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4 ENGLISH CREATIVE WRITING MISTAKES & HOW TO FIX THEM 

English creative writing mistakes are common. Many students struggle with 

creative writing because it involves skills they don’t often use in other areas of 

their school work. Thankfully, the common English creative writing mistakes are 

often very easy to fix once you know what they are. 

Here are four English creative writing mistakes I see in my capacity as a teacher, 

as well as some advice about how to avoid them and improve your creative writing 

marks! 

MISTAKE 1: TELLING RATHER THAN SHOWING 

A common mistake in English creative writing is telling the reader what is going 

on in a character’s mind rather than showing the reader what is going on in a 

character’s mind. Sophisticated writing shows how the character feels, allowing 

the reader to form their own impression of the character. 

For example, compare the two following sentences: 

“Emily sat at her desk worrying that she would not pass tomorrow’s test”. 

“As she read her notes, Emily shuffled around in her chair, her breath 

occasionally catching in her throat.”  

The first sentence straight-up tells the reader what Emily is feeling. It leaves 

nothing open to interpretation and does not allow the reader to form their own 

view of the character. 

The second sentence, in contrast, never outright states that Emily is anxious about 

her test. Instead, by noting her shuffling and her breath, the second sentence 

shows that Emily is experiencing anxiety.  
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MISTAKE 2: NOT BUILDING MULTI-DIMENSIONAL CHARACTERS 

Out of all the English creative writing mistakes I see, failing to build multi-

dimensional characters is one of the most common. 

When students first start doing creative writing, many create one-dimensional 

‘superhero’ protagonists. These protagonists are often wholly good and only have 

one ‘element’: one goal, one character trait, one passion, and so on. This makes 

for a fairly boring main character! 

Instead, try to create multi-dimensional characters that have flaws and 

inadequacies as well as positive features. Reading about a flawed human being is 

much more interesting than reading about a ‘superhero’.  

You can double-check that you have created a multi-dimensional character by 

using the table below. Each character should have a mix of positive and negative 

traits, as well as an interesting backstory.  
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Character basics Positive traits 

Name:  

Age: 

Gender:  

Occupation: 

 

 

Negative traits Backstory 
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Here is an example of the table filled-out: 

Character basics Positive traits 

Name: Sandra 

Age: 45  

Gender: Female 

Occupation: Bank manager 

Other info: 3 children (2 boys, 1 girl); 

husband (Sam) 

Caring, helpful, patient.  

Loves cooking. 

Small close group of female friends 

Hearty, infectious laugh 

Involved in community work 

Negative traits Backstory 

Stubborn 

Self-esteem issues, particularly 

surrounding her post-partum figure 

Overeats when sad or stressed 

Gets road rage 

Posts really bad fake news on 

Facebook  

Met Sam at work Christmas party 

when 29 

Parents divorced when young; 

unstable and turbulent childhood 

which has emotional impacts on her 

today 

Falling out with best friend, haven’t 

talked in 5+ years, but she misses her 

a lot 
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MISTAKE 3: TRYING TO FIT TOO MUCH INTO THE WORD COUNT 

Students often try to build a whole novel’s worth of information, characters, and 

events into two pages of text. This unfortunately results in poor quality writing 

such as rushed descriptions, poor character development, and a lack of suspense. 

Don’t try to jam too much in to your story. Your aim at high school level really is 

to write a short story. Focus on one or two key events or characters and develop 

those events/characters fully – your marks will thank you for it. 

MISTAKE 4: NOT MAKING THE MOST OF SETTINGS   

Students often neglect to describe the setting of the story, which is as shame as 

the setting is a fantastic way to tell the reader lots of information about your 

character.  

For example, imagine describing a character’s bedroom messy, cluttered, and 

having photos of friends pinned to a corkboard. From this description alone a 

reader can see that the character is disorganised (from the mess), perhaps 

sentimental (from holding on to lots of ‘clutter’), values their friendships (from the 

photos), and is perhaps creative (from pinning the photos on the corkboard). 

If you spend a little time describing the environment your characters exist in, you 

are often able to communicate lots of key information with the reader without 

explicitly spelling it out.  


