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A Questioning Scaffold for Personal Reading Responses: A

Four—Question Chain

In upper primary grades, the most common flaw in Journey to the West reading
responses is the absence of the self: out of forty—-five students, forty—-two write
that we should persevere and cooperate. It is not that students have no lives; the
prompt was never handed to them. I once asked directly, connect this to your real
life, and the class went silent. Later I designed a four—question chain, and students

finally began writing about themselves.

Question one: which character is most like you? Low threshold, everyone can
answer. One student said Bajie, because he gives up whenever things get hard and
never even tries the last two math problems on a test. Question two: which character
is least like you? This forces contrast. One student said least like Sun Wukong,

because he never defends himself when misunderstood; when classmates accused him of
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taking someone’ s pen, he just put it back on the desk and walked away. These two

answers are already an honest reading response.

Question three: which event in the book has also happened to you? This shifts
from character to event. Students initially could not answer because they could not
remember small events in the book. So my reading sheets now require noting three
small events per reading stage, such as which chapter Bajie first proposes splitting
up the luggage, or what is in the load Sha Monk carries. With those small events on
hand, students can match their own: one student matched the luggage—splitting to his
promise with a friend before changing schools that neither would talk to the other,

broken on the first day.

Question four: what one sentence would you like to say to a character? This
gathers the feeling. One student wrote to the White Dragon Horse: you carried our
master the whole way and no one ever praised you, and I want you to know we remember.

That sentence became the opening of his essay.

The order is deliberate: choose a character, then contrast, then find an event,
then speak, easy to hard. The key is writing in class: answers go on the back of the
reading sheet during class, never as homework, because homework quietly turns back
into clichés. When grading, I only check whether the answers to questions one and

three are concrete; concrete means passing.

I have used this scaffold for two semesters. It does not guarantee every essay
shines, but it guarantees the student is inside every essay. Students fail to read
themselves out mostly because the teacher has not cut the question into steps they

can reach.
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How to Model a Reading Response: Three Traps in Teacher-

Written Samples and One Fix

I got the modeling stage of reading-response teaching wrong for two years, and
this is my review of it. The old flow was: I read aloud a sample essay I had written,

then students wrote following it. All three traps sit inside that flow.

Trap one: the sample was too perfect. My essay moved smoothly from quotation to
personal experience, and students said one thing only, that you write well, teacher,
then went back to copying the plot. A perfect model hides the process; students see a

finished product, not a method.

Trap two: one passage for everyone. I modeled with Three Beat the White Bone
Demon, and thirty—nine of forty—five students wrote about Three Beat the White Bone
Demon. My chosen passage became the assigned passage; the model manufactured

sameness.

Trap three: modeling the conclusion but not the process. My sample said this
passage reminds me of my grandmother, but students never learned how I got to
grandmother. What they learned was the format connect to a relative, so the whole

class started writing about grandmothers and mothers.

The fix: read live, search live, hesitate live. When I re—-taught the unit, I
brought my own copy of the book, drew one of the three passages the class had voted
for on their reading sheets, read silently for three minutes in front of them, and
spoke my thinking out loud: I stopped at the part where Wukong is tricked by Red Boy
disguised as the Bull Demon King, because something came back to me, no wait, let me
look a bit earlier, ah, the part where he bows to a fake father, that fits better, a

neighborhood kid once tricked me in primary school and made me call him big brother.
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When I finished, students opened their own books to hunt for passages, and for the

first time the room was full of page—turning.

The key is voicing the hesitation. I let students see that my first pick was
wrong and I switched. They understood that a trigger is not memorized but tried out
inside the text. One student later wrote in his journal: so even the teacher has to

search for a long time, it is normal that I cannot find one right away.

The point of modeling is not to hand out a good example but to let students see
what the process of reading oneself out looks like, including the part where you
cannot find it. A teacher s sample essay is fine, but send it after students start

writing, as a comparison, never as the starting point.
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An After—Class Session: The Student Who Could Only Write

About Teamwork

Xiao Yu' s Journey to the West reading response arrived again with the same lines:
the pilgrimage team was united, and we should learn teamwork. That was his third
essay about teamwork. Instead of writing connect to your own life in his notebook, 1
called him to my office, deciding first to find out whether he had actually read

anything in.

I borrowed his book. Reading sheets were tucked inside, with a few pencil notes
in the margins. I found he had underlined passages around the White Dragon Horse
three times, all in the chapters where the horse carries his master, and the only
note was a single sigh of a character. I asked why the sigh. He said no one ever
talks to the White Dragon Horse. I asked whether anyone at home barely talks either.
He said his father, gone early and back late, exchanges maybe three sentences with
him a day; once when Xiao Yu made academic progress, his father glanced at the test
paper, said not bad, and went into the room. He said all this in a flat tone, like

describing something long since routine.

I asked him to rewrite the essay about the White Dragon Horse and his father
only, with no teamwork required. He wrote slowly; the office was quiet for twenty
minutes. His opening read: the White Dragon Horse carried our master a hundred and
eight thousand 1i, and no one ever said thank you for the hard work. My father 1is
like that too. He drives me to school and never asks if I am cold, but he always
remembers to bring in my school uniform. His ending read: I want to tell the White
Dragon Horse, I know you were there the whole time. That essay went up on the back
wall of the classroom, and several classmates gathered under Xiao Yu' s name saying

there was also a silent person at their home.

After that session, I changed how I do individual tutoring. I no longer start
from the flaws in the essay; I first look through the student’ s book for the places
they keep returning to and underlining. A student who cannot write themselves into a
reading response almost always has one passage in the book they truly care about but

never said out loud. Find that passage, and their own words come out.

With forty—five students in the class, I can tutor only a dozen this way each
term. The rest are carried by the questioning scaffold, while tutored students often
bring new material back into whole—class discussion. Reading oneself out sometimes

needs a method for everyone, and sometimes needs one quiet twenty—minute session.
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