
 
 

Travel Story 2015 

Name:  

Year and line of  study at KTH: 

Chemical Science and Engineering. Third year. 

Which university did you visit? (Name, city, state)  

Brown University, Providence, Rhode Island 

Time frame: 06/06/2015 - 09/08/2015 
Visa type: J1 
Insurance: If  
Scholarship: - 

Please write about your travel, internship and time in the U.S. by answering the questions 
below as detailed as possible, in 1-2 pages. You may answer in Swedish or English. 

Project description 

Can you describe the project you were working on? What subject area did it cover? How 
did the contact with the Professor/supervisor work? How long was an average day in the 
lab? 

The professor I worked with made suggestions for a few possible projects that I could work on, 
projects that he had been involved in for quite some years. The two most notable of  these were 
modelling the vapour intrusion problem using COMSOL and using the COSMO-RS 
computational technique to predict the aqueous solubilities of  a variety of  PAHs (polycyclic 
aromatic hydrocarbons. 

I only worked passingly on the vapour intrusion problem, which is mostly a transport problem. 
Vapour intrusion is when the contaminants in contaminated groundwater evaporates through the 
soil and into building built on the ground above. At first it might sound bening, however some of  
these contaminants (such as PAHs) are carcinogenic. While only minute amounts of  these 
contaminants actually enter the house, they also tend to stay there. Therefore, over a period of  
time they may cause problems for the inhabitants. The problem is difficult to assess in any 
practical way, as there are a vast amount of  variables to consider. Which is also the reason why 
the project uses COMSOL, as this modelling tool allows a lot of  these variables to be modified 
and accounted for.  



At first I was supposed to work together with a recently hired post-doc who had previously done 
her PhD under my professor on said project. However, she needed quite a lot of  time to 
familiarise herself  with her past work and thus it was difficult for me to participate in any 
meaningful way. 

My primary focus was on the secondary project, the PAH aqueous solubility prediction 
technique. This project was more interesting in my opinion. I have a passion for computer 
science as well as chemistry and this project married the two in a fun and exciting way. Since no 
one else was currently working on this project, it ended up being my own. However, I did receive 
frequent counselling and mentoring from my professor, so I never felt like I was alone on the 
project. 

The PAH solubility project is separate but related to the vapour intrusion issue. The vapour 
intrusion deal with what happens when you already have contaminated groundwater and the 
PAH project tries to predict some of  the thermodynamic properties of  these contaminants and 
thus try to ascertain how and by how much the groundwater may be contaminated.  The reason 
why you want to use a prediction technique is because there are simply such a vast number of  
these molecules and they are almost immiscible in water and thus it is difficult to assess their 
solubility experimentally (or other thermodynamic properties such as vapour pressure). 

For the most part I worked from 9 A.M. to 5 P.M. on this project. At the start of  it my primary 
focus was to read a lot of  literature, in order for me to understand the intricate theoretical 
background and also what has previously been done. I was in regular communication with my 
professor to discuss my findings etc.  

Once the research portion was completed, I set out to do some predictions of  my own. This was 
certainly the most fun and exciting part of  the project, as it is very much an unexplored area of  
science. Though, I had to return to researching stuff  on a number of  occasions. In the end, I 
managed to produce some pretty accurate predictions.  

I mentioned that I more or less worked from 9 to 5 every day, but I can say that this was my own 
choosing. My professor was very flexible and basically allowed me to come and go whenever I 
wanted to. There were not real goals saying that I should work x amount of  hours a week or 
something. As long as I came up with some results it was all good. I choose to be at work 
between 9 to 5 simply because it was nice with some structure to my day and the other people in 
the labs worked these hours too. 

What new things have you learned during the project? Was your prior knowledge 
sufficient for you to handle the tasks presented to you? How much responsibility were 
you given?  

I learnt a lot during my project, it was hugely rewarding. Mostly I would say I learnt more about 
what it is like being a researcher in academia, how they work, why they work and how a life in 
academia could look like. I also learnt a lot about how to structure my work better and how to 
find information. Working in research is very different from studying - you cannot just google or 
look up in a book and find the solution to your issue.  

In terms of  technical skills I also learnt a lot, mostly in the field of  molecular thermodynamics, 
quantum mechanics and computational/numerical techniques. I also learnt how to use some very 
advanced scientific software and some programming (which was more on my own initiative 
rather than my professors). 

My prior knowledge was sufficient to work on these projects I have described and I would say 
that anyone who is doing their third year at KTH should be able to understand the issues well 



enough to work on them. The PAH project I worked on might be a little bit more difficult 
however, as it involved quite a lot of  advanced computer works. But if  you are familiar with 
some programming and adept at using bash/shell on unix/linux systems then you should not 
have much issues here either. 

As I mentioned I was pretty much given my own project and allowed to organise my work 
schedule however I wanted to, so I would say I was given a lot of  responsibility; definitely the 
level of  responsibility a PhD student would have.  

Campus life 

What was life like at the university you visited? Campus life, nightlife and potential trips?  

Student life on Brown was pretty decent. There are not a lot of  organised activities for summer 
students or the like, in fact most of  the regular Brown students are away for the summer. 
Fortunately, I lived in a house with 6 other Brown students who had just complete their third 
year. I got a lot with them very well and we hung out a lot, travelled around RI and MA (mainly 
going to the fantastic beaches around). 

Nightlife in Providence is pretty lousy. There are not many nightclubs or bars around, and those 
that are there close at 1 A.M. Most students at Brown have house parties or pop-overs together. 
These are usually really fun and a great place to meet a lot of  new people. However, you probably 
have to live with other Brown students or at least work with them to be invited. 

There are plenty of  nice trips to do from Providence. As I mentioned, there are plenty of  great 
beaches around in Newport, Narragansett and Cape Cod, all of  these are a short drive away. 
Newport also features a lot of  cool mansions and is a popular tourist destination with great 
restaurants (Providence too has a lot of  good restaurants). Another good trips are going to 
Boston, New York, New Hampshire (there is no VAT there, cheap shopping!!) and Maine (if  you 
like the outdoors). 

How much did it cost living in your city? How did you finance the stay in the U.S? 
Scholarship or private funds? If  you received any scholarship, did you need to send any 
documents to the university in order to receive the funds? 

Providence is a reasonably cheap place to live in. I thought that the most expensive part of  living 
there was food costs. Buying your own groceries and cooking is expensive by Swedish standards, 
but that mostly due to there are no cheap grocery stores close to campus. However, if  you have a 
car available you can drive a bit outside the city to go to stop’n’shop or Walmart. 

Eating out in Providence is slightly cheaper than Sweden. Buying lunch is much cheaper and you 
can get huge amounts of  food for a very low cost (go to Baja’s Mexican grill). I ended up buying 
lunch most of  the time which in the end only was slightly more expensive than making my own 
food. 

My stay in Providence was finances by me personally and via a $300/week stipend from Brown. I 
had no scholarships, but in order to be paid my money I had to get an American bank account 
(which is easy as you have to get a social security card regardless). 

How did you find housing during your stay at the university and how much did it cost? 
How satisfied were you with the housing situation? 

I found my housing via a student my professor introduced me to. She posted an ad on the Brown 
subletting Facebook-group for me and subsequently I was swarmed with offers! I ended up 



subletting a nice large room in a cool house/apartment from a Brown student for $500/month 
including utilities. I was very happy with the housing situation, it was cheap, the house was a little 
bit rundown, but was very nice considering what most people have over there.  

Application 

Were there any problems that did arise during your stay that you think future students 
need to know about? In such case, which problems did you encounter? 

No real problems arose for me. The two biggest issues was that I landed during the TSA lunch 
break… so there was I immigration officer who processed THREE airplanes. They have lunch 
between 12 and 1 P.M. The other issue was that the OISS (international student office) issued me 
a letter to bring to the social security office which was supposed to come from my supervisor! So  
I was sent back. Get the letter from your supervisor directly. 

What documents did you need to send to the university and what did you need to bring to 
the embassy in order to get your visa approved? 

Documents to the university: 
Transcript 
Letter from institution to certify that I was in good academic standing 
CV 
Letter of  recommendation 
Financial information/bank statement 
Letter of  understanding between KTH/Brown 
Letter from me to certify that I know what I am getting myself  into 

What I needed at Embassy: 
In all honesty I cannot really remember what they took. I brought ALL of  my papers I have sent 
and received from KTH/Brown and including bank statements/insurance papers. I also brought 
all of  the fee receipts etc. However, I think you only needed your DS2019, passport and the 
receipts. 

May we publish your travel story on the official CHUST webpage (kongligkemi.se/
chust) so that future exchange students can be helped by the information? 

Yes. 

Thank you for taking the time to fill out this form and share your story!  
Name the document according to: “University – Your Name” and send it as a PDF to 
chust@k.kth.se 

Best regards, 
CHUST committee 2014/ 2015
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