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*Note: This is a complete list of faculty teaching statements. Only faculty whose names

   appear in BOLD will be teaching during the SUMMER/FALL 2012 semester.

Laurie Alberts (Fiction & Creative Nonfiction) 

I've published novels, a short story collection, and two memoirs. I am happy to work with students in any of these genres, as well as with those writing personal essays.

My goal is to help students realize their intentions in their writing. I ask that writers attach a paragraph or so at the end of a story, essay, chapter, or chunk stating what they believe is at stake in that section. This encourages students to articulate intention; it also gives me a sense of what the writer wants to accomplish and provides a jumping off point for discussion. In my margin notes and cover letter, I will comment on characterization, structure, narrative voice, language and other prose elements as needed. In this ongoing conversation, I will note strengths as well as weaknesses, point out areas of confusion, raise questions, and make suggestions.

Most communication will be through the monthly packet cover letters. These are crucial—they are the main opportunity for sustained dialogue throughout the semester and they may include concerns, questions, and musings about specific pieces as well as more general discussion of a student’s interests, struggles and accomplishments as a writer and reader. Email is available for clarifications and phone for emergencies. I will e-mail my cover letters immediately after completing them so the writer doesn't have to wait for the snail mail to get a response.

I expect five packets of 20-30 pages of creative material unless I make a separate arrangement with a student working on a book length manuscript. With these long works, I ask that students send the draft or partial draft to me immediately after the residency so I can read them before the rest of the packets come in. I can be more useful if I have a greater understanding of where the writer is going with a piece overall. For the same reason, I ask students to send complete drafts (no matter how rough) of shorter works. First and second semester students are expected to include two 2-3 page craft essays with each packet. The book list is flexible and can be changed - as long as the books are literary and in the appropriate genre (with a few exceptions). I will make reading suggestions when applicable. I like to read hard copy rather than off the screen. 

Kurt Caswell (Creative Nonfiction)
Goethe (1749-1842) set this down: “Do not hurry; do not rest.” When I first crossed paths with this line, I thought I had run up against a singularity. I still think this. These words are not obscure—you can find them all over the internet, or in the opening pages of Annie Dillard’s The Writing Life—but to happen upon them for the first time, to approach them unknowingly as I did, the way you might come upon a coyote hunting along the cattails near the pond edge where you make your daily walks and have never seen a coyote before, to find it that way, the experience itself, like the words, is a singularity. When this happened for me, there was a little space that opened up, and I knew I had found a way in. In this way, I could live a writing life: “Do not hurry; do not rest.”

 

I am interested in encouraging students to cultivate a writing life, as well as work on voice, intent, theme, story. Everything. The product is important, of course, the finished essay is important, the finished book. But as I once heard poet Kim Addonizio say, the book will not sustain you. You think that if you can just publish one book, you’ll be all right. It’s not true, Addonizio said. The book will come out, and then you’ll want people to read it, you’ll want it to sell, you’ll want it to win awards, you will want to win awards. You will want another book. So, more important, I think, is the process, the way in, the way of life. How do you face the blank page day after day? How do you structure your life to serve this endeavor? How do you set out upon an impossible journey? “Do not hurry; do not rest.”

 

I believe in travel, in going out into the world to find, or to make a story. In nonfiction, we may write about what is out there, as well as what is in here. Perhaps I’ll suggest you make a journey of your own during the semester.

 

I want an orderly exchange between us: 1) one cover letter than introduces your work, addresses your challenges (artistic and personal are both welcome), and illuminates your vision, where you are going; 2) thirty pages of writing. Each packet will likely include new and revised work. It depends on where you are in the process. But let’s try to bring at least one essay or chapter through several drafts during the semester. I want to serve as a guide for your work, your project, and I also want you to consider that writing a fine 10-15 page essay may need to come before writing a fine book; 3) five pages of critical analysis of your reading, along with your updated reading list. I’d like to know how this reading has affected you as an artist. What new ground are you exploring? What false starts? What expectations? 4) a mid-semester phone conversation will serve to center and affirm our direction.

Trinie Dalton (Fiction)
While I am here to work with Fiction students only, I am an author of fiction and non-fiction who has written short stories, novellas, poems, essays, and critical reviews. I also have a degree in poetry and make artist’s books that emphasize the way text works physically on the page. Therefore, my eye for prose is trained visually as well as for narrative sensibility. I feel these details enhance and influence my definitions of strong fiction. As I personally know short story and novella forms best, I can also work with novelists, and my strength is in recognizing and honing sharp, lively prose that is trimmed to its utmost. I enjoy training students to revise and copyedit their work in rigorous, experimental ways. However, though I do love experimental fiction, I still crave good story in language-based work and hope to help students achieve a balance that compliments their voice. I don’t wish to impose my personal tastes upon another author’s writing, and seek to help students locate their own voice in order to train tone and narrative style to underscore it. 

Teaching Policies:

Because I emphasize sentence structure study, for packet exchange I require hard copies of student writing, to allow for my copious editorial marks and margin notes. My return packets include your edited writing, and photocopied articles or book chapters if relevant. I sent my detailed letter, averaging 5-8 pages, by email, and I’m happy to email for continued dialogue. Each student packet should contain:
*20-30 pages of prose, combining revised and new fiction.
*A detailed cover letter in reaction to one’s challenges, accomplishments, thoughts on the fiction submitted, and on readings from the reading list of 10-15 books that we’ll compile at residency. This requires reading of roughly 2-3 books per each packet.
*For first and second semester students: 4-6 critical essays are due each term, on topics related to your interests in fiction and in prose craft. Every packet should contain either an essay draft or a revised piece, depending on our personalized agenda. If I feel you may benefit from writing fewer, longer essays, then we can assess that on a person-by-person basis.
*For third and fourth semester students: Thoughts, notes, and then drafts by mid-term relating to the third semester critical thesis…drafts of the creative thesis soon upon starting fourth semester. While I am a huge fan of the critical writing and lecturing, I do feel strongly about encouraging students to continue to write new fiction throughout each semester, so that you have a hearty amount of new story material to work with upon graduation.
*Novelists: If I am reading through longer manuscripts, I may choose to focus more on structure than on line editing. If I feel the prose needs some heavy line editing, I may request to work on shorter sections of the text in more detailed ways. 

As writing often reflects one’s life, I enjoy getting to know my students during residency so that I can understand work habits, personal aesthetics and style to recommend film, music, and art as well as reading. I encourage students to seek influence in not only books but also in other art forms—to be active in contemporary culture as well as in more timeless intellectual conversations. Teaching writing, for me, has many facets and stages but overall tends to encompass two periods: one of release, allowing inspiration and generation of the initial work, followed by control, where a work is shaped into cohesive, polished prose. I like the notion that a prose remains malleable, like clay or dough, until the author has touched and stretched every surface of the text to make it as perfect a reflection of their mind as can be. 

Sascha Feinstein (Creative Nonfiction & Poetry)
I comment directly—and often extensively—on drafts of poetry and prose, so I prefer to work with mail and e-mail; submissions can be sent by e-mail, but students will receive hard copies with comments on the page. Poets should send four to six poems (new work, or new work and revisions), and essayists should submit 20-30 pages of prose. Although we can certainly speak over the phone, I’d like most of our exchanges to be written: each submission should include a cover letter that meditates on the student’s ambitions and concerns, and I, in turn, will respond with a letter that addresses both the personal statement and my specific comments on the texts. I’m a very hands-on editor, but I certainly don’t want to come across as being bombastic, and students should feel comfortable e-mailing questions.

As a writer, I’m particularly interested in the relationships between literature and the other arts, especially music and painting, and my creative nonfiction tends to be governed more by theme than chronological timelines. But my interest in literature and writers extends far beyond such personal preferences.

Connie May Fowler (Fiction & Creative Nonfiction)
I have published six novels and one memoir, plus numerous short stories and personal essays.  I welcome working with students in any of these areas.

Every writer possesses a unique vision and voice.  My goal is to help my students more fully translate their individual literary viewpoints into cohesive, artful narratives.  I address manuscripts holistically (everything from word choice to thematic intent).  My observations, queries, and suggestions are designed to provide students with concrete methods for mastering the multitudinous art and craft issues essential to good writing. 

What I Will Provide My Students. The primary means of communication will be through the monthly packet critiques.  I encourage mid-semester phone conversations.  Email is essential when clarification is needed.  As I read each manuscript, I provide detailed marginalia; this represents my immediate response to the issues presented.  I ask a lot of questions and issue abundant commentary.  I look for missed opportunities and tone-deaf prose.  Point of view, plot, characterization, arc, dialogue, ambiguities, voice, illogical progressions, and more are addressed.  In the firm belief that recognizing our strengths is just as important as understanding areas that need improvement, I also celebrate that which is well executed. 

My cover letter provides context, deepens suggestions and queries made in the marginalia, and prompts possible solutions.  I email my letter as soon as it is completed and return the critiqued manuscript by U.S. mail. 

What I Need from My Students. In addition to creative work, you must include in each packet a letter that addresses the submitted pages and any broader issues you wish to explore as a writer and a reader.  I want to understand your goals, what you believe the pages accomplish, your concerns about the submission and overall project, and what you believe comes next.  This helps you provide context to your work, while addressing topics that affect every writer.  It enables me to more fully understand your needs.  The packet process promotes an essential and vigorous dialogue.

During our residency meeting, we will discuss goals for the semester, your reading list (I’ll make suggestions, but the list will be primarily designed by you, reflecting your needs and wishes), and packet and scheduling details.

Packets should include 20-30 pages of creative material.  For those working on book-length manuscripts, I will make individual arrangements designed to serve the needs of you and your project.  First and second semester students will include 2-3 page craft essays in each packet.  The essays will address facets of craft you need to understand more fully.  Everything we do—rough drafts, revisions, craft essays, and creative theses—are designed to meet one goal: Make us better writers.  

The creative process is complex, mysterious, organic, and forever fascinating.  As such, we’ll work hard and have a great time doing so.

Abby Frucht (Fiction) 
I’ve published novels, short stories, and numerous personal and critical essays.  Generally, my goal for the semester is to introduce my students to a habit of inquiry by which they will become accustomed to deliberating over their works in progress, posing questions of themselves and of their work while performing experiments designed not only to propel the work forward and invite it to strike out in new directions but to strengthen and articulate those approaches with which the student already feels comfortable. Here’s what to expect of a returned packet:  

First, I mark the manuscript liberally as I read. I am comfortable doing this either via a hard copy or via an emailed attachment; it’s up to you.  These jottings and suggestions indicate my immediate, ongoing response to the material and manifest themselves as a kind of dialogue between the prose, me, and you. Some of what I write is meant to demonstrate the range of alternatives available to you every step of the way, and to drive home the fact that, when you write, you’re making choices often without naming them as such to yourself. I want to encourage you to make the smallest choices (word, punctuation, syntax) deliberately. Other of my immediate comments represent my attempt to bring a certain energy to the text, to play around with it, to give it a certain, focused, energy that speaks not only to our need to understand the character but to explore the dramatic possibilities.  Some of what I do I call riffing, which is when I plug into a scene and free associate for a while on the page, see where it goes.  None of this is meant to be prescriptive; I’m not rewriting your work but introducing a method by which you yourself might contemplate it, interrogate it, and oversee its evolution. As I said, my biggest hope for every semester is that my students come away from it able to engage with their manuscripts in a playful, analytical, experimental, and purposeful way.  

While I read I also write comments on the back page or two of the manuscript, or on the top of the first page if I am reading online, shaping those questions and concerns that seem to invite our closer attention. These notes provide the template for my letter to you. I’ll expect you to read not only my letter but all of my comments and notes carefully, and to select, for yourself, those suggestions that you’d like to include in your revision.   

Your own packet letter to me is very important to me, compensating as it does for the fact that we don’t see each other face to face on a regular basis. I like to engage in real discussion in these letters - about what you’ve been reading, what you’ve been struggling with, and what you feel your accomplishments have been. I also want you to use the letter in order to introduce the material included in the packet, telling me basically where you’re at with the work in progress and what concerns you might have about it so far. Sometimes I respond directly to the questions you pose in your letters, other times I respond to questions indirectly, and sometimes I simply find other issues demanding our attention. My letters to you generally range from five to twelve double spaced pages in length, except for when I’m working with your material online, in which case much of what I would have included in the letter will be written amid the lines of text itself. My students’ letters to me generally run about three double spaced pages.  

I expect two critical essays per packet of first and second semester students, no critical essays except for drafts of the critical thesis of third semester students, and no critical essays excluding drafts of the lecture of fourth semester students. Both lecture and critical thesis should be as rigorous but as engaging to read and write as you can make them.

For novelists: if you have a longer work already in progress, I generally do not read the entire manuscript up front.  Initially I will ask for a synopsis or outline, if you have one, and thirty pages, and then we’ll take it from there with revisions of work already completed or with drafts of new, evolving chapters. I like to focus on small textual concerns while simultaneously addressing larger structural and thematic questions, shifting our focus as we go along.  

As with short story writers, novelists should expect that a semester will be fairly equally divided between new work and revision. I like to leave it up to my Fourth semester students whether they wish to engage in new material or devote their time to revising, and reimagining, work already completed for their creative thesis. No matter which semester you’re in, I‘ll try to intuit where you’re at and what you’re ready for, while leaving decisions about what you want to work on pretty much up to you. I love to tailor-make exercises, for example...but I won’t foist them on you unless you welcome them.  

Semester Bibliographies are evolving affairs, always subject to change. The only particular thing I ask my students to read is one biography of a writer of your choice.

Have fun, and again, please contact me with questions or to set up phone conferences at abbyfrucht@yahoo.com. By the way, I am happy to receive emails from my current students and I try to answer them within a day of receiving them. I occasionally email current students myself, sending along newspaper articles, note on new books, philosophical, literary, critical, or aesthetically oriented questions, and assorted exercises or prompts, just to keep things really interesting.

Douglas Glover (Fiction & Creative Nonfiction)
I write fiction and non-fiction--short stories, novels and essays. I have no preference as to genre or length when it comes to reading student work. I suggest that an average packet should include about 30 pages of creative work (half new and half rewritten) and 2-3 short critical essays or the equivalent amount of work on the critical thesis or graduating lecture. But I am quite comfortable adjusting to individual differences. Student packets often vary wildly from the norm. When a student comes to me at the beginning of the semester with a long ms., I generally like to read the whole work by the scheduled first packet.

 

The semester is a collaboration or conversation between student and teacher. I like to spend a good deal of time getting to know the student during the residency, learning the student's tastes, work habits, and ambitions so that I can figure out the best way to help. During the semester, I write packet letters that vary from 5-12 single-spaced pages. I also scribble a lot on manuscripts. Some of this is for my own analytical purposes (I am trying to figure out how the piece works). Some of it is copyediting (examples of things to watch for). Some of it is experimental trimming. Some of it is drawing attention to faulty logic or places where there are opportunities for the work to go deeper or expand. In my letters, I try to teach craft lessons and at the same time address particular issues that are getting in the student's way. I sometimes give exercises. Sometimes I photocopy stories or essays for students to read and analyze. I generally like interacting with students and welcome emails between packets (as long as it's not overdone). And often, though not always, I'll have a brief phone conversation with a student after the packet letter arrives. I'm always willing to adjust my teaching method to fit the student. I prefer packets to come through the regular mails, and I don't work with tapes.

 

I work very hard on getting my students to read carefully and learn to be able to teach themselves new writing skills through reading. I try to help fashion the semester reading list with a mix of books. I like students to revisit some of their old favorites so they can learn the techniques of writers they admire. And as the semester wears on, I often suggest new readings based on issues I see arising the student's work. As I say, it's a conversation. 

 

I expect students to be committed to their work, to be punctual and considerate.
Rigoberto González (Fiction, Creative Nonfiction & Poetry)
To establish an effective long-distance mentorship, I believe in a professional yet personable line of communication and exchange. I am interested in working with students who want to challenge themselves with an instructor who offers an honest but constructive critique of their work, either stories/personal essays or novel/memoir chapters. 
As per the standard method of submission, I will expect monthly packets with 20-30 double-spaced pages of material (original work, revisions or a combination of the two, according to the needs of the student). This page requirement does not include the cover letter, which should detail the writer’s concerns, questions and any particular requests as I proceed with evaluation. Please, no extensive explanations or apologies; the material should speak for itself. 
I expect hardcopies, but will email my 4-6 page responses. My policy is not to edit rough drafts or make comments on margins (except to keep notes for feedback), though if the material submitted is a revision, I will take a special interest in addressing narrative style and in encouraging some experimentation with the prose. I will also ask that students respond to my email immediately to ask for clarification or elaboration, though I will do my best to be both clear and thorough. 

Additionally, I would like receive with each packet, a brief but articulate reader’s log (2-3 pages) in response to the books from the required reading list read between packets and a critical paper (3-5 pages) addressing a basic or complex element of prose that the student wants to investigate further in his/her program of study. I will also make suggestions regarding the critical paper after the first packet. The reading list will be tailored to each student’s interests and needs, but will most likely change during the semester, once I become more familiar with each student’s trajectory.

Philip Graham (Fiction & Creative Nonfiction)
Though I won't be at the Montpelier summer residency, I will be taking students in the summer-fall semester of 2012, and I'll be happy to speak by phone with anyone who is interested in working with me.  Louise can provide my phone number.  When the advisor/advisee assignments are set, I'll immediately set up a phone conference with those students who have been chosen to work with me, so we can get to know each other better and also work up a study plan for the semester.  I'm not a stand-offish advisor.  I encourage phone conferences throughout the semester if a student feels he/she needs one, I don't mind regular email exchanges either.  My attitude is that I'm there to help as much as I can.  I also periodically send out to my students (present and past) links to literary articles that I think might be of interest to them.

I’m happy to work with students on short stories, creative non-fiction essays, full-length memoirs, and the novel—all forms I work in myself.  

I can make an annoyingly large number of comments on each page of a manuscript—I’m fussy that way, and I’m always trying to make suggestions that will help improve whatever needs work, and praise what seems to hit the spot. I don’t try to push a line—I’m most interested in how you develop the tones of your own voice. I also like to make an hour-long tape (or CD) of my impressions of your work, which enables me to really elaborate the details of my reaction to your writing, and I’ll often take the occasion to read to you a selection by an author that I think might be helpful, relating to some issue you’re dealing with in your writing at the moment.
1st Semester:  Thirty pages of writing or rewriting fiction (or creative non-fiction, as the case may be) per packet, plus one to three short essays on your reading for the month. The reading list will always be a combination of your interests and my suggestions, and often this list changes as the semester proceeds. As for your creative work, I’m willing to turn on a dime when it comes to what a student writes over the course of the semester—you should love what you’re doing, or why else would you put in so much hard work?

2nd Semester:  Basically the same drill as first semester: thirty pages of original writing (or rewriting) per packet, plus one to three short essays on your reading for the month. I’ll also begin thinking about the future with you, concentrating some of my advising on what you’d like the subject to be for your Critical Thesis in the third semester, reminding you that whatever subject you choose, it should sing with your own sweet voice.  

3rd Semester:  Thirty pages of writing or rewriting, plus substantial work on the Critical Thesis. You may devote a packet solely to the Critical Thesis, if necessary. I’ve found that every student has a different comfort level in the balance of creative work and work on the Critical Thesis, and so we’ll work out that balance as the semester progresses—your creative work, however, is always your most important task. I’ll also offer some advice about the subject of your following semester’s Lecture preparations.

4th Semester:  I will read a large chunk of your previous progress on the Creative thesis; depending on the size of the manuscript, this can count for either one or two packets (I’m a close reader, so I’ll give you lots of suggestions for revision for the rest of the semester). Remaining emphasis for the semester will be on continued polishing of the Creative thesis (thirty of more pages per packet), and preparation of your Lecture for your graduating residency. Yes, it’s a lot of work, but you’ll be glad you did it.
David Jauss (Fiction)
Typically I work only with fiction advisees, though I write poems as well as short stories.  Because virtually all of my fiction writing experience is in the short story form, I prefer to work with students who are writing stories. I am more than willing to work with someone on a novel—and I have done so many times—but feel honor-bound to point out that I am not a novelist (and I have hundreds of pages to prove it). Asking me to help you with your novel, then, is a bit like asking a sprinter for advice on how to run a marathon.  But, so far at least, none of the advisees I’ve worked with on novels has filed suit against me.
I work through regular mail. However, if you have any questions about your writing or about any comments I’ve made on your previous packet, you may email me at any time.

The first time I read your packet, I write extensive comments in the margins, a sort of play-by-play of my responses to the work as I first encounter it. The second time I read it, I think about larger issues that are difficult to evaluate on a first reading—structure, pace, cohesion, and so forth—and I include any advice I have on these matters in my cover letter. In short, my goal is to give you two responses to your work, one at the micro level and one at the macro level.  

A typical packet should contain approximately 30 pages of fiction (often more, sometimes less), including one new story or chapter and one revision of a previous work. Because I do extensive line-by-line editing and commentary, I am normally not able to critique more than 35-40 pages a packet. However, I do read up to 75 pages of a graduating student’s thesis as his or her first packet. A typical packet should also contain a detailed cover letter in which you respond informally to all of the works you’ve read that month, discuss problems you’re having in your writing, and raise any questions you have about the craft of fiction. Each packet from a first- or second-semester student should also include one intensive, highly focused essay, approximately 5 pages long, that analyzes some specific technical (not thematic) aspect of a work or works you’ve read that month.  I urge third- and fourth-semester students to submit a first draft of their theses and lectures as soon as possible and to finish by midterm if possible.  

Ellen Lesser (Fiction)
I’ll begin with the caveat that there is no single template for a semester of work with me. The design of each study grows out of the individual student’s aspirations, rhythms and needs, and evolves as the writing and reading, and our conversation about it, develops. 

I engage closely and in detail on manuscripts, addressing both line-level and broader issues. The pages I return are typically encoded with multiple, colored highlighters, bordered and laced with (legible) penned notes and discussion.  In addition, I provide substantial typed responses that amplify and extend those thoughts and suggestions, along with the packet letter advancing the larger exchange about the writer’s process and progress.  

I will take on novels and novelists at all stages, including in the first two semesters, though I reserve the right to advise a writer against pursuing a given project at a particular time, or in a particular way, as I deem appropriate. I also work fruitfully with students on novellas, linked story collections, and various forms of memoir and creative nonfiction, as well as on short and short-short fiction.  

In all program semesters, I value a mix of new work and thoughtful revision. I don’t hold to the expectation that, say, a short-story writer will draft a new piece for every packet, and in fact believe that this emphasis on production sometimes impedes the deeper work that brings a writer’s true maturation. With novels, and memoirs-in-progress, I often propose some foundational rewriting in lieu of headlong first-draft composition.  

I take a rigorous approach to the program’s critical component, viewing the sharpening of our analytical tools as a vital and integral part of the writer’s apprenticeship, and giving a serious push on the brief essays when called for. While I don’t think the overall balance of focus needs to tip toward the critical in the third semester, I do look to the thesis project as a passionate exploration that unfolds over months, not a requirement to be swiftly dispensed with.  Similarly, I interact with fourth-semester students about the development and refinement of their lecture material as an ongoing part of our dialogue.

To facilitate an efficient turn-around, I schedule each student for a series of exclusive packet dates, taking into account his or her own calendar preferences.  I welcome reasonable and productive communication between packets by email or phone, while primarily encouraging students to take the interval to digest and work with my feedback as they build toward the next mailing and letter. Except in unusual circumstances, I receive and return physical packets by post, though I’m happy to email advances of my printed responses. 

Patrick Madden (Creative Nonfiction)
As a student, writer, and teacher, I focus on creative nonfiction in all its subgenres. I’ve benefited greatly from reading in the tradition of the personal essay, which I see as primary, a kind of über-genre, which can inform any kind of creative nonfiction writing. I therefore encourage students, no matter their subject matter, to show and tell, to research, to associate, and to meditate, to take their writing beyond reporting or recreating experience.

Reading: I expect students to read at least 10 books each semester, decided in conference with me to suit their tastes and aspirations. I encourage everyone to absorb The Art of the Personal Essay, edited by Phillip Lopate, and I will also likely recommend a selection of “classical” and theoretical essays from www.quotidiana.org the site I’ve been curating since 2005.

Writing: Students should send me five packets each semester, each with a 2-3 page cover letter, a 2-3 page book report, a 2-3 page critical or craft paper, and 20-30 pages of new and/or revised creative writing (all of these double spaced in a twelve-point font). I prefer to receive your work as Word files attached to an email, though I will gladly correspond via postal mail if that works better for you. You are free to determine the subject, style, and scope of your creative writing, but I am happy to recommend exercises to students who want them.

Critiquing: Using Microsoft Word’s “Reviewing” (“track changes & comment”) features, I make extensive notes on manuscripts, covering everything from punctuation and mechanics to questions and directions for further exploration. I believe that good writers show their love of language on every level, from small to big; nevertheless, I write much more than nitpicks. I hope always to discover each piece’s best form and nudge it in that direction. I also write several pages of summative comments intended to praise and recommend, to encourage re-vision and re-writing.

Online workshopping: Believing that we benefit not only from others’ critiques but from critiquing others, once each semester, I invite all of my concurrent students to post one of their drafts to an online discussion board, read their four classmates’ pieces, and “discuss” them asynchronously. This extra-benefit opportunity is optional but highly encouraged.

Later semesters: I have studied creative nonfiction theory in depth, so I’m eager to work with third-semester students on their critical theses. I’m also excited to see fourth-semester students’ longer nonfiction works, to help them hone their manuscripts into publishable form, and to advise their lectures. As with first-year students, but more so, we will hammer out a plan together to suit each individual student’s purposes and needs.

Richard McCann (Fiction & Creative Nonfiction)
Though I work in several genres—fiction, creative nonfiction, and poetry—I find that much of my work, regardless of genre, derives from my own interest and memory and in undertaking autobiographical explorations, though it doesn’t matter to me in the end if the finished product is constructed of the actual or the imagined or a combination of the two.  I don’t suppose it’s surprising then that even though I urge my students to write about anything that matters to them, I’ve always been moved by novelist Dorothy Allison’s belief that writers “must use the whole of their lives in the making of the stories they tell; they must honor their dead, their wounded and lost; they must acknowledge their own crimes and shame, feel the impact of what they do in the world in their stories.” This is to say that I like to talk with my students in fiction and nonfiction writing about both their craft and their subject matter, whether their stories come from the actual or the imagined, and to explore both how and why we are telling the particular stories that we tell.  I think it important as a writer to consider what Rilke states in Letters to a Young Poet:  “A work of art is good if it has arisen out of necessity.”

Those things said, I find that as a teacher I am open to working with fiction and nonfiction writers of all kinds, although, given my own background, I tend to prefer to work with writers of short fiction and story-length autobiographical narratives. (I have more training as a miniaturist, let’s say, than as a muralist.) But this is a preference and not a requirement, and I have plenty of experience working with novelists and memoirists working on book-length projects.  In all cases, it’s my intention to get to know your work as well as possible, so I can offer you whatever help you need to get from here to there, with the understanding that the words “here” and there” achieve their specific meaning from where you are right now as a writer and from our collaborative understanding of what you are seeking next to achieve.

I expect five packets, each containing 20-30 pages of work (hard copies only, sent by snail mail) some of which (at least in the latter part of the term) should come in the form of revisions. Each packet should also contain 1) an introductory letter in which you explore and define for me your most important concerns as a writer, both in general and in terms of the work you are right then submitting, and 2) two short critical essays of two-three pages each. Because I like to work through dialogue, which I find enormously helpful in looking at all manner of writing issues, I prefer to discuss your packets with you in an hour-long Skype conference; if that doesn’t work for you, we can make other arrangements, in which I’ll respond to in some other way, most likely by cassette tape. In all cases, I will also make highly specific comments directly on your manuscripts, which I’ll return to you by snail mail. I’ll give all students my e-mail address and phone number, if you need to talk with me in-between packet conferences.  In short, everything we do together throughout the term has only one goal:  to tend to your work in order to help you grow as a writer.  

Clint McCown (Fiction)
I have published novels, stories, poems, and essays, and I've put in over twenty years editing literary magazines. My background also includes work in standard journalism, playwriting, and screenwriting. Still, fiction is my main interest.  Though my own work could probably be described as literary mainstream (with a Southern sensibility), I don't balk at working with students in the various genres of fiction. All genre writing can aspire to art; but formula fiction (which does seem to dominate certain genres) has no interest for me. Writers don't need an MFA program to write formula any more than a painter needs art school to complete a paint-by-numbers kit.

I tend not to assign specific exercises. Instead, I let the student follow the direction s/he finds most engaging. Sometimes, if a student becomes blocked for one reason or another, I might suggest an exercise to work through the problem, but such cases are rare.  If a student craves assigned exercises to help address craft concerns, I have no problem going down that path with the writer. Overall, though, my job is not to tell the student what to write, but to help the student do a better job of grappling with his/her own material.

The nuts-and-bolts of my approach is simple:  I write detailed comments on the creative material sent to me each month (20-25 pages). These comments include line edits and more global issues of the work. While I'll make sure the student knows what mechanical or stylistic problems appear in the text, I'll also talk about larger issues of story strategy and structure, as well as issues of character, setting, themes, motifs, and language. Usually my separate summary comments will amount to three or four single-spaced pages beyond what I've marked on the text itself.

I encourage as much back-and-forth communication as the student desires. With some students, the letters and five monthly packets are enough; others like to follow up with emails or phone calls to discuss various issues of craft or problems in the work.

I will work with the student to create a reading list of ten books for the semester. Usually, after I've seen what the student is trying to do, I can suggest a number of novels or story collections that might be helpful in showing that student the way to the next level of growth. Each of the five monthly packets should include two 2-3 page craft essays relating the books read to the student's own work.

I believe there needs to be plenty of feedback and conversation between the student writer and the mentor so that each may understand the gap--if there is one-- between what the writer intended and what the reader received. Once that gap has been identified between intentionality and response, it becomes possible to discuss ways to bridge the gap and strengthen the work. I side with Raymond Carver's view that fiction writing isn't ultimately about self-expression but about communication. Control of the craft is the writer's best way to communicate his/her vision.

The craft can be taught. The discipline and perseverance that lead to success can be recommended and even urged, but I'm not sure that part of the equation is teachable. Some people may not have the staying power to wrestle forever with literary art. The creation of art is not a goal but a path, and those who determine to stay on it have already accomplished the hardest portion of the task.

Jess Row (Fiction)
I write short stories and literary nonfiction (which is to say reviews and critical or argumentative essays) and I’m now finishing a novel. I can work with students writing either short stories or a novel (or both). If a student wants to spend a semester writing critical or argumentative nonfiction, I would consider that, too.  

The first thing I want to know about any student is: where are you coming from? In the most obvious sense this means I want to know about your literary influences, your academic training, your work and life experiences, and so on; but it also means that I want to try to understand, from the beginning, not just where your work is now but where you want it to go. There’s a line from Hölderlin: “Reluctantly that which lives near its origin departs.” I think our drive to make literature lives near that place of origin and never does get very far from it (with both fortunate and unfortunate results—think of Philip Roth). So in our initial correspondence I will ask you to think as broadly as possible about the kind of writer you would like to be, and, just as importantly, the kind of writer you don’t want to be. A little antagonistic spirit is a good and necessary thing.

As a teacher I will do the things you’ve probably come to expect writing teachers to do—primarily, of course, read and comment on your manuscripts, with a balance of detailed line reading and overall evaluation. I tend to avoid exercises with graduate students, because I think your focus should remain on your own work; on the other hand, if you’re having trouble with some particular stylistic or grammatical handicap, I might ask you to do an editorial exercise to sharpen your eye. I have an idiosyncratic belief that fiction should draw energy from other art forms; I sometimes ask my students to seek out a scene from a movie, or a particular song, or painting, as a way of learning through analogy. But what I will ask you to do, above all, is read widely throughout the semester, both in a directed way (with specific reference to your current project) and more generally (to fill in gaps in your literary experience). I’ll expect to hear back from you about your reading, in the form of short exploratory essays for first-year students, and working toward your final thesis in the third and the lecture in the fourth semester. Note that when I say “reading” I do not mean only works of fiction; I surely will ask you to read some criticism and theory, but any useful text is fair game, be it “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” or Art Pepper’s memoirs or Tattooing For Dummies. 

My teaching policies are as follows:

1) Unless you live overseas, I expect all packets to be mailed to me in hard copy, not emailed as attachments. I will send comments via email but not electronic edits (I’ll return your mss. by regular mail). 

2) Deadlines are important, but more important to me is keeping lines of communication open, so that I can keep track of how your work is going throughout the semester. 

3) Because of my other obligations (work, family, and otherwise) I will try to respond to emails in a timely way, but I ask for your patience and understanding. You will have my phone number and can call if there’s something urgent, but email is always the best way to reach me.

4) If you have a novel in progress, I will try to read the whole manuscript (depending on length) but can only guarantee that I’ll read the first chapter and the most recent chapter, along with a synopsis. 

Sue William Silverman (Creative Nonfiction)
My goal as a mentor is to assist a student in fully realizing her or his own vision in a piece of writing. Together, we will explore a memoir or essay until it reveals its true intention.

For each manuscript submission, I provide a line-by-line edit that notes seemingly small details such as shaky grammar, wobbly sentences, or awkward paragraph construction, while also considering more global issues such as use of metaphor, reflection, language. In addition, I will write 4 – 5 page cover letters in order to review, in more depth, issues such as character development, plot, arc, theme. Is it clear what is at stake for the protagonist? For memoir writers we will consider questions on how to turn life into art. I will applaud your fine moments (this perfect metaphor, that expertly crafted sentence) as well as assist you in developing new skills. As writers, I think we all learn both by knowing our strengths as well as by exploring the areas requiring additional study.

While each student’s semester study plan is, in part, individualized, here are general guidelines for the monthly packets: approximately 20-30 pages of new material (and/or revisions); two or three critical essays. For students engaged in long projects, I will read the entire manuscript, though, depending upon length, this may be the equivalent of two packets.  First- and second-semester students will read approximately 12-15 works (essays and/or memoirs). Third-semester students will plan a schedule to allow time to write the critical thesis. Fourth-semester students will also plan a schedule that allows time to develop a lecture and complete the final creative thesis.  In each packet, I also like to receive an informal cover letter that lets me know any concerns and how you feel the semester is progressing.  Even though this is a long-distance mentoring experience, I enjoy the time we spend together in our letters. During the month, I am open to exchanging e-mails from students who are stuck on something or need a quick pep talk. At times, I also have phone conferences if more complex issues need to be resolved. Mid-semester, I invite each student to have a brief telephone conversation with me to ensure his/her needs are being met—though this is not a requirement—only if the student would like more personal contact. Each month, when I receive your packet, I will be fully engaged in your work. You will have my undivided attention. 

Domenic Stansberry (Fiction) 
CREATIVE WORK:  From short story writers, I like to see 20-30 pages of creative work in each packet. I like to see a balance between new, original writing and revised work, though I am flexible on this balance depending on where you’re at in the program.  For people working on novels, I will work out an individual schedule.   Generally speaking, for novels, I will split the reading of a novel over several packets, and comment upon these longer segments on a general, structural level—then come back to specific chapters for detailed commentary and line-editing in subsequent packets.  But, as I mention above, this varies according to the student and the work in process. (See Note to Novelists, below.)

CRITICAL WORK: Before leaving the residency you should give me a tentative reading list for the semester. In each packet, first and second semester students should include two critical essays, from 600-900 words each, dealing with some technical aspect of a work on their reading list. Third year students submit thesis drafts as opposed to critical essays.  Fourth year students submit drafts of their lectures. 

PACKET LETTERS: Each student should include a letter with his or her packet. Don’t worry about fine-honing these letters. It’s just a letter to tell me what you’re up to: to tell me how the reading is going; to say what kind of changes, if any, you want to make in the reading list; to ask questions on comments I made earlier; or to direct my attention to specific things in your writing you want me to take a look at.  

HOW I WORK: My process tends to vary with each student, but these days I am working primarily through e-mail.  I ask students to send me e-copies of their work. I tend to read a student manuscript the first time through without editing. My goal the first time through is to get a feel for the story, for what the writer is trying to accomplish.  I then come back to the work later and give a closer reading, embedding comments in the mss. as I go. I then compose a letter, focusing on more general issues, and send the letter along with the mss. back via e-mail. This process can vary, however, as there are times when I make very few line comments and compose lengthy letters on general topics. Aside from regularly scheduled packet communication, I try to keep e-mail communication to a minimum. I also schedule one or two phone calls per semester with each student, of approximately 50 minutes each.

I try to strike a balance between commentary on various structural and technical issues, but what I focus on and how—whether it be line-editing or issues like point-of-view, character development or thematic focus—depends largely on the manuscript in front of me.

NOTE TO NOVELISTS: I welcome novelists, but please be aware of a few additional requirements—and the fact that I reserve the right to shift the emphasis of our process depending on the mss. you have submitted. Keep in mind that if I am reading a long novel excerpt, my focus is usually more on structure than line-editing. If I find a novel needs a great deal of line-editing, I may simply stop reading, focus my efforts on a small section of prose—and ask you to re-submit to me in smaller chunks. If, on the other hand,  I think the novel is floundering structurally, I might suggest that you focus on a few specific scenes—or even put it aside and work on short stories for awhile until you get a better understanding of the fictional form. Again, the nature of the process—and the type of direction I will suggest—will vary according to the manuscript you turn in.  

Larry Sutin (Fiction & Creative Nonfiction)
 

My approach to working with writing students is pretty straightforward. I regard the central vision and creative impetus of any writer to be inviolable:  the drive and passion to write cannot be taught, it must already be possessed. My job is to foster the development of craft skills, dramatic sense, narrative subtlety and overall deepening of the work. My primary means of feedback on packets is intensive marginal notes & editing suggestions written on the mss. pages themselves. I like to work pen in hand, and yes I need real paper copies.  I also write an accompanying 2-3 page overview letter. In the case of longer mss. reading, where the student is looking for an overview of an entire draft, the bulk of my comments generally come by way of a long cover letter in which I review the strengths & weaknesses of the whole. I'm happy to take e-mail questions on any aspect of the ongoing work. Reading lists for the first and second semester packets are worked out in conjunction with students--a  blending of tastes The critical thesis and lecture are important and need to be done well, but they are secondary to the ongoing creative work--I always urge students to focus first and foremost on the latter.   I am always trying to create conditions in which students can feel free to produce their best work, while being able to trust in the focus and honesty of my feedback. As I said, straightforward.

Nance Van Winckel (Fiction & Poetry) 
Advising Info for First & Second Semester Poetry Students

I. Creative Work
Quantity: Each packet should contain 5-7 pages of poems. Please double-space or 1.5 space. Packets 1-3 should be primarily new work; packets 4 & 5 should be a combination of new work and revised material from our earlier packets. Optional: include a separate page with your own questions and concerns for each poem. I will look at these "after" I've read the poem and try to make sure I've addressed your issues. Throughout the term you should expect to send me a total of about 25-30 pages of your poetry. My feedback: To each poem you send me I attach a page of typed comments. While I usually address the poem's larger issues of meaning, the majority of my comments pertain to language choices, energy and pacing, lineation and form, rhythm, and other matters of craft. I generally annotate poems quite heavily too and I often suggest alternative wordings or arrangements of lines. 

II. Critical Papers

Quantity: With each packet you should turn in 7-10 pages of responses to your reading. This may be one 7-10 page paper, or two papers, or even three. Content of papers: Together we will select one or more books on craft (usually essays). At least some of your critical response each month should include an application of ideas presented (your choice) in these essays to the books of poetry you're reading. Poetry-reading list: I'll make some suggestions, but the list should be primarily books of poems you're interested in reading. You should plan to read 2-4 books of poetry each month, plus the selected essays on craft.

III. Communication

I ask my students to let me know the sorts of feedback they'd like more of or less of from me. I try to tailor my responses accordingly. I encourage email questions (if you have any) between packets. In my cover letters back to you, I discuss your papers, ideas on craft that are surfacing for us, and suggestions for future reading and thinking. 

* Third and fourth semester students should contact me directly by email

Robert Vivian (Fiction & Creative Nonfiction)
I very much look forward to working with students in either fiction or nonfiction prose and helping them to make their work the best it can be by way of careful and painstaking written and oral feedback, which I think are the tried and truest ways to help a writer see his or her work with fresh eyes and a sense of possibility. 

But whatever kind of prose a student prefers to work in, I like to discuss and encourage Flannery O’Connor’s notion of the “habit of art” absent of which no writer can reach his or her brightest potential: together we will discuss and explore ways of working fruitfully in prose and developing these same habits of art, realizing full well that ultimately one must come to a consistent, workable sense of this for oneself and oneself only. 

More specifically, I ask students to take a three-pronged approach to the writing of essays or fiction: their own work in the genre, about 30 pages a month; suggested readings and commentary on the craft of the genre; and diverse readings in the genre itself as I very much believe what Saul Bellow once claimed, that “Every writer is moved by the act of emulation.” Ultimately, identifying and fairly marinating in the writers one loves is probably the best teacher of writing in the long run as only this deep contact can seep into a writer’s DNA and influence her way of making music and meaning in fiction and essays. 

What I hope to convey to any students I work with is an abiding love of the possibilities of language of which they already are a significant part, and how delving into these possibilities is both a solo journey and an intimate, ongoing discussion with a teacher who cares about their development and success. I’m a writer, too, and have published significantly in every genre, including drama, so I know firsthand how important such endeavors are to people who are passionate about writing the stories they need to tell in the ongoing and fundamentally hopeful enterprise of making literature. 

 

Xu Xi (Fiction & Creative Nonfiction)
My writing philosophy comes down to this: 1) You need to shape the kind of writer you’re trying to be, and 2) You must know how to be your own best editor.  Consequently, I encourage advisees to examine and analyze their own work, as well as their reading, in this light. 

Packets typically include (Note:  I work by email only, although exceptions are made in extenuating circumstances as long as email remains the primary means of communication)
1) Approximately 30 (double spaced) pages of fiction or cnf, new and revised.  For novels or book-length cnf, up to a maximum of 40 pages unless we’ve agreed to longer.  (as attachments to email)

2) One 3 – 5 page essay analyzing some technical (not thematic) aspect of work(s) read that month OR an analysis of a specific problem in your own writing and/or process, drawing on work(s) read.  If the latter, cite examples from both your work and the work(s) read. (as attachments)
3) A cover letter that briefly discusses your other reading or research and raises any questions you may have about your writing. (in email or as attachments)
Creative Thesis: 75 pages in first packet. Critical Thesis or Lecture Draft/outline in first packet. Final draft by mid term.

Advisees have until midnight Eastern time of each deadline date to turn in their packets.  

My response is always within a week of receipt of packets, usually earlier, by email. I am happy to respond to email questions, comments and concerns immediately after each packet response.  Also, if there’s a burning question or two that needs to be raised between packets, that’s fine.  Responses typically include a 4-6 page single-spaced “overall response” in which I discuss each submitted piece, with the least comments generally on the essay. I do try to summarize any overriding technical issues evident in the work, and make recommendations as to what requires focus as the writer moves forward in the semester. This includes suggested essay topics, ways of approaching revision, technical exercises (especially for novelists) that aid discovery, and readings that might be useful. I return each submitted piece as an email attachment with color-coded indicators of strengths, problems, thematic concerns or questions, suggested copy edits, grammatical errors. Comments in parenthesis are inserted in the document. I sometimes heavily copyedit one or two paragraphs (early in the semester) to illustrate specific issues that need close attention.

I write novels, shorter fiction (novellas, long and short stories but no short-shorts to date), essays/creative nonfiction and assorted other prose that can loosely be classified as “journalistic” or “sort of academic,” in that order of passion. I like working with novels and essays, but can and will work with short stories and other forms of cnf as well. I must point out that for cnf, I’ve only published individual essays and have a forthcoming essay collection; I have not written what is normally considered “memoir,” certainly not book-length, although many of my essays are very personal.  What I hope to “teach” advisees in the course of a semester (although I am a “coach” rather than a “teacher”) is how to ask themselves those questions that a critical and thoughtful reader of their work would ask.  A writer is, after all, that “loneliest of human creatures.” (Lawrence Durrell)

