, which may foster a misleading sense of mastery but fail 
to foster long-term retention and comprehension (Blasiman et al., 
2017; Hartwig and Dunlosky, 2012; Karpicke et al., 2009; Susser and 
McCabe, 2013; Wissman et al., 2012).

FIGURE 3

Study strategies reported in the forced report questionnaire.

FIGURE 4

Actual study behavior when restudying the text.
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The findings of this study support previous surveys, which indicate 
that rereading remains one of the most commonly used study 
strategies. One tentative explanation for learners’ preferences for the 
reading strategies is proposed by Blasiman et al. (2017). They suggested 
that repeated reading gives students a deceptive feeling of learning, 
often termed as an illusion of competence (Bjork, 1999; Koriat and 
Bjork, 2005). When students engage in rereading their notes or 
textbooks, they might perceive a mastery of concepts due to a sense of 
familiarity, yet this familiarity can be misleading. Koriat and Bjork 
(2005) believe that information available to learners when studying a 
text affects their judgments of learning and, therefore, illusion of 
familiarity arise. The failure to accurately monitor one’s learning 
progress is a crucial aspect contributing to the illusion of competence. 
Metacognition, which involves awareness and understanding of one’s 
own thought processes, is essential for effective learning. When 
students engage in reading strategies like highlighting main points 
without actively assessing their comprehension, they may indeed fall 
into the trap of thinking they understand the material better than they 
actually do (Kenney and Bailey, 2021). When students use reading 
techniques like highlighting key points, they often do not take the time 
to reflect on whether they truly understand the material. If they 
recognize a term, they may move on without checking their memory. 
This sense of familiarity can lead them to miss retrieving information 
accurately, thus failing to metacognitively monitor their learning.

The present findings indicate that Saudi EFL learners consider 
testing an ineffective study strategy throughout all learning phases. 
Although they increasingly utilize testing at the end of the learning 
process, it remains significantly less favored than rereading and 
restudy strategies. A crucial practical implication is that teachers 
should educate EFL learners about the importance of retrieval practice 
and its benefits for strengthening memory recall and promoting long-
term retention. This does not imply disregarding the restudy strategies 
that learners are accustomed to using, but rather, it highlights the need 
to incorporate retesting strategies as well. Enhancing learners’ 
awareness of the significance of retrieval practice is essential. However, 
caution is warranted, as the texts used in this laboratory study were 
brief, and the intervals between reading and restudying tasks were 
short. This may differ from real-life learning situations.

6 Conclusion

This study aimed to examine the study habits and preferences of 
Saudi EFL students, both in hypothetical scenarios and actual learning 
environments. Furthermore, it endeavors to uncover the particular 
learning methods employed by EFL students, providing essential 
insights for educators and language learners alike. The students’ 
tendency to rely excessively on rereading and restudying strategies 
instead of more effective testing strategies should prompt teachers to 
emphasize the importance and efficacy of testing in the learning 
process. Students should be informed and made aware that retrieval 
practices not only aid in monitoring their learning progress but also 
serve as powerful tools for enhancing learning, strengthening memory 
recall, and promoting long-term retention. By shifting the focus toward 
testing, teachers can encourage students to engage in active recall and 
retrieval of information, rather than simply reviewing material passively.

The present study constitutes a preliminary investigation into the 
hypothetical and actual study strategies employed by EFL students, 
specifically focusing on retrieval practice and rereading techniques. It 

provides foundational insights that can inform future research in this 
domain. To further elucidate EFL students’ preferences and practices 
regarding retrieval practice, subsequent studies should explore its 
application in both controlled laboratory settings and authentic 
educational contexts, evaluating its effects on learning outcomes and 
academic performance.

Like any research, this study has some limitations that do not 
undermine its findings. This study focused on only third and 
fourth-year undergraduate students. Broader research that 
includes participants from various educational stages is required. 
The study’s cross-sectional design, which captures data at a single 
time point, restricts the ability to observe temporal changes in 
study strategies. Longitudinal research is recommended to offer a 
more comprehensive understanding of the evolution of students’ 
retrieval practices. Although data were collected through an 
online survey, future studies should incorporate qualitative 
methodologies, such as interviews, to provide a more 
detailed perspective on students’ attitudes and experiences with 
retrieval practice.
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