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Introduction 
 
There are too many manuals in the world and there are too few. Did you ever get the feeling during 
an event that you should have had a manual or that all the manuals that were there did not apply to 
your situation? Three Utrecht graduate students felt exactly like this when they  wanted to make use 
of the exchange program between UCLA and Utrecht University. And so, they figured, the best 
solution was to write a manual themselves. This manual is based on the experience of three grad 
students from Utrecht: Paul Bijl (Research Master Literary Studies), Robert-Jan Wille (Research 
Master History of Science) and Alina Helsloot (Research Master Literary Studies) who stayed during 
the period 2004-2006 in Los Angeles for a period of three months or more. 

They were the first graduate students to make use of the program; in the past mainly senior 
staff members had been travelling between Utrecht and Los Angeles. And senior staff members have 
–quite understandably– other things which they deem important when organizing a research stay. 
For graduate students, money is much more an issue. And when it comes to a place of stay, a library 
card, attending (or giving) courses, chapters in a manual for graduates and in a manual for senior 
staff members are (and need to be) very different.   

The main goal of this manual is to motivate more students to make use of the program: it is 
an experience not-to-be-missed. The manual may be used as a guideline for students who are 
preparing a stay in Los Angeles. However, it is based on personal experiences, not on solid truth. 
Therefore, everyone who feels that he or she misses something (hopefully not vitally) important in 
this manual, is encouraged to contact the organizers of the exchange program and suggest some 
changes or, maybe even better, ask for the document to change it yourself. Think of it as a paper 
wiki. 
 



 3

Utrecht -> UCLA 
 
1. Preparing your stay in Los Angeles 
 
Knowing what you want  
 
You are reading this manual, so you may already know what you want. You want to study at UCLA 
for a period of time. But you will find out that ‘to know what you want’ is not the easiest thing. You 
may very well have alternative plans, perhaps a ‘backup’ plan for UCLA or somewhere else in the 
States and therefore need to keep open more than one option, options that have different 
procedures. You may not know for how many months you will stay in LA. Will you do archival 
research, will you take classes, will you meet professors at UCLA or perhaps at other universities in 
the ‘neighbourhood’, or something else? These questions need to be dealt with in the academic year 
preceding the journey. If you want to go to the United States in the month of September, start 
preparing things in October, November or December of the year before (but this is an ideal scenario: 
chances are that you will read this manual quite a few months later and think: “ oh-oh!”, in that case, 
do not despair, just change your pace).  

Knowing what you want largely depends on your studies. Is UCLA the university you want 
for the study you do? UCLA has a very good department in the humanities, they will tell you, and in 
our experience we have found out that ‘they’ were quite right. UCLA is one of the top research 
universities in the United States (read: the world) and taking into account the fact that you can order 
books from all the campuses of the University of California (UCLA, UC Berkeley, UC San Diego, 
UC Riverside, UC Santa Barbara and many others), reading books becomes a whole new activity in 
the sunny hills of Southern California. But you may want to find this out yourself: try to find out 
who is who in your area of studies (history, literary studies, history of science) on the websites 
and/or ask your professors in Utrecht. Involve as many people in your ‘knowing-what-you-want’-
phase as possible. Contact your supervisor (this can be your thesis supervisor, or a mentor, or even a 
faculty coordinator that you know) and talk to the staff at the OGC about your plans. People 
(supervisors, OGC-staff, family, friends) think of things you may never have dreamt of.  

Go to the Bureau Buitenland offices as well. Every faculty has a staff member for 
international exchanges. There used to be a central Bureau Buitenland, but this is integrated into the 
‘Studentenservice’ nowadays. 1  They can help you with stays at universities other than UCLA. They 
are able to give information about studying in the States in general. About that: you certainly should 
contact the Fullbright center online2 or in Amsterdam: they have a lot of information about studying 
in the States, about programs at the universities there, about documents you need for entering the 
United States, living in the States, etc.  

When you finish the ‘knowing what you want’ phase you should have a clear idea of your 
options, your main study goals and your university/universities of preference. If the Utrecht-UCLA 
program turns out to be one of those options, this manual could save you a lot of time and trouble.  
 
The Utrecht-UCLA program 
 
The first thing you need to know is that the Utrecht-UCLA exchange program is a program between 
institutes and departments on a horizontal basis and is not an umbrella of a university-wide 
agreement – yet. This means that students entering the program will not be labelled ‘students’ at the 
host university, but ‘affiliates’: not quite the same status as UCLA students. This is not solely a bad 
thing, for you will not have to pay (expensive) fees3 to the university like UCLA students have to (the 
only things you will have to pay have to do with immigration). Of course, most of the exchange 
                                             
1 See: http://www.uu.nl/uupublish/homeuu/onderwijs/studentenvoorzie/homestuderenenst/34815main.html 
2 See: http://www.fullbright.nl   
3 Fee for non-Californians: 25.000$ per year. 
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scholarships you want to apply a good time in advance. Check the following websites: 
www.fulbright.nl, www.wilweg.nl and www.prinsbernhardcultuurfonds.nl. Do not forget to apply for 
a ‘Trajectum beurs’, a small scholarship (400 euro) which is donated by Utrecht University for 
students travelling abroad. 
 Not only is it important for your own budget to have enough funding, it is also an essential 
part of your application: in order to get a visa, you will have to proof that you have access to quite a 
large sum of money. Besides scholarships you will probably need a monthly allowance from the IBG 
or your parents. You need proof of those arrangements, written and signed. This means: a letter 
from your parents in which they state that they grant you a monthly allowance of ……US dollars 
during your stay, and a declaration from your parents’ bank in which it is stated that your parents are 
able to live up to these obligations. If you are going to get a loan, from the IBG or from a bank, you 
will need written proof of that too. N.B. Do not forget to hand in your ‘OV-jaarkaart’ before you 
leave! The IBG will then provide you with an extra monthly allowance of 80 euro. You will have to 
fill in a form (you can get it at the IBG) that needs to be signed by a Bureau Buitenland- employee or 
a faculty staff member and must be returned to the IBG two months before you leave. 
 
Arranging a visa 
Quite a lot of forms are involved in the visa application procedure. The first, the DS-2019, has 
already been mentioned. This is the form which Nancy Dennis will send you after you have sent her 
a request form accompanied by a number of personal documents (see above). Then, there are three 
forms (two if you are a woman) which you need to fill out as well: DS-156, DS-157 (not if you are a 
woman) and DS-158. It is highly important to check this at the site of the US embassy (for regular 
updates):  http://thehague.usembassy.gov/how_to_apply2.html, a site which you need to read very 
thoroughly and where you can download these forms as well.  

You will also need a photograph (remember, there are very strict standards for US visa 
photographs, so go to an official photographer who knows more about this (for more advice, see: 
http://thehague.usembassy.gov/photo_instructions.html). Another document which you need to 
bring and which can cause some headache, is a receipt that proves that you paid (by credit card) the 
SEVIS fee (see: http://thehague.usembassy.gov/student_visas.html). There may be some other 
documents you need, so please prepare your visit very carefully: At the US embassy in Amsterdam 
(which is where you collect your visa) they will send you back home if you have forgotten something. 
To make an appointment with the embassy, you will have to dial a special number and they will ask a 
credit card number to withdraw a certain amount of money (check this on the site). You will also 
have to pay a certain amount of money at the desk in Amsterdam. Oh, yeah, do not forget the self-
addressed envelope, in which they will send you back your passport with visa within 2-3 days. Last 
but not least, bring proof of financial support (see above), which you also need to bring with you at 
the airport (the consul will tell you).  
 In Amsterdam the consul (or probably one of his associates) will ask you about your plans in 
the States. Just tell him or her what you are going to do, including the dates of depart and return by 
airplane (which you also need to fill out a few times on the forms). If all goes well, they will send you 
your passport with a visa within a few days. When travelling, the most important documents to keep 
with you are: passport and visa, DS2019 form, proof of insurance and proof of financial support. 
 
Arranging a place to stay 
It can be difficult to find housing around UCLA, so start your search early. If you are on a budget 
you should be prepared to share a room with one or two others. For budget minded-students the 
University Cooperative Housing Association (www.uchaonline.com) might be an option. It is located 
just outside the UCLA-campus and is a popular housing spot for international students. The rent 
money is very reasonable, and there is a meal plan included in the rent which will provide you with 
twenty meals a week (this means: breakfast, lunch, dinner during weekdays, and brunch and dinner in 
the weekends). However, the rooms are small and noisy and it is not the cleanest place. Please read 
their website carefully and note that you are expected to work a 4 hour-shift each week. But, despite 
of its disadvantages, the UCHA (or ‘Co-op’) is a great place to meet people, it is a luxury to have 
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your meals cooked, and since the university libraries are just a 10 minute-walk away you will not have 
trouble finding a quiet place to study. Do not count on quiet places in the Co-op itself, though.  

If you want to try other options, you should visit the website of the UCLA community 
housing office (CHO): www.cho.ucla.edu. The databases available for you are ‘Public Listings Search’ 
and ‘UCLA affiliates.’ The first one is free, for the second one you will need to pay a subscription 
fee. Another website you might want to visit is www.craigslist.org. But, housing in LA is very 
expensive, and you need to take into account that supermarkets aren’t around the corner (if you have 
a car, driving to shopping malls is not a problem, if you are on foot, it is a problem: LA is “car 
country”), so organizing food is not only making living outside the Co-Op a lot more expensive, also 
a lot more time-consuming. (At the other hand, you have more influence on your diet: eating at the 
Co-Op can be quite greasy sometimes.) 
     It is also possible to go to LA first, check into a cheap hotel and try to find a room when you 
are there. If you choose this option, you might want to take a look at advertisements in the Daily 
Bruin, UCLA’s campus newspaper: www. dailybruin.ucla.edu. However, please note that it is kind of 
risky going to LA without prior housing arrangements because finding a cheap hotel near campus is 
extremely difficult (UCLA is located in West LA, between Beverly Hills and Bel Air, in one of the 
most expensive parts of Los Angeles). Moreover, you will have to deal with the stress of finding an 
apartment when you want to focus on your new, exciting, academic environment! If you stay longer 
than three months, try living at the Co-Op first and while living there, try creating a group of 
international friends around you who have the same ideas about moving on and try to rent an 
apartment with a group of people.  
 
Insurance; health 
Check with your health insurance company if your health insurance is valid and sufficient for your 
stay at UCLA. Besides that, it is highly recommended to add coverage medical costs to your travel 
insurance policy. The Insurance Passport for Students (IPS) is definitely your best option: it offers a 
special insurance package for students and faculty members and is accepted by UCLA because it lives 
up to the following obligatory standards: 

- at least USD 50,000 per accident or illness 
- no less than USD 7,500 for repatriation of remains 
- no less than USD 10,000 for medical evacuation to the home country 
- maximum deductible USD 500 per accident or illness 

For more information about this, see: http://www.ace-ips-nl.com/  
 
One could opt for extra injections: maybe updating your DTP is an idea, and one might consider 
‘doing’ a meningitis. It is absolutely not necessary, but those who want to feel more secure, contact 
the local GGD or http://www.dereisdokter.nl, which has an office (open on Saturdays and Thursday 
nights as well!) in Utrecht in the travel shop Kathmandu. They have offices in other cities as well. 
 
Tickets 
There are two strategies for buying cheap tickets. One is buying them in advance, another is buying 
them very late. The last strategy is maybe more successful if you want to buy a two-week holiday to 
“somewhere in Greece or Turkey” than a quite specific ticket from Amsterdam to Los Angeles.  
 Buying the tickets on internet is a great idea. Expedia (http://www.expedia.nl) and 
Vliegwinkel (http://www.vliegwinkel.nl) are the best, but at the time of reading this, others may be 
even cheaper. 
 Flying in America itself is reasonably cheap. One could consider buying an ‘open-jaw ticket’, 
if one wants to visit family in the East Coast or if you think seeing America without seeing New 
York is not an option. For example, you can buy a ticket AMS-Boston and Los Angeles-AMS and an 
extra ticket Boston-LA. Boston is the gateway to America for Europeans. 
 Another way (if you are late) to find cheaper tickets is to look at flights from Ireland and the 
UK: they can be considerably cheaper. You’ll need to buy an extra ticket to London, but these days, 
with Ryanair, EasyJet and others, that will not be a problem. Do not forget: if your miss your plane 
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in London due to these low-budget companies, do not count on one of the two companies (the low-
budget or the intercontinental company) to pay you a new ticket.  
 
Finding classes 
In advance you should preselect classes. This is not an official procedure, because your are not an 
official student, but you’ll need to visit the site that announces the class schemes: 
(http://www.registrar.ucla.edu/schedule/), try to find the latest brochure that gives a clearer 
oversight of all the courses: a pdf is probably mentioned on the same site. Then contact your 
professor (maybe via/with a cc to your liaison in America (Margaret Jacob, for example)) and tell 
them who you are and what you are going to do and that you are not an official student, but that you 
want to take his class and that you will be a serious participant. Make sure your classes can be fit in in 
your Dutch scheme; ask your Dutch supervisor if the course will do. 
 
What not to forget to bring with you (next to the official documents) 
In the United States, a creditcard is a must. You will need it to pay deposits, rent, car rental, and a 
lot more. Do not underestimate the power of a creditcard! Mastercard or VISA are the most 
accepted ones. But you will have found out that you already need a credit card in the Netherlands to 
arrange your visit. Using your parents’ card is an option in the Netherlands, in America, you may 
need to own your own one. 

The next thing you will have to think about as a student is a computer, preferably a laptop 
(bringing your 1999 High Tower Pentium 2 is not adviced). If you do not have one, consider buying 
one in the States at www.dell.com, cheap stuff and nice quality. Laptops are cheaper there. Officially, 
you’ll need to declare this at the US Customs office when you return. (The same goes with the I-pods 
or other electronic devices you may want to buy in computer-friendly California. Not declaring the 
10 I-pods for all your friends at home can be a risky (and above all, an expensive) business.).  

Electricity: you may need a Dutch-US plug travel adaptor. If you bring your own laptop, or if 
you want to recharge your cell phone, such a thing is very necessary. If you buy a laptop in the US, 
that is not needed, but do not forget to buy a US-Dutch plug if you return home. You can buy them 
at the electricity shop, but also at the travel shops of the ANWB.  

You may need stuff if you are planning to travel around a bit (camping in California’s nature 
parks). People who do that probably know more about the things not to forget (flashlight, anti-
mosquito spray, walking shoes, tent, etc). 

Clothing: the climate is Mediterranean, but especially around December, when the days are 
still somewhat shorter, the nights can be quite cold. You have grown used to the sunny weather of 
course, so, bring a sweater, or, no, wait, leave some room in your luggage to buy yourself an 
enormous UCLA college sweater, that will do fine as well. Other clothing: wearing your flip-flops to 
class is not considered a big disaster. General advice: forget the suit, forget the winter coat, forget the 
6 pairs of leather shoes. Angelino’s (and especially college students) dress very lightly. See also: 
http://www.uclaestore.com/uclagm/Merch_main.asp?mscssid=G8XLB93JQU308JQF9PXS5X4RB
FC0F9F1 for more info on what they sell there and what they really wear there. College students like 
to show where they are from. [If you have a sweater from USC (University of Southern California), 
do not enter Westwood (maybe an aunt knew you were going to LA and bought you this shirt as a 
gift). Vice versa: leave your UCLA sweater at home when you are visiting the LA Natural History 
Museum which is disturbingly close to the USC campus.] 

Blankets. In the Co-Op you will get a mattress (check if it is a new or an old one, if it is too 
old, try asking for a new one when you are there!), but without any paraphernalia. Bring a cushion as 
well. And a sleeping bag, obviously. 

Bring an alarm clock (probably a function you’ll have on your cell phone.)  
Well, probably there are many more things, you will always forget something. No problem, in 
America you can buy everything. 
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programs offered that are university wide are based on the idea of visiting students not paying fees, 
but consider this: the UCLA-program is tailor-made for students doing research masters connected 
with the OGC (and even some other students fit well into the program).4 We strongly encourage you 
to visit the website of the Utrecht-UCLA- exchange program: www.utrecht.ucla.edu and read the 
‘Mission Statement OGC-UCLA’ (click on ‘contract’). Please note that it is not an official contract of 
any sort, but rather a guideline which will give you an idea about what to expect.  
 
Finding a supervisor and contacting UCLA 
 
Knowing who is who at UCLA is quite important. It is possible to travel to and study at UCLA 
without having a supervisor or ‘mentor’, but we highly recommend that you find someone at UCLA 
that will help you integrate into UCLA’s (very bureaucratic) system. Moreover, you will find that it 
can be very nice to be ‘shown around’ (the first weeks) during your stay. With ‘shown around’ we do 
not suggest a person showing you the best places to eat, drink and party, but someone who is 
capable of introducing you to the scientific staff there. Someone who can tell about what you are 
doing to others, who ‘knows people’, who might be not too much of a detailed help with your thesis 
(for your thesis, of course, is highly original and has a subject never been investigated before), but 
who can point you to many, many others.  

It can be helpful to contact professor Margaret Jacob first, a professor in the history 
department, who together with professor Wijnand Mijnhardt established the exchange program. She 
may be able to mediate and find a supervisor for you. She might be your supervisor herself! She is at 
least willing to introduce you to the other Dutch (wo)men around, or American students studying 
Dutch Studies.5 However, you may first want to contact your supervisor in Utrecht before contacting 
Margaret Jacob. He or she might know others to contact, especially outside history and Dutch 
studies, which understandably, are not covered by Margaret Jacob’s impressive expertise. One 
remark: such a ‘mentor’ is not an official acknowledged part of the program. You cannot claim the 
right to have a mentor, but if you ask nicely, probably someone will take care of you ;-). 

The person who everyone at least should contact is Nancy Dennis. She is a coordinator at the 
History Department at UCLA (Bunche Hall) and she is a very friendly and helpful woman. She 
knows everything that goes down at UCLA and all three of us have established a pleasant 
relationship with her during our stay. She is at her office five days a week and she welcomes you  to 
walk in if you have a question or if you need her to ‘authorize’ something for you (for instance: an 
application form for a “Bruin card” =UCLA identification card, an online-account, a UCLA e-mail 
address etc.). Prior to your departure, she is also the one who can help you arrange your official 
paperwork for UCLA. The best thing you can do, is send her an e-mail (at least four or five months 
before you want to leave) in which you introduce yourself and ask for her assistance. She will then 
send you a list of things you need to fax to her: a “request form for certificate of eligibility 
DS2019”(see http://www.utrecht.ucla.edu), a copy of your passport, student identification, letters of 
recommendation, proof of financial support, proof of insurance, etc.  If all goes well, she will send 
you by postal mail an official document in which UCLA accepts you for a certain period of time as a 
‘research scholar.’ This document is an authorized version of the DS2019. It is very important and 
you need to keep it with you at all times (also during your flight)! It is proof for your reasons for 
being in the U.S. It is also one of the documents you need to bring with you to the American 
Embassy in Amsterdam in order to get your visa. 

 
Funding 
A study period in the United States is, as is to be expected, quite expensive for a student on a budget 
and so it is vital that you try to get a scholarship. Please note that the deadlines for application for 
most scholarships are set only once a year (very rarely twice) so you need to know to which 

                                             
4 One of us studied the research master ‘History and Philosophy of Science’ at the Science Faculty, which is, by the way, a 
master compatible with the OGC-master ‘Historical Studies of the Sciences and Humanities’.  
5 http://dutchstudies.ucla.edu/ 
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Other/General advice 
Make a list with contact persons and how to reach them: contact person Utrecht, contact person 
UCLA, contact person bank, contact person insurance etc. 
 
2. Being in Los Angeles  
 
Going to the immigration office 
The first thing you need to do when you are in Los Angeles, is to visit the international student 
office. This will be said in the letter accompanying your DS2019-form as well. There is a special 
division in the center that focuses on visa matters, in the Dashew International Center for Students 
and Scholars (http://www.internationalcenter.ucla.edu/). It is located in the ‘Tom Bradley’ building 
just outside the campus. Make an appointment with them, and when you come back for the 
appointment tell them whether you will be staying in the US during the period or whether you will 
visit Mexico (or other countries) during your stay as well.  

In the same building you will find the organizers of the yearly orientation program, a 
program that can be compared with the Utrecht UITweken, but only for foreigners 
(http://www.internationalcenter.ucla.edu/programs/index.html). You can take a look at their site for 
other matters on Los Angeles as well (next to this manual, of course). When you are in the building, 
ask about their programs and if you are eligible to join.  
 
Going to get a Bruin Card, a class account, a library card and an e-mail account 
You are not an official UCLA student, mind you, so, you’ll might need to find out the best way to 
introduce yourself to the official institutions. Nancy Dennis knows about the peculiarities of your 
UCLA status (you will get a Bruin Card which does not say ‘student’, which means that in some 
situations you are considered a student and in some situations you are considered something else 
(staff, visitor, etc), and especially when you need to swipe the card, most of the time you will not get 
the advantages a student will get (discount on concert tickets etc., but just ask someone with a 
BruinCard to introduce you). Nancy Dennis, at the first meeting you will have with her at the Bunche 
building (do this immediately after your visit to the immigration office), will refer you to the 
computer department of history to set up a temporary class account, and will refer you to the 
BruinCard office to make a Card and an e-mail account (which, combined, is called your Bruin 
account, with a status which is not enough to subscribe for classes, hence the extra temporary class 
account). The Bruin-account, for example, gives you the right to obtain electronic texts in the library 
and outside the campus (if you have a proxy; more on ICT: ask the computer department of history). 
With the class account (you may need to obtain one for every class you take, see below) you can gain 
access to sites restricted to your class only.  
 Then you need a library card. For this (and the before-mentioned cards too, of course), you 
need a letter by Nancy Dennis which you’ll need to bring to the library desk. They will make a pass 
which allows you to bring 5 books a time. If that is too few, you might contact a professor (if you 
know him good enough) and ask him what the other possibilities are (some will hopefully then offer 
you to be their proxies, allowing you to borrow books on their account, but it may be a bit too rude 
to ask for it directly), since UCLA college students can borrow without a limit. Then remember again 
(if you feel your self discriminated against): you are only paying fee to Utrecht (1500 euros) and 
‘regular’ UCLA college students have to pay enormous amounts of money to UCLA (+/- 5000-
20.000 dollars, depending whether you are from California or not). So, yes, you are in California, 
almost ‘voor een dubbeltje op de eerste rij’.  
 
Subscribing to classes 
Already mentioned above, you’ll need to subscribe for every class. Do this when you arrive in LA. 
Find out in advance what classes you want to take (see above). Before going through this, ask Nancy 
Dennis for the latest procedure. If there are problems with the lecturer, let Nancy Dennis (or 
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Margaret Jacob) help you out. They may intermediate. But probably that will not be necessary: in the 
humanities division most teachers know about the UCLA-Utrecht exchange program. 
 
 
Know your way in LA (transport) 
In Westwood (where the UCLA-campus is located) you can easily walk your way around. There are 
supermarkets, book shops, etc. on every corner, and a lot of nice bars and coffee places (and movie 
theatres where a lot of premiers take place! Celeb spotting!) You can buy a bike if you want, but 
remember that it is quite hilly over there and that it is strictly forbidden to ride your bike on campus, 
which means that you have to walk a lot anyway. If you want to go outside Westwood, take the ‘big 
blue bus’: www.bigbluebus.com or the regular MTA-services. You can ride the big blue bus for free 
if you show your Bruin card, the MTA-services will cost you 75 dollar cents per ride. Both services 
will take you all over LA, although it can take a while, depending on where you are going. From 
Westwood to Santa Monica Beach (very nice) is about a 30-minute ride, to go downtown takes about 
50 minutes. You might want to consider buying a car, but only if you are going for more than six 
months. If you are staying for a shorter period of time, buying a car is probably too expensive, and to 
much of a hassle. It is very difficult to insure your car properly in the States when you are foreign, 
and they might require you to obtain a Californian drivers’ license too. But do not despair, most 
Californians (if not all) have cars so your best option is to make a lot of friends (with cars)! 
  
Know your way in LA (things to see) 
The Getty Centre is something that you definitely do not want to miss. It not only houses an 
impressive art collection, it also offers one of the best views of downtown LA. On top of that, the 
architecture of the centre itself is amazing. Every Friday and Saturday night special cultural events 
and performances are organized. You can get there by bus and the entrance fee is… free!  
 Another thing that is very nice on a sunny afternoon (and LA has a lot of those!) is to go to 
Santa Monica Pier, stroll around the fun park, and then rent a bike and ride your way along the 
boulevard to Venice Beach. Back in Santa Monica, walk along 3rd Street, the St Monica Promenade. 
 
About the UC system: visiting neighbour UC’s 
The key is to be bold. If you want to visit other campuses, within the UC system or outside of it, just 
contact the person you would like to meet and ask for an appointment during this person’s office 
hours: we have done this with professors in UC Santa Barbara and Berkeley. You will find that most 
professors are very willing to talk to you, coming all the way from a small kingdom at the other end 
of the ocean. If you are looking to make new interesting contacts, the States is the place to do it! 
Professors are generally very approachable, but of course, always ask nicely.  
 
 
3. Personal Stories 
 
Robert-Jan Wille 
At UCLA from September 2005 until December 2005 
robertjanwille@hotmail.com 
 
Since my visit to UCLA in 2005 was also my first visit to the United States of America, I had decided 
to take a two-week holiday in advance, to visit the East Coast as well, before embarking on my 
college adventure. So, my first contact with American soil was at Logan Airport, Boston, where 
together with a good friend who wanted to accompany me on my holiday we visited a third friend. 
The third person, a fellow historian of science, was studying at that time in Harvard and we were 
welcomed at his house. After spending five days in Cambridge MA, Boston and New York, the good 
friend and I took the plane to Los Angeles.  
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 Arriving at Los Angeles, I went to the Immigration Office, made an appointment and 
immediately left LA (knowing that I would stay for three months there) for a road trip through 
California, where we visited Big Sur, San Francisco, Berkeley, Yosemite and Sequoia National Park, 
the Mojave Desert and the beautiful botanical gardens of Pasadena. 
 When the friend left, I was by myself and coming from the luxury of a Massachusetts 
appartment and big motel rooms, I had to get used to the small rooms of the Co-Op in the 
beginning. But I was immediately absorbed in the international-American community of the flat and 
later on I had quite some trouble some times to leave the building to settle in the as always silent 
library (which, I have to admit, is a relieve compared with the noisy Dutch libraries).  

I got immediately used to the weather, sunnier and less moist than the Netherlands and New 
England, but luckily with colder nights. So, after a few days people could find me wearing a t-shirt, 
some shorts and flip-flops and going to the history faculty to subscribe for a course and say hello to 
Margaret Jacob, Nancy Dennis and Norton Wise, the latter my ‘mentor’ during the stay (he had 
taught a course in Utrecht in the Spring of 2005). I took one class with Geoffrey Robinson, on South 
East Asian history, and used the rest of the time to start setting up my Master’s Thesis. 
 What surprised me there was the atmosphere in UCLA. Most scholars there combine the 
hard work-ethos people usely attribute to the East Coast with a more ‘laid-back’-attitude towards life. 
There is less stress than in Harvard etc. but there is the same Ivy League-productivity, I tend to 
think. What I did like was being invited by the History of Science-staff to join them and the Ph. D. 
students for their weekly colloquium and almost weekly dinner at the Thai restaurant, where the 
latest fashions and gossips in the history of science would be discussed above spring rolls.  
 About Los Angeles I learned that it is better not to see it as one big city, but as many, many 
villages making an amalgamous community. That said, it is maybe more realistic to say that I haven’t 
been to Los Angeles, but to Westwood. Westwood is part of a belt of more prosperous communities 
to the south of the Hollywood Hills, from Santa Monica via Westwood to Beverly Hills and further 
east. Sometimes, especially when going to Downtown and its neigbouring areas, you will see that LA 
consists of more than the belt I just wrote about. Take a time to study the map of LA and try to 
locate your own experiences on it: that is the only thing I would like to add. Living in LA enrichens 
your view on the world.  
 Having visited four campuses during this period (Harvard, Berkeley, UC Santa Barbara and 
UCLA of course), I can say with some honesty that UCLA is the best university to drink a cup of 
coffee after a three our class, open your lap-top on the grassfields, and working on your paper with 
sunglasses on. And the buildings that are on the campus are in no way inferior to those in Harvard 
and Berkeley and those that like Italy and Spain will recognize quite a few buildings. 
 Being back in the Netherland I find it quite intolerable to think of the many days I am 
studying behind the window-glass now, inside a box, while it is raining cats and dogs outside. Maybe 
that is why there are so many good Dutch architects: sitting inside a box observing the outside from 
a distance is the ultimate Dutch way of living.  
 
 
Alina Helsloot 
At UCLA from March 2006 until July 2006  
a.m.l.helsloot@students.uu.nl  

 
In March 2006 I arrived in Los Angeles to study at UCLA for a period of three months (the Spring 
quarter). I had made housing arrangements in advance at the UCHA or ‘Co-op,’ where I shared a 
room with two other female students. The room was small and was furnished with bunk beds, a 
couple of desks, a few book shelves and a closet. Even though this was not quite what I was used to 
in Utrecht, I immediately liked my room and, more importantly, the people I had to share it with. I 
had made ‘instant friends’ with my roommates, and they introduced me to a lot of other people in 
the Co-op. In the Co-op you have the chance to meet people from all over the world (although I 
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must say that the Asian countries are more represented than other countries, but this is not 
surprising since UCLA is known for being a predominantly ‘Asian’ university.)  
 My first day at the UCLA-campus was fantastic. I walked around and marvelled at 
everything, especially the size of the campus and its facilities. In the first couple of days, I visited 
Nancy Dennis’s office, the Tom Bradley International office, and several other institutions to get 
myself settled (on-line desk, library, etc.) It took me about four to five days to arrange everything, so 
I would recommend anyone to make sure he/she arrives at UCLA at least a week before classes start. 
If you do not have housing yet, you should definitely arrive earlier, by the way.  
 I visited my contact person at the faculty of Comparative Literature (who I had contacted 
months before, back in the Netherlands, and who had agreed to help me out once I was in LA). He 
helped me pick my classes and I was happy to learn that a lot of the courses that were offered that 
quarter fitted in perfectly with my study trajectory and thesis subject. I chose two of them, and my 
contact person provided me with a book list, a class schedule etc. I had to contact the lecturers of the 
classes myself, but he offered to send them an e-mail in which he introduced me. After the classes 
ended, I asked the lecturers to write me a short letter in which they reported on my work and gave 
me a grade. The letter said something like: ‘If Ms. Helsloot would have been enrolled as a regular 
student, she would have received the following grade…’ (When I returned in Utrecht, I handed in 
these letters to my supervisor and to the OGC in order to get my credits.) 
 My study period at UCLA was an amazing academic experience. Besides taking two inspiring 
high-level classes, I attended several faculty receptions and lectures by key scholars in my field, who 
travelled from all over the country to give their lecture at UCLA. I also contacted a professor at 
Stanford and had a couple of meetings with him about my thesis, which was a great opportunity for 
me, and an extremely motivating experience. I cannot emphasize enough that you just need to be 
bold! If you contact a professor beforehand in an appropriate manner, he or she is very willing to 
talk to you and answer your questions, even though you are not “officially” a UCLA student.  
 After my stay in Los Angeles, I travelled to San Francisco to take a summer class at UC 
Berkeley and meet with some professors there. It was also a chance for me to invest some extra time 
in my thesis while having access to UC’s great library facilities, and ofcourse I also loved spending 
some time at the world-famous university of Berkeley. I would recommend anyone who wants to 
expand his or her intellectual ánd personal horizon to spend some time at a university in California!  
 
 
 
 
 
 


