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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

first paragraph.
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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—leave 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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