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Three Things Parents Most Often Get Wrong About Starting

Classics Early

Parents who decide to start their children on the classics usually carry three
assumptions, and almost none of them stand up to scrutiny. Get them wrong and the

early start turns into a tug—of-war.

The first misconception: children cannot understand it, so they must wait. In
fact what children cannot understand is the annotation, not the story. Sun Wukong
crushed under Five Elements Mountain, Zhu Bajie taking a bride at Gao Manor — a
child understands these at once and can retell them. What really needs waiting are
the Buddhist and Daoist allusions, but those were never the goal of early reading.
Early reading is about the story foundation, and the sooner it is buried the better.

There is no 'read it at twelve and understand it all’ — twelve-year-olds do not
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understand the allusions either; they are just too embarrassed to ask.

The second misconception: pick a children’s abridged edition, the original is too
hard. Abridged versions squeeze eighty-one trials into twenty, sand down the
language, and what the child reads is a plot manual. The more practical move is the
original plus company: read a few chapters a day, skip the classical words that are
unclear, with a parent nearby to answer questions. Children adapt to language better
than parents think; words like 'rough’ or ’rascal’ are learned after three

encounters, and abridged versions rob them of that chance.

The third misconception: early reading must reach depth, preferably with
something written down. Once book reports and copy notebooks become tasks, the story
is instantly demoted to homework. The child being captured by Sun Wukong for the
first time, a parent chatting along for a few minutes, the child asking what happens
next on his own — these three moments are the real signs of success, not neat

sentences in a copybook.

The root of all three misconceptions is treating early reading as an exam: it
must be understood, chosen correctly, and read deeply. Switch to the gardener’s idea
and it loosens up: bury the seed, first make sure it sprouts, and sprouting depends
on attraction, not explanation. The smaller and looser a classic’s place in a child s

childhood, the more room it has to grow back later.

For a concrete starting point worth copying: pick from the original the long
stretches a child can get into, such as from the Havoc in Heaven to the crushing
under Five Elements Mountain, one passage a night, then close the book. In two or
three weeks the child will naturally ask about the pilgrimage team, about Bajie and
Sha Wujing, and only then read onward in order. The parent needs no reading schedule
and no check—in app; the child s questions are the progress chart. Once the child
finishes the first twenty chapters, you will see what early reading truly aims for:
the way he mentions Sun Wukong sounds like mentioning an old friend, not a textbook

passage.
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