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“He can read it; he just doesn’t understand it.”
“She knows the answer but can’t explain it.”

These are phrases tutors and teachers
hear regularly, often leading to
frustration from parents and confusion
among pupils. The words are decoded
fluently, the questions are attempted,
yet something is missing.

"Confident readers are not the end goal; they are
the foundation upon which more complex

intellectual habits are built.”

The question, then, is this: if a child can read
the words but cannot use them to think
beyond the immediate, what exactly have we
taught them?

Many pupils can read, but few would
describe themselves as confident in
their comprehension, and even fewer
use what they read as a springboard for
deeper independent thinking. This
distinction matters because confident
readers are not the end goal; they are
the foundation upon which more
complex intellectual habits are built.

What we ultimately need are pupils
who can interpret, question, connect,
and apply ideas in unfamiliar situations
- the kind of thinking required not just
for academic success, but for
navigating an increasingly complex and
unpredictable world.

BY MELISSA OSHUNGBURE
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Reading is not driven solely by practice,
but by the interplay of confidence,
knowledge, and productive challenge.

Confidence is not simply an outcome of
attainment; it actively shapes a virtuous
circle. The Matthew Effect, described
by Keith Stanovich, shows that pupils
who perceive themselves as successful
readers are more likely to read
frequently, and this increased exposure
compounds progress over time. 

Reflections from Thought Leaders

Finally, thinking strengthens through
effort rather than ease. Robert Bjork
describes how desirable difficulties (tasks
that require effort but remain achievable)
lead to more durable learning. When
pupils are consistently shielded from
challenge, their understanding remains
fragile and their confidence superficial.

Comprehension, meanwhile, depends
far more on knowledge than on generic
‘reading skills’. As Daniel Willingham
argues, understanding a text is largely
determined by what the reader already
knows, since meaning emerges from
the interaction between language and
prior knowledge. 

A pupil may read every word in a
sentence fluently and still fail to
understand it if the concepts are
unfamiliar. Vocabulary, in this sense, is
not a list of definitions but the
mechanism through which ideas are
accessed and organized.

“Reading is not driven solely by
practice, but by the interplay

of confidence, knowledge, and
productive challenge.”
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Oracy has become a buzzword in
teaching in recent years, and while it is
not a panacea, it plays a vital role here.
A pupil who cannot articulate an idea
clearly has not yet fully formed it;
without precise language, thinking
remains vague, and this lack of clarity
will inevitably surface in their written
work.

Text 

The Missing link: language, thought, and expression

One pupil I worked with recently could
read a passage fluently and would say
things like, “it’s kind of showing he’s
nervous” or “it’s tense here”, yet his
written answers remained vague. We
had exhausted the usual scaffolding of
PEE* structures, sentence starters, and
modeled responses.

The shift came when we stopped
prioritizing writing and focused entirely on
verbal clarity. First, I set him a simple
homework assignment: explain everyday
processes clearly at home. Not academic
explanations, but things like how to make a
sandwich step-by-step without missing
anything, or how to pack a school bag
efficiently. 

His parents were enthusiastic and followed
my suggestions to challenge his
vocabulary by using specific, technical (tier
2) language. They also did not accept his
first response and challenged him with
follow-up questions – especially ‘why’. 

“A pupil who cannot articulate an idea
clearly has not yet fully formed it.”(* Point-Evidence-Explanation)



Back in his lessons with me, before
writing anything, he had to say his
answer out loud in one precise
sentence. If he said, “it shows he’s
nervous”, I would respond with, “Say it
more clearly: what do you mean -
exactly?”, pushing him towards
something like, “the short, fragmented
sentences reflect the character’s
growing anxiety.” Only once he could
say it clearly was he free to write it.
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Within a few weeks, his spoken explanations
became structured and precise, and his
written responses followed. The breakthrough
did not come from extended written practice,
which would have fatigued, not excited him. I
needed to sustain his curiosity to learn.

A Clearer Model for Comprehension: intent and impact
Most comprehension instruction still
centers on locating information or
identifying techniques, which often
yields technically correct but shallow
responses. A more useful tool for
children is for them to hold in mind two
questions. Why did the author do that?
How does it make you feel? 

Exploring author intent directs
attention to deliberate choices: why a
writer selects a particular verb, why a
paragraph is structured in a certain
way, or why a moment is delayed - as
well as bigger questions such as what
purpose a character has in a story.
Considering reader impact requires
pupils to articulate what those choices
do and how they make the reader
react.

For example, instead of asking, “What
technique is used here?”, a more productive
question would be:
“Why does the writer describe the setting as
‘silent’ rather than ‘quiet’, and what does that
make the reader feel?”

When pupils consider both author intent and
reader impact, comprehension deepens, and
their own writing becomes more deliberate.

“Without precise language, thinking
remains vague, and this lack of clarity will
inevitably surface in their written work.”

“A more useful tool for children is
for them to hold in mind two

questions. Why did the author do
that? How does it make you feel?”
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Text

Curiosity, Uncertainty, and The Role of Struggle
The strongest learners are not those
who find tasks easy, but those who are
comfortable figuring things out. They
do not depend on clear answers
because they are used to navigating
uncertainty. They are curious rather
than passive, and they learn by solving
problems - applying ideas in new
contexts rather than simply practicing
familiar ones.

Over-scaffolded tasks can therefore be
detrimental: a pupil who is always told
how to begin rarely learns how to find
their own starting point. This is why
productive struggle matters. 

In practice, this could take the form of
pupils being asked to choose between
two plausible interpretations. For
example: “the character leaves
because he is scared” or “the character
leaves because he is strategic”. Instead
of simply retrieving an answer, they
must weigh evidence, justify reasoning,
and commit to a view.

“The strongest learners are not those
who find tasks easy, but those who are

comfortable figuring things out.”


