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How to Get Students to Really Read: A Three—Step

Procedure for Classic Reading Classes

Getting students to really read a classic begins with the reading task, not the
slides. My first attempt at a Journey to the West reading-response unit failed:
students read only the synopsis, watched the cartoon, and their essays all sounded
the same. When I re—taught the unit, I settled on a three—step procedure that kept

students inside the original text for a full three weeks.

Step one: break the reading into daily checkpoints. Journey to the West has a
hundred chapters; telling a class to read the whole book in a month is the same as
assigning nothing. I split the reading into four stages: the Stone Monkey s birth,
the start of the pilgrimage, standalone episodes such as Three Beat the White Bone

Demon, and the end of the journey. Each stage came with a reading sheet of three
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specific questions, for example: in chapters 27 to 31, how many times does Tang Monk
drive Sun Wukong away, and what does Wukong say each time he leaves? The answers must

quote the original text, so reading the synopsis will not get them.

Step two: use class time for close reading, not plot retelling. I chose the Three
Beat the White Bone Demon chapters as the core lesson. Students first read silently,
then underlined the three beats, Wukong’ s actions and words, and the changes in Tang
Monk’ s expressions. Then we discussed one question: Wukong knew he would be punished
for striking the demon, so why did he strike a third time? Students who had read the
original could cite details like Wukong pointing at the ground and laughing bitterly;
students who had only read the synopsis could not follow. That gap itself became the

strongest motivation to read the original.

Step three: require one passage, one comment for the essay. Similar essays came
from prompts that were too broad. What are your thoughts after reading Journey to the
West lets anyone assemble empty sentences. I changed the rule: each student copies a
passage of at least fifty characters from the original, then writes three paragraphs
about that passage only: what happens in it, why the character acts that way, and one
small thing from their own life. With the passage fixed, the content naturally
differentiated.

Superficial discussion usually means no preparation. I introduced a bring—one-
question rule: before class, every student writes one question they genuinely do not
understand on a slip of paper and puts it on the board; the class discusses the
questions with the most votes. That term, the most—-voted question was why does Sha
Monk almost never speak. It came from a student who had read the whole book, and the

discussion around it filled two full periods.

The three steps are not complicated; the hard part is persistence. The reading
sheets must be checked daily, and the copied passages must be read one by one. But
once students realized the teacher actually read what they wrote, the number of

essays copied from the internet dropped to zero.
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