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About the Program:
 Since 2002, the Materials Science and 
Engineering (MSE) Department at Iowa 
State University (ISU) has offered a six-
week summer study abroad course on the 
campus of Brunel University in Uxbridge, 
West London. Designed as a way to entice 
more materials engineering students to 
experience other cultures by living and 
traveling abroad, the program attracts 
students from MSE and other engineering 
departments on campus. 
 Historically, less than 10% of ISU 
engineering undergraduates choose to study 
abroad. In an analysis of reasons as to why 
students were hesitant to take advantage 
of study abroad experiences the top three 
stated were:

1) Cost
2) Getting behind in their studies
3) An adverse effect on their grade point 

average (GPA).  

 The ISU-MSE Brunel program attempts 
to mitigate costs by attracting 15–20 
students so that economies of scale result 
in savings and by providing value to the 
students for the costs they incur. Attracting 
a large number of students is problematic 
for materials departments, which tend 
to be small. To increase the pool of 
applicants, the ISU-MSE Brunel program 
offers a basic Introduction to Materials 
course that substitutes for the introductory 

service materials course required by some 
engineering departments at ISU, and counts 
as a technical elective for the remaining 
departments. Most students take the 

introductory/service class their 
sophomore year, so a summer 
program after the freshman year 
allows students to get ahead in 
their studies. In order to ease 
fears of an adverse effect on 
GPA, Brunel University was 
chosen as the site of instruction 
to reduce anxiety associated 
with any language differences. 
Finally, the class is offered on a 
satisfactory/fail basis, with the 
satisfactory level being raised to 
require a C or better. Elimination 
of grade competition allows 
students to enjoy the experience 
of traveling and not have it 

adversely affect their grades.
 As a way to promote diversity, ISU 
requires all engineering students to complete 
courses in U.S. Diversity and International 
Perspectives, so a second course satisfying 
the U.S. Diversity requirement is part of the 
study abroad experience. The International 
Perspectives class requirement is waived if 
the student lives a minimum of six weeks 
overseas. The program then enables students 
to satisfy three requirements in a short span 
of time.  

Operation
 In practice the program begins with a 
spring preparation class that meets once 
a week for an hour. Class topics include 
traveling to Brunel University, living in the 
United Kingdom, and safety considerations. 
Students initiate e-mail communication with 
the Brunel diversity instructor and begin 
reading assignments.  
 During the six-week summer period, 

four weeks. An ISU-MSE professor team-
teaches the materials class with a Brunel 
instructor, with the instructor rotating each 
year among faculty members in the ISU-

devoted to day trips to materials companies, 
research institutions and cultural sites, with 
a second ISU faculty/staff member arriving 
to serve as the tour chaperone.  
 While the basic materials class is 
more-or-less a traditional class involving 
homework, quizzes, and exams, the 
diversity class is quite different. Since this 
class is taught solely by a Brunel faculty 
member, students are exposed to the United 
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Kingdom style of instruction and method of 
learning, where more emphasis is placed on 
the individual student’s completing reading 
assignments and expressing thoughts, with 
the majority of assessment placed on the 

 The program makes no travel 
arrangements for the students, giving them 

available, travel from any city that is 
convenient, and allowing them the option to 
travel before and after the program if they 

exists in the class schedule to allow for 
three-day weekends, enabling students to 
travel in the United Kingdom (or elsewhere) 
if they wish.

Lessons Learned
 In this day and age of social media, 
giving students a chance to personally 
interact and learn from each other through 
shared experiences has proven to be the 
greatest selling point for recruitment. 
Information nights in the fall are held 
where prospective students meet and talk 
to former students. Regular e-mail contact 
is maintained with those who express an 
interest in the program. Personal interviews 
are held to make students aware of all the 
details of the program and provide them a 
chance to ask questions. 
 During the spring preparation class, 
students get to know each other and bond as 
a group. Emphasis is placed on the fact that 
safety is maximized when everybody looks 
out for each other and the class functions 
as “one big happy family.” Former students 
are brought in to relate their experiences. 
Every week, 10–15 minutes of class time 
are provided for students to talk among 
themselves and plan their travels. A closed 
Facebook group for the class is maintained 
where students can ask questions of former 
students, see pictures from previous years, 
and begin planning their adventure. A spring 
picnic serves as the last opportunity for 
students preparing to leave to ask questions 
of the instructor and former students, while 
a fall picnic after the students return allows 
the program coordinator and class instructor 
to assess student satisfaction. 
 While many study abroad programs are 
primarily the result of one faculty member, 
concerted efforts have been made to involve 
as many ISU personnel as possible. MSE 

Students from the 2005 
ISU-MSE Brunel program 
visit “The Pump Room” in 

Bath, England, and sample 
the water. 

The 2010 ISU-MSE 
Brunel group assemble 
on Westminster Bridge, 

with Parliament in the 
background.

faculty members 
are encouraged to 
teach the class while 
the MSE advisers, 
faculty, and staff from 
other departments 
have served as trip 
chaperones. In this 
way the program is 
promoted to students 
throughout the 
engineering college, 
and other departments 
remain aware of the advantages of the 
program. The international exposure gained 
by ISU faculty and staff is every bit as 

Summary
 Now entering its sixteenth year, the 
future sustainability 
of the ISU-MSE 
Brunel program rests 
on the willingness 
of younger faculty 
to step in and 
assume the role of 
program director. 
This will occur if 
faculty members 

planning and running 
an international 
experience for 
themselves and 
especially for the 

is perhaps best 
summed up in this 
statement received 
from a former 
student, Charles 
Fisher: “Brunel is an 
amazing program for 
students to be able 
to experience other 
cultures and explore different countries. It 
encourages students to study not just their 

outside the U.S., and I haven’t stopped 
since—24 countries and counting!”

L.S. (Scott) Chumbley is a professor of 
Materials Science and Engineering at Iowa State 
University. 
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