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How to Write a 300—Word Essay on Honesty: How Many Words
for Each of the Three Scenes

In a 300—-word essay, after the opening and closing, only about 240 words remain
for the middle. Split among three scenes: the shop giving change about 60 words, the
hesitation at the door about 100, turning back to return it about 80. Hesitation gets
the most because it is the heart of the essay; the change and the return are only its
cause and result. Children make the opposite mistake: 100 words on the shop, from

entering to picking goods, and two lines on the hesitation.

How to write the 60-word change scene: one sentence on what was bought, one on
how the over—change happened, one on noticing. Example: I bought a bottle of vinegar
and paid ten yuan. The auntie handed me a ten and a five. Outside the door I counted,
and something was wrong, vinegar costs only seven. Three sentences, every one

carrying information, and not one line about how happily I went shopping.

How to write the 100-word hesitation: write standing still, write the two

thoughts, write the body s moves. Example: I stopped at the doorway. Among ten
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thoughts one said, the money is just right for stickers at home. Another said, the
auntie would have to pay it out of her own pocket. I put the money in my right
pocket, then took it out and switched it to the left. Note that last sentence:
switching pockets is the hesitation itself; it saves words compared with writing 1

felt conflicted, and reads better.

How to write the 80-word return: write walking back, speaking up, the other
person’ s reaction and your feeling. Example: I turned and walked back to the counter
and said, auntie you gave me too much. She froze for a moment, tapped her head, and
exchanged five yuan back from her tin box. On the way home I clutched those five yuan
until they were sweaty, yet my heart felt empty, with nothing pressing on it anymore.

Empty sounds backwards but it is true; a third grader cannot say relief like a weight

lifted, and empty is actually right.

Leave 20 to 30 words each for opening and closing. Open straight into the scene:
Saturday afternoon, I went to the little shop at the lane’s corner to buy vinegar.
Close with one feeling: when Mom found out she did not praise me, she just wiped the
sweat off my forehead. Do not write I learned honesty. Count the whole piece once;

stop between 280 and 320 words, and add no more adjectives.
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Model Essay and Commentary: A Full Demonstration of ’I

Returned the Extra Change’

Below is a complete third-grade essay on honesty, titled ’I Returned the Extra
Change’, about 310 words in the body, right on the 300-word requirement. It has only
six paragraphs, and each is followed by a note explaining why it is written this way

and what another way would do to it.

Paragraph one: On Saturday afternoon, Mom sent me to the little shop at the

corner of our lane to buy a bottle of vinegar.

Paragraph two: I took the cheapest bottle and paid ten yuan at the counter. The
auntie was busy weighing salt for an old man, and without looking handed me a ten and

a five. I pushed the money into my pocket, picked up the vinegar and walked out.

Paragraph three: At the doorway I stopped and took the money out to count again.
Vinegar costs seven, 1 should get three back, but my hand held fifteen. I had five

extra.

Paragraph four: I stood still in the doorway. One thought said, the money is just
right for stickers at home. Another thought said, if the auntie finds the shortage,
she will pay it herself. I put the money in my right pocket, then took it out and
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switched it to the left, my palm all sweaty.

Paragraph five: At last I turned and walked back to the counter and said, auntie
you gave me five too many. She froze for a moment, tapped her head, exchanged five

yuan back from her tin box, and said what an honest child.

Paragraph six: On the way home I still clutched those five yuan, and sweat had

soaked them. My heart felt empty, with nothing pressing on it anymore.

Notes on paragraphs one and two: the opening has time, place and errand in one
sentence, no waste. In paragraph two, busy weighing salt for an old man is the cause
of the over—change, and the word carelessly makes it feel natural, not the auntie’s
fault and not the writer’ s invention. The way to check details is to ask one

question: why could this happen, and is that sentence in the essay.

Notes on paragraphs three and four: counting again turns the discovery into an
action, which saves words compared with suddenly realized. The hesitation paragraph
first writes standing still, then gives two thoughts, then switching pockets and a
sweaty palm. Each thought gets one sentence, neither wins, and that is hesitation.
Many essays write I thought it over and decided to return it; the decision comes too

fast and the climax of the whole essay is gone.

Notes on paragraphs five and six: the key to the return paragraph is she froze;
the other person’ s reaction makes the event land. The ending does not write I learned
that honesty is precious; it writes the sweat—soaked money and the empty heart, with
the feeling placed on the body. These two paragraphs together are under ninety words,

yet they hold up the whole essay.

Two places to improve: first, the auntie’s praise what an honest child is a bit
too full when spoken by the other side; it could be cut, leaving only the exchange of
five yuan. Second, stood still could become a concrete duration, like the time it
takes three bicycles to pass the doorway, so the length becomes visible. The model
essay 1is kept as is, to show children a real level, not a perfect score after

revision.

Suggestions for imitation: swap vinegar for pencils, soy sauce or tofu; swap five
yuan for two or a single ten; keep the structure and the word budget. After writing,
count the words: 280 to 320 passes. Then check three things: the cause of the over-—
change, a pocket—-switching kind of action, and the other person’s frozen moment. If

all three are there, the essay stands.
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The Five Common Flaws in Honesty Essays: A Checklist to
Check Them One by One

After marking over a hundred essays about returning extra change, one can see the
flaws cluster tightly; they are always the same five. Parents do not need to teach
essay methods; just read these five checklist items to the child and let him fix the

draft against them, which works better than ten lessons.

Flaw one: the over—change has no cause. The essay only says the auntie gave me
five too many, without saying why. The reader immediately suspects it is invented.
Fix: add one line on what she was busy with, weighing salt for an old man, answering

a phone, making change for another customer. One sentence of cause is enough.
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Flaw two: the hesitation has thoughts but no actions. The essay writes I felt
torn, to return or not, and thought for a long time. Torn and for a long time are
empty words, and the word count gets its bloated look the same way. Fix: pair the
hesitation with a body action, switching pockets, sweating through the bill, folding

and unfolding it. Once the action is written, the word torn can be deleted instead.

Flaw three: the other person’s reaction is missing. The return paragraph only
says I gave the money back to the auntie and she took it. The event reads as if it
never happened. Fix: write her freezing for a moment, tapping her head, saying
something, or taking the money back from some container. The other side’s reaction is

the proof that the event really happened.

Flaw four: the ending shouts a slogan. The last paragraph writes I learned that
honesty is gold, one should be honest. However fine the body was, this sentence
collapses the whole essay. Fix: let the ending hold one detail of feeling placed on
the body, like the money soaked with sweat, or Mom wiping the sweat off my forehead.

Let the reader grasp the lesson; the writer should not shout it.

Flaw five: the word count is padded with adjectives. When there is nothing to
write, many very extremely happy get added; the count arrives but the content stays
empty. Fix: count how many sentences in each paragraph carry a concrete noun, bottle,
counter, tin box, five yuan note; if nouns are short, add nouns, not adjectives. A

third grader’ s word budget should be spent on events, not on modifiers.

How to use the checklist: after the first draft, read the five items one by one;
for each hit, insert or delete one sentence in the essay, then read the list again.
Usually two rounds clean it up. Keep the word range and stop between 280 and 320.
This list is not limited to returning extra change; essays on handing in found things
or admitting a mistake after telling the truth all fit it, because all five flaws

grow from the same root, the event was never written concretely.
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