successful mfa writing samples

Successful MFA writing samples are essential for aspiring writers seeking
admission into Master of Fine Arts (MFA) programs. These samples serve as a
representation of a candidate's writing abilities, creativity, and potential
for growth within an academic setting. A strong MFA writing sample can set
you apart from other applicants and increase your chances of acceptance into
a competitive program. This article will delve into the components of
successful MFA writing samples, providing insights on how to craft and
present your work effectively.

Understanding MFA Writing Samples

MFA writing samples typically consist of a portfolio of your best work,
showcasing your skills, style, and voice. The specific requirements for these
samples vary by institution, but they usually include:

e Prose (fiction or nonfiction)
e Poetry

e Screenplays or play scripts (if applicable)

Each program may request different lengths and formats, so it is crucial to
carefully read and follow the guidelines provided by each institution.

The Purpose of MFA Writing Samples

The primary purpose of writing samples is to evaluate the applicant's writing
ability and artistic vision. Admissions committees look for the following
qualities:

1. Originality: Your work should reflect your unique voice and perspective.
2. Craftsmanship: Demonstrate a strong command of language, structure, and
style.

3. Depth of Insight: Show an understanding of complex themes and the ability
to provoke thought and emotion in readers.

4. Growth Potential: Convey a willingness to learn and evolve as a writer.



Components of a Successful MFA Writing Sample

Creating a successful MFA writing sample involves several key components.
Each element contributes to the overall impression you leave on the
admissions committee.

1. Choose Your Best Work

Selecting the right pieces for your writing sample is crucial. Consider the
following:

- Quality over Quantity: Focus on your strongest pieces that demonstrate your
skills and voice.

- Diversity of Genres: If applicable, include work from different genres to
showcase your versatility.

- Relevance to the Program: Align your samples with the focus of the MFA
program you are applying to. For instance, if the program emphasizes literary
fiction, prioritize your fiction pieces.

2. Adhere to Submission Guidelines

Each MFA program will have specific submission guidelines, including:

- Length: Ensure that your writing samples meet the required word count or
page limit.

- Format: Follow formatting instructions regarding font size, spacing, and
margins.

- Style: Some programs may prefer specific styles or formats (e.g., double-
spaced manuscripts for fiction).

Ignoring these guidelines may result in your application being dismissed,
regardless of the quality of your writing.

3. Revise and Edit Your Work

Before submitting your writing samples, thorough revisions and edits are
essential. Here’s how to approach this process:

- Self-Editing: Review your work critically. Look for grammatical errors,
awkward phrasing, and inconsistencies.

- Peer Feedback: Share your writing with trusted peers or mentors who can
provide constructive criticism.

- Professional Editing: If possible, consider seeking feedback from an editor
or writing instructor to polish your samples.



4. Create a Cohesive Package

Your writing samples should work together as a cohesive package. Consider the
following:

- Theme or Motif: If you are submitting multiple pieces, think about how they
might connect thematically or stylistically.

- Narrative Arc: For fiction or nonfiction, ensure that each piece has a
clear narrative arc, engaging the reader from beginning to end.

- Diverse Perspectives: If you include work from various genres, ensure that
each piece reflects your unique voice and perspective, while still fitting
into your overall artistic vision.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

While crafting your MFA writing samples, be aware of common pitfalls that
could undermine your application.

1. Submitting Incomplete or Unpolished Work

Avoid the temptation to submit work that hasn’t been thoroughly revised.
Submitting rough drafts or incomplete pieces can give the impression that you
are not serious about your craft.

2. Ignoring Guidelines

Failure to follow the submission guidelines can lead to disqualification. Pay
close attention to every detail outlined by the program.

3. Lack of Clarity and Focus

Your writing samples should demonstrate clarity of thought and purpose. Avoid
convoluted narratives or themes that may confuse the reader.

4. Overly Ambitious Projects

While it’'s important to showcase your creativity, avoid submitting overly
ambitious projects that may not effectively represent your current skill
level. Focus on what you do best.



Presenting Your Writing Samples

The presentation of your writing samples is almost as important as the
content itself. Follow these tips to enhance the presentation of your work.

1. Include a Cover Letter

A brief cover letter accompanying your writing samples can provide context
for your work. In your letter, you can include:

- A brief introduction: Who you are and your background in writing.

- The pieces you are submitting: A short description of each piece, including
the genre and any relevant context.

- Why you are applying: Your reasons for choosing the particular MFA program
and what you hope to gain.

2. Use Professional Formatting

Ensure that your writing samples are professionally formatted. Use standard
fonts (such as Times New Roman or Arial), appropriate font sizes (usually 12-
point), and proper spacing. Paginate your work and include your name and
contact information on each page.

3. Proofread Carefully

Before submitting, conduct a final proofread to catch any lingering
typographical or grammatical errors. Even small mistakes can detract from the
professionalism of your submission.

Conclusion

Crafting successful MFA writing samples is a critical step in the application
process for aspiring writers. By selecting your best work, adhering to
submission guidelines, revising thoroughly, and presenting your samples
professionally, you can create a compelling portfolio that showcases your
talents and potential. Remember that the goal is not just to impress the
admissions committee but to convey your unique voice and vision as a writer.
With careful preparation and attention to detail, your MFA writing samples
can help pave the way to a fulfilling and transformative educational
experience.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key components of a successful MFA
writing sample?

A successful MFA writing sample should showcase your unique voice,
demonstrate strong writing skills, and reflect your understanding of

narrative structure. It should also be polished and free of grammatical
errors, while presenting a cohesive theme or idea.

How long should an MFA writing sample be?

Typically, MFA writing samples range from 10 to 25 pages, depending on the
program's requirements. It’s important to adhere to the specific guidelines
provided by the program you are applying to.

Should I include multiple genres in my MFA writing
sample?

It depends on the program. Some MFA programs encourage diversity in genres,
while others prefer a focused sample. Check the program's guidelines to
determine whether to include multiple genres or stick to one.

How can I make my MFA writing sample stand out?

To make your MFA writing sample stand out, focus on originality in your
storytelling, develop well-rounded characters, and craft compelling prose.
Additionally, ensure that your piece evokes emotion and resonates with
readers.

Is it advisable to include a personal statement with
my MFA writing sample?

Yes, many MFA programs encourage applicants to include a personal statement
along with their writing samples. This statement provides context for your

writing, shares your motivations, and outlines your goals for pursuing an
MFA.
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