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Four Steps of Reading Together: From Choosing an Edition

to Writing a Book Report

When parents read Journey to the West with their kids, the three most common
questions are: where do we start, what do we do each day, and how does this turn into

an essay. These four steps can be followed as written.

Step one: choose the edition. For grades three to five, pick a youth edition -
modern language, complete plot, about a thousand characters per episode, no reading
barriers. From sixth grade through junior high, switch to selected passages from the

original, choosing the most story—driven of the first thirty chapters: Havoc in
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Heaven, Three Strikes at the White Bone Demon, the True and False Monkey King, Three
Borrowings of the Banana Fan. Don’t buy the complete original to start — it runs over
800, 000 characters, kids quit by chapter ten, and if the edition is wrong, everything
after fails. The test is simple: if your child can read a full page without stopping

to ask three characters, the edition fits.

Step two: daily shared reading. Fix the time — fifteen to twenty minutes, before
bed or after dinner, either is fine; the key is the same slot every day. Two modes:
for third grade and below, the parent reads and the child listens; from fourth grade
up, take turns, one paragraph each. Stop each session at a cliffhanger — ”“Sun Wukong
is pinned under the mountain; how will he spend the next five hundred years?” - and
leave the hook for tomorrow. Read six days a week, keep one day free, and the

schedule won’ t collapse.

Step three: questions and discussion. Ask three questions after each session,
always the same pattern. First, plot: “Who did what in this part?” — checks whether
the reading actually landed. Second, choice: ”“If you were Sun Wukong, would you
strike the village girl the White Bone Demon turned into?” - forces the child to take
a side and give a reason. Third, connection: ”“Is anyone in your class like Zhu
Bajie?” — pulls the characters into the child’s own life. Stop after three questions.
Don’ t press until the child is fed up; once discussion feels like interrogation, they

won’ t sit down with you tomorrow.

Step four: guide the writing of reflections. Talk first, write second: have the
child restate what they said during discussion, record it on your phone, and the
transcript is ready—made material. Start the writing requirement at three sentences —
“which part I liked best, why, and who in the book reminds me of someone I know.”
Once three sentences flow easily, add one plot summary paragraph, then one personal
experience, and a four—hundred-character book report exists. Don’t fix typos or
awkward sentences in the first draft — let the child finish; save the editing urge

for the second piece.

Throughout the process the parent is a practice partner, not a teacher: you pick
the edition, you set the time, but the answers come from the child and the essay is
the child’s. A crooked essay in the child’s own words is worth more than a memorized

model essay.
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A Real Reading Session on the White Bone Demon: How to

Ask, How to Respond

Suppose it’s 8:30 p.m., your child is in fifth grade, shared reading is in its
third week, and tonight you reach the White Bone Demon. This piece uses a simulated

dialogue to show how to ask questions and how to pick up what the child says.

After one passage, ask about plot first: “How many times did the White Bone Demon
transform?” The child answers: a village girl, an old woman, an old man. If they get

two of the three, the reading landed; don’t demand perfection.

Next ask about choice: “Sun Wukong only struck on the third try — why did he warn
Tripitaka the first two times?” The child may say “because he was afraid of the
spell.” That’s a good answer, and the right move is a follow-up question, not praise:
”So the third time he knew the spell would come, and he struck anyway. Why?” The
child thinks and says, “Because it really was a demon — if he didn’t strike, his

”

master would die.” At this point the child has produced the idea “acting despite

knowing the cost” on their own — the most valuable line a book report can contain.
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The parent’s job is simply to receive it, not to blurt “Right! Smart boy!”

Then ask for connection: “Do you think Tripitaka is a bit foolish?” Most children
say “Yes, he can’t tell good from evil.” Don’t correct them by defending Tripitaka
yet. Follow instead: “If you were him, seeing only a fallen village girl, with no
demon visible — who would you believe?” The child stalls. The stall is the gain -
it’s the first time they notice that what they see differs from what Sun Wukong sees.
Only then add: ”"So when Tripitaka chanted the spell, it was based on the facts in
front of his eyes.” Perspective-taking doesn’t need a lecture; one question is

enough.

Finally, land it on writing. Tonight the child said two lines worth keeping: “The
third time he knew the spell would come and struck anyway” and “If I were Tripitaka
I’d believe it too.” Let the child pick one as the opening sentence, then add three
more: why they chose it, which other episode is similar, and whether they ve ever had
the experience of “everyone said I was wrong when I knew I was right.” That’s a 150-

character opening for a book report; expand it tomorrow.

Two sentences to avoid during shared reading. One: “Did you understand it?” — the
child will only say “yes.” Replace it with “Who got the short end of the stick in
that part?” Two: “You should write about this.” - assigning the thesis is
ghostwriting. Replace it with “Which of your sentences tonight do you most want in
the essay?” One asks about the result, the other about the process; the whole

difference lives in that question and its answer.
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Reading Journey to the West With Your Child: Five Traps
Parents Fall Into

Most parents who fail at reading Journey to the West with their kids aren’t

careless — they stepped on traps. Here are five, ranked by how often they occur.

Trap one: starting with the complete original. Warning sign: by chapter ten the
child starts dragging their feet. The original runs over 800,000 characters in mixed
classical and vernacular Chinese; an elementary kid reading it solo is guaranteed to
quit. Instead: youth edition in elementary school, selected passages from the first

thirty chapters in junior high, and save the complete original for high school.

Trap two: turning shared reading into a Chinese class. Warning sign: before
reading you say “Read carefully today - you’ 11 answer questions afterwards.” Once
reading carries a test atmosphere, the child isn’t reading a story but a task.
Instead: hide the questions in casual talk. Asking “Sun Wukong was pinned for five
hundred years — could you stand that?” on a walk works ten times better than sitting
straight—backed at a desk.

Trap three: forcing character analysis memorization. ”“Sun Wukong represents the
spirit of rebellion; Zhu Bajie represents peasant mentality” - that’ s teacher s-—
manual language. Kids recite it perfectly and their book reports end up full of
someone else’ s words. Instead: ask only “Who do you like, who do you dislike, and
why.” Liking Zhu Bajie is nothing to be ashamed of. A child who can say “Bajie always

yells about splitting up but never actually left” reads deeper than one who memorized
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ten character summaries.

Trap four: asking “What’s the moral of this part?” The moment this question
leaves your mouth, the child learns to fabricate the standard answer. Instead, use
take—a—side questions and what-if questions. “When Red Boy captured Tripitaka, whose
fault was it — Wukong’ s or Tripitaka’s own?” “If Sun Wukong had killed the White Bone
Demon with one blow from the start, would there be a story left?” Side—taking trains
judgment; what—-ifs train imagination. Both are worth more than “summarize the central

”

idea.

Trap five: rewriting the child s book report. The child writes ”“Sun Wukong is
brave”; the parent crosses it out and writes ”“Sun Wukong embodies the fighting spirit
against tyranny.” That single strike teaches the child: writing in your own words is
wrong. Instead: only add, never delete. If the child writes three sentences, ask one
beside them — “brave where? give an example” — and let them write the example in.
Rewriting one essay kills one essay; protecting the urge to express matters more than

polishing a sentence.

Attached is a discussion list — pick two or three after each session. One: who
got hurt most in this part, and how. Two: if you were Sun Wukong, would you swing the
club. Three: which of Tripitaka s mistakes made you most anxious. Four: which of Zhu
Bajie’s lines made you laugh hardest. Five: Sha Wujing seems invisible — is he really
useless? Six: which demon would you most like to meet. Seven: if you joined the
pilgrimage team, which role would you take. Eight: if you were a demon, how would you
dodge Sun Wukong’ s club. Nine: which fight in the book was the most exciting. Ten:
what at home does this part remind you of. None of the ten has a standard answer. If

the child is willing to talk, the shared reading has already succeeded.
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