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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
taking someone’ s pen, he just put it back on the desk and walked away. These two

answers are already an honest reading response.
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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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