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Three Ways Reading Responses Fail: Retelling, Slogans,
and Copied Models

Reading responses fail in three common ways, and nine out of ten elementary
students have stepped on at least one of them. Once you recognize the traps, you can

walk around them.

Trap one: the whole essay is a plot retelling. The student writes from the birth
of the stone monkey all the way to the true scriptures, telling the entire story, and
squeezes one sentence of feeling at the end. The repair: compress the plot to one
fifth of the essay, choose a single episode and finish it in two or three sentences,
then spend all the remaining space on yourself. A simple ratio: one paragraph of

plot, two paragraphs of experience, one paragraph of feeling.

Trap two: a slogan at the end. We should learn Wukong’ s unyielding spirit and
study hard every day, a sentence the teacher has seen ten thousand times, written by
students who cannot explain its meaning. The repair: replace the slogan with the
small truth you understood. For example: if you fear the white bone demons inside
math problems, you will never reach the true scriptures of a good grade; or: losing

is fine, but cheating yourself is not.

Trap three: copying stock sentences from model essays. After reading this book I

was deeply inspired, this book taught me the meaning of life, empty sentences that
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make the whole essay empty the moment they are copied. The repair: write only details
you can remember. The afternoon you were misunderstood, the piano you wanted to quit,
the one sentence Mom said to encourage you. Details are the anti—-copying mechanism,

because no model essay contains your details.

Before handing in, run this checklist: does the plot take more than one fifth of
the essay? Are there more than two slogan—like sentences left? Do the three sentences
about yourself contain a real time, place, and person? Does the opening pattern hold
your own true story in its blank? If all four lines pass, the response is ready; if

one fails, fix only that spot and run the checklist again.
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