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Abstract. Three research programmes explain the scarcity of genuine classroom learning by
three mutually exclusive single drivers: learners’ approach orientation (education), the
absence of a traversable pathway over the barrier (chemistry of catalysis, taken as a position
rather than a metaphor), and the structure of what counts and is counted (management and
institutional theory). Placed against a single question — who is to move during the seconds
after a learner has entered an inference he cannot sustain — the three give answers that
cannot all be true, and each one’ s prescription is precisely the pathology another one

diagnoses. This paper does not adjudicate among them. It identifies what all three take for
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granted — that in a bounded episode the position from which change originates is fixed by
role — and overturns it with a fact long held inside catalysis itself: under reaction conditions
the active phase is generated, not supplied, and initiative demonstrably changes hands within
one system. Released from that assumption, a class of events becomes visible for which no
existing ledger has a field: a transformation that has left its origin, reached the unstable
region, and returned, because nothing held it during the window in which it could not sustain
itself. In every current record such an event is indistinguishable from never having begun.
The paper proposes a two-axis discriminant grid (arrival X uptake), a modality-free diagnostic
question, and two readings that must be kept apart — the recrossing rate, commensurable
across the three fields but only an upper bound, and the closure rate, the load-bearing subset.
It argues that the function of uptake is not to help the learner finish but to prevent closural
attribution, derives a round-structured prediction, specifies mechanism-level falsification
conditions, and separates itself from its three nearest neighbours — impasse-driven learning,
productive struggle, and the attributional reformulation of learned helplessness — the nearest
of which differs from it by a single word: noticing. Combining the two readings with the
mechanism yields a capacity kink: net learning peaks where arrivals equal uptake capacity
and declines at a fixed slope thereafter, with the kink located by structural quantities alone
and computable before a course begins. On that basis the paper re-reads the class-size finding
in the existing active-learning meta-analysis — class size proxies uptake capacity, not
interaction volume — and then tests the kink's discriminating prediction on an open multi-
institutional dataset (31 courses, 28 institutions): controlling for uptake capacity, the partial
effect of arrival events is null, so the prediction is not supported. The reason it has no power
is itself a result: in the wild, every practice that raises question density also raises group time,
so the contrast the model needs — capacity held constant while arrivals rise — does not exist
and must be built. It further shows that the desirable-difficulties programme cannot hold both
of its commitments, that difficulty can be prescribed in advance and that difficulty is desirable
only within the learner's capability, without either adopting this paper's variable or demoting
the first.

Keywords: critical recrossing; uptake window; recrossing rate; closure rate; closural

attribution; nonnegative-trace assumption; arrival without completion
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