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You'll Have to Hold the Line, Mom,
My Agent Is Calling

More Students in Writing Programs Expect (and Get) Hollywood Offers

By GREGORY JORDAN

Once upon a time, students in graduate
fiction writing programs dreamed of publishing
stories in obscure Midwestern literary quarter-
lies with readerships that could all fit into a
Volkswagen. Then, with a lot of hard work and a
lot of luck, someday, maybe, they might have
something published in Harper's or even The
New Yorker. But today these students and their
increasingly preprofessional programs have
much grander ambitions, aiming for a published
novel or a Hollywood contract

What's more, they are getting them. In the
last five years, for example, recent graduates of
the fiction writing program at the University of
California at Irvine have published 10 first nov-
els, two short-story collections and one memoir,
and have had six screenplays optioned by Holly-
wood studios.

“The growth of these programs is a func-
tion of the amazing number of first-book con-
tracts and film options that are making some
young writers rich,” said Tamara Strauss, edi-

tor of Zoetrope: All-5t
magazine owned by
Coppola that publishes stories with the goal of
turning them into films. **About 40 percent of the
600 to 1,000 manuscripts we receive each quar-
ter come from students in these programs.”

While Ms. Strauss said that there were too
many programs and that they produced too
many predictable first-person narratives, she
added that some universities, like lowa, Colum-
bia and Stanford, had become ““a priority read.”

“It is undeniable that certain programs
repeatedly produce a quality in writing that, |
think, is energizing American literature,” she
said

Universities and colleges have realized
that creative writing programs can offer pay-
offs for them as well. With low overhead, they
can be big moneymakers (tuition can run as
high as $30,000 a year), attracting students,
celebrity writers and publicity. Some institu-
tions even try to give these programs margquee
status akin to that of respected law or medical
schools. The program at Southwest Texas State
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University in San Marcos, Tex., for
example, has built a $4 million endow-
ment and hired the acclaimed novelist Tim
O'Brien to teach one semester every other year
for a salary of $120,000. The vision is to build a
program that might rival the famed lowa Writ-
ers’ Workshop at the University of lowa.

In 1967, there were just 13 creative writing
programs in the United States, according to the
Writing Program Association. But the lowa
Writers' Workshop kept producing novelists like
I. Coraghessen Boyle, Jane Smiley and Gail
Godwin, and the programs took off. The 330
today receive about 20,000 applications and en-
roll about 4,000 students, Administrators note
the sharpest growth in applications at places
with famous teachers who attract students seek-
ing publishing and screenwriting success.

Nicole DeSalle, 28, a student at Southwest
Texas State, said she had been attracted to
studying with writers like Mr. O'Brien and gain-
ing entree to the publishing world. Students
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