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The Core Principle: Your personal statement is a literary document—a personal essay that 
should be as well-written, as carefully crafted, as any piece in your application, including the 
writing sample! This is not a cover letter. This is creative writing. 

Note on Examples: Throughout this handout, I use CCA's MFA program as a case study to 
show you what genuine research looks like. Apply this same level of depth and specificity to 
whatever programs you're applying to. The principle is universal: demonstrate that you've done 
the work to understand what makes each program distinct. 

 

PART ONE: Study the Masters 

Essential Essayists to Read Before Writing Your Statement 

These writers show you how to write about the self, about craft, about artistic practice with 
specificity, vulnerability, and style. Study how they balance the personal with the literary. 

On Writing and Practice: 

• Joan Didion - "Why I Write"  
o Notice: How she turns introspection into investigation 
o Pay attention to: The specific images that anchor abstract ideas 

• James Baldwin - "The Creative Process," "The Artist's Struggle for Integrity"  
o Notice: How he makes the personal political without losing intimacy 
o Pay attention to: The urgency and clarity of voice 

• Annie Dillard - "Write Till You Drop," "To Fashion a Text"  
o Notice: How she uses metaphor to explain craft 
o Pay attention to: The way she elevates the ordinary act of writing 

• Zadie Smith - "That Crafty Feeling" (from Changing My Mind)  
o Notice: Her honesty about the messy process 
o Pay attention to: How humor and self-awareness coexist 

• Eula Biss - "Time and Distance Overcome" (from Notes from No Man's Land)  
o Notice: The braided structure, how she connects disparate elements 
o Pay attention to: Research and personal narrative in conversation 

 



On Identity and Craft: 

• Ocean Vuong - "Reimagining Masculinity" (from The Atlantic)  
o Notice: How personal history becomes aesthetic inquiry 
o Pay attention to: Lyric language in nonfiction 

• Claudia Rankine - "The Condition of Black Life Is One of Mourning"  
o Notice: How form reflects content 
o Pay attention to: The use of second person, the intimacy it creates 

• Maggie Nelson - "Great to Watch" (from The Art of Cruelty)  
o Notice: Intellectual curiosity made personal 
o Pay attention to: How she weaves theory with lived experience 

• Leslie Jamison - "The Empathy Exams"  
o Notice: How she interrogates her own position as narrator 
o Pay attention to: The balance of vulnerability and analysis 

• Alexander Chee - "The Querent" (from How to Write an Autobiographical Novel)  
o Notice: How memory and craft inform each other 
o Pay attention to: Scene-setting in essay 

On Experimentation: 

• Jenny Boully - The Body (erasure essay)  
o Notice: How form can carry meaning 
o Pay attention to: What's left unsaid 

• Lia Purpura - "Autopsy Report" (from On Looking)  
o Notice: How observation becomes meditation 
o Pay attention to: Precision of language 

• Elif Batuman - "Get a Real Degree" (from The New Yorker)  
o Notice: How she uses humor to talk about serious artistic questions 
o Pay attention to: Her voice—conversational yet sharp 

On the Writing Life: 

• Vivian Gornick - "The Situation and the Story" (from the book of the same title)  
o Notice: How she distinguishes between subject matter and insight 
o Pay attention to: Clarity of craft thinking 

• Roxane Gay - "Bad Feminist"  
o Notice: Permission to be complicated, contradictory 
o Pay attention to: How she makes vulnerability a strength 

 

PART TWO: Deep Reflection Prompts 

Take your time with these. Write longhand if you can. Don't censor yourself. 
These are for you—to find what's actually true before you try to make it polished. 



I. Your Relationship to Writing 

1. The Obsession Question: What image, scene, question, or problem keeps appearing 
in your work even when you don't intend it to? Describe it in specific, concrete terms. 
Why do you think your subconscious keeps returning here? 

2. The Failure Question: What's the aspect of craft you can't figure out on your own? 
Not "I want to get better at dialogue"—but what specifically about dialogue? What have 
you tried? Where do you keep getting stuck? 

3. The Honesty Question: What's the real reason you're applying to MFA programs? 
Not the reason you think you should say—the actual reason. What are you hoping will 
happen? What are you afraid of? 

4. The Process Question: Describe your actual writing practice. Not the ideal practice 
you wish you had—the real one. What does it look like? What time of day? What rituals? 
What gets in the way? What keeps you going? 

5. The Revision Question: Think of a piece you've revised extensively. What changed 
between first draft and final? What did you learn about yourself as a writer through that 
process? 

II. Your Artistic Identity 

6. The Influence Question: Who are the writers whose work you'd put your work in 
conversation with? (Not "admire"—whose work feels like it's doing something adjacent to 
yours?) What specifically are they doing that resonates? 

7. The Voice Question: If your writing style were a physical space, what would it be? A 
minimalist apartment? A cluttered studio? A garden? A laboratory? Describe it in sensory 
detail. What does this tell you about your aesthetic? 

8. The Subject Question: What are you always writing about, even when you think 
you're writing about something else? What's the preoccupation underneath the subject 
matter? 

9. The Form Question: What draws you to the form(s) you work in—fiction, poetry, 
nonfiction, hybrid? What does that form allow you to do that others don't? What are its 
limitations for you? 

10. The Reader Question: When you imagine your ideal reader, who are they? What do 
they bring to your work? What do you want them to feel or understand? Why does it 
matter that they read this? 

III. Your Particular Self 

11. The Origin Question: What's the moment or experience that made you think, "I need 
to write this"? Not "I want to be a writer"—but the first time something in you said, "This 
requires language. This requires me to find words for it." 

12. The Contradiction Question: What's the contradiction at the heart of who you are? 
The thing that doesn't quite make sense, even to you? (Example: "I write intimate, quiet 
stories but I'm loud in person." "I'm drawn to experimental forms but I love traditional 
narrative.") 



13. The Outsider Question: What's your relationship to being an outsider or insider in 
literary communities? Where have you felt you don't belong? Where have you felt at 
home? How does this shape what you write? 

14. The Background Question: What from your life experience—your job, your family, 
your hobbies, your random knowledge—shows up in your writing in unexpected ways? 
Not in terms of subject matter, but in terms of how you think or see? 

15. The Stakes Question: What would it cost you not to write? Be honest. What do you 
lose if you don't make time for this? What do you risk if you do? 

IV. Why An MFA, Why Now? 

16. The Community Question: What do you need from other writers that you can't get 
from writing alone? Be specific—not "feedback" but what kind of feedback? What kind of 
community? 

17. The Time Question: What would having two years focused on writing let you do that 
you can't do now? What project is waiting for that kind of sustained attention? 

18. The Teacher Question: What do you want to learn that you can't teach yourself? 
What aspect of craft requires someone else to show you? 

19. The Fear Question: What scares you about MFA programs? Be honest. Is it 
workshop? Is it comparison? Is it the investment? How do you think you'll handle that 
fear? 

20. The After Question: What do you want to be true about you as a writer two years 
from now? Not in terms of accomplishment (publications, etc.) but in terms of craft, 
vision, capability? 

V. Why This Program (Research Deep Dive) 

The Standard You Need to Meet: Whatever program you're applying to, this is the level of 
research required. I'm using CCA as an example because I know it intimately, but you need to 
do this depth of work for every school on your list. 

21. The Faculty Question: Choose one faculty member at your target program whose 
work genuinely speaks to you. Read their most recent book or a recent essay. What 
specifically are they doing in their craft that you want to understand better? Write a 
paragraph about their work that shows you've actually read it, not just the jacket copy. 

For CCA applicants: This might be Faith Adiele, Tom Barbash, Joseph Lease, Aimee Phan, Leslie Carol Roberts, 
Eric Olson, Trisha Low or others. But the principle applies to any program—know the work, not just the names. 

22. The Alumni Question: Look at recent alumni publications from your target program. 
Choose two that interest you and find them at the library or bookstore. What do these 
books tell you about the range of work the program supports? What does it tell you about 
the trajectory of graduates? 

For CCA: Recent alumni include Tom Comitta, Dior Stephens, Alka Joshi, Molly Prentiss, Julie Lythcott-
Haims, writers working across experimental, literary, and commercial fiction/nonfiction. What does that range tell 
you? 



23. The Course Question: Look at the course offerings. Which courses genuinely excite 
you and why? What do the titles and descriptions suggest about the program's values? 

For CCA examples: "Experiments in Life Writing," "Writing As An Act of Witness," "Contemporary 
International Fiction"—what do these suggest about pedagogy and approach? 

24. The Unique Context Question: What's distinctive about this program's setting or 
structure? Art school vs. university? City location? Interdisciplinary opportunities? How 
does that context matter to YOUR work specifically? 

For CCA: Being at an art and design college. What would you do with access to visual artists, filmmakers, 
designers? If you could collaborate with someone from another discipline, what would that look like? 

25. The Place Question: What about the geographic location matters to your work? Not 
"it's a great city" but what specifically about being there speaks to your practice? 

For CCA/Bay Area: The literary community? The place itself? Proximity to something? Archive access? A 
particular landscape or culture? 

26. The Community Question: What about the program's size, structure, or culture 
appeals to you? Small cohort vs. large? Fully funded vs. self-funded? Low-residency vs. 
traditional? Be honest about what you need. 

For CCA: Cohorts of 8-10 people. What does that intimate size offer you? How do you think you'll contribute to a 
small, tight-knit group? 

 

PART THREE: The "Could Only You Say This?" Test 

Go through your draft paragraph by paragraph and ask: 

Could another applicant write this sentence? 

If YES → Make it more specific, more you. 

Examples: 

ANYONE COULD SAY THIS: "I have been passionate about writing since childhood." 

ONLY YOU COULD SAY THIS: "I was the kid who read the encyclopedia for fun. Now I 
write fiction about archivists, librarians, people who organize information for a living—because 
I'm still trying to figure out how to catalog grief.” 

 



ANYONE COULD SAY THIS: "I am interested in exploring themes of identity and 
belonging." 

ONLY YOU COULD SAY THIS: "Every story I write has someone packing a suitcase. I didn't 
notice this until my workshop pointed it out. Now I'm obsessed with understanding why—what is 
it about departure, about the moment before leaving, that my subconscious keeps returning to?" 

ANYONE COULD SAY THIS: "I want to work with Tom Barbash because he is an 
accomplished writer." 

ONLY YOU COULD SAY THIS: "Tom Barbash's The Last Good Chance does something I'm 
trying to learn—how to write about ambition and failure without judgment, letting characters be 
both sympathetic and deeply flawed. I want to study how he manages moral complexity without 
moralizing." 

 

PART FOUR: The Anti-ChatGPT Checklist 

Read your statement aloud. Circle any phrase that sounds like it could have been AI-generated. 
Then replace it. 

Generic phrases to avoid: 

• "I am passionate about..." 
• "Throughout my journey..." 
• "I look forward to..." 
• "I am excited to leverage..." 
• "Your esteemed program..." 
• "I believe I would be a strong candidate because..." 

Replace with: 

• Specific images 
• Concrete details 
• Your actual voice 
• Something true 

The test: If you can hear your own speaking voice in the sentence, keep it. If it sounds like a 
cover letter, rewrite it. 

 

PART FIVE: Research Checklist (The Standard for Any Program) 



This level of research is what's required to write a convincing "why this program" section. I'm 
showing you what it looks like for CCA, but you need to do this same depth of work for every 
program you apply to. 

Faculty Research 

• I have read at least one full book by a faculty member 
• I can describe specific aspects of their craft I want to learn from 
• I can name which faculty member's aesthetic aligns with my own work 
• I'm not just name-dropping—I can discuss their actual work 

Example faculty list (if applying to CCA): Faith Adiele, Tom Barbash, Joseph Lease, 
Aimee Phan, Leslie Carol Roberts, eric Olson, Yalitza Ferreras, Denise Newman, Trisha Low 

Write here: Which faculty member's work genuinely speaks to you and why? What specific 
craft element in their work do you want to understand better? 

Alumni Research 

• I have looked up at least 3 recent alumni publications 
• I understand the range of work graduates produce 
• I can speak to what this trajectory tells me about the program 
• I've actually looked at the books, not just read about them 

Example alumni publications (if applying to CCA): Tom Comitta, The Nature Book 
(experimental); Dior Stephens, Cruel/Cruel (poetry); Alka Joshi, The Henna Artist (commercial 
literary fiction); Molly Prentiss, Tuesday Nights in 1980 (literary fiction); Julie Lythcott-Haims, Your 
Turn (nonfiction) 

Write here: What does the range of alumni work tell you about what the program values? 
About what kinds of writers thrive there? 

Program Distinctiveness 

• I understand what makes this program different from others 
• I can articulate why the specific context matters to my work 
• I know which courses interest me and why (by name, not just "workshops") 
• I understand the program structure and why it suits me 

Questions to answer: 

• What's unique about this program's context? (Art school? University? Low-residency?) 
• What's the cohort size and why does that matter to you? 
• What's distinctive about the location or community? 
• Which specific courses speak to your interests? 



The Specificity Test 

Read your "why this program" paragraph. Can you swap in another school's name? 

• If YES → You haven't done enough research. Go deeper. 
• If NO → You're on the right track. 

The Bar: Your "why this program" section should be so specific that someone reading it would 
know exactly which school you're talking about, even if you removed the name. 

 

PART SIX: Revision Questions 

After you have a complete draft, sit with it for at least a week. Then ask yourself: 

Voice and Craft 

• Does this sound like me, or does it sound like a "professional" document? 
• Is my voice here consistent with my writing sample? 
• Would I be proud to publish this as a personal essay? 
• Have I used my best writing—my clearest sentences, my most precise images? 
• Did I read it aloud? Does it sound like my actual voice? 

Content and Truth 

• Have I said something true and specific about who I am? 
• Have I revealed myself as a person, not just listed credentials? 
• Did I avoid repeating what's already in my CV? 
• Have I shown how I think about writing and craft? 
• Is there at least one sentence only I could have written? 

Research and Specificity 

• Have I demonstrated genuine, specific knowledge of this program? 
• Did I name faculty work I've actually read (not just names)? 
• Can I articulate what makes this program different from others? 
• Is my "why this program" section so specific I couldn't use it elsewhere? 
• Have I spelled all names correctly and verified all details? 
• Could someone identify which program I'm applying to even without the name? 

Structure and Flow 

• Does my opening make someone want to keep reading? 
• Does each paragraph earn its place? 
• Have I cut anything that sounds generic or AI-generated? 



• Is there a clear arc—not just a list of facts? 
• Does my conclusion point toward the future without being cheesy? 

Final Polish 

• Have I proofread meticulously? (This is a writing program—typos matter.) 
• Did I have at least one other person read it? 
• Is it the right length? (Usually 2-3 pages, 500-750 words) 
• Am I sending the version I'm actually proud of? 

 

PART SEVEN: Permission Slips 

Before you start writing, read these. Come back to them when you get stuck. 

You have permission to: 

• Sound like yourself, not like an academic 
• Be funny if that's who you are 
• Be vulnerable without being confessional 
• Admit you don't have it all figured out 
• Write about failure, confusion, uncertainty 
• Use the narrative techniques you use in your creative work 
• Take time with this—start early, revise seriously 
• Show your mess, within reason 

You do NOT need to: 

• Sound "impressive" 
• List every accomplishment 
• Pretend you're more confident than you are 
• Hide your personality 
• Write like a robot 
• Apologize for being a nontraditional student, a career changer, an older applicant 
• Make your life sound more dramatic than it is 
• Perform who you think committees want 

Remember: The committee wants to meet YOU. The real person who will sit in workshops, 
who will bring specific perspectives and questions, who will be a colleague for two years. Don't 
show them a resume. Show them a human. 

 

PART EIGHT: Emergency Prompts (When You're Stuck) 



If you can't figure out how to start: Complete this sentence in as many ways as possible: 
"The thing I keep trying to write is..." 

If everything sounds generic: Write about the last time you failed at writing something. Be 
specific. What were you trying to do? Why didn't it work? What did you learn? 

If you're afraid to be vulnerable: Write the truest thing you can say about why you write. 
Don't show it to anyone. Then see if you can translate even 10% of that honesty into your 
statement. 

If you can't articulate why you need an MFA: Describe the writing problem you can't 
solve alone. Make it specific, technical, craft-based. Not "I want to improve" but "I can't figure 
out how to..." 

If your "why this program" section is weak: Stop. Go read a faculty member's book. 
Actually read it. Take notes. What are they doing on the sentence level? How does their aesthetic 
work? Now write about that. 

If nothing feels like "you": Record yourself talking to a friend about why you write. 
Transcribe it. Your real voice is in there—find it. 

 

FINAL THOUGHTS 

Your personal statement is not a hurdle to get over. It's not a box to check. It's an opportunity to 
write a compelling personal essay about the thing that matters most to you—your writing 
practice. 

Treat it like literature. Give it the time and attention you'd give your best work. Let your voice 
come through. Say something true. 

This is the essay that introduces you to your future community. Make it worthy of that. 

 

About This Workshop: 

This workshop is led by Jasmin Darznik, chair of the MFA Writing Program at California 
College of the Arts and author of The Good Daughter, Song of a Captive Bird, and The Bohemians. She 
reads hundreds of personal statements every year and has been on both sides of the MFA 
application process. 

You can reach Jasmin at jdarznik@cca.edu 



The examples and research standards in this handout reflect what's expected at competitive MFA 
programs. Whether you're applying to CCA or elsewhere, this is the level of rigor and 
authenticity required. 

 

"The most common way people give up their power is by thinking they don't have any." —Alice Walker 

"Write what should not be forgotten." —Isabel Allende 

"The role of a writer is not to say what we can all say, but what we are unable to say." —Anaïs Nin 

 


