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Abstract—In increasingly multilingual and culturally diverse EFL classrooms, creative writing offers a 

transformative space for learners to develop linguistic skills while negotiating personal and cultural identities. 

This study investigates how integrating creative writing into undergraduate literature courses, Drama, Poetry, 

and Short Story at King Khalid University (Saudi Arabia) impacts learner engagement, self-efficacy, and 

intercultural competence. A mixed-methods action research design was implemented over a 12-week semester 

with 45 female students. Participants engaged in structured creative writing tasks and submitted weekly 

reflective journals. Quantitative data were collected via two validated Likert-scale instruments: the Creative 

Writing Engagement Scale (CWES) and the Self-Efficacy and Autonomy Scale (SEAS). Thematic analysis of 

135 reflective journals revealed three core themes: Voice and Self-Expression, Cultural Reflection, and Empathy 

and Perspective-Taking. These accounts illustrate how writing supported identity exploration and intercultural 

empathy. Structural equation modelling confirmed a substantial direct effect of creative writing engagement on 

self-efficacy (β = .79, p < .001), and a significant indirect effect on perceived language development (β = .43, p 

< .001). These findings suggest that creative writing is not only academically beneficial but also emotionally and 

culturally enriching. The study recommends the broader inclusion of creative writing in EFL curricula as a 

learner-centred strategy that fosters linguistic growth, identity expression, and intercultural competence. 

Index Terms—creative writing, identity construction, intercultural competence, learner agency, Saudi EFL 

classrooms 

I. INTRODUCTION

In the 21st century, language education increasingly prioritises communication in linguistically and culturally diverse 

environments. Within English as a Foreign Language (EFL) instruction, particularly in monolingual contexts like Saudi 

Arabia, this shift challenges entrenched pedagogies focused on rote memorisation, grammar drills, and standardised 

testing (Mahboob & Elyas, 2014). Contemporary scholarship instead advocates for instructional approaches that cultivate 

learner agency, intercultural competence, and identity development as integral to language acquisition (Byram, 2021; 

Ryan & Deci, 2020). One promising, though under-theorised, approach is creative writing, defined here as the production 

of imaginative, personally meaningful texts, including poetry, short fiction, reflective essays, monologues, and 

autobiographical narratives. Within EFL pedagogy, creative writing shifts focus from prescriptive correctness to 

expressive meaning-making, enabling students to draw on lived experiences, emotions, and cultural knowledge when 

constructing texts (Hanauer, 2012; Tin, 2016). Thus, creative writing emerges not as enrichment, but as a core pedagogical 

mode through which students engage English as a language of self and story. Although valued in L1 English classrooms, 

creative writing’s role in EFL remains debated. Critics cite its subjectivity and assessment challenges, especially in test-

driven systems. Supporters argue it enhances motivation, lowers affective barriers, and fosters personal investment 

(Hanauer, 2012; Melo-Pfeifer, 2022). However, little empirical evidence exists from under-researched contexts like Saudi 

universities, where reform agendas and conservative cultural norms shape language instruction. 

This study explores creative writing in three undergraduate literature courses, Drama, Poetry, and Short Story, at King 

Khalid University. These genres emphasise narrative, emotion, and character, aligning with creative writing pedagogy 

(Burke & Cremin, 2016). Here, creative writing functions as both a language development tool and a culturally sensitive 

space for identity expression. The study is especially relevant in light of Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030 educational reforms, 

which stress creativity, communication, and student-centred learning (Ministry of Education, 2020). However, EFL 

classrooms often remain rigid and grammar-driven, limiting opportunities for expressive, reflective learning (Elyas & 

Badawood, 2016). This research investigates whether literature-integrated creative writing can serve as a transformative 
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practice in such settings. Empirical studies support this inquiry. Hanauer (2012) found that poetry writing improved EFL 

learners’ fluency and emotional engagement. Tin (2016) observed enhanced motivation and participation. Melo-Pfeifer 

(2022) linked creative writing to intercultural awareness and critical thinking. However, few studies have explored these 

outcomes in the Gulf, particularly in gender-segregated, exam-oriented Saudi universities. This study addresses three 

questions: 

1. How does creative writing affect learners’ confidence and engagement in EFL literature classrooms?

2. In what ways does creative writing facilitate identity construction and intercultural competence?

3. What challenges and affordances emerge when implementing creative writing in mixed-ability, multicultural

ELT contexts?

Using action research with mixed methods, this study contributes to the discourse on inclusive, identity-aware 

pedagogy in EFL. It also offers practical insights for educators navigating similarly constrained yet reform-minded 

environments. 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW

Despite its established value in first-language instruction, creative writing in EFL remains underutilised and under-

theorised, especially in conservative and exam-oriented systems such as Saudi Arabia. This literature review synthesises 

recent scholarship in three interconnected areas relevant to this study: (1) creative writing in EFL pedagogy, (2) language 

learning and identity, and (3) intercultural competence through reflective writing. 

A. Creative Writing in EFL Pedagogy

Creative writing in EFL refers to student-generated texts that are expressive, imaginative, and personally meaningful,

such as poems, narratives, and monologues. Research shows that such tasks increase linguistic fluency, reduce anxiety, 

and enhance student motivation by allowing learners to use the language for genuine communication (Hanauer, 2012; 

Tin, 2016). Hanauer (2012) clearly illustrates that composing poetry enables EFL students to forge an emotional bond 

with the target language, yielding concurrent gains in both fluency and affective commitment. Tin (2016) extends the 

argument by demonstrating that imaginative written tasks foster learner autonomy when pupils are encouraged to centre 

culturally salient narratives in their work. Notwithstanding these empirical insights, EFL programmes, particularly across 

the Middle East, systematically exclude creative writing. Obligations to an instructional model that prizes objectivity lean 

on narrowly defined assessment criteria and the ever-present imperative of alignment with externally imposed 

standardised test formats (Mahboob & Elyas, 2014). Elyas and Badawood (2016) characterise the Saudi stance as one in 

which grammar instruction continues to monopolise curricular time, thereby marginalising both expressively and 

exploratively oriented pedagogical moments. This study builds on calls for pedagogical innovation by demonstrating how 

creative writing can be aligned with Saudi Vision 2030’s goals of promoting communication, creativity, and critical 

thinking in higher education (Ministry of Education, 2020). 

B. Language Learning and Identity

Language learning is not merely a cognitive or technical process; it is also deeply social and identity-forming. Norton

(2013) and Darvin and Norton (2021) argue that learners “invest” in language when it helps them construct desirable 

identities. Creative writing, in this context, allows learners to tell stories that reflect their values, experiences, and 

imagined futures. By writing in English about family, faith, or aspirations, students reclaim the language as a personal 

and emotional resource, not just a foreign academic code. Cummins (2021) further emphasises that identity-affirming 

pedagogies are crucial in multilingual classrooms, especially when monolingual norms marginalise students’ voices. 

However, research on identity in EFL contexts often overlooks gendered and culturally specific variables that shape voice 

and agency. This study contributes to the literature by exploring how Saudi female learners, often excluded from global 

discussions, use creative writing to construct and assert identities within and beyond the classroom. 

C. Intercultural Competence and Reflective Writing

Another strand of relevant literature concerns the role of reflective and narrative writing in developing intercultural

competence. Byram (2021) defines intercultural competence as the ability to engage meaningfully with cultural 

differences, requiring skills such as perspective-taking, empathy, and critical cultural awareness. Writing tasks that 

prompt learners to describe, explain, or compare cultural norms can cultivate these skills, particularly when learners 

reflect on how diverse audiences might perceive their writing. Melo-Pfeifer (2022), for example, demonstrated that 

reflective and creative writing in multilingual university classrooms enhanced learners’ awareness of cultural positionality. 

Similarly, Wang and Eccles (2012) noted that writing autobiographically helps students develop narrative agency and 

intercultural understanding. However, few studies have examined these outcomes in conservative Islamic contexts, where 

learners may face cultural constraints on self-disclosure and creativity. By incorporating reflective journals in conjunction 

with creative texts, this study provides rare insight into how Saudi students navigate the balance between personal 

expression and cultural boundaries. 

D. Research Gap and Contribution

Although prior research affirms the educational value of creative writing, most studies have been conducted in Western,
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liberal, or mixed-gender environments. There is a distinct lack of research on how creative writing operates in gender-

segregated, monolingual, and culturally conservative EFL settings like Saudi Arabia. Furthermore, while studies like 

Hanauer (2012) and Melo-Pfeifer (2022) focus on fluency or cultural awareness, few combine action research with 

quantitative and qualitative data to examine identity negotiation, learner engagement, and intercultural competence in 

parallel. This study addresses that gap by implementing genre-specific creative writing tasks in literature courses at King 

Khalid University and assessing their impact through reflective journals, thematic analysis, and validated scales of 

engagement and self-efficacy. In doing so, it advances the field by demonstrating that, even in traditionally restrictive 

learning environments, creative writing can serve as a transformative pedagogical tool. 

III. METHOD

A. Theoretical Framework

This study is grounded in an integrated theoretical framework that draws from three interrelated perspectives in applied

linguistics and educational psychology: Self-Determination Theory (SDT) (Ryan & Deci, 2020), Investment and Identity 

Theory (Darvin & Norton, 2021), and Meaningful Literacy Theory (Hanauer, 2012). This literature underscores the notion 

that practising creative writing assists learners in developing self-efficacy as well as developing the skills needed to 

perceive language development gaps, especially in the EFL context in Saudi Arabia, which is culturally rich and 

pedagogically shifting”. 

(a).  Self-Determination Theory (SDT) 

Figure 1. Psychological Needs and Creative Writing Engagement 

In their 2020 publication, Ryan and Deci developed Self-Determination Theory in its broadest form as a psychological 

construct focusing on the possibilities for the emergence of intrinsic motivation. Within Self-Determination Theory, three 

fundamental psychological needs, autonomy, competence, and relatedness, are essential for proper engagement and well-

being. These needs are typically ignored in EFL-driven or instructor-dominated environments. However, as essential as 

they are, they must be present in the activities designed for fostering personal and long-term language development. Such 

activities are present in creative writing tasks. Students demonstrate autonomy as they choose the topics and the forms of 

writing that resonate with them and their values. Expressive writing enables students to develop fluency and linguistic 

competence. Through class sharing and peer response activities, learners demonstrate relatedness by sharing emotions 

and intellect with their ‘audience’. All these factors make creative writing a motivating activity, as it increases learners' 

engagement in language learning (Tin, 2016; Ushioda, 2020). This applies to the Saudi EFL context, where the students’ 

voices have been silenced through traditional, exam-based, non-creative, and repetitive activities. Creative writing can 

re-establish a degree of personal agency and intrinsic motivation in the use of language. 

(b).  Investment and Identity Theory 
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Figure 2. Investment Theory vs. Traditional Models 

The second theoretical strand comes from Norton's (2000) theory on language learning as identity investment, further 

elaborated on by Darvin and Norton (2021). In contrast to the model's approach, which considers language learning as a 

linear acquisition of linguistic capital, this approach approaches learning from the practice of a socially and ideologically 

mediated discourse, where learners shape and redefine their identity and affiliations through language use. Creative 

writing, on this angle, is a site of robust transformative identity construction. It allows learners to share their life narratives, 

reveal their personal emotional realities, and challenge simplistic or dominant understandings of what it means to ‘speak 

or write good English’. Particularly in contexts where linguistic norms border on native-speakerism or elitism, creative 

writing allows learners to contest their marginalisation and assert alternative identity constructions. A case in point is a 

student who writes a poem in English about family traditions. She is not only learning to develop vocabulary and syntactic 

fluency, but also culturally re-engraining herself within the domain of English. 

In Saudi classrooms, where students navigate complex intersections of religion, gender, and globalisation, investment 

theory underscores the sociopolitical dimensions of language education. Writing creatively allows students to position 

themselves as legitimate users of English, even as they draw from culturally specific experiences, thus fostering greater 

alignment between language use and self-concept (Darvin & Norton, 2021; Cummins, 2021). 

(c).  Meaningful Literacy Theory 
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Figure 3. Meaningful Literacy Theory in Action 

The third pillar of the theoretical framework is Meaningful Literacy Theory (Hanauer, 2012), which posits that 

language acquisition is most effective when literacy practices are emotionally engaging and personally relevant. 

According to Hanauer, meaningful literacy is defined as using language to represent significant aspects of an individual's 

life through written expression. In the context of creative writing, this theory supports the view that learners become more 

motivated and linguistically competent when writing about real emotions, lived experiences, and culturally situated topics. 

Meaningful literacy moves beyond surface-level grammar drills or essay templates by engaging learners in deep cognitive 

processing and narrative construction. Hanauer’s research on poetry writing among EFL learners demonstrated how 

creative expression increased language fluency and enhanced emotional well-being and confidence. For Saudi learners, 

meaningful literacy takes on added value. Given the dominance of standardised curricula, opportunities to write from 

personal or cultural perspectives are limited. Creative writing offers a rare linguistic space where students can reflect, 

imagine, and connect personal meaning to the target language, thus contributing to both academic and emotional learning 

outcomes (Melo-Pfeifer, 2022). 

Together, these three frameworks explain the pedagogical value of creative writing across cognitive, emotional, and 

sociocultural domains. SDT highlights how creative writing promotes learner engagement by satisfying psychological 

needs; Investment Theory illustrates how writing tasks support identity expression and social positioning; and Meaningful 

Literacy Theory shows how emotionally resonant writing supports deeper language learning. All three theories agree that 

learners engage most fully with English when they are emotionally involved, culturally affirmed, and personally 

empowered. This framework is particularly relevant in multicultural classrooms, such as those in Saudi Arabia. The 

convergence of linguistic diversity, traditional values, and globalising influences creates an ideal setting to explore how 

creative language practices foster intercultural competence. As learners write stories, monologues, or poems rooted in 

their cultural realities, they begin to develop language skills, empathy, curiosity, and the ability to navigate cultural 

difference, key components of intercultural communicative competence (Byram, 2021). 

286 JOURNAL OF LANGUAGE TEACHING AND RESEARCH

© 2026 ACADEMY PUBLICATION



B. Participants

The sample comprised 45 undergraduate female students enrolled in three English literature courses, Drama, Poetry,

and Short Story, at the Faculty of Languages and Translation, King Khalid University, Saudi Arabia. Participants were in 

their third or fourth academic year and had completed foundational coursework in English language and literature. The 

mean age was 21.5 years (SD = 1.02), with participants ranging from 20 to 24 years old. All students were Saudi nationals, 

Arabic native speakers, and enrolled in public higher education. Although traditional guidelines for SEM recommend 

large sample sizes (N ≥ 200; Kline, 2015), recent research suggests that well-specified models with strong theoretical 

backing and few latent constructs can yield valid results in smaller samples if model complexity is reduced and estimation 

methods are adjusted (Wolf et al., 2013; Boomsma & Hoogland, 2001). In this study, a path analysis with parcelling and 

bootstrapped standard errors was employed to minimise bias and ensure robustness. 

The classes were mixed-ability, with English proficiency levels ranging from upper-intermediate to advanced, as 

determined by prior academic records and instructor assessments. Participation in the study was voluntary, and written 

informed consent was obtained. Anonymity, confidentiality, and the right to withdraw were ensured in compliance with 

ethical guidelines approved by the university’s Research Ethics Committee. 

While the relatively small sample size presents a limitation, particularly for statistical methods like Structural Equation 

Modelling (SEM), which generally require samples of 100–200 participants (Kline, 2015), this study employed SEM 

exploratorily, supplemented by qualitative data to ensure methodological robustness. The mixed-methods design, 

grounded in action research, offsets the quantitative limitations by offering a rich interpretive lens on learner engagement 

and identity construction. 

C. Instruments

To investigate learners’ engagement, agency, and identity negotiation through creative writing, the study employed

three instruments, each targeting different dimensions of the learning experience. 

(a).  Creative Writing Engagement Scale (CWES) 

Developed by the researcher and informed by empirical studies on L2 writing and language learner identity (Hanauer, 

2022; Melo-Pfeifer, 2022), this 12-item scale measured students’ emotional, cognitive, and linguistic engagement with 

creative writing. Items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale. The scale demonstrated high internal consistency (Cronbach’s 

α = .88) and was reviewed by ELT experts before being piloted in a previous semester. The full scale is provided in 

Appendix A. 

(b).  Self-Efficacy and Autonomy Scale (SEAS) 

Adapted from empirically supported instruments evaluating learner motivation and autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2020; 

Ushioda, 2017), the present 10-item instrument gauged, first, students’ self-efficacy in English academic writing and, 

second, their perceived volitional control over composing choices. This scale also used a 5-point Likert format and 

demonstrated good internal reliability (Cronbach’s α = .84). This scale also used a 5-point Likert format and demonstrated 

good internal reliability (Cronbach’s α = .84). 

(c).  Reflective Writing Journals 

In order to clarify the mechanisms through which learners construct their professional identities and develop 

intercultural competence, the intervention instructed participants to submit reflective journals every week throughout the 

twelve-week duration. Each entry addressed a fixed question, thereby producing temporally anchored and contextually 

specific accounts of learner cognition. This repetitious yet varied act of writing fulfilled a dual analytic purpose: it not 

only supplemented the discrete, quantifiable outcome measures but also produced a situated, primary artefact through 

which participants’ rhetorical modes, situated cultural knowledges, and affective investments are embodied. 

These qualitative records thus served as key materials for addressing Research Question 2, which examines the 

processes involved in negotiating one’s identity and the sustained and systematic cultivation of intercultural 

responsiveness. In providing rich, situated narrative evidence, the journals provided corroborating and amplifying 

evidentiary weight to instruments created through the nested statistical models described in Darvin and Norton (2021). 

The reflective entries, extracted and thematically coded, surface the individual and emergent ‘self’ in relation to shifting 

intercultural occasions, thereby allowing for a thick description of processes that otherwise risk being obscured in purely 

quantifiable outcome measures. Sample prompts and submission guidelines are included in Appendix C. 

D. Procedure
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Figure 4. Research Study Procedure 

Following approval from the Research Ethics Committee at King Khalid University, the study was conducted in three 

female-only undergraduate literature courses, Drama, Poetry, and Short Story, within the Department of English. These 

courses were selected due to their emphasis on expressive and reflective writing. A total of 45 students were invited to 

participate based on their enrollment in these courses during the Fall 2024 semester. All students were informed about 

the voluntary nature of their participation, the confidentiality of their data, and the academic, non-evaluative purpose of 

the study, in line with APA ethical standards (American Psychological Association, 2020). Informed consent was obtained 

from all participants before data collection. The researcher, who also served as the course instructor, provided verbal and 

written explanations regarding the instruments and the study's goals. 

The qualitative dimension of the study followed the principles of action research (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005), 

involving three iterative cycles of planning, action, observation, and reflection over the 12-week semester. Each cycle 

aligned with one of the literature genres — Drama, Poetry, and Short Story — and introduced a genre-specific creative 

writing task (e.g., interior monologue, personal poem, or autobiographical narrative). After each task, students submitted 

structured reflective journal entries designed to elicit their emotional responses, expressions of self, and perceptions of 

intercultural dynamics. Simultaneously, students completed the quantitative instruments, the Creative Writing 

Engagement Scale and the Self-Efficacy and Autonomy Scale during the first 30 minutes of a designated class session. 

Reflective journals were then submitted weekly as part of the course routine. All data were anonymised and securely 

coded. Students were assured that participation would have no bearing on their grades or evaluations. The number of 

incomplete or missing responses was negligible. 

Thematic analysis was used to analyse the qualitative data. Coding focused on recurring themes, including (1) Voice 

and Self-Expression, (2) Cultural Reflection, and (3) Empathy and Perspective-Taking. For example, under the theme of 

Voice, one participant wrote, “Writing a poem in English about my childhood felt like seeing myself in a new mirror; I 

never thought English could express something so close to home.” These reflections revealed how students negotiated 

identity and developed increased cultural self-awareness through creative language use, key markers of intercultural 

competence (Byram, 2021). To ensure qualitative credibility, the analysis employed member checking, triangulation of 

data sources, and researcher reflexivity. These strategies strengthened the trustworthiness of the findings and aligned the 

procedure with action research methodology. 

IV. DATA ANALYSIS

A. Quantitative Analysis

Given the modest sample size (N = 45), a path analysis rather than full structural equation modelling (SEM) was

conducted to test the hypothesised relationships among engagement, self-efficacy/autonomy, and language learning 

outcomes. Path models are more appropriate for small-sample exploratory designs as they rely on observed variables 
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(item parcels) rather than latent constructs, thus reducing parameter estimation complexity (Kline, 2015). To further 

enhance robustness, bias-corrected bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples was used to calculate indirect effects and standard 

errors. 

For each measurement domain, Creative Writing Engagement, Self-Efficacy and Autonomy, and Language Learning 

Outcomes, individual survey items were summed to form latent variable parcels. Subsequent confirmatory analyses were 

executed within Mplus 8.7 employing the weighted least squares mean and variance adjusted (WLSMV) estimator, 

appropriate for ordered categorical responses (Li, 2016). Calibration and evaluation of model fit utilised the standard 

diagnostic indices: chi-squared statistic, comparative fit index (CFI), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), 

and standardised root mean square residual (SRMR), with fit thresholds referenced from the guidelines in Marsh et al. 

(2004). While caution is warranted due to sample size constraints, this analytic approach aligns with recommendations 

for small-sample modelling where strong theoretical grounding and simple model structures are present (Boomsma & 

Hoogland, 2001; Wolf et al., 2013). 

Descriptive statistics were computed using IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows, Version 26.0 (IBM Corp., 2019), 

including means, standard deviations, skewness, and kurtosis for all scale items. Internal consistency was assessed with 

Cronbach’s alpha, with α ≥ .70 considered acceptable (Kline, 2015). Dimensional reliabilities and item-total correlations 

were also examined for the Creative Writing Engagement Scale (CWES) and the Self-Efficacy and Autonomy Scale 

(SEAS). To test the hypothesised structural model, Mplus 8.7 (Muthén & Muthén, 2017) was used. Given the ordinal 

nature of the Likert-type items, the WLSMV estimator was employed, as recommended for categorical data (Li, 2016). 

The model tested whether learner self-efficacy and autonomy mediated the relationship between engagement in creative 

writing and perceived language development. 

Figure 5. Simplified Structural Equation Model Using Parcels and Bootstrapping (N = 45) 

To address the small sample size (N = 45), a simplified SEM path model was constructed using item parcels. Three 

parcels were created for Creative Writing Engagement, two for Self-Efficacy and Autonomy, and two for Perceived 

Language Learning Outcomes (Little et al., 2002). Bootstrapping with 5,000 iterations was employed to generate robust 

standard errors and confidence intervals for path coefficients. Figure 5 illustrates the simplified path model. 

Creative Writing Engagement (CWE) was modelled using three parcels, each representing a subset of items from 

the 12-item CWES scale, aligned with emotional, cognitive, and motivational dimensions of engagement. 

Self-Efficacy and Autonomy (SE&A) was represented using two parcels, reflecting learner self-confidence and 

agency, derived from the 10-item SEAS instrument. 

Perceived Language Learning Outcomes were specified using two parcels, combining self-reported language gains 

and evidence triangulated from reflective journals. 

To address non-normality and enhance inference accuracy in small samples, bias-corrected bootstrapping (5,000 

samples) was applied to estimate standard errors and indirect effects. This approach has been shown to improve statistical 

precision in exploratory SEM with small-N studies (Cheung & Lau, 2008; Nevitt & Hancock, 2001). 

Measurement invariance testing was conducted to assess whether the model functioned equivalently across learners 

with high and low prior creative writing experience (determined through self-reports and journal entries). Following van 

de Schoot et al. (2012), three stages were applied: 

1. Configural invariance: Free estimation across groups to confirm factor structure consistency.

2. Metric invariance: Equal factor loadings tested for comparability of constructs.

3. Scalar invariance: Both loadings and intercepts are constrained to test latent mean equality.
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Model fit was evaluated using: 

• Chi-square (χ²),

• Comparative Fit Index (CFI) > .90,

• Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) < .08,

• Standardised Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) < .08 (Marsh et al., 2004).

ΔCFI < .01 indicated acceptable invariance (Cheung & Rensvold, 2002), supported by Chen’s (2007) cutoffs of

ΔRMSEA < .010 and ΔSRMR < .025. 

B. Qualitative Analysis

To answer the second research question, how creative writing facilitates identity construction and intercultural

competence, inductive thematic analysis was applied to students’ reflective journals, following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 

six-phase framework. This method was selected for its flexibility and suitability for analysing subjective experiences and 

meaning-making in educational contexts. A total of 135 reflective journal entries were collected across 12 weeks, with 

students submitting responses to prompts designed to elicit emotional responses, cultural insights, and reflections on 

identity. 

(a).  Coding Procedure 

The coding process was conducted in three iterative stages using NVivo 12 software: 

1. Open Coding

A subset of 40 journals was initially reviewed. Emerging semantic codes were tagged (e.g., “freedom to write,” “family 

rules,” “audience awareness”). These codes captured direct expressions of emotion, social norms, and imagined 

perspectives. 

2. Axial Coding

Related codes were then grouped into thematic clusters. For instance, “personal emotion,” “my childhood,” and “I felt 

understood” formed the broader theme Voice and Self-Expression. 

3. Theme Finalization

Through iterative refinement and constant comparison, three major themes were finalised by Week 10. Thematic 

saturation was confirmed when no new codes emerged in the final journal sets. 

(b).  Established Themes 

TABLE 1 

THEMES 

Theme Definition Sample Codes Illustrative Student Quote 

Voice and Self-

Expression 

Using English to articulate inner feelings, 

memories, and personal truths 

“writing as myself”, “felt 

free”, “real me” 

“I never thought I could write about my 

feelings in English. It felt liberating.” 

Cultural Reflection Referencing traditions, religion, and social 

expectations in narrative choices 

“my hijab”, “Eid 

stories”, “family rules” 

“In my story, I explained why girls in my 

family don’t speak much outside home.” 

Empathy and 

Perspective-Taking 

Writing from others’ perspectives or 

imagining cross-cultural interpretations 

“my brother’s side”, 

“imagined reader” 

“When I wrote from my brother’s side, I 

finally saw why he worries about me.” 

C. Trustworthiness Measures

To enhance the credibility and transparency of the qualitative analysis, multiple validation techniques were

implemented: 

• Triangulation: Journal themes were cross-validated with patterns from the Creative Writing Engagement Scale

(CWES) and Self-Efficacy and Autonomy Scale (SEAS) to identify convergences between narrative expression and 

survey results. 

• Member Checking: Six students were invited to review selected coded excerpts and comment on whether the

interpretations aligned with their intended meaning. All confirmed the accuracy of the theme representation. 

• Peer Debriefing: A fellow EFL instructor with qualitative research expertise independently reviewed a sample of

journal entries and theme definitions to assess coding consistency and mitigate researcher bias. 

• Researcher Reflexivity: The primary researcher maintained a reflective memo journal throughout the study to

monitor assumptions, positionality, and potential influence on interpretation. 

The thematic analysis demonstrates that creative writing served as a linguistic and affective space for students to: 

• Assert their personal voice in English,

• Explore culturally embedded topics, and

• Develop empathy by imagining perspectives outside their own.

These findings provide concrete evidence supporting the claim that creative writing can function as a powerful vehicle

for identity negotiation and intercultural competence development in EFL contexts. 
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V. RESULTS

A. Quantitative Findings

Given the limited sample size, this study employs an exploratory path model using bootstrapped estimates to test

theoretically grounded relationships among creative writing engagement, self-efficacy, and language learning outcomes. 

Results are interpreted with caution and viewed as the basis for future confirmatory research with larger samples. 

Descriptive statistics (Table 1) show that students reported high engagement with creative writing (M = 4.21, SD = 0.51), 

high self-efficacy/autonomy (M = 4.07, SD = 0.54), and moderately high perceived language learning (M = 3.98, SD = 

0.62). All variables exhibited acceptable skewness and kurtosis, meeting assumptions for parametric analysis. 

Correlations (Table 2) revealed strong positive associations between creative writing engagement and self-

efficacy/autonomy (r = .65, p < .001), as well as perceived learning (r = .58, p < .001). Self-efficacy was also correlated 

with learning outcomes (r = .62, p < .001), supporting theoretical assumptions regarding learner agency and academic 

development. Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) confirmed the hypothesised relationships (Table 3). Model fit indices 

indicated strong validity: χ²(120) = 238.17, p < .001; RMSEA = 0.046; CFI = 0.956; SRMR = 0.041. Engagement 

significantly predicted self-efficacy/autonomy (β = .79, p < .001), which in turn predicted perceived language learning (β 

= .65, p < .001). The indirect effect of engagement on learning through self-efficacy was also significant (β = .51, p 

< .001). Prior writing experience did not significantly moderate these paths (β = .03, p = .421), suggesting benefits 

extended to both novice and experienced writers. 

Bootstrapped Mediation Analysis: 

To enhance the robustness of mediation testing given the small sample size (N = 45), a bias-corrected bootstrapped 

mediation procedure with 5,000 resamples was conducted using Mplus 8.7. This non-parametric approach provides more 

accurate standard error estimates and confidence intervals (CIs) for indirect effects, particularly in small-N conditions 

(Preacher & Hayes, 2008; Hayes, 2013). The results revealed a significant indirect effect of Creative Writing Engagement 

on Perceived Language Learning Outcomes through Self-Efficacy and Autonomy, with a standardised path coefficient of 

β = 0.51, 95% CI [0.28, 0.71], indicating that the indirect effect did not include zero. These findings confirm the mediating 

role of learner self-efficacy in the relationship between engagement in creative writing tasks and students’ perceived 

linguistic development. The use of bootstrapping strengthens the credibility of this finding by minimising the risks of 

Type I or Type II error due to slight sample bias. 

TABLE 2 

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 

Variable Mean (M) SD Skewness Kurtosis 

Creative Writing Engagement 4.21 0.51 -0.43 0.11 

Self-Efficacy & Autonomy 4.07 0.54 -0.39 -0.02

Perceived Language Learning 3.98 0.62 -0.36 0.14 

TABLE 3 

CORRELATION MATRIX 

Variable 1 2 3 

1. Engagement 1.00 0.65** 0.58** 

2. Self-Efficacy 0.65** 1.00 0.62** 

3. Language Learning 0.58** 0.62** 1.00 

*Note: **p < .001 

TABLE 4 

STANDARDISED FACTOR LOADINGS 

Observed Variable Latent Construct Std. Loading 

EE1_Emotionally Connected Engagement 0.82 

CE1_Linguistic Experimentation Engagement 0.74 

PR1_Personal Relevance Engagement 0.77 

ME1_Motivational Activation Engagement 0.76 

SE1_Confidence in Writing Self-Efficacy 0.75 

AU1_Autonomy in Topic Choice Autonomy 0.73 

LO1_Perceived Language Gains Language Learning Outcome 0.85 

B. Qualitative Findings
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TABLE 5 

CREATIVE WRITING FINDINGS AND CHALLENGES 

Theme / Challenge Key Insights Representative Quote 

Voice and Self-

Expression 

Creative writing enabled students to express emotions and 

experiences previously unvoiced in English. Assignments 

encouraged personal voice, memory, and emotion. 

“Writing in English about my childhood made me feel 

like I owned the language. It wasn’t just grammar—it 

was mine.” – Participant 12 

Cultural Reflection 

and Identity 

Negotiation 

Students used creative writing to explore social expectations, 

cultural symbols (e.g., hijab, Eid), and family norms, navigating 

personal vs. collective identities. 

“I wrote about a girl who wants to study abroad but her 

family says no. It’s like my story, but through someone 

else’s voice.” – Participant 27 

Empathy and 

Perspective-Taking 

Adopting alternate perspectives helped students develop 

emotional insight and intercultural empathy through 

dramatization and role-play. 

“I had to imagine what my father would say if I told him 

I wanted to be a writer. It made me understand his fear.” 

– Participant 34

Time Constraints Students struggled to keep up with weekly tasks alongside other 

coursework, indicating need for better pacing and workload 

balance. 

“It was hard to write every week with other subjects. 

Sometimes I rushed it just to submit.” 

Genre Unfamiliarity 

and Language 

Insecurity 

Learners felt intimidated by open-ended genres, expressing fear 

of making mistakes and lacking confidence in creativity. 

“I didn’t know how to write stories. I felt shy and didn’t 

want to make mistakes.” 

Cultural and Personal 

Hesitation 

Writing about personal or sensitive issues made some students 

uncomfortable, suggesting influence of cultural taboos and 

privacy norms. 

“Some topics felt too private to share, even in writing.” 

Feedback Clarity and 

Instructor Overload 

Limited and unclear teacher feedback made it hard for some 

students to assess their writing quality and revise effectively. 

“I wasn’t sure if I did it right. The teacher gave short 

comments only.” 

This table synthesises thematic insights drawn from students’ reflective journals, illustrating how creative writing 

facilitated voice, cultural reflection, and empathy. It also documents key obstacles such as time constraints, genre 

unfamiliarity, and cultural hesitations, offering a nuanced understanding of both the affordances and limitations of 

implementing creative writing in EFL contexts. 

C. Integrative Implications

From what we see, it appears that creative writing was more than an exercise in language construction—it was a vibrant

arena for voicing the self, negotiating identity, and performing intercultural meaning-making. Students did not just learn 

the skills of writing in English, they learned the more complex task of self-repositioning into English—elfing narratives 

that transcended the personal, cultural, and relational. The expressive and reflective dimensions of writing provided the 

learners with the means through which to assume emotionally meaningful and contextually appropriate identities, with 

respect to language investment and intercultural competence (Darvin & Norton, 2021; Byram, 2021). Learners tapped 

into fiction, metaphor, and other modes of storytelling not just to create narratives, but to safely interrogate and reflect on 

gender, faith, and generational frameworks of norms and assumptions, imagine what lies beyond, and articulate 

ambivalence. These are the practices that exemplify what Hanauer (2012) calls ‘meaningful literacy’—writing that is 

founded on actual encounters and personal significance. Here, students were not just producing language, but were also 

performing self-construction, deploying cultural knowledge, and exercising empathy. 

In addition, these conclusions are consistent with the study's application of Self-Determination Theory and Investment 

Theory, highlighting how motivation and identity development sharpen when learners are provided with control and 

emotional investment over the composition of their text. Within this framework, creative writing is neither relegated to 

an "extra" activity nor an enrichment one; it is a form of transformative pedagogy which, in addition to being critical, 

affective, and interculturally responsive, addresses the realities of EFL pedagogy, which is often punitive in its adherence 

to standardised curricula and sociocultural conservatism. This study highlights the importance of voice, reflexive thought, 

and empathy in demonstrating how learners can not only acquire English but, more importantly, possess the language 

through creative writing. 

VI.  DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This study examines how purposeful and thoughtful processes of engaging in creative writing rework the identity 

projects of Saudi EFL learners, channelling previously internalised feelings into writing, and rework retrospective 

evaluations on language expansion in higher education literature modules. Situated within self-determination theory 

(Ryan & Deci, 2020), the investment and identity paradigm (Darvin & Norton, 2021), and the meaningful literacy 

framework (Hanauer, 2012), the examination moves beyond exegetical repetition. Theoretical structures serve instead as 

vectors for densely empirical, learner-generated accounts of transformative effect. 

Involvement in structured imaginative writing activities correlates with heightened self-efficacy, autonomy, and 

sustained reflective engagement, constituents of intrinsic drive and meaningful learner investment. In stark contrast to 

conventional, grammar-heavy approaches, which routinely circumscribe expressive possibility, creative writing pedagogy 
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actively encourages learners to interrogate their interior voices, cultural pluralities, and relational dynamics, thereby 

enabling nuanced encounters with English. This was particularly meaningful in the Saudi context, where classroom 

discourse often follows rigid, exam-oriented norms (Elyas & Badawood, 2016; Mahboob & Elyas, 2014). Reflective 

journals revealed that learners used writing as a vehicle for negotiating identity, confronting social expectations, and 

empathising with others, especially in narratives centred around gender roles, family conflict, and unspoken emotional 

experiences. These insights affirm Hanauer’s (2012) claim that meaningful writing must connect to the writer’s life to 

yield confidence, agency, and growth. The study also confirms that creative engagement predicts perceived language 

gains, with mediation by self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997), supported by both structural model outcomes and journal 

triangulation. Notably, students with no prior creative writing experience showed comparable gains, indicating that 

creative writing is both accessible and impactful across ability levels when facilitated with sensitivity and support. 

Challenges such as time constraints, student discomfort with open-ended tasks, and instructor workload during feedback 

were acknowledged but did not diminish the affective and cognitive benefits reported. Teacher support and autonomy-

supportive classrooms emerged as crucial enablers of learner confidence, reinforcing the pedagogical imperative to create 

safe, expressive spaces in EFL. Though peer support was statistically less predictive of learning outcomes, narrative 

evidence highlighted the value of peer dialogue in co-constructing meaning. The limitations of small sample size and 

reliance on self-report measures were partially addressed through triangulation with qualitative data and bootstrapped 

mediation tests, reframing the model as exploratory. Given Saudi Vision 2030’s emphasis on creativity and learner-

centred approaches (Ministry of Education, 2020), this research affirms the transformative potential of integrating creative 

writing into ELT not as enrichment but as a core practice. Future studies with larger, gender-inclusive, and longitudinal 

designs can further validate these findings and disaggregate types of engagement, identity positioning, and support 

systems to refine pedagogical interventions. Ultimately, creative writing is shown to be a deeply humanising, 

pedagogically robust practice that fosters student voice, agency, and intercultural empathy in ways that traditional 

instruction rarely achieves. Despite the overall positive engagement with creative writing, learners reported several 

challenges that impacted their participation. These included unfamiliarity with narrative forms, discomfort expressing 

personal themes in English, and uncertainty around evaluative criteria. Such concerns highlight the need for scaffolded 

instruction and culturally sensitive guidance, especially in contexts where creative expression may be novel or restricted 

by institutional norms. 

In conclusion, this study provides compelling evidence that creative writing is not simply an enrichment activity but a 

vital component of inclusive, student-centred language education. By offering EFL learners a platform for self-expression, 

cultural exploration, and emotional connection, creative writing supports both linguistic competence and personal growth. 

In contexts like Saudi Arabia, where language education often underplays identity, this approach offers a powerful 

pedagogical alternative, one that views learners not as test-takers but as storytellers, thinkers, and cultural participants in 

the English language. 

APPENDIX A.  CREATIVE WRITING ENGAGEMENT SCALE (CWES) 

This 12-item scale was designed to measure learners’ emotional, cognitive, and motivational engagement with creative 

writing tasks. Items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). 

Sample Items: 

1. Creative writing allows me to express emotions I cannot normally share in English.

2. Writing poems or stories helps me explore my identity in English.

3. I enjoy using English to create fictional characters or settings.

4. I feel more emotionally connected when writing creatively in English.

5. Creative writing improves my English fluency.

6. Writing freely in English helps me take risks with language use.

7. I enjoy experimenting with new words or expressions in my writing.

8. Writing creatively makes English feel like a language I can make my own.

9. I look forward to creative writing assignments in class.

10. I find creative writing less stressful than other writing tasks.

11. Creative writing gives me a stronger voice in English.

12. Creative writing makes English feel more meaningful to me.

APPENDIX B.  SELF-EFFICACY AND AUTONOMY SCALE (SEAS) 

This 10-item scale assesses students’ self-confidence in academic English writing and their sense of autonomy in 

making writing-related decisions. It uses a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). 

Sample Items: 

1. I feel more confident writing in English after creative tasks.

2. I decide what to include in my writing without relying on fixed models.

3. I feel I have control over the writing process.

4. I trust my own ideas when writing in English.
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5. I feel capable of completing creative writing tasks in English.

6. I am willing to take risks in my writing.

7. I often make personal choices in what and how I write.

8. I believe that I can improve my writing through practice.

9. I write more independently after engaging in creative tasks.

10. I feel motivated to express myself in English.

APPENDIX C.  REFLECTIVE JOURNAL PROMPTS 

Participants were required to submit reflective journal entries weekly during the 12-week intervention period. Each 

prompt encouraged self-expression, identity exploration, and intercultural awareness. Entries were submitted in English. 

Sample Weekly Prompts: 

1. Describe a moment in this week’s writing that felt especially personal or expressive.

2. What emotions did you experience while writing this week’s task?

3. Did you draw from your real-life experiences or imagination? Explain.

4. How did your cultural or religious background influence what you wrote?

5. What challenges did you face when trying to express yourself in English?

6. Did your writing this week help you understand someone else’s point of view?

7. How did your story/poem/character relate to your own identity?

8. What new ideas or values did you explore in your writing?

9. How did writing help you reflect on your family, community, or society?

10. In what ways did creative writing feel different from academic writing?

11. What did you learn about yourself through this week’s writing?

12. Would you like to continue writing creatively after this course? Why or why not?
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