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on PaperThin 
FORGET ABOUT MAKING AN ARGUMENT-THE REFLECTIVE ESSAY IS ALL ABOUT 

ENTERTAINING YOUR CURIOSITY 

.reflective essay is the luxury assign
ment of papers. It gives you the oppor
tunity to explore an event or a topic in 
any way that interests you, without hav
ing to prove anything to your reader. It's 
easier to write than a personal essay 

because you don't have to analyze yourself, and it's 
often more fun because you get to incorporate other 
people's thoughts and ideas. 

So what is a reflective essay? Simply put, it's 
thinking on paper. Every reflective essay begins with 
an occasion for reflection, an event or experience that 
makes you stop and think. It could be something as 
dramatic as a political protest or as mundane as a 
sunrise-as long as it sparks a question in your mind. 
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The essay describes the occasion for reflection 
and then explores a question about it. The 

purpose of the essay is to share a provocative 
experience, allowing the reader to follow the mean

derings of your mind. 
Let's say that you went to the beach one morning 

and saw cigarette butts and soda bottles that the 
tide had washed in, and a pair of fish' that had been 
caught and left on the sand. Let's say that the sight 

of those freshly caught fish abandoned on the beach 
made you think about how much people waste. This 
would be a great topic for a reflective essay. 

>i WRITE IN THE MOMENT 

To write it, you would first want to describe the occasion 
itself-the smell in. the air, perhaps the usual saltiness 
mixed with the sweet but noxious odor 
of something rotting. You 
would want to make the 
litter visible by describ
ing the faded labels on 
the plastic soda bot
tles, the way that the 
paper has long dis
solved from the outside 
of the cigarettes, leaving 
nothing but the gray, frayed 
filters. And then you would 
show your reader the fish, their 
scales still shiny, their bodies 
firm and plump. The fresh 
blood implies that they were 



I caught just this morning. They are a good catch-a lit ence or about the general topic. Since you aren't writ

tle small but still edible-and you wonder why anyone ing a formal argument or a persuasive essay, you don't 

would catch them with no intention of eating them. have to worry about hammering home your point the 
And so you come to a question: Are human beings way you would in a formal conclusion. All you want to 

taking more than their fair share from the do is close the loop on your thoughts. How have you 
earth? Now that you have thrown the doors been changed by the experience of examining this 

wide open to reflection, you can incorporate topic? Maybe there is some change in your own 

ideas and information that take you beyond life that you can demonstrate to tie the essay 
your own experience. You might include a together-perhaps you have decided to be a 
quote from an ancient philosopher that talks part of a local beach clean-up crew, or maybe 
about the place of human beings in the food you have decided to recycle more in y<;lur 
chain. or reports from modern-day environ house. Maybe not. The change you've expe
mental scientists who are worried about the rienced may be purely abstract; you might 
rate of consumption of the rain forests. be newly aware of the fragility of the envi

ronment and feel a greater respect for the 
"YOUR ENDGAME other organisms that inhabit it. Your 

At the end of the reflective essay, you will want reflective essay will reflect your thoughts 
to draw some conclusions about your experi and ideas. 

HOWTO REFLECT 

··... ;YOURESSAYSHoutD PRESENTAPROVOCATIVE. EVENT··.TOYOl:1R···~ 
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one that feels most vivid to you. . . . " . , .' ,J ".' • . ' . 
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" qu~stion. Tell ~~~r r.ead~/e~actIY. WhY'~hiS experience. made you sto~;a~d~ think 
., a",d what it' ""Ide you curious ,about. Be sure. that your question. is broad' enough that !; 

you can explore it in an essay and 'that it'is about the topic; not about you>, <. ,c>'; , 
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>t~~~rb·oDy~j~i~~:er~~i~r~~~/~~.··.;~J~~!Yh!~re~~r~o:1~~i~:~ei.·~fe~~~iri~;u:ny,our..... 
twotothreeotherideas'lnto your essay. •. '.' .'.' . - ..,< ..' ...' ..•...... , - . 
, " Dr~~a C()ncIUsiP~.~Th~renective essay' ShQul~demonstratea' . .' ......•.•.. 
"thoug~tprocessthatbegins with a question and e[1dsup .'. somewhere

.' el~e~youdon'tnecessarily have, to 'answer the question,.' bu(youshould; .•' 
,·shoV/.,deveIQpment· in Your·thinking·.aboutt~et()pic!;~"~mififlTleans .... '<:· 
co l11ingt() a new question at the end. .. . ,. 
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A Hair-Raising Experience 

"I'd like to go a little shorter," I explained to Roberta, my hairdresser, as I 

fingered the damaged tips ofmy hair. "It's too hard to manage." She nodded, smiling, 

and pulled out a pair of scissors from a drawer at her side. Holding the weapon to my 

head, she began to cut. I winced as I watched chunks ofmy hair fall to the floor; it had 

taken years for it to grow as long as it had. 

Two years before, I made an appointment at Salon Finsel to have my hair 

trimmed. After roughly washing my hair, one ofthe co-owners combed out my wet locks 

and hastily ran through the mop with her scissors. When I looked at the finish product in 

the mirror, my eyes immediately welled up with tears. It was so short! That night at 

home, I ordered clip-in extensions, planning to disguise my awful haircut. One would 

think that after that "hair-raising" experience, I'd learn my lesson. 

Roberta jerked my head from side to side, maneuvering her scissors like a weed

wacker through my mane. My eyes widened in fear as I stared at my reflection in the 

mirror. So history does repeat itself, I thought bitterly. 

"You look much better now then when you walked in with your long hair," 

Roberta said, grinning as she tousled my tresses vigorously. 

"Uh-huh. I like it. Thanks," I lied, biting my lip to prevent myself from throwing 

a fit. Unfortunately, I had no one to blame but myself. It was only after the damage had 

been done that I appreciated my long locks, and by then it was much too late. Wallowing 

in self-pity, I watched Roberta's assistant sweep away the bits ofhair from underneath 

my chair. Going, going, gone. And it was then that I realized that too often, we take what 

we have for granted; we only realize the value of our possessions once they're gone. 

For example, in modem-day society, scientists, activists, and the media emphasize 

the importance of protecting the environment. We are told to "go green," which involves 

recycling, flexing our power, and carpooling so as not to pollute the air with more toxins. 

'Vhile many individuals have joined this campaign, most have only done so now that they 

realize the affects of global-warming, which has allegedly been caused by pollution. 



However, going green is simply a trend; there were few who were concerned with the 

environment before this recent movement began. It's only now that the weather is 

wreaking havoc upon us in the fo'rnl of hurricanes and heat waves that we want to save 

t4e world. But the damage has been done. We failed to appreciate our planet, and as a 

result, we are forced to live with the consequences. 

There are several things that can be held accountable for our apathy, including the 

abundance ofour possessions. With the invention ofmaterial goods such as the Apple 

iPhone, we have become consumed by the idea of quantity; we simply have too much, 

and as a result, we superficially disregard quality. Now, it's what we have, not why we 

have it that matters. Althougffwe welcome change when it comes to gad.!~ets that are 

intended to better our lives, we reject change when we stumble upon unexpected and 

unpleasant surprises. When life doesn't play out the way that we've planned, we 

suddenly wish that the change had never occurred. We appreciate the past, simply 

because we are unhappy with the present. It is this inflexibility that contributes to our 

sudden appreciation of the things we've lost. 

Fortunately, my hair will eventually grow back. Unfortunately, the ozone layer 

will not. Although many people have committed themselves to the prevention of global

warming, we cannot undo the damage that's been done to the environment; we cannot 

simply apologize, and expect our apathetic mistakes to be forgiven. "Sorry" isn't an 

eraser that can magically make our errors disappear. And thus, before our possessions, 

and the ozone layer, disappear, we must cast aside our indifference and learn to 

-appreciate. 



· The Hypocrit-ic Oath 

Growing up, I always believed that I would do the right thing. Every day, my 

mother told me not to steal, my father warned me not to lie, and of course, my reverend 

reminded me to do what Jesus would do. This sphere of influence reassured my 

childhood beliefs that deep down, I was a good person inside. After all, I listened to my 

parents, did my chores, and walked old ladies across the street. In my eyes, I was the 

embodiment ofmoral righteousness, completely convinced of my unwavering purity and 

decency. Little did I realize, however, that I was simply deceiving myself. And although 

it took sixteen years, one day reality hit, and everything changed. 

It could not have been a more utterly normal California summer day, which meant 

that it was grotesquely hot outside. I had just purchased groceries and was eager to race 

home. As I approached my rust-colored Infmiti, the afternoon sun reflected off my car 

hood, blinding me. Frustrated, I tossed the groceries in the back seat and entered the 

inferno that was the interior of my car. It took little more than a second for the beads of 

sweat to trickle down my face. In a moment of sheer irritation, I quickly started the 

engine, turned my head over my shoulder and reversed out ofmy parking spot without 

any regard to - crash! . I winced at the harsh cacophonous sound of metal scraping metal. 

A powerful jolt shook the car and reverberated for several seconds. In my infinite 

stupidity, the right end ofmy front bumper collided with the van parked next to me, 

crumpling its rear bumper like paper. Surprisingly, at that immediate moment I thought 

not of morals or of"doing the right thing," but of myself. Teetering between instinct and 

accountability, I hesitated. In a split-second decision, I drove away at full speed, 

believing that no one had seen the accident. 

As I drove away, glancing at my rearview mirror every few seconds, I realized I 

had acted out ofpanic, out ofterror, when a loud and blaring car hom startled me. The 

driver had seen the accident and followed me. My deepest fear had been realized. I pulled 

over and collapsed onto the steering wheel, using it as a pillow to hide my shame. My 

body became consumed with guilt that ran deep through my veins and reached every inch 

ofmy body_ This was my moment of ultimate weakness. After years ofbelieving that I 

w,QQld always do the right thing, I could not have been so inexorably wTong. 



The more I relive the haunting memory of that day, the more I realize that I held 

myself to unrealistic standards. I was raised as a child to believe that because of my 

teachings, I was a being incapable of immoral actions. However, my accident showed me 

just how nalve I truly was. While I promised myself to always act righteously, my actions 
-

showed otherwise. Likewise, many people today constantly preach one thing, yet fail to 

live up to their promises. This mentality has created a society in which people have 

become the epitome of hypocrisy. 

Americans today see themselves as people devoid of faults or weaknesses. Our 

opinion is immediately the right opinion. In actuality, however, Americans are merely 

hypocrites in a society that has shown us just how susceptible we are to iniquity. For 

instance, despite my devotion to upholding morals, it wasn't surprising to see just how 

easily I faltered over the consequences of a fender-bender. We like to claim how morally 

righteous we are, but when placed under difficult circumstances, we give in too easily. 

Such examples of hypocrisy are common in today's world, too. I am constantly reminded 

of the unfaithful spouse, who breaks his sacred vows, or the crooked politician, who 

agrees to take bribes. At one time, both swore to uphold morals and be decent humans, 

yet both submitted at the hands of temptation and corruption. On a global scale, people 

around the world sometimes see Americans as selfish and conceited. Indeed, we are 

certainly hypocritical. America frequently polices the rest ofthe world to act according to 

what she deems is morally right. \Ve criticize the existence of sweatshops, yet we 

acknowledge their essentialness to an economy that demands cheap goods, so we do 

nothing. We condemn the war between Georgia and Russia, but we simultaneously fight 

and refuse to end a war in Iraq. At some point we must realize that our actions aren't 

always the right ones. As a result, when we are raised with this parochial line of thinking, 

we become blinded from our own ineptitudes and shortcomings. 

I vvill be the first to admit that I took my moral righteousness for granted. When 

actually put in a trying predicament, the decision between right and wTong was incredibly 

difficult. I've come to realize that humans aren't celestial beings. \Ve are inllerently 

imperfect, so we should stop holding ourselves to such unrealistic standards. The sooner 

we bring our heads back down from the clouds, the sooner we can end this cycle of 

ignorance and hypocrisy, so that perhaps one day, we will have the wisdom and insight to 

act eal'nestly and stay true to our words. 



, Food for Thought 

There it was: gleaming red, slic~ and shiny. It had a browmsh green extension at the top 

that made it look like a stick of dynamite. Cruising within a white, StyrofOfu"l1 boat, it sat idly 

wit.i. a package of unknown substance that was supposed to be popcorn chicken, a clear pouch of 

sweet brown liquid, a bread roll that looked like a deflated balloon, a..'1d the usual trio of fork, 

straw, and napkin. I looked around the cafeteria and saw the sea of indifferent students eating 

their lunches without a care in the world. From the comer ofmy eye, I watched as the owner of 

this plate had ripped open the utensils, sipped a bit of milk, swallowed a few pieces of the 

"popcorn chicken", and nibbled a bit on the roll. However, the Red Delicious remained 

untouched-no fmgers stained its waxed coat, no teeth marks bore into its crispy skin. As the 

sharp bell pierced the social atmosphere, the plate was carried to a black hole. My eyes followed 

t.i.e owner as he chatted animatedly to his friends while he tilted the plate forward. The white 

Styrofoam plate slanted on an incline of forty-five degrees, just enough so that gravity could do 

the rest of the dirty work. The halfeaten main course was t.i.e first to go. Next, the pitiful piece of 

bread. Tnen, the pouch ofmilk belly-flopped into the pool of food. Finally, all that was left on 

the plate was t..1Je apple-it looked calm, despite the fate that awaited it. Although I knew that it 

was common for students to toss their food away on a regular basis, I was still stunned to see the 

lack of concern for tins "sin". I gazed at the apple as it became a professional skateboarder 
'-~--

leaving the ramp, tulning a full 360 degrees in the air; the light hit it at just th@.,right angle so that 

a diamond glint reflected off the fruit, making it seem like it was flashing a ""ide smile to its 

lli'1concerned audience. Suddenly, as if an invisible force was pulling it down, it fell face flat on 

top of the other rejected pieces of food. 

More tha.Tl often, we hear the phrase "t11ink of the people in Africa" spoken by parents, 

colleagues, friends, and even st."'3.l1gers. It might be that we truly are thiIL.1cing ofthose less 

fortunate than us, but are we doing anything about it? That commorJy used phrase may be a 

testament ofour awareness but it does not express a genuine concern. In society today, it 

becomes more and more apparent that when people feel that the weight is not on their shoulders, 

they be!ieve ti.at it is not part of their responsibility to help bear the burden. Even though we may 
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stick a dollar in a clear box at the grocery store that asks for our support for the starvir:g children .. 

in Zimbabwe, we might not genuinely care. Instead, our intention may simply be to ease our 

conscience. As I watched one of my classmates indifferently toss i>.,is not-even-half-eaten food 

into the trash, I realized that it seems hard for people today to empathize with others. Perhaps the 

root of the problem is it is the fact that we cannot relate to them because we have not undergone 

such harsh circumstances. Or, it may be due to our hectic schedules, as we are just too wrapped 

up in our lives to lend a hand. However, I believe that the compassion and personal relations that 

we share vvith others, whether we can relate or not, is crucial to the cohesion of the human race. 

In a perfect world, war would cease to exist and we would all be able to join hand in hand and 

sing campfire songs together. Although this utopia might seem nearly impossible to achieve, 

nothing should stop us from trying to reach it. As a result, it is important for us to take a step 

back arId realize the importance of truly caring. Even if we contribute a small portion ofour time 

in helping others, the difference it will make will certainly be phenomenal. 

Even when people realize the need for more sincere compassion and love in this world, 

there are still many cases in wrJch there is a lack ofgenuine concern and even integrity. What 

hits hard is when we read about the US Federal Bureau of Investigation charging an official of 

the American Cancer Society of stealing more than $7 million dollars from the charity. These are 

the cases that make it apparent that there is still lots of room for us to realize that there truly are 

people out there that are suffering and that it is no laughing matter or lucrative opportunity. For 

an organization to COII".mit such an immoral crime goes to show that there is definitely a lack of 

sincerity towards those who are less fortunate. Even when we realize that there are people in the 

world that need our help, we still need to take action. Realizing this issue is only the first step 

towards making a change. 

Change usually is not iInmediate, and I bet that it will be a long time before I see clean 

plates being thrown in the trashcans. Despite this, progress towards a better future is something 

that should be a long-tenn, constant goal for all ofus. Not only is it important for us to take 

action, it is essential that we are genuine in our efforts. It is not orJy society that faces the lack 

ofempathy, but a majority of the human race itself. Vlhen we actually lend a hand because we 

want to and not just because it is politically or socially correct, that is when we can say that we 

really care. Now that is something for all ofus to chew on. 


