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Name: Helian Vunk 
 
Year and line of study at KTH: Final year of Medical Biotechnology Master’s program 
 
Which university did you visit? (Name, city, state): University of Wisconsin-Madison in 
Madison, WI 
 
Time frame: 8 weeks 
Visa type: J1 short-term scholar 
Insurance: Mandatory SHIP insurance by the hosting university, additionally I took a normal travel 
insurance including medical and travel insurance for emergencies (and to cover my travel period 
afterwards) 
Scholarship: $5000 provided by the hosting university 
 
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? 
When I first contacted the professor he gave me a variety of options to choose from, but since the 
field is not exactly what I had been doing so far, I let the professor decide the project. I ended up 
with a rather ambitious project for the short time frame, so my mentors decided to make it a bit 
easier. That rose some confusion what I was supposed to do and the fact that some of the machines 
broke in the lab did not help either. But eventually I had a really nice project. 
 
My project was about first characterising 5 different new isolates of a new high glucose tolerant E. 
coli strain and then engineering the best one to produce dodecanol and tetradecanol. Finally, I 
compared the production in the new strain to the one used in the lab. I did not have to work much 
for different reasons. First, bacteria take time to grow and the engineering part takes especially long, 
secondly although I had two mentors one was finishing his PhD studies and the bioreactor I was 
supposed to work on wasn’t really functioning, the second mentor was on some different funding so 
I could not help him with his own project either. I probably could have made more work for myself, 
but after finishing my Master’s thesis I took it rather slow. I stayed in the office/lab mostly from 9-
17, a few days were longer as well, but I definitely had enough time to go to all the places I wanted to 
see as well. 
 
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?  
Since I was studying Medical Biotechnology at KTH, but the project was more about biological 
engineering, almost everything I did was new to me. I had some experience of working with E. coli 
from my Bachelor’s, but that was two years ago and I used very different methods. I learned a bit 



about bioreactors and more about bacterial engineering (CRISPR/Cas, transformation, curing out 
plasmid). It seems like the project would have been more suitable for someone from the 
Environmental Biotechnology. I was given a lot of responsibility, since already from the beginning 
they somehow expected me to do everything by myself which was rather impossible without 
knowing where everything was and how to follow the protocol exactly. Luckily, I got to work with 
an undergrad (Bachelor’s) student who helped me out. 
 
 
Campus life 
 
What was life like at the university you visited? Campus life, nightlife and potential trips?  
UW-Madison has their own summer program for undergrads, so there are a lot of students to spend 
your time with. They also have a number of events organised only for the chemistry/chemical 
engineering students or all the summer students and this includes lunch seminars with free lunch, ice 
cream socials and some introductory events. Also students organise their own events and trips like 
having a night out or going to the nearby water and amusement parks. Madison is a rather small city, 
but it has a lot to do like weekly Farmer’s Markets, Art Fair, concerts and fireworks. In addition 
everything is really close, 45 minutes biking can get you to a lot of places (they have free rental bikes 
as well). The summer program ends with a poster session, which I decided to do as well (although it 
wasn’t mandatory as I understood). 
 
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? 
UW-Madison provided me with a $5000 scholarship and was enough for two months, but depending 
on the dates you might need to prove some additional funds (mostly due to the health insurance that 
runs from the 15th to the 14th next month and you can only pay per month). It took me 
approximately a month to receive the check, so initial private funds are needed, but not too much.  
 
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? 
UW-Madison provided free housing less than 10 minutes from the lab in a rather nice dorm. I had 
my own bedroom and shared the kitchen, bathroom and living room with another girl from the 
program. The dorm building also has a laundry room, common rooms with table tennis, TV, 
computers, also study rooms. The best thing was that the housing was free, so I did not have to 
spend the scholarship on housing; instead I did some travelling after I had finished my program. 
Also I did not have to worry about finding housing, which can be rather hard, especially getting 
something that close to the labs. 
 
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? 
I did not have any mayor problems with any of the steps along the way. There were a few 
miscommunications with the university, but everything turned out well. I guess what caused more 
worry was getting the visa. Since I’m not an Swedish citizen I was not sure where I should apply for 
the visa, especially since I was finishing my studies at KTH and also how to prove that I do not want 
to stay in the US, but eventually applying for the visa was really easy. 
 
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? 
So I applied for the visa in my home country (Estonia) and I did not have to show too many 
documents. First to get the DS-2019 from UW-Madison I had to e-mail them my CV, bank 



statement, proof of English skills and passport copy, but it was all clearly stated in a document I 
received soon after I contacted UW-Madison. In the embassy (that was in Estonia) they wanted my 
passport, DS-2019, proof of SEVIS, appointment confirmation that also shows you have paid the 
visa processing fee and DS-160 confirmation page. They took the listed documents, I waited for 15 
minutes, had the interview with the consul and got my visa. I did not need to show my birth 
certificate or anything similar, but they might have checked it online.  
 
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 
 
 


