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Essential or Optional? Effects of Creative Writing on Expository Skills and Attitude  

ABSTRACT 

 Background: While emotional benefits and general writing improvement have been 

shown to be benefits of creative writing, its effectiveness in relation to expository writing skills 

has not been clearly established through research. Methods: This study was conducted with 

two groups of middle school students at a rural middle school in Illinois. One group received 

ten creative writing interventions over a month and the other group continued with normal 

instruction. The goal was to discover if these interventions would improve students’ expository 

writing skills as well as their attitude towards and confidence in writing. Results: The data 

showed that while the experimental group did not improve significantly in either area, the 

control group did. However, breaking down the essay scores into categories shows that the 

results could have been affected by the rubric that was used. Conclusion: Overall, the study 

showed that more research is necessary in order to determine what type of creative writing 

intervention is most effective for strengthening expository writing skills. 

Keywords: creative writing, expository writing, middle school, writing instruction, 

confidence, attitude 
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INTRODUCTION 

Teaching is a complex endeavor requiring teachers to consider many factors such as 

student needs, cultural backgrounds, and state requirements when planning curriculum and 

classroom activities. The latter, particularly the Common Core State Standards (CCSS), have 

a large influence on what teachers teach in their classrooms. Specifically, within the English 

Language Arts content area, CCSS has led to a decline in the teaching of creative writing in 

middle school and high school classrooms (Applebee 2013; Frawley, 2014; Kitt, 2019; 

Wilcox, Jeffrey & Gardner-Bixler, 2015).  

Several studies specifically link the advent of the CCSS to this decrease in creative 

writing instruction (Applebee, 2013; Wilcox et al., 2013). For example, Wilcox interviewed 

teachers about the changes the CCSS had brought to their writing instruction and found that 

teachers responded by noting the increased emphasis on nonfiction writing when aligning 

their activities with the CCSS. Further, there is a perception among teachers that creative 

writing is taking time away from learning more important, required subjects (Frawley, 2014; 

Kitt, 2019). However, as teachers comply with these standards, some believe that creative 

writing instruction is still important in developing literacy skills (Kitt, 2019).  

Creative writing can have many benefits in the classroom. Some of these benefits 

include increased confidence in and attitude towards writing (Benner-Rappell & Northcote, 

2016; Tok & Kandemir, 2014). Other studies suggest that creative writing improves certain 

aspects of expository writing, like vocabulary or language (Dollins, 2016; Guillén & 

Bermejo, 2011). Most studies, however, do not investigate the specific academic benefits of 

creative writing, such as improved nonfiction writing. This study conducted an expository 

unit with a control group and an experimental group of middle school students. Over a period 
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of four weeks, the experimental group completed ten creative writing sessions in addition to 

the preexisting curriculum. The aim of the study is to discover if these ten creative writing 

interventions will improve attitude, confidence, and nonfiction writing skills.  

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 In order to better understand the context of the study, teacher perceptions of creative 

writing must be explored. A review of the existing literature on best practices in writing 

instruction is also needed in order to place creative writing in the context of these known 

strategies. Finally, an investigation of prior research on the benefits of creative writing is 

necessary to show the research that still needs to be done on the benefits of creative writing. 

These findings leave a gap in the research regarding the relationship between expository and 

creative writing, which the present study helps to fill.  

Teacher Perceptions of Creative Writing 

 With the mandating and implementation of the CCSS, which prioritize fewer creative 

forms of writing, many educators have spent more time and attention on research types of 

writing and less time on creative writing (Applebee 2013; Frawley 2014; Kitt 2019; Wilcox, 

Jeffrey, & Gardner-Bixler, 2015). Frawley (2014) interviewed fourteen teachers on their 

opinions of creative writing and found through coding that many thought creative writing 

was not worth the time. The teachers interviewed did not see creative writing as a vital 

subject, but instead as an optional part of a student’s education. Many teachers also believed 

that creative writing would take up too much time that could be better spent preparing 

students for high-stakes, standardized tests. Kitt (2019) also interviewed eight British 

teachers in middle school and high school equivalents and found similar results through 

coding interviews. While the CCSS are not used in the United Kingdom, the teachers in this 
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study emphasized that they found creative writing difficult to incorporate because of the time 

it took and the difficulty of assessing creative writing. However, some also said that creative 

writing helps students become more comfortable with language in all contexts, which is 

important as students need to be able to write many different types of complex texts. Finally, 

these few teachers believed that creative writing helps develop student voice and empathy.  

 Some researchers attribute this hesitancy to incorporate creative writing into the 

curriculum to the advent of the CCSS. Wilcox et al. (2015) interviewed teachers on how the 

CCSS had influenced the way they teach writing. Teachers reported that the CCSS 

emphasized more nonfiction writing and less creative writing. Because of this, they taught 

less creative writing in their classes in order to focus on nonfiction writing and thus meet the 

new standards. Applebee (2013) agrees with this focus on nonfiction writing in the CCSS 

and writes that the CCSS lack a framework for quality writing, and instead focus on narrow 

skills, such as the difference between compound and complex sentences, or active and 

passive voice. Applebee (2013) believes that these narrow skills encourage students to write 

systematically, but prevent students from using creativity to adapt their writing to different 

contexts. Cumulatively, research has shown that teachers have concerns about whether or not 

creative writing is a helpful strategy in teaching writing, partly because of the advent of the 

CCSS. 

Best Practices in Writing Instruction 

Much has been written on the best ways to teach expository writing. Although these 

studies are specific to nonfiction writing, many similarities can be found between creative 

writing instruction and nonfiction writing instruction. Graham and Perin (2007) conducted a 

widely-cited meta-analysis of the best practices in writing instruction for adolescent students 
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wherein they examined 123 studies and categorized the strategies and the discovered effects. 

The researchers found that eleven strategies improved student writing: strategy instruction, 

summarization, peer assistance, goal setting, word processing, combining sentences, inquiry, 

prewriting, process writing, study of models, and grammar instruction. Process writing was 

found to be the most helpful. 

More specifically, Cihak and Castle (2011) studied instructional methods for 

expository writing skills by testing the writing program Step Up to Writing in two 8th grade 

classes covering outlining, topic sentences and sentence structure, transitions, and supporting 

details. The students’ writing improved after the unit according to a holistic scoring rubric 

mandated by the state’s education department. Additionally, many previously non-proficient 

students achieved proficiency in expository writing.  

 Although both of these studies cover expository writing, the findings have 

implications for creative writing instruction. First, both are representative of the existing 

research on expository writing and must be considered when researching techniques to 

improve student expository writing skills. Second, many important elements of expository 

writing have creative characteristics. For example, good sentence structure and vocabulary 

(Cihak & Castle, 2011; Graham & Perin, 2007) require creativity on the part of the student to 

provide variety.  

Assessing Writing 

An important element of writing instruction is the assessment of student work. The 

use of rubrics has been supported by research as an effective way to evaluate writing. 

Bradford, Newland, Rule, and Montgomery (2015) compared student writing experiences 

with and without rubrics. Students completed two writing assignments, and were given a 
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rubric with one, but not the other. Overall, students scored higher when they were given a 

rubric compared to when they were not given a rubric. Further, students were more motivated 

when given a rubric, and students indicated that they preferred a rubric when writing because 

it helped them make sure they were following directions and writing quality pieces. Because 

a rubric was used to evaluate student writing, this is a valuable concept to keep in mind. 

The rubric used in this study, titled English as a Second Language Composition 

Profile (Appendix A), was developed by Jacobs, Zinkgraf, Wormuth, Hardfiel, and Hughey 

(1981) and has been frequently used and cited. The rubric has five categories: content, 

organization, vocabulary, language use, and mechanics. Each category has different point 

values that decrease in the order given with content worth thirty points and mechanics worth 

five. The rubric is a standard one to evaluate all writing, although it was developed to be used 

with English Language Learners. This rubric was used because it assesses many dimensions 

of writing while still prioritizing content. The ESL Composition Profile also allows for a 

quantitative score of a qualitative subject, which makes it easier to compare student scores.  

Benefits of Creative Writing 

Some researchers have evaluated whether creative writing increases student 

confidence and attitude towards writing. Bennet-Rappell and Northcote (2016) found in a 

case study that two gifted students’ attitudes and confidence improved after a unit of creative 

writing. The two students went through a nine-lesson creative writing unit and were 

interviewed before and after the curriculum. According to coding of the interviews, the 

students began the unit with very negative feelings about their intelligence and school in 

general. After the unit, they reported increased self-confidence and fewer negative feelings 

towards school. Another similar study by Turkel and Cetinkaya (2020) conducted a ten-week 
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creative writing unit that required students to write creatively about a new topic each week. 

At the end of the unit, students reported better attitudes toward writing in general. Similarly, 

Tok and Kandemir (2014) conducted three creative writing activities with students and gave 

the students a survey before and after the activities. The survey measured students’ attitude 

towards writing by asking how much they enjoyed writing and reported that students enjoyed 

writing more after the creative writing activities. These studies show that there are 

documented benefits of creative writing, establishing it as an important part of writing 

instruction. 

There is further research that suggests that creative writing or elements of creativity 

in expository units improves all writing skills. Dollins (2016) used close reading and graphic 

organizers to work on students’ creative use of language in nonfiction, which improved 

expository skills. Similarly, Guillén and Bermejo (2011) conducted a unit using creative 

writing which helped students work on literacy skills, which have many applications in 

different contexts. The unit used creative brainstorming to help students develop the setting 

and character of a short story. Guillén and Bermejo (2011) also used flow charts to help 

students write the events of their story using the problem-solution format. Overall, the unit 

helped students practice vocabulary, sequence, and description-- traits that apply to 

expository writing.  

Tok and Kandemir (2015) also found that creative writing practice positively affected 

expository writing skills. The authors conducted three creative writing activities in an 

English class consisting of 31 seventh grade Turkish students and conducted a pre- and post-

test in the form of an expository writing sample in addition to the attitude survey mentioned 

earlier. After scoring the samples using a rubric, Tok and Kandemir (2015) found that student 
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scores rose significantly, although there was no control group. This study is important to the 

proposed study because it is a recent study that specifically studied the effects of creative 

writing practice on expository skills. Further, a recent meta-analysis by Sahin and Polatcan 

(2019) analyzed twenty-five Turkish studies about creative writing and concluded that 

creative writing generally increased academic performance in students.  

The present study fits into the existing research for several reasons. It takes place over 

a longer time period than most existing studies (e.g, Tok & Kandemir, 2017) and will 

demonstrate if and how a longer-term intervention is helpful. The study also helps to 

discover whether or not creative writing should be added to the list of best practices in 

teaching writing (Graham & Perin, 2007). Finally, it aims to give teachers more insight into 

how creative writing may be helpful. 

METHODS 

This study was conducted in a rural middle school with two sections of a sixth-grade 

English Language Arts class. Students were informed of the purpose of the study and those 

who chose to participate signed a permission form. Permission from guardians and the school 

administration was obtained as well. Before the study began, all students completed a survey 

through Google Forms to assess their confidence in and attitude towards writing (Appendix 

B). A sample expository essay from each student was also obtained by the researcher and 

scored using a rubric, which evaluated content, organization, vocabulary, language use, and 

mechanics (Jacobs, et. al., 1981). Ten creative writing mini-lessons were developed, based on 

ten writing prompts from 642 Things to Write About: Young Writer’s Edition (Appendix C). 

Some examples were: “Describe your dream treehouse,” and “You find the end of the 

rainbow at last. What do you find?” (Tsang & 826 Valencia, 2014). Each lesson included the 
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prompt, an objective outlining the specifics of the writing task, and some examples and 

guiding questions to help students complete the task.  

These lessons were given to the experimental group of students (n = 13). They were 

introduced during the morning work time as the first task students did in the classroom. The 

classroom teacher gave a brief summary of the activity, as well as some examples, after 

which students had about fifteen minutes to write. Further, the objective, task, and examples 

were posted on the board for students to refer to. This writing work was not graded, and 

students were aware of this. The lessons were delivered between two to three times per week 

over a period of four weeks. The control group (n = 9) did not go through these creative 

writing lessons and instead did their usual morning assignments which generally consisted of 

extra time to work on that day’s tasks.  

After the lessons were finished, both groups of students retook the Google Form 

survey and wrote another expository essay, which was scored by the researcher using the 

rubric (Jacobs et. al., 1981). Students’ responses on the surveys were converted to numbers 

one through five, and a two-tail, dependent sample t-test was conducted between each 

group’s pre-and post-study responses. A dependent sample t-test was also used to compare 

each group’s pre- and post-study expository essay scores, in order to measure progress.  

RESULTS 

The experimental group (Table 1.1) did not improve their expository writing skills in 

a statistically significant manner. This group started the unit with an average score of 77.1 

out of 100 and ended the unit with an average essay score of 78.2. However, the control 

group, who did not receive the creative writing minilessons, did experience a statistically 

significant improvement (t(2)=0.04, p<.05). The group’s pre-study essay scores were an 
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average of 74.1 (SD=2.82), and the post-study scores produced an average of 79.2 

(SD=2.82). These results show that the creative writing mini-lessons did not significantly 

improve the treatment group’s expository writing skills.  

The attitude and confidence surveys did not yield statistically significant results with 

either group (Table 1.2). Out of the highest possible score of 55, the experimental group had 

an average of 33.7 confidence score pre-study, and 33.6 post-study. Similarly, the control 

group began with an average confidence score of 39, and ended with an average score of 33. 

Thus, the creative writing mini-lessons did not significantly impact student attitude towards 

and confidence in writing.  

Table 1.1: Expository Essay Scores (x/100) 

Student Group Pre-Study Mean 

(St. Dev.) 

Post-Study Mean 

(St. Dev.) 

p-value  

Experimental Group 77.6 (±4.48) 78.5 (±5.42) 0.515 

Control Group 74.1 (±2.82) 79.2 (±2.82) 0.044* 

 

Table 1.2: Attitude Survey Scores (x/55) 

Student Group Pre-Study Mean 

(St. Dev.) 

Post-Study Mean 

(St. Dev.) 

p-value 

Experimental Group 33.6 (±6.41) 32.8 (±6.79) 0.516 

Control Group 39.0 (±6.72) 3.03 (±9.19) 0.154 
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DISCUSSION 

The hypothesis that long-term creative writing instruction will improve students’ 

expository writing skills and confidence was not supported by this study. Although the 

experimental group did slightly increase their expository skills, it was not significant. The 

overall score only increased by less than a point. Surprisingly, the control group improved 

significantly, with an increase of more than five points (Table 1.1). The results of the attitude 

and confidence surveys were not significant for either group. However, the control group 

decreased in confidence by four points on the scale. There was a very high standard deviation 

on the control group’s post-study scores, so although the difference was large, it is not 

statistically significant (Table 1.2).  

These results were surprising given the existing research. Studies like those by Tok 

and Kandemir (2015) and Dollins (2016) found significant increases in overall writing skills 

after creative writing practices. Tok and Kandemir (2015) in particular only did three creative 

writing interventions, and nevertheless saw a significant increase in expository writing skills 

(2015). One would expect that if three creative writing interventions are effective, ten would 

be effective as well. Further, it appears that the interventions from Tok and Kandemir’s study 

did not involve any instruction, only directions. This is in contrast to the interventions in this 

study, which incorporated some instruction, although it was minimal. Similarly, studies like 

those by Bennett-Rappell and Northcote (2016) and Turkel and Centikaya (2020) found that 

creative writing improves attitudes toward and confidence in writing. However, the results of 

this study were inconsistent with these prior findings.  

Some insights arise when looking at scores of individual categories within the rubric 

for the essays. The three categories rated most heavily, content, organization, and language 
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use, help explain the results more fully. Content scores, worth 30 points of 100 overall, 

improved by at least two points in both groups (Table 1.3). This improvement was 

statistically significant in the experimental group. This suggests that the creative writing 

interventions improved students’ expository writing skills in terms of their overall 

composition skills and topic development. However, this should not be overly emphasized, 

as the control group also improved their content scores by a similar margin to the 

experimental group. The larger standard deviation within the control group decreased the p-

value.  

Table 1.3: Expository Essay Scores: Content, Organization, Language Use 

Student Group Pre-Study Mean 

(St. Dev.) 

Post-Study Mean 

(St. Dev.) 

p-value  

Content (x/30)    

Experimental Group 22.9 (±2.40) 24.3 (±2.14) 0.038* 

Control Group 22.0 (±2.83) 24.7 (±1.94) 0.061 

Organization (x/25)    

Experimental Group 15.9 (±1.12) 16.5 (±1.33) 0.071 

Control Group 13.3 (±2.60) 16.0 (±0.87) 0.018* 

Language Use (x/25)    

Experimental Group 19.2 (±1.17) 18.2 (±1.46) 0.037* 

Control Group 18.8 (±1.39) 18.3 (±1.80) 0.426 

 

Examining scores in the organization category further illuminates this study’s 

findings (Table 1.3). Both groups improved in organization scores, although the experimental 
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group’s improvement was marginal. However, the control group’s organization scores 

increased significantly by an average of 3 points. This suggests that the “business as usual” 

activities the control group completed helped increase their organizational skills. This in turn 

increased the control group’s overall writing scores, since the rubric used in the study 

emphasized organization as a key trait of quality expository writing skills.  

 Another surprising result of the present study was the statistically significant decrease 

in language use scores in the experimental group (t(2)=.03, p<.05) (Table 1.3). Since 

language use is worth 25 points on the rubric, this decrease contributed to the decrease in the 

overall essay scores. The mean of the pre-test language scores for the experimental group 

were 19.2 (SD=1.17), while the mean of the post-test scores were 18.2 (SD=1.46). The 

control group also decreased in language scores, although the change was not statistically 

significant. It is possible that the interventions decreased students’ ability to use language 

competently. However, the interventions did not specifically focus on language use of any 

kind, so it is also likely that other factors were involved in this change.  

There are several possibilities that explain why the findings of this study were 

inconsistent with those of prior studies. One is the presence of many uncontrollable factors. 

Adolescents are unpredictable, and often issues outside the classroom, such as emotional 

problems, worries at home, or classroom distractions influence behavior or learning in the 

classroom. These emotional issues are impossible to control and track. Further, the researcher 

was not able to be present for all of the creative writing interventions. It is possible that some 

students were not participating fully in the creative writing interventions, which focused 

mainly on individual work time. This would prevent these students from experiencing the full 

benefits of the activities.  
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Another possibility is that the interventions were not long enough or detailed enough 

to be effective. Each intervention had a short introduction, no more than two minutes, 

wherein the teacher gave examples and strategies to help students with the activity. For 

example, the teacher reviewed the “5 Ws and 1 H” questions to help students write a story 

before students began the activity. After this, students worked independently. It might have 

been more helpful if there was a more gradual release of responsibility, moving students 

from guided practice to independent application. The inverse could also be true; perhaps the 

prior studies yielded statistically significant results because of less instruction. It is possible 

that the present study incorporated too much instruction, which decreased the effectiveness 

of the interventions.  

Another factor influencing the study’s findings is what the control students were 

doing instead of the creative writing interventions. On the days that the experimental group 

did a creative writing intervention, the control group started on that day’s activities early in 

order to have more time to work. According to the teacher, the control group was generally 

academically lower. This is confirmed by the overall expository essay scores, which show 

that although the group’s post-test scores were similar, the control group began with scores 

more than five points below the experimental group’s pre-test scores. According to the 

teacher’s lesson planning calendar, students were able to start early on tasks like writing 

body paragraphs and introduction paragraphs for an essay, revising their essay, and reading 

the material related to their essay. This essay was the one used for the post-assessment. This 

factor likely had two effects on the outcomes of the study. First, it may have helped students 

get a better score on the essay, since they had more time to work on it in class. This would 

directly impact their scores on the rubric. Second, it could have improved students’ 
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expository writing skills because of the increased practice time in expository writing. This is 

likely the reason students improved their organizational scores so significantly. These skills 

would have helped their expository writing skills improve, and therefore raised their essay 

scores.  

A final limitation introduced in the present study is the small sample size. Since there 

were only nine students in the control group and thirteen in the experimental group 

respectively, the outliers affected the standard deviation and the p-values more than they 

would if the sample size was larger. The small sample size also forced students at many 

different abilities to be in the same evaluation group, which caused students in each group to 

have many different starting points in terms of writing skills. This likely skewed the results 

and prevented the averages from being an accurate average of general middle school 

students’ writing skills.  

More research still needs to be done in this area. The significant improvement in 

content scores suggests value in creative writing instruction for expository writing skills. A 

logical next step for research would be to try a longer, more detailed series of creative 

writing lessons with students. The extra directions and guidance may be needed to have a 

consistent effect on expository skills and attitude. Further studies would also help level out 

the many uncontrollable factors present when working with adolescents. Another important 

factor in further research would be the ability to control what is being taught in the control 

group during the time used for creative writing with the experimental work. For example, the 

control group could do bellwork focusing on expository writing skills, if the experimental 

group is doing bellwork focused on creative writing. This would mitigate the impact of an 

important variable in the research. Another change that would be possible with a larger 
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sample size would be separating students by their pre-test scores so that students at similar 

levels are evaluated in the same group. This would help to eliminate some of the differences 

between the groups. 

Creative writing has been shown by many studies, as discussed in the literature 

review, to be effective in improving writing skills and attitude and confidence. Although this 

study did not support these prior findings, categories within the data suggest that more 

research is needed. Creative writing should not be eliminated from a teacher’s collection of 

helpful strategies because of this study. Instead, it is probable that the lessons should be 

extended and more control given over the control group. Writing instruction is complex and 

includes many factors, and thus the investigation of creative writing as an effective strategy 

should continue.  
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Appendix A: ESL Composition Profile (Taken from Jacobs et al., 1981) 
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Appendix B: Writing Attitudes and Confidence Survey (Adapted from Gabriel & Davis, 

2015) 

1. I like to write. 

 (Never/Hardly Ever/Sometimes/Often/Almost Always) 

2. I enjoy writing letters. 

 (Never/Hardly Ever/Sometimes/Often/Almost Always) 

3. I like to write stories. 

 (Never/Hardly Ever/Sometimes/Often/Almost Always) 

4. I like to write on Instagram, Twitter, or other social media.  

 (Never/Hardly Ever/Sometimes/Often/Almost Always) 

5. I like to write at school.  

 (Never/Hardly Ever/Sometimes/Often/Almost Always) 

6. I think I am a good writer. 

 (Never/Hardly Ever/Sometimes/Often/Almost Always) 

7. Writing is fun. 

 (Never/Hardly Ever/Sometimes/Often/Almost Always) 

8. I would like more time to write at school. 

 (Never/Hardly Ever/Sometimes/Often/Almost Always) 

9. I think it is important to know how to write well.  

 (Never/Hardly Ever/Sometimes/Often/Almost Always) 

10. I like to share my writing with others. 

(Never/Hardly Ever/Sometimes/Often/Almost Always) 
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11. Writing is stressful. 

 (Never/Hardly Ever/Sometimes/Often/Almost Always) 
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Appendix C: Objectives for Creative Writing Interventions (Taken from Tsang, M., & 826 

Valencia; 2014)  

Intervention 1 

Objective: Write a three-paragraph story from a picture. 

Intervention 2 

Objective: Write a to-do list for a villain with fifteen items. 

Intervention 3 

Objective: Write a haiku about your day 

Intervention 4 

Objective: Describe your dream treehouse in two paragraphs 

Intervention 5 

Objective: Write a three-paragraph story answering the prompt: The entire 

neighborhood is beige and gray, but at the end of the street sits a bright blue house. 

Who lives there? 

Intervention 6 

Objective: Write a three-paragraph story that includes a streetlight, a bear, and a kid 

with a jar of honey. 

Intervention 7 

Objective: Write a paragraph using the prompt: A group of students are hiking when 

they find a nest full of golden eggs. One of the eggs hatches. What happens next? 

Intervention 8 

Objective: Write a paragraph answering the prompt: You find the end of the rainbow 

at last. What do you find? 
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Intervention 9 

Objective: Write two paragraphs answering the prompt: What does your pet do while 

it’s alone at the house? 

Intervention 10 

Objective: Write two paragraphs using the prompt: Congratulations! You’re a teacher 

now and can teach any class you want. It can be normal (grammar) or new (advanced 

magic theory). What will your class be like? 
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