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From Plot Summary to Genuine Reflection: A Four-Step
Method Built on the Moment That Moves You

When grading Journey to the West reading responses in middle school, the most
common flaw is copying the plot: four hundred characters from the Stone Monkey’ s
birth to Three Beat the White Bone Demon, ending with the line that we should
persevere. The problem is not laziness; students do not know where a reflection comes
from. I have taught two cohorts using a four—-step method built on the moment that

moves you, and plot—copying essays have largely disappeared.

Step one: mark the trigger. Students underline, in pencil, any sentence that
makes them pause while reading, however small. One student underlined the passage
where the Great Sage lies pinned under Five Elements Mountain, because he waited five
hundred years and no one came. Another underlined the moment Wukong turns back to

kowtow as he is driven away. When the class shared their marks, I realized students
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do have feelings; they had simply never been told to trust them.

Step two: write down why you paused. Next to each mark, add one sentence
explaining the pause. The student who wrote about Five Elements Mountain added:
waiting a long time with no one coming is something I experienced when I changed
schools. That sentence is the seed of a real reflection, worth more than any praise

of perseverance.

Step three: connect the reason to your own life. I gave a fixed sentence frame as
scaffolding: this detail in the book reminds me of one experience of my own, then
write that experience. Only one small event is allowed; vague examples about
classmates or mothers are not. One student wrote how his father sat in the car for
ten extra minutes after picking him up from school, because he had failed a test that
day. Connected to the five—hundred-year wait, two completely different essays grew

from the same passage.

Step four: open the essay with the trigger. Starting with Journey to the West is
one of the Four Great Classical Novels is banned. The first paragraph quotes the
sentence and explains why it stopped you; the second develops the related scene in
the book; the third tells your own experience; the ending returns to the sentence.
With the structure fixed, students stop struggling with openings and spend their

effort on concrete details.

The key is step one. The trigger must come from the student; if the teacher
assigns one passage for everyone, sameness returns. Across two cohorts, no two
students marked the same place, because everyone stops somewhere different.
Differentiated reading responses begin by trusting each student’s own moment of being

moved.
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