MFA-WRITING, POETRY FACULTY
TEACHING STATEMENTS

(For publication information see Faculty Bios Page)
*Note: this is a complete list of faculty teaching statements. Faculty with an ** before their name will be the only faculty teaching for the SPRING 2012 semester.

Ralph Angel 

I work with audio cassette tape, and guarantee a seven to ten day response if your packets arrive on time.

I don’t probe a lot, though I rely a lot on your cover letters.  I get to know you through your work.  And I don’t try to change you.  It’s my job to free you to do what you need to do, but even better.  In fact, it’s a primary expectation—that you take your work, creatively and critically, to the next level.

We’ll have a talk, either at the residency, or by phone (if you’re off to Slovenia), in order to pound out the specifics.  I look forward to talking to you.

Robin Behn

I’ve taught for Vermont College since 1994, and love working with students in all of the four semesters, as well as with post-graduate students. I’ll begin by getting to know you at the residency—your experience and aspirations as a writer, current interests, creative proclivities, aesthetic questions, and daily challenges. I like to look at a sampling of your recent poems while we are at the residency, and use that occasion to begin talking about larger issues we may wish to address together. This narrowing and then widening of focus—from your individual poem or line or word out to the larger work of your development as a writer, and beyond that to the writer-in-the-world and the world of poetry, past and present, that surrounds us—serves as a way to address both the intricacies of individual poems, your own as well as published poems we’ll read, and the larger ideas at stake for any writer. We’ll include on the reading list for the upcoming semester suggestions from you as well as from me—I like to make up lists of writers who share some trait with your own style, and then writers who take an opposite approach, so that you feel surrounded by published writers who serve as a kind of inspired audience for your own work, as well as writers who challenge you to open up the envelope of what a poem can be and do. In that same spirit of both inspiration and challenge, I sometimes assign optional writing exercises. 

I have particular interests in the areas where one art meets another art, and where poetry intersects with other disciplines. I rely on my own background as a musician to teach courses and give lectures on forms of poetry; I like to think of it as “wild prosody” where we go beyond matters of meter, rhyme, and stanza to think about the architectures of free verse. The shape and sound of poetry is endlessly fascinating to me, and I work with an abstract painter on some of my own writing. I have taught graduate courses on Dance and Words, on Psychology (especially cognitive psychology) and the Arts, and on reading performance. I’m keen on what poets have had to say about poetry, otherwise known as poetics, particularly in the last century or so. Although I am not a translator, I’m an ardent reader of poetry in translation; our reading list is likely to include some poets from around the world. I’m involved in teaching from many angles—from my work on the board of AWP and its pedagogy committee to co-editing of The Practice of Poetry, from my graduate classes at University of Alabama and my work with Vermont College to the Creative Writing Club for high school students I recently founded in Alabama. In our work together I am always thinking about how we can develop habits of becoming freshly excited that will lead to a lifetime of writing. 

I find it best to work from packet to packet with a clear, but flexible, structure. For first and second semester students, I ask for approximately five poems in each packet (as the semester progresses, some of these will be substantial revisions), a response to two books of poems or the equivalent, a thorough cover letter, and a cassette tape of you reading your poems aloud. For third semester students, we work out a schedule that includes submitting a rough draft of the critical thesis by the second or third packet. In the fourth semester, I’ll share with you a thorough-going handout of approaches to ordering a book manuscript, and we’ll look at that manuscript, in very rough, rough, and then finished drafts, in the first, third, and fifth packets, and work on the lecture in the second and fourth packets. We’ll also isolate a number of poems each time to correspond about in depth. I enjoy working with writers in the making of a book, and have a lot to say about the evolving structure and movement of the whole, and how that emerging whole can inspire new individual poems that will become a part of it. Likewise, I like to think of the lecture as an inspired and carefully prepared for “teaching moment,” a different sort of animal from the critical thesis. 

In the third and fourth semesters, we take care that the large project of the critical or creative thesis moves along at a good pace, allowing for the generation of lots and lots of new poems along the way. I expect a thorough cover letter from third and fourth semester students, and a cassette of you reading your new poems and revisions. The letter is also a way to talk about what your are reading, and how it is serving your own work as a writer.  

In all semesters, I’ll respond with written comments right on the manuscript, and a letter or tape (I do about 50% letters, 50% tapes) that expands upon those comments at length, and that moves from textual observations out to address much larger issues. I have been accused of being both very thorough and thoroughly encouraging. I see our work together as an evolving dialogue. Much of what we’ll discuss will emerge in ways we can’t predict in our initial conferences.

I read email everyday, and find it handy for touching base briefly in between packets to handle logistical matters or clear up any quick questions. 

**Jen Bervin 

I have a student-centered, individualized approach to teaching diverse students with diverse interests and backgrounds. I encourage them to experiment freely and regularly exceed what they think themselves capable of in their present work. I am glad to suggest prompts for writing, to frame things out for a potentially rich and unexpected outcome. Honest in my criticism, I expect my students to think simultaneously critically and creatively about their practice in the context of their writing.

Those who work with me are asked to consider the writing, ideas, motivations, and methodologies of other poets and to join in thoughtful conversations about writing and writers in the field.  

Readings I suggest are attuned to each poet I work with, and I typically suggest a great deal of work in other genres as well. I work to make sure students learn how to self-educate, read deeply in the vein of their interests, and to develop patterns to nurture their own creative, critical, and intellectual growth.

I am known to be genuinely supportive of my students within the slow, exact work of writing and editing poems. I also help them become aware of their intellectual community and professional resources beyond the classroom; I teach students about professional aspects of the literary arts—residencies, grants and fellowships, and other meaningful positions in the field. I want to prepare writers for a writing life.  

My students describe me as a strong, supportive, rigorous teacher, and say our work together has been an important catalyst for growth in their writing. They've gone on to doctoral work, to start their own presses, reading series, and literary magazines, to teach in the U.S. and abroad, translate poetry, and have their work published.

As a poetry editor of the literary magazine jubilat, I solicit cross- genre work and rare historic portfolios for the magazine. I've read thousands of contemporary poetry submissions and have worked closely with other editors to discuss and select work for the magazine. This has widened my view of contemporary poetry practice, and has helped me to better understand, articulate, and contextualize a variety of aesthetic decisions poets make. As a teacher, I share this perspective on poetry, editing, publishing, with my students.

My own creative practice encompasses poetry, artist books, textiles, and visual art.  I have been deeply involved with Emily Dickinson's manuscripts—her late fragments, fascicles, and letters have been an integral part of my creative work, research, and independent scholarship. Writers who are pursuing cross-genre work or creative scholarship might want to consider working with me, but I would also be very glad to work with a wide range of writers, to meet them in the fullness of their practice, however it is defined.

Mark Cox  

Since 1987, I have responded to my advisees using cassette tapes or, more recently, mp3 audio files. I have done many hundreds of them and I find them very effective.  This process requires nothing different from you.  You submit poems, essays and cover letter as you would to any faculty member. I return your poems with written suggestions (scanned as a pdf file), accompanied by a recording of 45 -60 minutes. The responses are made available to you electronically via download on the internet, as opposed to snail mail. In the mp3 file, I walk you through why I’ve made my suggestions.  I often read your poem to you as I hear it, then read the poem with my suggestions incorporated.  You will have the pdf file of my line by line critiques for reference as you listen. Obviously, I also talk generally about your concerns, essays, and progress.  I do extensive line-editing, but I’m more interested in showing you a new sense of process, as opposed to mere polishing.  If you are a defensive person by nature, talk to me about my process. Though I am always sensitive to individual stages of experience and creative evolution, my methodology works best with open students.

Submission Limits: In most cases I will have taken care of this individually, however, keep in mind that you're welcome to send as much as you'd like, but that I might not get to all of it. Or that I may have to deal with some of it more superficially. A good rule of thumb is 12-20 essays (say, 60-75 double-spaced pages), 12-20 new poems and 12-20 revisions over the course of the semester‑‑unless, of course, it's your thesis or critical thesis semester. Try to keep each mailing's size balanced in relation to the overall number of mailings expected (usually five).  There are no limits in regard to journals, cover letters, reports, or brief annotations, should we agree to them. Just remember that though I will have allotted a generous amount of time to respond, that period is not unlimited.  I am open to phone calls, if there's a problem.  I am also open to brief email requests about logistics and practical matters.

To my mind, your critical responses are vitally important. Brief critical essays should usually be no less than four double‑spaced pages in length. Your reactions to the readings should articulate your likes and dislikes.  In this sense, the essays should be a record of your subjective attempt to understand the craft choices, strategies, and aesthetic stances of a variety of writers.  Be open‑minded.  Think as a writer.  Compare your work to the work of others.  Compare one author to another.  Note how you might utilize what you're learning in your own writing. These essays should not be merely general synopses or book reports‑‑be specific, use excerpts and concentrate on one or two representative poems, traits, ideas, etc.  Remember, we will have tried to design a course of study that includes history, aesthetics, practical criticism, and eclectic creative texts which resonate against each other; this larger vision should be part of your essay writing.  If you are an experienced critical writer, we can sometimes agree to a smaller number of larger essays that incorporate groups of books. The suggested reading is an essential part of our study. After reading your work and self-evaluation, I will spend a lot of time devising personalized reading “clusters” that correspond to the key aesthetic issues of your study plan.

**Matthew Dickman

The poet Larry Levis once said of writing poetry “Out here I can say anything”. In this short, concise, statement Levis spells out the great experience of making art: the experience of freedom. We are not free in our lives. If I want my grandmother to keep having me over for lunch I can’t say anything I want to her. If I want to keep my job I can’t say anything I want to my boss. But in making art, in the act of writing a poem, I can, in fact, say anything: I am truly free. This feeling of freedom, of free creativity, is where I want my students to be working from and I am here, in part, to secure that freedom.

I will be working through the post though will correspond through email when needed. I promise a detailed response to you packets within seven to ten days. Your cover letter should be a guide to tell me some of your more important needs in regard to your work. We will be talking at the residency but I will also want to set up at least one phone conversation during the break between the residencies.

Along with your poems (new poems or poems you wish to deeply revise) I will expect a short (two to three) page response to a poet’s work outside of your own.

I look forward to our time together and the good work we will be getting done and most of all am excited to read the poems you are writing, the poems which are, as William Stafford has said, “Proof of a life being lived.”

Nancy Eimers

Muriel Rukeyser wrote, “All things change in time; some are made of change itself, and the poem is of these.  It is not an object; the poem is a process.”  It seems to me our project during the course of a semester is to encourage and instigate change: not as in changing clothes or changing trains--easily survived--but as in the difficult passage from one phase to another.  Our discussions must involve finding ways to bring the poem from its early partial phases into fullness.  And sometimes, mysteriously, it will happen that the next poem, the new poem, ends up being the truest revision of the last.  That’s why the new work is so important.

I conduct an old-fashioned correspondence by mail, asking you to send me five packets, paced every four weeks throughout the semester.  Each packet will include:

--your thoughtful, sometimes questioning and self-questioning, cover letter.  These letters--yours and mine--are our chance to chat, more thoroughly than would be likely in conversation, about your work and your reading, about form and content, aesthetics, obsessions, questions, discoveries.

--2-3 new poems and 2-3 revisions.  The proportions may shift around somewhat in certain packets, when, say, you’re on a hot streak with new work, or are writing a longer poem, etc.

1st and 2nd semester students write  2-3 critical “annotations”(2-5 pp. double-spaced) on poetry volumes with each packet, 3rd semester students in the last two packets.  These are intelligently informal responses to books we’ve agreed you will read each month: not book reviews or scholarly papers but specific, open-minded musings over craft, voice, idea, language, etc.

3rd semester students write a critical thesis, which ideally they complete by the third packet.  4th semester students continue to write new poems--some of your best poems are likely to come along during your last semester--to revise work, and to shape and complete the manuscript.  It’s an illuminating process, I think you’ll find, to lay your work out, sometimes literally, on the floor and see what you’ve been up to the last two years, how old and new poems “talk” to each other.  4th semester students also prepare for their residency lecture, with help and advice and feedback.

I write editing suggestions on the drafts of your poems; in my letters I discuss them in terms of larger matters of craft and issues the poems seem to raise for you as a writer.  I hope to help you imagine and to reinvent the poem into some future, ever more crucial phase.
**Sascha Feinstein:  Poetry & Creative Nonfiction

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.

**Jody Gladding

I write poetry, and enjoy working with poetry students in any semester.  I work very much like the rest of the faculty in that I ask for five packets over the semester, each containing a cover letter, about 7 pages of poetry, and some critical writing—this varies with the semester.  I also ask for a cassette tape, so I can hear advisees read the poems they submit each month.

I tend to write extensive comments on the poems, line-by-line questions and suggestions, as well as longer responses relating to the poem as a whole and larger concerns.  I see the critical writing as a way for students to demonstrate their engagement in texts that will nurture their own writing, and I tend to comment less extensively on that component, except in the third semester.  I see the cover letter as an opportunity for a dialogue that can continue throughout the semester.  I ask for all my advisees’ packets to be submitted on the same day, usually the first Monday of the month.  I read them in the order I receive them, and return them within the week.  I work through regular mail, with the occasional e-mail as circumstances require.  

Besides teaching at Vermont College, I work as a French translator.  So I am especially interested in critical projects and poetics that involve other languages and cultures.  Often my advisees experiment with translating a few poems themselves, and find this rewarding, even if their background in a second language is fairly limited.  My own poetry tends to be oriented toward the experimental and ecological, but I enjoy working with the autobiographical lyric, narrative, prose poems, and traditional forms as well.  

**Rigoberto González   
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.
For poets, I will expect 4-6 poems per packet, either new material or revised material or a combination of both, though the cover letter should state clearly what is what. I do heavy line-editing on new material and will usually respond with thorough typed comments and notes on revised material. The student is responsible for sending me a SASE so that I may return the evaluations and line-edited poems. 

 Additionally, I would like to receive with each packet a brief but articulate reader’s long (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 poetics 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.

I will also respond to the critical papers and reading logs since I believe that is the mentor’s responsibility: to engage in a dialogue on aesthetics, analysis, and general curiosities about poetry and poetics. The student is expected to email a response back to me, after receiving and reading carefully my replies to the packet, if there any pressing needs for clarification or elaboration, though I will do my best to be both clear and thorough.
**Richard Jackson

General Philosophy: "Art lives upon discussion," wrote Henry James, "upon experiment, upon curiosity, upon variety of attempt, upon the exchange of views and the comparison of standpoints."  Martin Heidegger's notion of the teacher is relevant here: "teaching is more difficult than learning because what teaching calls for is this: to let learn.” With these two quotes in mind my basic philosophy is to try to create an environment where you can grow according to your own strengths: so I don’t have a specific type of poetry that I prefer a student to be doing. A number of past students have been political poets, language poets, traditional sonneteers, meditative poets, narrative poets, lyric poets, nature poets, city poets, bilingual poets. In fact, I think this variety is one of the strengths of Vermont College. That doesn’t mean we should approach the poem naively or as if we don’t all have preferences, at least for the moment. But the poem in front of us may reveal unexpected things: we often tend to want to chop out the weak parts, and yet they may be where the poet is straining to say something he or she has tried before and the language is faltering-- in which case we may want to go after what Marvin Bell calls the “ghost poem” behind the poem on the page, the “as now impossible poem” not yet there but peeking out from the weaker sections. That is, we may be trying to write something so new it just sounds awkward now, and rather than cutting it,  that may be the part we try to develop. But all this only works if we are honest: I guess the final point here is to be truthful, not to “coddle” each other as Phil Levine warns us, but to show respect for the art and each other with our honesty and frankness. Berryman once said to a class: "No holding back. One must be ruthless with one's own writing or someone else will be." 
Practical Notes:

1) Overall, I work by mail or email (I have developed an email system for inserting editorial notes and suggestions, and 34 of the last 35 students have worked this way). Email has the advantage of cutting time-- you can send the packet a few days later and receive it a few days earlier (usually within 72 hours), giving you about a week’s extra time you’d otherwise be without the ms. But it is not at all suited for everyone—I enjoy working with regular packets just as much.

2)  I Sometimes like to look at drafts at the beginning, if possible, since that lets me see how you think and helps me suggest ways to extend that thinking that are natural to the your thought process. 

3) I also take a few poems right at residency and get back to you quickly-- a sort of sixth mini-packet that takes the pressure off of that first real mailing and lets me sort of practice a response, getting used to the student’s style, and the student also gets used to the way I will respond in writing. 

4) A usual letter to the student has editorial comments on the poems, a few pages of reasons behind that, and, for me, even more importantly, some reasons behind the reasons in perhaps 8-10 additional pages, often with examples from around the world. I think this is important because it gives you ways to think about the bigger issues and diminishes the danger of becoming what I call mentor or workshop dependent where you begin rely on someone to “fix” the poem without too much of a sense of what is behind the changes or corrections.

5) Students usually submit 3 poems and a revision or two-- more if they are shorter, fewer if they are longish poems. But this is an average. Some of you, like me, are binge writers, and one packet may be light, the next extra heavy.

I think the first two semesters are periods of exploration, so I encourage students to try new, even opposite things to see if they might affect the current work. So I have the students read for variety-- across gender, across racial and ethnic lines, some foreign poets, some poets similar to what the student writes, some poets entirely opposite, maybe a poet from another era, possibly some critical views. After a mailing or two the “critical reviews” are usually just folded into the letter. 

In the third semester, the reading varies according to the scope of the project. Some projects are so involved they absorb the brunt of the reading, others give you time to explore more as in the first two semesters. But you don’t generally write critical reviews in this period. I also encourage students to do projects such as translations, imitations, non-traditional essays (mixes of personal and critical writing), interviews with poets or other projects in place of the standard paper. The point is top do something that feeds into your own poems. Your project schedule varies by your work habits, experience and the nature of the project, so there is no preset timetable.

In the fourth semester you return to the type of readings and critical reviews as the first semester, but some of that is absorbed by the lecture. Your lecture prep schedule varies by your work habits, experience and the nature of the lecture, so there is no preset timetable. I like to take all the poems you think MIGHT go into the manuscript early on, then make cuts and arrange it in a pattern that I think makes a book-- this can take 2 months. That frees you up to think not about the past, but the future, working on new poems. Then after the 2nd or 3rd packet I send what I have done to you along with material about structuring books, then you can accept, reject or modify it-- but in the meantime we will have started a dialogue about how to put together a book, and about writing poems “to” a manuscript in progress. Finally, at the residency, I like to spend a couple of hours with you coaching you on your reading during the last residency.

Bill Olsen

I work mostly by letter and try primarily to create and sustain an ongoing dialogue about the art of poetry and the students' own poetry, as well as the students' sense of their own poetry, of poetry in general, and of any sister arts.  I look at student work during the residency and from my sense of the work collaborate on a reading list of something like fifteen books of poetry.  The students annotate each book, though I encourage, as an alternative, close or "intimate" readings of single poems as well.  At the third or fourth semester, once I am certain the student can write engagingly about poetry, I am a bit less insistent on the form that written responses to the readings takes.  I ask for three to five poems a mailing and after the first semester, about as many revisions.  I comment extensively on the poems, on the global and the local.  When I mentor fourth-semester students, I collaborate on putting together a manuscript with eventual publication in mind, though I probably tend to emphasize new work as the most obvious way of advancing a manuscript.  With approval of the student, I sometimes do the last conference as an extended phone consultation.

My sense of mentoring is that the process ought to aim to teach students eventually to mentor themselves but that this doesn't usually happen until students have challenged and extended what claims their own poems make for poetry.  I love dwelling over details, and do, but I guess I think that poems survive or fail in large because of conscious or unconscious decisions about what poetry is, and that a poem either reaches an awareness, implicit or explicit, of its own processes or those processes begin to impinge as unconscious dictates.  I encourage students to break with or extend their own strategies and even at times to break with their sense of what poetry is.  Ultimately I see most aspects of the teaching of poetry as subordinate to the aim of lifting the work to a new level.  As in many good poems unconscious and conscious resources actually co-sponsor each other, I also respect those aspects of the writing process that must remain unknown even to the student, let alone the mentor.

**Mary Ruefle

I require five packets with an unusually fast turn around time of three weeks, with a five-week hiatus around mid-term; the result is that all work is completed by June first or December first, accordingly.  I work individually and uniquely with each student, and my comments are conveyed by written letter, delivered by the United States post office.  I do not critique more than three poems per packet.  I emphasize the small and the large in turns.  Since every student is a unique individual and at a unique point in his/her writing life, no general statement can be made that makes one-on-one sense.  That said, I can say that although improving the face-value of a single poem is important, of even greater importance to me is that each student become increasingly aware of what a poem actually is, of what constitutes poetry, and of how one must approach each written episode with the littlest actual idea of the poem at hand and the greatest actual idea of poetry.  I am extremely personal and supportive, but not nurturing; I play devil’s advocate, and am inspiring and deflating by turns (as life is).  Working with me is a bunch of contradictions.  Red more history and philosophy, fill in your gaps, look at more paintings, listen to more music, know thyself, and stay quietly alone in your room; stop running around; stop comparing yourself to others – at one point or another, I have given each of these sound-bites as advice.  I am as uncomfortable writing this as you should be writing a poem.

Natasha Sajé
I enjoy working with a variety of formal approaches to verse, metrical to elliptical, as well as working with students on their critical reading and writing, often asking them to try something difficult or against the grain. I’m open to students’ particular needs and try to be very flexible. 

I respond either via letter, with the occasional phone conversation/response if the student desires, or via email (I use “track changes” to make editing suggestions within each poem plus a letter addressing larger issues).   During the semester I don’t mind email or phone queries, if the student is worrying over something or unclear about how to proceed. If a poem is close to finished I’ll play with the syntax, lines, diction, etc. on the page, but if I think it hasn’t found its form or subject yet, I’ll respond mostly in the letter, usually offering more than one approach.  The critical prose that students write depends on past experience and current needs; there’s a wide range of what’s acceptable. Most students write at least 30 double spaced pages of critical prose over a semester, and this can be divided any way they like. I encourage deep analysis and synthesis rather than glancing treatments in the critical prose, but expect that the cover letter  (2-5 pages) contain information about the student’s other reading, although these treatments can be brief, i.e. “I found So-and-So’s book a bore because he structured every poem the same way.” The cover letter is also a place to raise questions about your own work, problems, challenges, and interests, a place of shared introspection. I nudge students into reading variously and ambitiously—not just books of contemporary poetry, but history, science, psychology, philosophy, at least 20 books a semester, usually more.

I’ve studied poetry translation (with William Arrowsmith at Hopkins), am fluent in German and French, and welcome translation projects. Some third semester students like to write a draft of the critical thesis (which fulfills all the critical writing requirement of that semester) and send it in the first or second packet; others work more slowly, in chunks. Either way is fine. I expect students to familiarize themselves with the critical conversation that surrounds their thesis subjects—there’s no point in reinventing the wheel—and I help them do this research.  Fourth semester students  put their poems in some kind of order, i.e. create a preliminary thesis manuscript to send to me, and I respond to the poems individually, noting which are weak and/or redundant, as well as offering suggestions about structure. I have an essay about structuring books of poems (in the Fall 2005 Iowa Review, available online too) that gives lots of strategies.  

More specific information for students who have chosen to work with me:

 To help me prepare for our semester planning session during the residency, please email me (if you’re in Slovenia) or give me three or four poems, showing a range of your work; a projected semester’s reading list (or some names of poets); and a brief statement of your strengths and weaknesses.
 Each packet should contain a cover letter (2-5 pages), new poems and critical writing. Over the semester most students submit at least 15 new poems and 30 double-spaced pages of critical prose; most read about twenty books over the semester. As long as you do some poetry and critical writing each month, feel free to make the “mix” suit your own needs.  For example, if by the fourth packet you’ve already produced 30 pages of critical writing, feel free to concentrate on revisions and/or new work in the fifth packet. You may send me as many revisions as you like, with the understanding that I may exhaust my ability to find something new to say. If you do send revisions, please attach the original version of the poem (with my comments, if it’s one I’ve seen before) and I will send both back to you. (If you’re sending via email, no need to send the originals.) You need only send me one copy of everything.

In your critical essays, pay attention to form as well as content; in other words, what makes the poem a poem? Look for line and stanza breaks, rhythm and rhyme, diction, tone, etc. And think critically: what is this poet’s Achilles heel? This kind of sharp attention will help you as write your own poems. Make your critical writing suit your needs; for instance, you may want to write a longer essay treating several books, and include short commentary on others in your cover letter. Or you can write a 3 page essay on one book. For one of the poets you’ll be reading, find an “early” and “later” book, and pay some attention to how the poet has changed or developed (or not). Include at least one book on craft in your semester’s reading: Mary Kinzie’s A Poet’s Guide to Poetry; Stephen Adams, Poetic Designs; Paul Fussell, Poetic Meter and Poetic Form; Robert Hass, Twentieth-Century Pleasures, etc.  My current favorite critical resource for poetry is Poetry in Theory, an anthology edited by Jon Cook. If you want a model for your critical prose, see the review essays of Mark Halliday and James Longenbach. Beware of letting critical writing become your semester focus; in an M.F.A. program, it should be secondary to the poems.

Suggested “receive by” packet due dates (all Fridays, 4 weeks apart—it’s fine if you send a packet early—I will also respond early): August 1, August 29, September 26, October 24, November 21.  You’ll notice that the first packet comes sooner than 4 weeks, and I understand that it may be slimmer than the others. I think it’s really important to get the process started, and to end so that you have a whole month off  before the next residency. I work by email, snail mail or phone, whichever you prefer (a mix is fine, too.)

Put your name, address, phone numbers, and emails on each cover letter. With your last packet, send me a “tally” of your work (# and titles of poems, and revisions, and # of pages of prose and subjects) and a final reading list so that our facts match. Many students send packets by priority mail and enclose a stamped FLAT RATE priority mail envelope for me to return the packet. Priority mail takes about 3 days, and FLAT RATE enables me to send you issues of literary magazines (I subscribe to many and like them to have a second reader) and get the most out of the postage. If you must send a packet by express mail, please sign the signature waiver, so the carrier can leave it in my box. If you would prefer a phone call instead of a letter for one of the packets, let me know.  Thanks, and happy writing!

 

Natasha Sajé   3105 Teton Drive, Salt Lake City, UT 84109 

home phone: 801 474-3579     office phone: 801 832-2376   natashasaje@earthlink.net 

 

**Betsy Sholl
I've always admired the image of an art studio where painters draw a figure, then stand back and consider it, move around, talk to each other, share ideas, add a swath of orange to the upper right corner, then take it out, put a stroke of blue in its place, walk around some more….   Probably, it's nothing like that.  But for me, our letters are.  They become a kind of studio where student and teacher can discuss aesthetic issues, doubts, discoveries, explore the ways life and art do and don't mesh, how we go about making a life as writers.
The way we keep ourselves open to growth is through viewing our work as a process, letting the notion of the end product stay in the background as long as possible. As Charles Wright says, "the more we think we understand, the less we see."  If the emphasis stays on the seeing, on the process of writing, then trying new things, pushing poems further in whatever direction they've taken, making subtle or radical changes, taking risks--all become both possible and pleasurable.  
It seems to me the focus of each semester is on the student's growth, on helping the student develop his or her style, grasp of technique, and something more intangible and difficult to name-sensibility, vision, passion, aesthetic values.  My tendency is to work with whatever a student sends, to look for patterns, to see where each poem is strong, where there might be weak spots, and then to offer suggestions.  Because there is more than one way to write a poem, I tend to offer multiple suggestions (and hence write long letters).   I tend to read closely, but try to offer larger comments as well.  The reading list we develop together is designed to both complement and challenge, to provide a springboard for growth.
In the first two semesters I ask for four to six poems a packet, approximately four new poems and two revisions.  While revision is important--sometimes where the real inspiration takes place-still, the emphasis needs to be on new work.  Critical writing varies between, say, three short essays and one or two longer ones, depending on the student's need.   The reading list includes both poetry and critical texts, and sometimes work from other disciplines.
In the third semester, it's best if students can send a draft of the critical thesis in the first packet, and then, ideally a finished version in the third packet.  Sometimes a project needs more time or a different schedule, so there is flexibility in this process.  Poems, of course, are part of each packet.  When the thesis is finished, we can go back to the regular short essays in response to reading, but while the thesis is under construction, I assume that all the critical writing is going toward that.
In the fourth semester I like to see a draft of the creative thesis in the first packet.  I think it's important for students to try their own ordering of the manuscript, to have the experience of looking over the body of work and seeing how it fits together. It's surprising what one finds. I read the manuscript, looking closely at individual poems and how they work together, and offer suggestions for revision and structure where they seem necessary. After the first packet, the emphasis shifts to new poems for several months, with a revision of the manuscript being sent in either the fourth or fifth packet.  I like to see a substantial outline or draft of the lecture in the third packet, and then the final version is packet four or five.  
This is a general outline.  Of course, all of the issues of schedule are adjustable, because the focus is always on the growth of the individual.

**Leslie Ullman

Unless there’s a compelling reason to vary from the usual structure of packets, I ask to see in each packet 3 to 5 new poems, 3 to 5 critical essays and, after the first packet, as many revisions as a writer wishes to send (with these, I ask to see a copy of the last draft I marked on). I don’t mind longer essays comparing two or more of the writers included in the month’s reading, and in fact I encourage these longer essays in a student’s second semester. During the 3rd semester, I encourage writers to discuss their outside reading a little more informally, as part of their letters, while they’re working on critical theses.

In working with 4th semester students, I ask to see all the poems they’re considering for their thesis right away (as in, even take it home with me on the plane), along with their sense of which pieces they’re satisfied with, which ones they like but feel need more work, and which pieces they’re less sure about.  In lieu of a first packet, I respond to all of these quite soon, usually within two or three weeks, which helps us establish a rhythm early on for revisions and new work. I don’t look for major problems in the previous work, but I do offer whatever questions and suggestions occur to me, in the interests of helping the thesis be as strong and consistent as possible. 

I favor the snail mail approach, though I am glad to supplement it with e-mail, especially for questions that come up and for occasional late submissions. Lately I’ve started e-mailing my letters and also enclosing hard copies with the returned manuscripts, which shortens the turnaround time and is useful when travel disrupts our schedules. In general, I like to know what’s going on with the people I’m working with—how my responses have struck them, what kinds of discoveries they’re making or questions they have about themselves as writers and about the process itself, and anything else that comes up as they navigate between the demands of their writing and the demands of the other parts of their live; I like to respond to the whole person, not just the pages of manuscript that come to me every month. More specifically, I tend to do a lot of marking on the poems—questions, suggestions, possible alternatives to phrasing or images that seem not to be quite clear. My intent is to help a writer hear their piece through my ear, and then to make his or her own decisions whether or not they mesh with my suggestions. I also like to point out places in a draft where promising material seems to be lurking but not yet surfacing—places where exploration and expansion might let the real poem become more apparent. In the letters then, I like to step back and discuss the larger implications behind the poems as I see them, and also behind the suggestions I’m making if there seems to be a common thread between. I work intuitively, and I’m usually in tune with the intentions of the poems and the feelings of the poets I work with. Still, I always urge writers to let me know if I’m on the wrong track.

I like to encourage a wide range of reading: a main menu of poetry collections and critical material accompanied by a few a la carte items such as art books, a biography or two, maybe something from another field (psychology, philosophy, astronomy, physics) if such a thing is relevant to a writer’s aesthetic or critical interests. I want the reading to be energizing as well as instructive, and the mix will depend on each writer. I am also prepared, however, to suggest books that might fill a gap in a writer’s background: books and essays on form, for example, or on the many “isms” and movements that make up or have preceded the contemporary poetry scene. 

I probably have more interesting things to say in response to individual questions. Feel free to e-mail or call me if you have them.

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

I. Your 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

**David Wojahn
My approach to the Vermont College semester has remained more or less the same over twenty years of teaching. Although I have sometimes tried to work with tapes or with phone conferences, my preferred mode is regular snail mail. In addition to hard copies of my letters, I also send students email copies of the letters. Letters to students concentrate upon two areas—comments about the work in general and the semester’s progress on the one hand, and detailed comments on individual poems, revisions and critical essays on the other.  I do a fair amount of line-editing and critiquing on the texts of the poems themselves, and elaborate upon these remarks in my letters. Students typically mail me between four and six poems, in a combination of new work and revisions, as well as two or three critical essays or their equivalent. (In some cases I will allow students to submit imitations in lieu of a critical essay.) Letters about critical and creative theses are of course of a slightly different character.  I prefer the cover letter to be fairly lengthy, allowing for the student to give me some insight into how his or her thinking about writing and reading has evolved in the weeks since the previous exchange of letters. 

In the case of theses, I encourage students to do the lion’s share of the work at the start of the semester. With creative theses, I ask for a draft of the thesis in the first mailing; I critique the thesis draft in detail in my first letter, but in the next three mailings we for the most part set discussions of the thesis aside while the student concentrates on new work, a good percentage of which will find its way into the revised thesis, to be submitted with the final mailing. We devote a considerable amount of time during the final semester to the dynamics of constructing a first collection of poetry, trying to address questions such as-- What makes for a cohesive and accomplished first book? How do the poems of the volume best display the range of the writer’s concerns and the nature of his/her obsessions? Robert Frost famously remarked that, “if there are twenty-four poems in a collection of verse, then the twenty-fifth poem should be the book itself.” More than anything else, we try in the final semester to investigate how that elusive twenty-fifth poem can be brought forth. With critical theses, I  try to help the student to have a strong sense of the subject and approach of the thesis by the time he or she leaves the residency, and in most cases I find that the student can then submit a draft of the thesis in the first mailing, which I usually ask for about six weeks after the conclusion of the residency. There are often situations in which these protocols have to be modified thanks to the nature of the critical thesis’ subject matter, but following these general procedures has usually helped to make the student’s semesters run smoothly and turn out successfully. 

