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NOTE FROM THE DEAN INSTRUCTOR SPOTLIGHT: JAN WATSON
BY MELISSA HART

SN H U ON LI N E M FA

N EW SLETTER

inspiring words are exemplified in each of this 
issue?s spot lights.

Our instructor spot light is Jan Watson, a gifted 
writer and instructor whose students have long 
been singing her praises. One recent ly wrote: ?I 
will never forget you. You encouraged me to 
express myself and go beyond my fears of 
reject ion that I'd carried around for most of my 
life. Your comments helped me take risks in my 
writ ing and only write better, not worry about 
pleasing the unknown head editor. For that, I'm 
grateful.? 

Our student spot light is the extraordinary 
William Sirls. It  is unusual but not unprecedented 
for an Online MFA student to have already 
published a novel, as William has. In fact, he?s 
published three, to great acclaim. But few 
students indeed, if any, have had the experience 
of seeing their novel made into a feature film.   

Rounding out our spot lights is alum Marc Abbott , 
an award-winning speculat ive-fict ion writer and 
writ ing instructor who calls Brooklyn, New York, 
home? the old stomping grounds of the dean! 
Marc exemplifies not just the grit  and 
determinat ion of Octavia But ler?s mantra but  
also her determinat ion to help other writers 
succeed.

You can also read a recap of the December Pitch 
Weekend. 

You won?t want to miss the next Word for Word 
on Wednesday, January 18, a group reading 
featuring the winners of the Penmen Review Fall 
Fict ion Contest, including our own Tim 
Brumbaugh! Learn more and register here.

Finally, if you haven?t already, please follow us on 
Twit ter @SNHUmfa. (Continued on p. 2.) 

SNHU's MFA program, would you give your younger student-self?

JW: I was a very young and very earnest MFA student, fresh out of my undergraduate 
program. I wanted to be a Serious Writer and took myself seriously. In hindsight, I wish 
I?d allowed myself to be a lit t le more playful. My intensity and seriousness served me 
well in some ways, but something that I?ve discovered about myself as I?ve gotten older 
is that I have quite an offbeat sense of humor that comes out when I?m not reining 
myself in. I would have liked to have capitalized on that more in my earlier writ ing so 
that I would have a better sense of how to funnel that tendency in my writ ing today. In 
terms of how this advice might apply to our MFA students, I would say that it?s 
important to really play into your natural strengths. You can (and should) always stretch 
yourself, but it?s also important to know what qualit ies of your natural voice and style 
you can most successfully draw upon. As an instructor, I?m always trying to help 
students ident ify what those qualit ies are.

MH: Both of your published novels feature young characters. Asta in the Wings has a 
seven-year-old protagonist, and What Has Become of You has a fifteen-year-old main 
character. How do you create authent icity of voice in a child/adolescent character? Any 
t ips for students?

JW: Creating authent icity in younger voices is something that comes naturally to me. I 
was a sensit ive and observant child who knew I wanted to be a writer at a young age, 
and perhaps I never fully lost that child?s voice and viewpoint. This may be why I love 
working with young protagonists. They come to me more easily than adult  protagonists, 
frankly. For students who may not feel the same abiding connect ion to their childhood 
that I do, my first  bit  of advice would be to remember that children are very intelligent 
creatures and should be writ ten as such. My second piece of advice would be to read as 
much adult  fict ion with young protagonists and young narrators as you can get your 
hands on. 

MH: You wrote for the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette earlier this year on how Dostoevsky's 
Crime and Punishment changed the way we see villains. Will you explain and make the 
case for why contemporary thriller novelists might want to study this 1866 novel?

Happy New Year! 
Here?s to a great year of 
writ ing ahead for us all. 
Whatever your writ ing 
goals are, let?s help each 
other work toward 
accomplishing them in 
2023. In the words of 
Octavia  But ler, ?So be 
it ! See to it !? Those 

Jan Watson began writ ing stories at three years old, taking 
as her inspirat ion both the Little House on the Prairie series 
and macabre fairy tales such as Hans Christ ian Andersen?s 
?The Red Shoes.? She graduated from the MFA program at 
Columbia University. Tin House Books published her debut 
novel, a dark comedy t it led Asta in the Wings. Her second 
novel, What Has Become of You, is a thriller published by 
Dutton. She lives in Maine.

MH: You graduated from Columbia University's MFA 
program; what advice, especially as an instructor for Photo Credit : Jan Watson
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STUDENT SPOTLIGHT: WILLIAM SIRLS
BY JENNIE RAY BELL

JW: Crime and Punishment is one of the first  
novels to ever explore what we would 
nowadays refer to as a senseless or seemingly 
motiveless crime. Most of the modern-day 
crimes that incite the most fear are terrifying 
because of their senselessness and apparent 
randomness, and I believe that part  of our 
fascinat ion with true crime and fict ional crime 
comes from our desire to understand that 
which is not comprehensible. We want to 
know what makes deviant killers do what they 
do. Villains are most interest ing when we can 
see a glimpse of their psychological 
underpinnings. Dostoevsky?s novel offers a 
window into the mind of a killer, which paved 
the way for many subsequent (and current) 
novels that cont inue to capture our 
imaginat ion. For a recent example, I 
recommend the novel Notes on an Execution, 
by Danya Kukafka. 

MH: You've worked as an editor, copywriter, 
and author; what advice can you offer MFA 
thesis students on the revision process? 

JW: One of the great surprises I discovered as 
an editor is that writers make a lot  of 
mistakes. Even the most skillful writers can 
become myopic when it  comes to their own 
work, and that?s where the trained editorial 
eye really helps. You?ve got to get other sets 
of eyes on your work. And you?ve really got to 
think about what works for the greater good 
of your story, even if some of those choices 
are not what you originally hoped for or had in 
mind. 

MH: Tell us what projects you're working on 
now. 

JW: My current project is a collect ion of 
fifteen interconnected stories, some of which 
are autobiographical and some of which are 
not, which I?ve tentat ively t it led The 
Acceptance Letters. Due to an extensive 
teaching load, my writ ing progress is slow, but 
I hope to have the final draft  completed and 
ready for final edits by the end of 2023. I have 
also begun researching and taking notes on a 
long-term dream project of mine, which is a 
nonfict ion study of how writers are depicted 
in fict ion. This one may take years to 
complete, but it?s one I?ve had brewing in my 
mind since my graduate school days.  

 

Learn more about Melissa Hart?s work at 
www.melissahart.com and follow her on 
Twitter/Instagram @WildMelissaHart.

 

 

For Marc Abbott , award-winning author of Hell at the Way Station and its sequel,  Hell 
at Brooklyn Tea, earning his MFA at SNHU is just the latest milestone in his career as a 
writer. During a recent chat, Abbott  reflected on his journey as an indie author and 
mentor, his love of the horror genre, and how earning an MFA from SNHU in 2022 is 
already support ing his current career goals and future aspirat ions as a writer and 
educator.

Abbott?s love of horror goes back to childhood. ?I put the blame for that solely on my 
father. Dad was a voracious reader of writers like Stephen King. He was a huge fan of 
the Universal Monsters films. We?d sit  up on Saturday night and watch those, and   
then he?d buy me the books. If a book was coming out that he knew I?d be interested  

in, he?d get it  for me.?

Yet it  would seem that Abbott?s mother, a teacher, must also share the blame. It  was she who introduced him 
to the works of Edgar Allan Poe. The gothic master became another key influence, along with William Peter 
Blatty?s classic novel The Exorcist , which Abbott  admits he probably shouldn?t have read as a child. ?That was a 
mistake,? he laughs. ?The book was extremely terrifying.? However, Abbott?s terror only made him hungry for 
more. ?I was a horror junkie as a kid. I learned to appreciate other genres, but horror kept needling me.?

Looking back on these early influences, it?s unsurprising that Abbott  grew up to be a writer. However, success 
did not come easily. ?I struggled to get published for years,? he says. ?Publishers don?t tell you what?s wrong 
with your work; you?re left  to figure it  out.? It  was these experiences that set him on the path of indie 
authorship.

?When I started, I was a self-published author. It  was becoming a thing. But there were a lot  of vanity presses, 
and I didn?t have anyone guiding me through that process.? Instead, Abbott  learned to be a successful indie 
author through an arduous process of trial and error. ?Bit  by bit  with each book I self-published, I learned how 
the business worked. You see, when you?re a self-published author, you?re also a publisher.?

By wearing mult iple hats for writ ing, edit ing, publishing, and market ing, Abbott  honed his expert ise in the indie 
world. Along the way, he saw many new writers struggling to promote their work, and he wanted to  help. ?I 
often went to book fairs and saw a lot  of first-t ime authors making mistakes that you want to avoid. The more I 
learned about publishing and the edit ing process, the more I realized that it  was important to me  to turnkey 
this information for writers coming out the gate and needing help. I wanted to help prevent a novice from 
falling into the same pit falls that I did.?

Guiding emerging indie authors is one of Abbott?s many contribut ions to the literary community. In addit ion  to 
serving as a mentor, he is also a workshop facilitator and instructor for the Center for Fict ion in Brooklyn, New 
York, and he curates a monthly storytelling open mic. Abbott  also leads the creat ive writ ing workshop Beyond 
the Tropes, which takes a deep dive into how tropes are used in speculat ive fict ion by POC authors. Abbott , 
who will start  teaching English at a New York City high school in January, says that his desire to teach writ ing 
was one of the many reasons he applied to the SNHU Online MFA program.

?One of the final courses I had to take in the program was designed to prepare me to teach. I had to create 
lesson plans and a syllabus. It  was a lot  of fun to think about how I would build my class and what it  would look 
like.?

In addit ion to gett ing a cert ificate to help him pursue a career in teaching, Abbott  also great ly values the 
support he received for his writ ing from SNHU faculty and classmates. ?Oh man, I got so much out of the 
program, even more than I thought I would. I strengthened my work and made my craft  so much better. I  made 

Over the course of his life, William Sirls has experienced both great highs and tremendous 
lows?  some born of chance, some born of choice. Once a senior vice president at a major 
investment firm, he was incarcerated in 2007 for wire fraud and money laundering, where 
he learned a great deal more than he ever bargained for. We spoke to him about the life 
lessons involving faith, grace, pat ience, and forgiveness that are evident in his writ ing. 

JRB: Could you start  by telling us a bit  about your backstory and how you came to write?

WS: I?m the father of two wonderful daughters and am a former Senior VP with one of the 
nat ion?s largest investment firms. Between 2000 and 2003, I lost millions in the stock 
market and was doing some pretty stupid things to make up for it , ult imately earning 
myself a 54-month sentence in federal prison. 
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contact them whenever I needed help. I was never alone. They took the t ime to help 
and break down the process step by step. Working with faculty makes it  much easier 
than trying to do it  by yourself.?

Abbott?s plans for the future include revising and polishing his thesis and submitt ing 
the novel manuscript to agents and editors. He is also hard at work on the third 
book in his series, as well as collaborat ive projects, including a horror anthology. 
When asked what pointers he would offer to writers just beginning the SNHU 
Online MFA program, Abbott?s advice is simple. ?Stick with it . Learn from what?s 
being given to you. Make friends and enjoy every moment. In the end, you get so 
much out of it . It?s absolutely worth it .?

Courtney Watson is a fiction and travel writer. She is the 2021 winner of the Omega Sci-Fi "Women 
Hold Up Half the Sky" award for feminist science fiction. Follow her on Twitter @mydearwatson12
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ROLL OF HON0R

MFA student and soon-to-be graduate Desiree Difabio has signed with  literary agent Dawn Dowdle at Blue Ridge 
Literary Agency for her thesis novel, a cozy mystery current ly t it led The Librarian of Plummer Hill. Congratulat ions, 
Desiree, on this awesome accomplishment!

Desiree also unlocked another career achievement back in October, earning her  first  professional credit  with the 
publicat ion of her short  story ?The  Perfect Li(f)e? in Wild Ink Press?s anthology I?m Not the Villain, I?m Misunderstood. 
The story, originally writ ten for MFA-630: Writ ing Short Works, was  nominated for a Pushcart Prize! Desiree, you 
are on a roll!

Instructor Melissa Marr?s recent book Wild Horses (Penguin 2021) was selected for Dolly Parton's Imaginat ion 
Library Book List  for 2023. How cool is that?

Another soon-to-be MFA graduate, Tim Brumbaugh, placed second in the Penmen  Review Fall Fict ion Contest for 
his wonderful story ?Snowfall.? Rock on, Tim!

Instructor Kait  Ballenger will be a featured guest author at the Coastal Magic Convention on Feb. 23-26 in sunny 
Daytona Beach, FL! If you?re in the area, stop by to say hello and get some books signed!

Instructor James R. Gapinski has a new short story up at Maudlin House: ?The Museum  of Lost Objects,? a beaut iful, 
bit ing meditat ion on memory and loss. Give it  a read!

Instructor Gabino Iglesias?s novel The Devil Takes You Home appeared on many best-of-the-year lists and received the 
Authors on the  Air Book of the Year award for Best Horror Novel. We are proud of your  success, Gabino!

Instructor Kelly Ann Jacobson?s short  story ?Becoming Claire? appeared in the prest igious Boulevard literary journal. 
Well done, Kelly!

Instructor Let it ia Trent has a short  story, ?The Old Ways,? in the inaugural issue of the charmingly named quarterly 
e-journal Alice Says Go Fuck Yourself. Read it  here!

Instructor and alum Lisa Wood received the 2022 Mico Award, an industry award  celebrat ing individuals who 
exemplify Innovat ion, Courage and Excellence in the Film Arts. Woo-hoo, Lisa!

Alum Kanietahawi Sharrow was awarded a fellowship to the Virginia Center for  the Creat ive Arts to work on her YA 
novel, which is based on Haundenosaunee (Mohawk) cultural beliefs. Congrats, Kanietahawi!

Alum Alisha Emrich's debut YA novel NerdCrush comes out on Feb. 7, and it 's available wherever books are sold. 
Congrats, Alisha? you are crushing it !

self-publish the story. About ninety days before the release date, I 
was encouraged to give out some advance reader copies to create   
a lit t le pre-release buzz, and one of those copies ended up on a 
recept ionist?s desk at Thomas Nelson/Harper Collins. She read it , 
passed it  up the ladder, and they offered me a three-book deal, 
proving that blind squirrels can, in fact, find acorns.

JRB: That is amazing! And what?s even cooler is that  The Reason 
was made into a movie in 2020. Could you tell us a bit  about that 
experience? How did that come to be, and what was the process 
like, seeing your book transit ion into film?

WS: We had a few different discussions about turning the story  
into a movie and were fortunate to finally team up with Pureflix   
and Universal Studios. Watching the story come to life was 
absolutely fascinat ing, and, as you will hear many authors say, it  
was also horrifying, as turning a 400-page novel into a 90-minute 
movie can result  in a lot  of your babies gett ing killed. Despite the 
cut scenes, I consider myself t ruly fortunate that the film was 
done, as I made a lot  of industry connect ions, made a ton of new 
friends, and had a great t ime.

JRB: With such success as a published author, and with several 
books under your belt , what was your motivat ion for seeking an 
MFA at SNHU, and how has it  enriched your writ ing?

WS: I?m fortunate to have spoken at several writ ing conferences 
and universit ies and found that I enjoy sharing ideas and speaking 
about writ ing as much as writ ing itself. On a few occasions, I was 
told that I?d make a decent teacher, so I did a ton of research on 
MFA programs and landed at SNHU. Until my arrival here, my 
only educat ion on writ ing was that I read and st ill read two books 
a week. Stephen King says that if you want to be a writer, you 
have to read a lot  and write a lot . I think he may be on to 
something. Anyhow, I decided my dream life would be to teach 
writ ing in some lit t le sleepy college town while putt ing out one 
novel a year. I?m halfway to my MFA, so let?s see what happens ?

JRB: You write books in the Christ ian Fict ion genre. What drew 
you to this genre and what is it  about the genre that keeps you 
fulfilled? Are there other genres that pique your interest and/or 
influence your writ ing?

WS: I think regardless of the genres we write in, our characters 
present great opportunit ies to share parts of ourselves. I had 
undergone a lit t le bit  of a spiritual awakening and decided to 
share some of the things I learned throughout The Reason. Based 
on some of the feedback I?ve received, I think my message hit  
home with a few readers, and it?s truly an awesome feeling to 
make those types of connect ions. In terms of other genres, I read 
just about everything, and to the surprise of those that ask, my 
favorite author is Stephen King. His body of work and ability to 
write across different genres has influenced my writ ing more 
than all the other authors I have read combined.

JRB: Can you tell us a bit  about what you are current ly working 
on and if you?ve ventured out into other genres?

WS: I recent ly took down my website and will be reopening it  to 
introduce my first  step into other genres. I have a new speculat ive 
novel coming out under a pseudonym on February 21 and am 
current ly working on a YA novel as my thesis in the MFA program. 
I have learned more about writ ing during my first  ten months at 
SNHU than I have in my previous fifty-seven years, part icularly in 
the areas of plot, sett ing, and dialogue. I look forward to the 
balance of my educat ion here and ult imately sharing what I?ve 
learned with students and readers alike.

JRB: We can?t wait  to read your upcoming books, and know that 
you will make a wonderful writ ing teacher, William! 

Jennie Ray Bell is a poet and SNHU instructor who lives and writes 
with her husband and two children in upstate New York. She also 
makes films, collage, and assemblage art.

McSweeney?s Internet Tendency has announced a new short fict ion prize: the Stephen Dixon Award. More 
information on submitt ing here.

Women-owned Quill & Crow, a ?quaint & curious gothic press,? is open for  novel submissions. They are also looking 
for fict ion for their themed  anthologies and their website. A lot  of opportunit ies here!

Raw Dog Screaming Press is launching a new novella line, with a submissions window closing on January 23.          
Don?t miss this chance!

The HWA?s Scholarship from Hell is open for applicat ions through January. Apply here!

A great source of market info is the free Funds for Writers newsletter. Why not subscribe?

For all you horror writers, Ghoulish Talesis looking for ?fun horror that aims to celebrate all things spooky.? More info 
here. 

There is st ill t ime to enter the All That Glit ters contest at Elegant Literature. First  prize of $3000! More details 
here.

Sometimes in our searches for submission opportunit ies, we tend to overlook the  old, established venues. But  
there are few better places for a new  writer to break in than these prest igious magazines, all of which pay  SFWA 
pro rates! Why not try Alfred Hitchcock?s Mystery Magazine, The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fict ion, Analog,  
or Asimov?s Science Fict ion Magazine?

IT PAYS TO SUBMIT

Twice a year, SNHU?s online Creat ive Writ ing programs hold a Pitch Weekend in which MFA and MA students in 
their thesis courses are given an opportunity to pitch their work to professional literary agents. The fall Pitch 
Weekend took place on Saturday, December 10, and Sunday, December 11. The event was a success on every 
level, from a smooth technical implementat ion to the posit ive experience of students and the seven literary 
agents who generously donated their t ime, attent ion, and expert ise.

Of the forty-eight students who pitched in a 1:1 Teams session with the agent of their choice, there were 12 full 
manuscript requests, 11 part ial manuscript requests, and 7 query invitat ions. Said one MFA student, ?I am so 
happy, and I am so grateful for this opportunity and this program.? The agents were also complimentary. "Thank 
you so much for having me,? wrote Kat Kerr of the Donald Maass Literary Agency. ?It  was lovely gett ing to know 
you and your MFA students and their stories! I look forward to seeing the requested materials when they are 
ready!"

For students looking forward to future pitch weekends, Kat offered advice about what agents are looking for in 
pitches. ?I think the biggest thing when it  comes to pitching is finding ways to concisely relay the story, typically 
between one and two paragraphs, three at the most, that state who the character is, what their object ive or the 
motivat ion of their journey is, what gets in the way of their journey, what is the main conflict  that stands in their 
way, and what is at stake if they don't  achieve their goals. Within that, we of course want to be able to see the 
uniqueness of the story as well, something that would help set it  apart  from things we've seen in literature 
already. Universal themes will always be t imeless, but we also want to be able to see the unique perspect ive that 
gives universal experiences a new take.? Words of wisdom to ponder and put into pract ice!

Prior to my sentencing, my oldest daughter, 
who was ten at the t ime, had been diagnosed 
with Type 1 diabetes and was staying in the 
hospital. During a visit , I had a chance 
encounter with a young cancer pat ient and his 
parents, which put my personal problems into 
perspect ive and inspired me to write about a 
magical character that shows up in the 
children?s ward of a hospital. I wrote the story 
in longhand on legal pads, and it  ult imately 
became my first  novel, The Reason. I never 
queried an agent or formally submitted the 
manuscript to a publisher and decided to 
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