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A Model Paragraph Critiqued: Same Character, Why Does It

Go Deeper

Two reading responses both write about Zhu Bajie. The first scores middling; the
second gets read aloud as a model. What’s the difference? Take the two paragraphs

apart and it shows.

The first opens like this: “Zhu Bajie eats too much, sleeps too much, and loves
petty tricks, but he is also brave and is finally made the Altar Cleansing Messenger.
We should learn from his willingness to fix mistakes.” Three sentences finish his
whole life. Problem one: all conclusions, no process. “Loves petty tricks” is a
label; no picture appears. Problem two: list the pros and cons, then end with the
four characters “fix mistakes” as the takeaway—nothing about Journey to the West; it
would fit Outlaws of the Marsh just as well. I call this kind of paragraph a

character fact sheet, and fact sheets move nobody.

The second grabs one detail: “The night the master and disciples were trapped at
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Eagle Sorrow Gorge, Zhu Bajie spread the luggage on the ground and divided it item by
item: yours, mine, half each if we part ways. When he split the bags, Sha Wujing said
nothing and Sun Wukong was away. I could not laugh reading this, because I have done
the same thing. During the hardest rehearsal week of last month’s choir contest, I
wrote on scratch paper, ' Quit the choir, focus on piano’ —one step from splitting the
luggage. Zhu Bajie isn’t evil; he can’t work out whether sticking it out pays off. In
the end he never left, shouldering loads all the way to Vulture s Peak. I also went

on stage at the choir contest. We sang plainly, but I tore up that scratch paper.”

Why this paragraph works. First, it picks Zhu Bajie’ s most disgraceful scene, not
his moment of enlightenment—drama lives in disgrace. Second, the luggage—splitting
appears once in the whole book: small enough that nobody else claims it, rich enough
to carry a writer. Third, ”I have done the same thing” connects the book to the
author; the choir scratch paper is his luggage. Fourth, the ending makes no

slogan—it lands on the act of tearing the paper, and the act is the takeaway.

Copyable steps: first list three scenes in Journey to the West that made you
pause—usually awkward, funny, or unfair ones; pick one and retell it in two lines;
then ask yourself “have I done something like this?” and write the answer as a

paragraph; close with one action. The phrase “we should learn” is banned throughout.
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