“Do’s and Don’ts from an Insider 

on Choosing an MFA Program”
by Sandra Hurtes

DO ask yourself why you are getting your MFA.  Be as honest with yourself as possible. For example, is it to be a better writer, meet editors and agents, get teaching experience? Programs vary widely from school to school. Not all offer the same possibilities. 

DO cast a wide net. Apply to several schools that meet your needs, so that you’re in charge of where you go.  

DO find out what opportunities are available if you’re the get-involved sort. For example, are there in-house publications you can edit or write for, teaching assistantships, research grants, off-campus internships, a writers conference?  

DO be cautious about start-ups. They have the best intentions—energy and excitement, creative course titles, a dedicated faculty—but there may be kinks that will only rear their heads when the program begins.  

DO meet the director of the program and find out how available he or she will be especially if, for example, they’re a poet and you're there for fiction. You want to know someone will be there for you if issues about classes come up. 

DON’T apply to a program without researching not just the faculty, but the curriculum. What do you want to learn? For example, many programs require you take literature courses. Do you care if it’s post-modern poetry or classics? If you’re there for nonfiction, do you want to be able to take a poetry or fiction workshop, too? Not all programs allow you to do this.  What about learning translation? You might find that ability leads to a steady side career. Curriculums can be very different from school to school.
DON’T be taken in by the allure of studying with famous writers--even if they're your favorites. Writing and teaching are different skill sets. An enormously gifted writer can be inadequate as a teacher. An unknown writer with small press publications can be the one who has the time to nurture you.
DON’T choose a program based solely on finances. If nothing about the school excites you, the savings in money will not be worth two-to-three years of your life.  

DON’T go to a school you haven't visited (unless you're in a place that makes visiting impossible). Sit in on a class or two and talk to students. Even low-residency programs allow you to visit during a residency to get a feel for the program and atmosphere. 

DON’T expect the MFA to lead to a book deal or an editorship at a prestigious literary magazine. It happens; but it’s best to be prepared to work at your writing for years before getting recognition. 

DO take the time to find the school that is your best fit. The time you spend to this end will be worth it for the rest of your life.
DO follow your heart. If you yearn for time to focus on writing, and an MFA is what you want, DO it. DON’T listen to people who try to dissuade you. 
DO enjoy every second of it.



