MFA in Writing for Children & Young Adults

WORKSHOP GUIDELINES

What Is Workshop?

During the residency, all students will meet in workshop groups with about twelve students and facilitated by two faculty members.  Workshops meet about six times throughout the residency.  All students will have their submission “workshopped,” which means they will hear critiques on their piece from their fellow students and their workshop leaders.  Critiques last for about 50 minutes, depending on the group and the facilitators.

Once we receive the submissions, we will organize the workshop groups, and then we’ll send out the workshop book (the compilations of the submissions) as a PDF file to everyone in the group.  Before the residency, please read all the submissions and prepare critiques.  We strongly suggest that you take notes on the pieces you’re reading, either in the margins or on a separate sheet.  See below for more guidance on this.

Each workshop will be run a little differently, based on the style of the faculty facilitators.  Some faculty save their comments for the end, choosing to allow the students to run the group.  Others focus on teachable moments throughout the process and chime in when they feel it would be beneficial to do so.  Your facilitators will explain, at the beginning of workshop, what structure your group will follow.

Please keep in mind that the workshops in the MFA in Writing for Children & Young Adults Program are not only about getting your work critiqued by your peers, but also giving constructive and thoughtful feedback. Critiquing a piece is for the benefit of all participants, to learn how to read better, think more clearly, and discuss more purposefully. They are very similar to classes and critique groups, but they are not only those.  They are also meant to develop the critical thinking and articulation skills of the participants.

Guidelines for What to Submit to Workshop 

1. Submit ONE of the following: fifteen to twenty pages of one novel or work of nonfiction; one complete short story or short story excerpt of no more than 20 pages; 1-2 picture books, a maximum of 1500 words each (no illustrations); or 6-10 pages of poetry. Please submit work in only one genre. Use only Times New Roman 12-point font.  Except in the case of poetry, make sure your submission is double spaced.  The program staff will not accept submissions that do not meet these requirements.  Finally, proofread your piece carefully. 

2. For longer pieces—in particular, excerpts from novels—you may include a short synopsis to help put the piece in context.  The synopsis should be no more than a paragraph and should be included within the 20 pages.  

3. Please do NOT paginate or use a header/footer 

4. Please indicate on the initial page if your manuscript is a first draft.  However, please DO NOT give a detailed explanation of the work you’ve done on the piece.

5. Please also indicate the genre of the piece on the first page.

6. Be sure your name, semester, and the title of your work appears on the first page. 
7. Steps 4-6 should appear like this in the upper right of the first page:

John Smith

1st semester

The Knights Among Us

Young Adult

First Draft

8. Some facilitators allow time for questions before discussion, and others during discussion.  It’s beneficial to clarify this with your facilitators. Please do not append questions regarding the piece and/or the writing to the submission itself. We do not want to inhibit the participants' own reactions and responses to your work. If you any specific questions, there will be time to address them during your workshop session.
9. Workshops are laboratories for works in progress.  If you submit a piece you've drafted dozens of times, a piece you and your advisor or writing group agree has been developed and polished until it shines, you defeat the purpose of the process, which is to get feedback on a work about which you have questions or problems.

10. “I wrote this six years ago, and I thought it might be fun to see what you think.”  If you're not involved in a piece of work, your peers won't be either.  Please submit pieces that mean something to you and with which you feel engaged.

11. Bear in mind that the opening of a novel is easier for the group to workshop, since it doesn't engender endless questions about what's already been established in terms of character, setting, and plot.  Multiple short submissions, especially if they are related, either in theme or structure, may yield interesting feedback from the group.  But it is not likely to be as intense or detailed as the response to a single piece or chapter.  And you should be prepared for the faculty or group to ask if you'd mind concentrating on one piece they find particularly exciting or relevant to the day's discussion.

12. Once you submit a piece, do not work on it again until after your workshop.  It’s discouraging for participants to read your piece and come up with suggestions and questions only to find during workshop that you’ve revised it already.

Guidelines for How to Critique Your Peers’ Submissions 

1. Don’t focus on line edits—grammar, punctuation, spelling, etc.  Look at the big picture.  If you do have comments about word choice, grammar, and so on, you can write these in the margins and give the marked-up submission to the author at the end of workshop.

2. Ask yourself three questions:

a. What works, given what you can tell about the author’s intent for the story? Find specific examples if possible.

b. What raises questions? Find specific examples.

c. What in your opinion needs further thought, and why?  Find specific examples.

3. Another approach you could take is to come up with three of the strongest parts of the manuscript and three of the weakest parts.  Again, back up your comments with specific examples from the text.

4. Additional questions to use while preparing your critique are: What is the main character’s problem? Why can’t that main character have what he/she wants? What will happen if the main character doesn’t get what he/she wants? How does the main character struggle to get what he/she wants? What additional hardships does the main character face? When is it hopeless? How is the tension relieved? What is surprising about the ending? For a picture book, are there enough illustratable elements?

5. Frame your criticism in questions.  They allow you to explore the concepts embedded in your critique, and they’re easier for the writer to absorb.  

6. Take notes about each piece as you prepare for workshop.  This way, during the workshop, everyone will have feedback to offer, based on their thoughtful reading of each submission.  We expect people to take time to prepare and be willing and ready to participate equally with all other participants.
