MFA HANDBOOK 

CONTENTS

1. 
Introduction to the MFA












2.
MFA Degree Requirements












3.
Deadlines and Course Offerings by Semester

4.
Degree Process and Terminology


5.
A Few Resources








Why An MFA? Why This One?  

An MFA degree is a terminal degree in fine arts.  Among other things, it can give you the incredibly rare gift of time to devote to learning the craft of literary writing.  This is a substantial period in your life when you are actually encouraged and expected to create art.  Take advantage of it.  

Some programs are much more studio-oriented than ours.  In other words they offer mainly (or exclusively) workshops and or tutorials in writing.   We feel that while practice (workshops) should definitely form the core of our program, a writer, just as other artists, needs a strong academic background in the particular art he or she is learning to practice.  So we take seriously our responsibility to complement the workshop with courses in literature, literary theory, form and theory (theory of craft), and to require an exam that assures us that each student has a good start on a lifetime of reading in his or her area, and is able to write and speak articulately about issues of craft, theme, context, etc.  

An MFA degree is not a job-training program.   While it will qualify you for various occupations, this degree is not designed to get you a job in any specific area.   Writers very rarely manage to support themselves by literary writing, so you will have to find a way to make a living while you write.   Many writers teach for a living, but full time teaching jobs are very competitive and require significant publication at the university level.  You will need to be willing to relocate if that is your goal.  Community College jobs require less publication, but are also very competitive. 

There are many other possibilities.  Some MFA holders are journalists, some have government jobs, some manage bookstores, some work for art centers or publishers. The AWP Joblist posts teaching positions as well as non-teaching positions regularly, and will give you some ideas and advice about possibilities for jobs in related areas. 

Note about the degree itself:  In academia, this degree is equivalent to a PhD.   It’s considered a terminal degree and gives you the basic qualification to teach at the university and graduate school level.   It is highly respected as the preferred degree in the arts and is the degree held by many, if not most, of those teaching in graduate arts programs at universities in the U.S.   You do not need another degree after this one, BUT  it does not prohibit you from earning another MA or a PhD—or any other degree that you might want to pursue in the future.    If you get confused about what this degree will do for you (and won’t do for you) or about how it is viewed, what you can do with it or after it—please talk to me or one of the CW faculty who actually holds this degree.   
How to Make the Most of Your Time Here

The writing is your most important job.  Now is the time to identify yourself--and think of yourself--as a writer.   This means you do what professionals do:  take your work and the work of your peers seriously.   Write regularly and work toward finished pieces (pre-writing isn’t an end in itself), read all the best journals, read poems and stories and novels and essays that teach you something about craft, send your work out to good magazines and journals. 

Be as involved in the program/writing community as you can.   We know you have other obligations, but you will regret it later if you don’t take advantage of this opportunity to form relationships with other writers, to attend readings, to take part in the literary activities outside as well as inside the classroom.  Many writers form their closest life-long literary friendships in graduate programs.   

There are lots of great things to get involved in while you are here.  You might be a TA, a WC tutor, or teach a class or two at a local community college.   Thanks to Steven Church, we will have a fantastic new professional literary journal, The Normal School, there are two student edited literary journals, several student organizations (SJLA, SESA, CWAA) the Philip Levine Poetry book contest, the Young Writers’ Conference, lots of readings and various opportunities to interact with visiting writers, internship possibilities, and lots of community projects and events such as The Rogue Festival, Fresno Poets Association readings, Respite by the River, etc.   These are all terrific experiences and many of them look great on a CV, but be very careful that you don’t get over-subscribed and spread yourself so thin that your writing suffers.   Two of the biggest mistakes you can make are:  a) not fully participating in what the program has to offer; and b) being so involved in everything that you can’t do any of it well.   

No one--no matter how talented--can teach part-time at three different places, take two literature seminars and a writing workshop, and be involved in organizing readings, editing journals, etc., with any success at all.  Unfortunately, it’s usually the writing that gets put on hold.   We recommend that you teach no more than two sections as a TA or Part-Timer while you are a full-time student in the MFA Program.    If you have trouble deciding what extracurricular activities would be best for you, and how much to take on, ask for advice from faculty members.  

Two graduate courses is considered a full load.  Three can be done.  Four is too many, even if you have no other job.  Taking two writing workshops at once almost never turns out well.   Taking too many demanding courses of any kind can be overwhelming--and often leads to disappointing results.  Talk with your advisor or another faculty member if you need help in planning your schedule and striking a balance.  And remember to keep writing at the heart of your studies.  If you allow yourself to stop writing for weeks or months, it takes a lot of time and energy to warm up again--to get the muscles back in shape. Your writing should be your main focus while you are here, and the other activities should play a supporting role.   

MFA DEGREE REQUIREMENTS

The MFA in Creative Writing requires a 54-unit course of study.  Students are accepted into the program with a focus in one of three genres: poetry, fiction, creative nonfiction.   

Required Courses:

English 250T and/or 280T:


Seminars in Literature and/or Critical Theory


 12 units 

English 261:
Poetry Writing 

English 263:
Fiction Writing

English 265:
Creative Nonfiction Writing















 16 units*  

English 241: 
Form and Theory of Poetry

English 243:
Form and Theory of Fiction

English 245:
Form and Theory of Creative Nonfiction

   











  8 units* 

*You are required to take one of these courses your focus genre and one in either of the others.  You may repeat any of these courses up to three times with different topics.

Approved electives in English or other fields














   12-14 units*

*Work with an advisor to plan the best use of these elective units.  This will depend on your academic background, career plans, specific interests. 

English 299 (Thesis)                 






 









4-6 units
Total units required:                  


 













 54 units                          

Notes: 

At least 38 of the 54 units must be 200 series (graduate level) courses. You may count up to 14 units of upper division undergraduate coursework in English or other fields toward your electives when appropriate. 

Workshops (called Seminars in Writing): These courses are the heart of the program.  We require 4 sections, but most students take more.  Extras count as electives.  It’s a good idea to be taking a workshop nearly every semester, and to take at least one from each faculty member (and visiting professor) in your genre.   You are also encouraged to take at least one workshop outside your genre.

Literary Seminars:  We require at least three seminars in literature or theory  (and encourage more) because we believe you will be a better writer with a broad background in literary studies.  Don’t put these off until the last minute.   There are different offerings each semester, and many of these will not be offered again while you are here, so look for topics and /or teachers you would like to take and seize the moment.  

There are at least two equally valid ways of choosing literature courses:  a) take courses that will deepen your knowledge of the genre you are writing in (poets take seminars in Contemporary Poetry, fiction writers take The Short Story, etc.); and b) take courses that broaden your horizons  (take the courses that focus on genres and areas you know nothing about).  Both are great ways to go.  When in doubt, ask advice from a teacher you trust.  
Electives: In most cases, this requirement will be met by taking graduate level courses in the English Department, but these units may also include literary seminars, foreign language courses, art, drama, playwriting, or other fields depending on your plan of study.

Additional Requirements:

· Thesis: The thesis for the MFA in Creative Writing consists of a single book-length manuscript of poems, fiction or creative nonfiction. The thesis committee works closely with the student on style as well as content; it adheres to a high standard of publishable quality work. In lieu of a formal defense, the graduating student is required to give a public reading from his or her work.

· Foreign Language Requirement: In addition to the general Graduate Division requirements, advancement to candidacy requires a reading knowledge of one language other than English. This may be demonstrated either by passing an examination supervised by the Department of Foreign Languages, or (with prior approval) by completing an acceptable translation of poetry or prose.   (NOT REQUIRED FOR STUDENTS ENTERING FALL 2009 OR AFTER.)
· Subject Examination: In addition to the general Graduate Division requirements, students are required to pass the MFA exit examination with a grade of B or above. The exam consists of essay questions that allow the student to demonstrate a theoretical and critical knowledge or the craft, using texts from his or her approved reading list.

· University Graduate Writing Requirement: Before advancement to candidacy, the student must also satisfy the Graduate Writing Requirement. This requirement is met by submission and approval of a writing sample (this is distinct from the sample of creative work required for program admission). 

While it’s theoretically possible to complete these requirements in two years, most students take three, and you are limited to five.   According to university policy, courses over five years old may not be counted toward the degree.

Deadlines

You are responsible for meeting the various deadlines set by the department and the Division of Graduate Studies.   Check the Division of Graduate Studies website often at http://www.csufresno.edu/gradstudies/ for university deadlines specific to your semester and situation.  

COURSE OFFERINGS BY SEMESTER

E250T (literary seminars):  Usually about 5 sections offered every semester.  Most are at night; occasionally one will be two afternoons a week.  These are taught by various faculty members in the English department and topics vary widely from semester to semester.  
E265; E263; E261 (grad workshops): One section of each is offered every semester.  Meets one night a week(instructors in each genre rotate regularly).   

241: Form and Theory Poetry: spring semester only * 

243: Form and Theory Fiction: fall semester only * 

245: Form and Theory Creative Nonfiction: spring semester only *

*Instructors rotate. 

242: Publishing and Editing (class aids in the reading of manuscripts for the Philip Levine Prize in Poetry.  Enrollment is not required but encouraged): fall semester only.

ENGL 286, The Normal School Practicum in Literary Publishing

The goal of the ENGL286 Practicum in Literary Publishing is to provide opportunities for students to develop professional skills in literary publishing. The course aims to prepare Interns for future employment in publishing; but it also aims to teach students about the business side of writing and publishing.  The course, under the direction of Professor Steven Church, functions to staff the literary magazine, The Normal School and provide assistance to other publishing projects in the department and college such as the Philip Levine Prize in Poetry, and/or projects for the University Press. Duties will include data entry, filing, proofreading, editing, marketing, publicity, research, and public relations; as well as significant time spent reading submissions and collaborating with other Interns and Editors and Contributing Editors to select content. Interns will be involved and invested in all aspects of producing a high quality, nationally recognized literary magazine. Note: Enrollment in the course is only by permission of instructor. 
MFA DEGREE PROCESS AND TERMINOLOGY

1.
Classified Standing:  This simply means you have met the requirements for admission and have been formally admitted to the university and the program. 

Acceptance + enrollment= Classified Standing.   We do not admit any student as “Conditionally Qualified,” so that term will not apply to you.  

Meet with your advisor early on and talk about what courses to take and ask any questions you have.  Don’t lose sight of why you are here:  it’s the writing.    If you find yourself overwhelmed by other things, talk to an advisor or faculty member about what you can do to stay focused on the writing.

2.
Coursework:
You are responsible for understanding and completing all course requirements.  Read the catalogue and look at the DGS website often.  You must maintain a 3.0 average in all your coursework, with no grade below a C allowed to count toward your degree.   To graduate with distinction, you must maintain a GPA of 3.9. 

Advice: Try not to receive “Incomplete” grades unless absolutely necessary.  Graduate courses are demanding and it’s difficult enough to keep up with several classes at a time without the added burden of work from a previous semester.   If you do not complete the work for an Incomplete in the following semester, that grade will turn into an F, and it will be impossible to remove from your record.  

3.
Language Requirement: This can be met by passing an exam given by a qualified member of the faculty in English or the Department of Foreign Languages and Literatures (or occasionally in another department), by successfully completing a translation project supervised by a faculty member fluent in the specific languages, or by passing an approved translation course with a B or above.   

Advice: plan ahead.  The English department has offered (and plans to offer again) a Spanish to English translation course once a year, and the Department of Languages and Literatures usually offers a French course once a year that meets the requirement.   If that’s how you plan to fill this requirement, do it the year before you intend to advance to candidacy (which should be done in your second year).

NOTE: This requirement is suspended for those entering fall 2009.

4.
Graduate Writing Requirement:  This is a university requirement and you can satisfy it by submitting a scholarly/critical paper (such as one you have written for a 250T course) to the MFA coordinator.   This must be done before Advancement to Candidacy.

5.
Advancement to Candidacy: This is sort of like becoming a senior.  Filing this form (Petition for Advancement to Candidacy) should be done by midway through your degree process (semester three is recommended).  It enables you to sign up for thesis units when ready and begin the final stages of your work here.  

This form (tailored specifically to our program) is available online at the DGS website and requires that you list all courses already taken and courses you plan to take to complete your degree. 

The ATC form has to be filed in cooperation with program coordinator/advisor, so schedule an appointment when you get ready to do it. 

To be eligible for advancement to candidacy, you must have earned at least a B average on all coursework to be included in the master's degree program.   You must also have met your graduate writing requirement and your foreign language requirement (if req).  

You can file the Petition for Advancement to Candidacy at any time after you meet these requirements.  DGS prefers sooner rather than later. 

There is a deadline (see DGS site) for filing this form if you intend to enroll in thesis units the next semester, but you should have it done long before that time.   Delay in filing the ATC can result in problems with your “satisfactory progress toward degree” standing, which can affect your TAship, your financial aid status, etc. 

6.
Program Adjustment Request for a Master's Degree form:  Any changes to the program of study you laid out on the ATC form  (if you take classes other than you predicted on your ATC, for instance) must be addressed and approved via this form (available at DGS website).   Most students have to file at least one of these before they’re through. 

7.
MFA Subject Exam: During your first year in the program, you should consult with your advisor and obtain/create the current reading list for your genre.   This reading list will be used as text material for your individual exit exam.

Each list includes 20 authors agreed upon by the faculty committee, and an additional 10 chosen by individual student and approved by the advisor.  Your approved reading list goes in your file, and you are responsible for reading all of the materials on the list.   The examination is given each year, or if needed, each semester.  It’s a take home exam that asks you to discuss various concepts (short or long essay questions) using authors and works from the reading list.  

Note:
This is NOT intended to be a comprehensive or even representative list.   It’s a short selected list meant simply to provide a means by which the student can demonstrate the ability to articulate literary and critical ideas, comparisons and connections based on exemplary texts in his or her specific field. 

Advice: Don’t put this off.  You will NOT be able to read the whole list at the last minute.  Plan ahead and get in the habit of regularly reading from your list.  You might work with other students in study groups, take an independent study on a few of the authors, watch for courses that include some, and expect to read on your own consistently.  If you need help with this, ask a faculty member. 

8.
Thesis Committee: This consists of the three people who you will work very closely with to complete your thesis.   Talk to them as early as you can.  After the first year or so of study, you should be ready to ask a specific professor to be your thesis committee chair.  That person will be your mentor. 

A committee that works well together is in your best interest, so your committee chair will help you select the other members of your committee.   Your chair should be a member of the creative writing faculty—usually the person you have worked most closely with.  The other two members can be creative writing faculty or literature faculty, or (with program approval when there is a good reason) one of them might be from another department.   

Advice: Work closely with your thesis chair to agree on the process, making sure due dates and other logistics all very clearly stated so there will be no misunderstandings later on.   Make it your business to read the theses of some former students in your genre (available in department office) and familiarize yourself with the format, etc.  

9. 
Thesis Committee Form: 

Can’t be filed before ATC is filed; must be filed before enrolling in thesis units.   Available at DGS site.   All three members of your committee need to sign as well as the program coordinator.  

10:
Thesis: This is your book manuscript.  It should be a book-length manuscript of publishable quality.   Take this very seriously—and take advantage of it.  This is almost certainly the only time in your life when you will be given this kind of time, assistance and permission to make a book.   If you do it well, it could very well become your first published book as well as your thesis.   

Advice: Don’t wait to start on this until the last year.   If you come here to write, you should be writing toward the thesis from day one.  Of course, everything you write here will not be included in the thesis, but this should be your goal from the start.   You will not have time to write the whole thing from scratch during the last semester—or even the last two.  The 4-6 thesis units are offered as a way to give you time to focus intensely (with help from your committee chair) on revision, last drafts, structuring, polishing, etc. 

11.
Registration for thesis units:
This is done the same way you sign up for an Independent Study (orange form, permission number).   Number of units can be 4-6, but the number must agree with what you listed on your ATC form.

12.
Graduate Studies Continuation Enrollment (Zero-unit/GS Continuation)

If you don’t complete your thesis during the semester you are enrolled in thesis units, you can/must enroll in GS Continuation while you complete the thesis.    The university requires that students be enrolled during the semester they graduate, and this is a fairly inexpensive way of staying enrolled while completing the work.  

13.
Thesis Completion

The deadline each semester for turning in an approved thesis is close to midterm (check DGS site).  This means that in reality, you should have your thesis very close to completed before the semester you expect to turn it in and graduate. 

Specifics about committee approval process are determined in consultation with your thesis chair and committee.

Format, etc.: There is a very specific format required by the university for thesis submission.  The thesis consultant at DGS offers workshops and individual help with this, and DGS office has a template (available online) to help you get your thesis into the required format.   

14. 
Application for Graduation


Form, money and signatures.   There is a deadline early every semester.   

15.
Clearance Form

This is the form that verifies you have completed all requirements for your degree.  It must be signed by your thesis chair (who will assign you a grade for your completed thesis units, the MFA Coordinator, department chair and dean.    During your final semester, you should download this form from DGS, fill out the top part and give it to the program coordinator who will complete the form, obtain the grade and signatures, and file it with DGS. 

16.  
Graduate.   Go out and write something great.   

RESOURCES
MFA Program Advisor/Coordinator:



Connie Hales

MFA Administrative Assistant:




Rachel Jackson

Department Chair: 






James Walton

MFA faculty members:






Steven Church











Alex Espinoza











Connie Hales











John Hales











Tim Skeen

Creative Writing Committee:  

This committee is made up of current MFA faculty and a student representative.   Its main responsibility is to make and interpret program policy and to advise the English Department chair on all matters including curriculum changes and development, admissions policy, scheduling, etc.   The student representative is your liaison.   He/she has a vote on every issue except personnel and admissions decisions.
Division of Graduate Studies website:

http://www.csufresno.edu/gradstudies/
This should be a regular stopping place for you.  Most of the forms and information you need concerning university requirements, deadlines, policy, procedures, grants, awards and other opportunities, and lots more can be found on this site.  There is a graduate student handbook and links to many other valuable resources.

Thesis Consultant: Chuck Radke

http://www.csufresno.edu/gradstudies/thesis/index.htm
Email questions:
THESIS@LISTSERV.csufresno.edu

MFA website: http://www.csufresno.edu/english/graduate/mfa/   

 This site is intended to be useful for current students and potential students as well as give us some public exposure.   It has a link to our MFA newsblog which offers information and reviews of events, etc.  These two sites are our public face on the internet.  If you’d like to offer suggestions about either, or to help out with the blog postings, please contact Steve Yarbrough. 

MFA listserv and RMFA listserv:

We have two lists.   You will be on both.  The MFA is a large list made up of current students, faculty, alumni, and friends of the MFA.   We use this primarily to disseminate information about events, publishing opportunities, and news about our program, students and faculty.  We also have some energetic discussions about writing there from time to time.    The RMFA is restricted to current students and faculty and we use this for programmatic business and discussions.  

Financial Aid:

http://www.csufresno.edu/studentaffairs/programs/financialaid/
http://www.csufresno.edu/gradstudies/financial/index.shtml

http://www.csufresno.edu/scholarships/
Submit a general scholarship application online every year--even if you don’t think you qualify for anything or have no specific scholarship in mind.  It’s worth your time.
Summer Arts: http://www.calstate.edu/SummerArts/  

This is a CSU summer program hosted on our campus.  Students can take up to two intensive courses during July for credit as electives.   There are usually some creative writing courses, and our students have often received scholarships and/or worked for Summer Arts

Fresno Poets Association:

This is a wonderful organization run by the poet Chuck Hanzlicek, retired colleague and coordinator of the MFA Program.  FPA hosts poetry and prose readings most months of the year at the Fresno Art Museum.  http://fresnopoets.org/
Association of Writers and Writing Programs (AWP):  

We are a member institution, so you will receive the AWP Chronicle every month, and a password to the online member only resources.   Get familiar with this organization.   This is the primary national organization for creative writers.   Many of us participate in the national conference, and the website is one of the best sources for information about jobs and publishing opportunities.   http://www.awpwriter.org/
Poets and Writers:  This is a magazine you should subscribe to or borrow regularly.   It has an excellent list of publishing opportunities and submission deadlines, good news and articles for writers and lots of other useful information.   The online site is:

http://www.pw.org/    and you will find a great database of literary magazines there as well as other useful information.   
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