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Four Common Pitfalls in Exam—Themed Honesty Essays: With
a Self—Check List

Four pitfalls appear in nearly every marked copy of exam—themed honesty essays,
and almost every draft steps in two of them. They share one root: the writer treats
honesty as a result to report instead of a struggle to narrate. A result needs one
sentence; a process needs five hundred. Here they are one by one, each with a fix,
and a self-check list at the end.
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Pitfall one: turning the struggle into a resolution. The essay writes I hesitated
a moment and finally decided not to cheat, to be an honest child. The phrase
hesitated a moment writes off the most valuable part of the whole essay. Fix: take
the hesitation apart into three beats, eyes, body, thoughts. What the eyes saw, which
part of the body froze, what each of the two inner sentences says. Once taken apart
you will find no decision needs writing at all; when the pen hangs in mid-air, the

reader already knows what might happen next.

Pitfall two: psychology turns into summary sentences. Lines like I went through a
fierce ideological struggle, or the seed of honesty took root in my heart, look like
psychological description but are the author summarizing for the reader. Once a
summary appears, the process dies instantly. Fix: write the inner thoughts in plain
speech, short enough to sound like they really ring in the ear. One glance and it is
solved, versus if you looked is it still yours, two plain lines outweigh ten lines of
ideological struggle. After writing, search for words like struggle, take root,

sprout; delete every one and replace it with two concrete sentences.

Pitfall three: teachers and classmates reduced to props. The proctor happens to
step away, the deskmate happens to expose the answers, the teacher happens to praise
my honesty afterward. Too many coincidences and the essay becomes a staged script.
Fix: the deskmate’ s paper was not exposed on purpose, it simply sat where it sat; the
teacher never knows what happened, and the teacher need not appear at all. The only

audience of honesty is oneself, and the fewer the audience, the truer the scene.

Pitfall four: forcing an uplifting ending. The essay closes with honesty matters
more than scores, or this exam I handed in two answer sheets, one to the teacher and
one to my conscience. However good the struggle was, this ending makes the whole
essay weightless. Fix: let the ending hold the aftermath of the struggle, one bodily
sensation plus one small contrary fact. The wind was cool, I did not brag I got
everything right, set these two out and the reader draws the lesson alone. The more

the author holds back from saying it, the heavier the ending.

The five-step self-check list. Step one, count the words of the struggle: does
the passage around glancing at the deskmate exceed 150 words; if not, add. Step two,
search for the words struggle, decided, and I learned; delete each and replace it
with the thoughts’ own words. Step three, count the coincidences: if happens appears
more than twice with teachers or classmates, cut it to zero. Step four, read the
ending: if a comparison sentence or a two—answer—sheets metaphor appears, rewrite it
with only a bodily sensation plus a contrary fact. Step five, count the whole essay
and stop between 480 and 540. The five steps usually take two passes, and the second
pass typically leaves only one or two spots. This list also fits essays on handing in
found money or cheating cleverly in a contest, because all four pitfalls grow from

the same root: only the result was written, not the process.
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