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How to Write an Opinionated Reading Response: Set the

Thesis First, Then Bring the Evidence

In sixth grade, after reading Journey to the West, our teacher set a topic: who
matters most on the scripture journey? My classmates argued until their faces turned
red. Some said Sun Wukong, some said Tang Seng. My answer was different from all of
them: who matters most? The answer is that none of them can be left out. To write

this view clearly, you need to work step by step.

Step one: write your thesis as a single sentence and put it at the beginning.
Mine was exactly that line, none of them can be left out. The sentence should be

crisp, not roundabout, so readers know what you intend to prove by the end of the
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first paragraph.

Step two: find three pieces of evidence for your thesis. The first is Tang Seng s
perseverance. Tang Seng cannot spot demons, cannot fight, and often makes foolish
mistakes, yet he has a strength others cannot match: a settled heart. When the Queen
of the Women’s Kingdom wanted him to stay and marry her, he politely refused and
continued west. Through danger after danger, when his disciples joked about breaking
up the group, he said he would rather die one step toward the West than live one step
back to the East. His direction never changed from start to finish, and that is the

root that kept the journey going for fourteen years.

The second piece of evidence is Sun Wukong’ s skill. In the three strikes against
the White Bone Demon, his fiery golden eyes saw through the demon disguised as a
village girl, an old woman, and an old man, and even as his master chanted the
tightening spell and drove him back to Flower Fruit Mountain, he insisted on killing
the demon first. Clearing the road takes not only skill but the courage to do the

right thing even when misunderstood.

The third piece of evidence is the support of Bajie and Sha Seng. Bajie loves to
slack off and talks about splitting the luggage, but he pulls his weight at key
moments: it was Bajie who went to win Sun Wukong back with a provoking trick. Sha
Seng speaks little but carries the loads, guards the luggage, and looks after his
master, taking on all the dull, heavy work. Without them, nobody watches the baggage,
nobody guards the master, and when Wukong returns from fighting a demon he cannot

even find a single person.

Step three: arrange the evidence in order, each one handling a different job.
Tang Seng handles direction, Wukong handles clearing the road, Bajie and Sha Seng
handle support. The three do not overlap, and only together do they make a complete

case.

Step four: in the ending, return to your thesis and connect it to life once more.
I wrote about the trial at Flaming Mountain: Tang Seng insisted on crossing, Wukong
transformed to borrow the banana fan and extinguish the fire, Bajie and Sha Seng
joined the fight against the Bull Demon King. Miss one link and the four could not
get through. That reminded me of our class choir contest: conductor, lead singers,
lower voices—Ileave out any group and the singing sounds thin. The scripture journey
and a choir follow the same rule: direction, road—-clearing, and support, none can be

missing.
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Reviewing a Model Essay: What Works and What Needs
Fixing

Suppose I receive a sixth—grade model essay whose opening reads: Journey to the
West is one of the four great classical novels of China, written by Wu Cheng’ en,
telling the story of the monk and his three disciples traveling west for scriptures,
and after reading it I have many thoughts. The flaw is obvious: two sentences of
background pass by before the writer’s own view shows up. If an opening starts with
the author and the book’s reputation, the teacher will think you are copying
reference material instead of writing an opinion. The fix is to delete all the
background and state the thesis in the first sentence: who matters most on the

journey? My answer is that all four are indispensable.

Next, look at its evidence paragraph. The original reads: Sun Wukong struck the

White Bone Demon three times; with his fiery golden eyes he instantly recognized the
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demon disguised as a village girl, an old woman, and an old man, and raised his
golden cudgel to strike. This paragraph only retells the story; it analyzes nothing.
Evidence is not plot summary—it must answer how this episode proves my point. A
revised version: Wukong struck the White Bone Demon three times, and even as his
master chanted the tightening headband spell and drove him back to Flower Fruit
Mountain, he insisted on killing the demon first. This shows that clearing the road
takes not only skill but the courage to do the right thing even when misunderstood.

With that second sentence, the story becomes evidence.

Then check how the evidence divides its labor. This model essay gives each of its
three points a separate job: Tang Seng’ s perseverance covers direction, Sun Wukong’ s
skill covers road-clearing, Bajie and Sha Seng’ s support covers logistics. Sha Seng
guarding the luggage and Bajie winning Wukong back show that the team’ s daily routine
runs on them. If two points both praise Wukong’ s fighting, the evidence repeats
itself and half the thesis collapses.

Finally, the ending. The original reads: we must learn their spirit of
perseverance. That is a slogan, unrelated to who matters most. A revised ending: at
Flaming Mountain, Tang Seng insisted on crossing, Wukong borrowed the fan and
quenched the fire, Bajie and Sha Seng fought the Bull Demon King—miss one link and
the four could not pass. On the scripture journey, direction, road-clearing, and
support are all indispensable; class activities are the same, with a place for

everyone.

To check an argumentative essay, ask three questions: Can the thesis be stated in
one sentence? Does each piece of evidence return to the point after telling the

story? Does the ending echo the opening? Pass all three, and the essay stands.
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Four Traps Students Most Often Fall Into When Writing
This Essay

Suppose I am grading sixth—grade reading responses on Journey to the West. The
four most common approaches each turn a topic that calls for an opinion into an essay

with none.

Trap one: turning the essay into a plot summary, covering everything from the
Havoc in Heaven to the return with the scriptures, introducing every episode but
never stating a single view of your own. The fix: before writing, put down the line
who matters most—none of them can be left out, then arrange the content around that

sentence, citing plot details only when they prove a point, in a sentence or two.

Trap two: praising Sun Wukong alone, filling the essay with how mighty he is
while calling Tang Seng weak, Bajie lazy, and Sha Seng mediocre. This looks like a
strong opinion but cannot stand: by that logic, one somersault should have fetched
the scriptures—why walk for fourteen years? The fix is to praise Wukong while
showing what others supply that he lacks—Wukong is impulsive, and Tang Seng’ s
steadiness reins him in; Wukong storms off in huffs, and Bajie, Sha Seng, and Guanyin

keep winning him back.

Trap three: vague evidence with no concrete episodes. The whole essay says only
Sun Wukong is brave, Tang Seng is persistent, with not one example of where the
bravery or persistence shows. Such evidence is an empty slogan. The fix is to anchor
every point in a specific story: persistence is Tang Seng leaving the Women' s Kingdom
after its queen proposed marriage; bravery is Wukong charging first at the three

demons of Lion Camel Ridge.

Trap four: a slogan ending. We should have a spirit of perseverance and learn
from the scripture team has nothing to do with who matters most. Replace it with a

return to the thesis plus a real-life example: on the journey, direction, road-

www. vv99. net



clearing, and support are all indispensable; in a class tug—of-war, without the chant

caller, the anchor, and the pullers, you cannot win either.

What these four traps share is a failure to set up a viewpoint and then prove it.
Prepare with three sentences before writing: What is my view? Which three pieces of
evidence will I use? How does my ending echo the opening? If those three lines stay

empty, do not start the body yet.
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