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Workshops: Description & Expectations

At each residency all students participate in workshop.  We consider workshop to be a core component of your residency experience and attendance at all workshop sessions is mandatory.

During your first residency, workshop will, most likely, consist of a more traditional format: 10-12 students from all 4 semesters plus graduating students in your genre or, for prose students, a mixed workshop of fiction and creative nonfiction writers, led by two faculty members. In this format, each student’s work is discussed for an hour during one of the workshop sessions. This workshop format is the most common type that we offer at any residency. However, for 2nd semester students and above, we frequently offer “special” workshops which might consist of focus areas such as the novel, cross-genre, translation, “fish out of water” (i.e.: opportunity to workshop writing outside your genre), generative workshops, or other particular themes.  When these are offered we canvas students about their interests and try, as much as possible, to ensure that all students who have expressed an interest in participating in a special workshop will have that opportunity at least once while in the program. On occasion we offer smaller workshops led by one faculty member who is then able to build in more general discussion time, reading assignments, and/or exercises as part of the workshop experience.

Your workshop experience at VCFA will never be the same twice. In planning and assigning workshop groups, we try to make sure that your workshop leaders vary from one residency to the next so that you have an opportunity to work with many different faculty members while you are in the program. We also try to ensure a mix of students from all semesters in each workshop. You may find that on occasion a graduate assistant helps facilitate in a workshop as well as, potentially, visiting writers. With each new workshop group, faculty and student dynamics and backgrounds will be unique. Our philosophy is to cultivate diversity in both the aesthetics and teaching approaches of our MFA faculty. Consequently, our faculty use different methods of teaching in the workshop setting. You should be prepared to encounter a variety of workshop teaching approaches just as you will encounter a variety of methods of responding to semester packets during your time in the program. This may, but will not necessarily, include the return of marked-up manuscripts and/or separate written responses after the group discussion. Many students find it useful to receive written commentary from peers on their workshop submission; at their discretion, workshop participants can supply annotated manuscripts and written comments to fellow group members. While this practice is encouraged, it is not a general requirement of participation in workshop. If faculty have any specific requirements for their workshop that involve written commentary or other preparation they will communicate that information directly to their workshop participants.

Workshop leaders set the ground rules for their group about how discussion will be conducted and spend the first 15 minutes of the first workshop talking about their philosophies and expectations. 

There are, however, some basic expectations of all workshop participants: that work submitted cannot be shared beyond the group or reproduced without the permission of the author; that we conduct ourselves in an atmosphere of respect for all writers, their work, and their opinions; that if a student has any concerns about the workshop experience, she/he will confer with one or both workshop leaders and/or the Faculty Chair or Program Director; and that all students will thoroughly prepare for and actively participate in workshop discussion, as part of the larger learning process that is crucial to development in the program.  


