
EVENT TITLE: The Long-term Book Program as MFA Alternative 

EVENT DESCRIPTION: You’ve taken some workshops, you have a book idea, maybe you’re 

thinking about an MFA. But there are alternative ways to go in-depth on a project!  

This panel brings together participants from writing workshops that offer a long-term book 

program such as StoryStudio’s Novel in a Year, Lighthouse’s Book Project, GrubStreet’s Novel 

Generator, and Stanford’s Novel Certificate. We will discuss the benefits and challenges of 

participation and answer any questions you might have about the process. 

EVENT CATEGORY: Artistic and Professional Development 

Event Organizer & Moderator 

Maria S. Picone: Maria S. Picone/수영 is a queer Korean American adoptee, multi-genre writer, 

and Chestnut Review’s Managing Editor. She has an MFA from Goddard College and is a 

graduate of GrubStreet’s Novel Generator. She has won grants from Kenyon Review, Juniper 

Institute, The Hambidge Center, and others. 

Event Participants 

Linsey Krolik: Linsey Krolik, a graduate of Stanford’s novel writing program, is working on her 

first novel, a chapbook, a smattering of short stories, and a couple of non-fiction projects. She 

loves to find creativity in all aspects of her life, including her day job as a lawyer and law 

professor. 

Dawn Tasaka Steffler: Dawn Tasaka Steffler is a fiction writer working on a first novel. She 

completed Stanford Continuing Studies’ Online Certificate Program in Novel Writing. Then 

went on to study with Rebecca Makkai in StoryStudio Chicago’s Novel in a Year program. She 

lives in San Jose, CA. 

Simone Stolzoff: Simone Stolzoff is an independent journalist and author. A former staff writer 

for Atlantic Media, he now freelances for numerous national publications. His debut nonfiction 

book, The Good Enough Job, will be published in the spring of 2023 by Penguin Random House. 

Shella Parcarey: Shella Parcarey is a Filipino writer. She is a student and a Mapmakers Scholar 

at Pacific University’s MFA program. She completed Stanford’s Novel Certificate program. She 

is an Anaphora Arts Fellow, a Tin House workshop alumni, and a VONA residency alumni. She 

is a former journalist with Dow Jones. 

Opening Moderator Remarks and Housekeeping (5 min) 

Welcome to The Long-term Book Program as MFA Alternative. A few reminders before we 

begin: 

• For those needing or wishing to follow along to a written text, please let the 

moderator of the panel, Maria Picone, know, and a printed copy will be delivered to 

you. 



• Please make sure that spaces marked for wheelchairs remain clear of chairs or other 

barriers. 

• Treat service animals as working animals and do not attempt to distract or pet them. 

• Be aware of those with chemical sensitivities and refrain from wearing scented 

products. 

• Please be aware that your fellow attendees may have invisible disabilities. Do not 

question anyone’s use of an accommodation while at the conference, including for 

chairs reserved for those with disabilities. 

Hello and good morning to all! I’m Maria S. Picone, event moderator and organizer, here 

representing GrubStreet’s Novel Generator and Goddard College’s MFA in fiction, which I 

earned before participating in the Generator program. As an editor, teaching artist, and someone 

who is active in non-traditional writing spaces, I’ve seen many people dream about getting an 

MFA. I was once one of those people. However, as a Millennial with hefty student loans, I can 

also see the downsides to getting one, in terms of finances and the slow burn effect it had on my 

writing career (as opposed to the much faster propulsion I assumed it would lend me). While I 

don’t regret mine at all, I wish that pre-MFA Maria had known about these programs as an 

alternative. This panel is for people like me, who want to deepen their commitment and practice 

but don’t necessarily need an MFA or want the freedom to decide later if they still need one. I’ve 

invited some amazing writer friends—[name and identify the four in order of seating] to come 

and speak to their own writing journeys because everyone is unique, and different, and these 

programs are different too. I hope this panel gives you the information you need to make an 

informed decision about what’s right for you at this time, and sheds light on these amazing and 

transformative programs that often get overlooked. Thank you so much for attending and 

listening. I’m thrilled to introduce our wonderful panelists, who will introduce themselves by 

stating some key details to ground our conversation today. 

Participant Initial Remarks [8min, 2min each)/ (what you write, what program(s) you’ve taken, 

and whether you have/are getting an MFA]: 

Linsey Krolik: 

Dawn Tasaka Steffler: 

Simone Stolzoff: 

• Simone Stolzoff, lighthouse writers workshop, J school masters, but no MFA 

Shella Parcarey: 

*fiction, creative non-fiction 

*programs: Stanford's Novel Writing Certificate Program, currently an MFA student at Pacific 

Univ 



Before going any further, could we do a lightning round and say where you were in your book 

project when you applied to, entered, and completed the program, and where you are now. [4 

minutes, 1min each]. 

Linsey Krolik: 

Dawn Tasaka Steffler: 

Simone Stolzoff: 

Shella Parcarey: 

*drafting/idea stage, currently finishing a 3rd draft of the novel-in-progress 

And now we’re each going to read a bit from our books in progress. 

Excerpt from Novel in Progress [15 min, 3 min each]: 

Moderator Questions [30 minutes]: 

What, to you, is the benefit of these book project programs? This can be both the general success 

of you and your cohort, and/or your personal success. 

Linsey Krolik: 

Dawn Tasaka Steffler: 

Simone Stolzoff: 

• Accountability, community, and diverse edits 

Shella Parcarey: 

*community, meeting other writers since I was so isolated at that point and just beginning to 

write again 

*met some friends there who I now consider as very close friends, met writing instructors I've 

come to trust and keep in touch with 

*great place to try out workshopping, especially if you're new to that 

*introduced me to basic craft, allowed me to polish drafts enough to get into some application-

only workshops that helped me learn more craft, introduce me to more authors and other writers 

*taught me how to read like a writer 

*helped me realize I wanted to finally get an MFA after putting it off for years 

Can you talk about the application process, timeline, and cost? What stage of project did your 

program ask participants to be in when they entered (idea stage, drafting, full draft complete, 

etc)? 

Linsey Krolik: 



Dawn Tasaka Steffler: 

Simone Stolzoff: 

• Lighthouse is 2 years, and I applied before I wrote my proposal. I turned in the first draft 

of my manuscript during the last week of the program 

Shella Parcarey: 

*Stanford's OWC was pretty smooth, very self-explanatory on their page, Stanford also had an 

info session so they are pretty well versed in how to help writers prepare to submit applications 

*cost was considerable but I'm in a lucky position to be able to take some liberties with paying 

for writing programs 

*I don't recall that Stanford had a requirement for how much of your manuscript you needed to 

have at the start. 

What advice would you give someone who is interested in applying? 

Linsey Krolik: 

Dawn Tasaka Steffler: 

Simone Stolzoff: 

• Lighthouse has a mentorship model, so pick a mentor that jibes with your style 

Shella Parcarey: 

*go for it; you meet great people and it's a great way to start putting your writing out there 

What was your experience like in the program? Please speak to both the good and bad aspects 

for you personally. 

Linsey Krolik: 

Dawn Tasaka Steffler: 

Simone Stolzoff: 

• Best part was my relationship with my mentor. For the community aspect, you get what 

you put in. 

Shella Parcarey: 

*good: the people both students and teachers, the span of introduction to craft, the workshop 

aspect, the required feedback seemed like a pain at times but really taught me how to give 

thorough feedback and also how to interrogate my own work effectively 



*bad: sometimes the workshops felt disorganized and it was unclear what was expected of the 

verbal feedback, not enough diversity in terms of culture and racial composition of instructors -- 

something important to me as a writer of color 

For those who have continued on to get an MFA, how do those experiences sit together for you? 

Why would someone considering the MFA track do one of these programs before or even 

instead of an MFA? 

Linsey Krolik: 

Dawn Tasaka Steffler: 

Simone Stolzoff: 

• Not entirely applicable for me, but the main benefit was being able to continue working 

full-time.  

Shella Parcarey: 

*it prepared me for the heavy lifting of an MFA, where workshops are far more thorough and the 

feedback from instructors are much more in-depth 

*Stanford's OWC taught me what to ask for in workshop and the class with Nami Mun 

especially helped me with having a strategy for giving a thorough and thoughtful feedback that I 

continue to use in my MFA workshops 

*I don't know that I would be able to take full advantage of the MFA faculty's depth of 

knowledge without doing OWC first. Because I had the basics in craft, I can ask faculty for more 

advanced/specific aspects of my MS that I really need help with -- OWC gave me the 

background and vocabulary for that.  

*OWC also gave me time to polish my work so that I could turn in something strong for my 

application. I ended up getting a merit scholarship, which I didn't know was even available for 

low-res MFAs.  

Audience Q&A [15-20 minutes] 

 


