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Five Common Mistakes in Teaching Reading Responses: A
Self—Check List

After teaching the Journey to the West reading-response unit twice, I collected
my own mistakes into a checklist for other teachers. Every item comes from a lesson I

actually ruined.

Mistake one: using the synopsis as a bridge to the original. The first time, I
had students read the plot summary first to get familiar with the story, and most of
them treated finishing the summary as finishing the book. A synopsis is a lookup
tool, not a substitute for reading. The fix: stop assigning the whole book as one

vague task; assign specific chapters with questions only the original can answer.

Mistake two: a one—sentence essay prompt. Write six hundred characters after
reading Journey to the West produces template essays: paragraph one summarizes the

plot, paragraph two praises the spirit of never giving up, paragraph three promises
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to study harder. The fix: give concrete angles, such as pick a supporting character
and write about their role in the story, or find one detail in the book that seems

unreasonable and write it down.

Mistake three: whole—book class discussions. Asking what spirit Journey to the
West expresses lets five strong students talk while thirty—five listen. Discussion
stays shallow because the question is too large. The fix: shrink it to one chapter or
one paragraph, such as why did Wukong fail the first time he tried to borrow the

plantain fan.

Mistake four: collecting essays without marking them. Once students learn the
teacher only writes a stamp, they start copying from the internet. The second time, I
read every paper and wrote one specific sentence on each, such as you noticed that
Bajie always speaks first whenever the team talks about quitting, that is a good

catch. Online copies dropped to zero the following week.

Mistake five: rewarding only good writers. The display board showed only
excellent essays, and weaker writers slowly stopped taking the reading seriously. The
fix: add several display categories, a best—discovery award for the student who found
the most details in the original, and a most—questions award for the one who raised

the most. Careful readers with average writing could see their names posted too.

The five mistakes share one root: the teacher assumed the reading had already
happened and designed activities on that assumption. Once the design question becomes
how to make the reading actually happen, the problems of reading only the synopsis,

identical essays, and perfunctory discussion all loosen at the source.
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