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Four Common Mistakes When Writing a Journey to the West

Book Report

“"Reflections on reading Journey to the West” is a staple of middle school essays
— and the topic where students trip most often. Here are four common mistakes, each
with its fix.

Mistake one: turning the book report into a plot summary. The Havoc in Heaven,
the White Bone Demon, the True and False Monkey King — you retell most of the novel,
then squeeze out one line: ”I should grow like Sun Wukong.” The problem isn’t bad
writing; it’s that you’ re not in it. Fix: spend at most two or three sentences on

plot, and all the rest on yourself. The story is the appetizer, not the main course.

Mistake two: framing growth as “becoming well-behaved.” The first half shows how
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rebellious you were; the second half shows how obedient you are now, as if growing up
means being sanded smooth. After attaining Buddhahood, Sun Wukong doesn’t become a
pushover — he still hates evil, and he still strikes the White Bone Demon without
hesitation. What changed wasn’t his temper but his timing. In your essay, write the
shift from ”I couldn’t hold back” to ”“I think first,” not from “having a temper” to

“having none.” The first is growth; the second is surrender.

Mistake three: reading the tightening fillet only as oppression. If the whole
essay protests on Sun Wukong’ s behalf and scolds Tripitaka as a fool, it contains
grievance but no reflection. The cleverness of the fillet is that it activates only
when Wukong loses control — when his master chants, he’s really hitting the brakes
for him. In real life, parents’ nagging and teachers’ scoldings feel like the spell
in the moment, but in hindsight most of them were warnings. Write one experience of

“annoyed then, grateful later.” That turn is the growth itself.

Mistake four: ending with a slogan. ”1 will be brave and strong like Sun Wukong
and conquer life” — delete the sentence and nothing is lost, because it carries no
information. Replace it with a concrete promise: next time a classmate gives me a
nickname, I won’t flip out on the spot; I’11 ask one question first — “what do you
mean by that?” — and turn anger into dialogue. The more specific the ending, the more

believable the growth.

One factual slip worth flagging: don’t get the source wrong. The tightening spell
was devised by Guanyin and chanted by Tripitaka; the band is the “tightening fillet,”
not a “diamond band”; the Havoc in Heaven ends with five hundred years under Five
Elements Mountain, not with his death. Get a detail wrong and readers immediately

doubt how well you know the book, and your whole essay s credibility sinks with it.

Behind all four mistakes sits one root cause: fear of writing your real self.
Write the rebellion too lightly and the growth has nothing to stand on. Put clearly
that you did talk back, did get scared, did hold back once — and the essay grows up

on its own.
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