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Reflection: Where Do the Slogans in Students’

Compositions Come From? Three Sources and Matching Fixes

While reviewing the composition A Test of Honesty I wrote one line on the
board: the best thing to delete from this essay is the essay itself. The class froze.
The projected weak draft ran four hundred words and carried five slogans: ’honesty is
a fine tradition of the Chinese nation’, I will be an honest child’, ’honesty is
gold’ . The story? One line: I found a pen and gave it back to the teacher.’” Why can
students only shout slogans? I held this review lesson up as a mirror and found three

sources.

Source one: the model essays contain slogans. In the essay anthologies students
own, eight or nine out of ten integrity pieces end with ~let us all be honest and
trustworthy people’. Students are not unable to write concretely — they have taken

the anthology ending as the standard answer. A slogan is their marker of " essay-—
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ness . Fix: in the review lesson, count the slogans in model essays aloud, then ask
one question — if this line is deleted, does the story collapse? If not, remove it.
Publicly abolish the old rule that ’the ending must sublimate’.

Source two: prompts and grading push sublimation. Prompts often read ’show
honesty through one event and write your feelings’. The word ’feelings’ tells
students to preach. Grading also tends to give an extra point to essays that state
the theme and shout a slogan. Students are sharp; the slogan is the scoring shortcut
they discovered. Fix: replace prompts with 'write the thirty seconds in that event
when your body felt it most’; in grading, award action sentences and circle slogan

sentences, so the shortcut stops paying.

Source three: daily life offers nothing to write. Students lack a live scene of
integrity, not the skill. Picking up lost money has been written a hundred times,
while real dilemmas — promising a classmate secrecy then learning he got it wrong —
go unrecorded because nobody guides the recording. Slogans are the fig leaf over an
empty well. Fix: keep an ’integrity scenes’ notebook in the class; each week every
student logs one true small event about integrity, one or two sentences, details

required, judgments forbidden. Review—lesson material comes from this notebook.

Three sources, three fixes: remove slogans from reading material, change the
question in prompts, collect scenes in daily life. A review lesson only treats
symptoms; the sources live in regular reading, prompt design, and accumulation. That
is the biggest lesson: the slogan is not the students’ flaw — it is what we fed
them.
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Review Clip Revisited: In That Lesson a Student Said
’Without Writing Virtue the Teacher Marks Me Down’

What kept me awake after that review lesson was not the five slogans in the weak
draft but one sentence from a boy. It happened during the delete-the—-slogan segment.
I projected I Learned to Be Honest’ and pointed at the closing line ’honesty is
gold; we must be honest children’ and said: I suggest deleting this. Two seconds of
silence. A boy in the back row raised his hand: Teacher, if I don’t write ’virtue’,

will you mark me down?

I froze and asked why he thought that. He said: in grades three and four you
waved a wavy line under those sentences and wrote ’ theme not stated enough’. Then we
figured it out — add ’honesty is a virtue at the end, and you draw a star. The

class roared; he added: everyone figured it out.

I cannot recall the rest of that lesson clearly; I recall that sentence in full.
That evening I checked two months of composition books: he was right. I had starred
books containing theme sentences and written ' the ending could restate the theme’
three times. What I called coaching, students had translated into an operation
manual : stick one virtue sentence at the end, earn one star. The slogans did not grow

on their own; I raised them.

In the second week I did three things. First, I apologized in class, read my old
comment ~theme not stated enough’ aloud, and announced the old rule void. Second, I
changed the grading rubric: action description, body reaction, and true detail moved
into the bonus column; slogan sentences got their own column called ’to be discussed’
— no deduction, but no star either. Third, I made students ’slogan detectives’ : in
every composition they first hunt slogans, circling each one, with the count noted
beside the score; good hunters get praised too — turning the same cleverness that

found the shortcut against it.
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A month later, on a new integrity composition, class slogan counts fell from an
average of 4.3 to 0.9, and seven children ended with lines like I don’t know if that
counts as honesty, but I kept awake that night’. Such uncertain sentences are more
honest than a hundred "honesty is gold’s. Reflecting on the review lesson leads, in

the end, to reflecting on the red pen that did the grading.
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An Improvement Checklist: Seven Everyday Moves Against
Slogan Compositions — the Review Lesson Is Only the
Last Link

A review lesson cannot save slogan compositions; what can are a few of the thirty
everyday moves before it. The seven below are measures I ran for a full semester,

ordered by speed of effect, each with how—to and time—to—work.

One: publicly abolish ’the ending must sublimate’ . Announce it in the first
class: endings may not begin with ’virtue’, ’tradition’, or ’'let us’ — any such
opening gets circled. The rule must be abolished publicly, because the old rule was

the students’ own summary; only the teacher can retract it. About two weeks to work.

Two: rewrite the prompts. Replace every ’write your feelings’ with 'write the
thirty seconds in that event when your body felt worst’ or ’what were your hands
doing while you hesitated’. Body—questions force detail and leave no gap for slogans.

Screen every composition prompt through this filter.

Three: keep an ’integrity scenes’ notebook. One true small event per week, one or
two sentences, details only, judgments forbidden. Before Friday class read three
aloud, comment on none, ask only for details: where were you standing? Who spoke

first? Keep it a semester and the review lesson will never lack material.

Four: reverse the grading rubric. Bonus items fixed at three: action sentences,
body-reaction sentences, and sentences true enough that “only your family would do
that’. Slogan sentences go to a separate ' to be discussed’ column — no deduction, no
star. The red pen is students’ baton; if the rubric stays, the review lesson is

wasted.

Five: the slogan—detective game. Before peer review, hunt slogans first, circle
each, note the count beside the score. Students dismantling their own slogans see, in
the act, what the story was supposed to look like. Play it every two weeks to keep it
fresh.

Six: the teacher writes alongside. On the same prompt, write four hundred words
yourself — deliberately one version all slogans, one version with details — and
read both for students to fault. Modeling revision beats saying ’be concrete’ a

hundred times.

Seven: the review lesson is only the last link. Once the six above run smoothly,
it does three things only: contrast this class’s weak and strong drafts, three-—
question peer review, two in—class fixes. Running a review lesson before that is a

doctor treating a disease he fed the patient himself.
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Weekly schedule: items one and four in weeks one and two; items two and three
become routine from week three; add five in week five; add six in week seven; the
review lesson in week ten. Do not reorder — first dismantle the scoring shortcut in

students’ heads, then supply material, and only then critique technique.
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