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bubble of excitement and nervousness that grew and grew as my ex-
change drew nearer. And then, I finally began to think about the new 
people I would meet, the beautiful places I would explore, and the ex-
citing courses I would take at my new University abroad. But, I can 
honestly tell you that all of my expectations fell immensely short of my 
reality.

I met some of the kindest and most generous people I have ever known 
in my life. I got involved with my school abroad and tried things that 
were completely out of my comfort zone: windsurfing, rock-climbing, 
cave-exploring and more! I traveled to all the corners of Ireland, and 
was amazed and awestruck by the natural beauty of the rolling green 
countryside. I took Irish dancing lessons and performed in front of my 
school. I planted trees in the University orchard. And perhaps most im-
portantly, I experienced a deep sense of personal growth, independence, 
and mental wellness that I never could have foreseen. I became relaxed 
and carefree; I stopped worrying so much about grades and deadlines 
and began to live life for its small pleasures. It was a truly eye-opening 
experience and I have tried to keep that Irish mindset and carefree way 
of living ever since.

If you could go on exchange again, where would you go and why?
If I could go again, I would. It doesn’t matter where because I know I’ll 
be surprised, astounded, and inspired no matter where I end up. That’s 
the beauty of travel.

Overall, would you recommend the exchange program?
Yes! Going to Ireland was one of the best experiences of my life and it 
changed me in monumental ways. I can’t tell you how it will change 
you, but I know it will. If you have the chance to study abroad, take it.

Frank Chen, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2016
Location of exchange: University of Warwick; Coventry, England
Time of exchange: Fall 2015 & Winter 2016

Why did you decide to participate in the exchange program? 
I primarily wanted a new experience. It’s good to escape the research/
GPA/research/med school/research culture, and I wanted to see what 
other options were available. I talked to a lot of people, and everyone 
that I met who went on exchange loved it. It’s a personal challenge too, 
starting over in another country, navigating your way through, and so 
on. 

What is the most important thing that you took away from the ex-
perience?

Being okay with uncertainty. Travelling gives you perspective on life 
from meeting so many different people with different backgrounds. It’s 
fun and enlightening to hear their stories. Life changes so much that it’s 
impossible to even map out the next 2 or 3 years, which are also very 
short in a long lifetime, so it’s not always negative if things don’t go as 
planned. Just work hard and have faith that everything will work out 
in the end. 

Overall, would you recommend the exchange program? 
Yes.

Allana Simon, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2017
Time of exchange: Winter 2016

Location: University of Amsterdam; Amsterdam, Netherlands
Why did you decide to participate in the exchange program?
My brother went on an exchange in Singapore during his third year of 
university and he had such a great experience that I decided to go on 
one myself. I have always wanted to visit Europe, but I’m not a huge fan 
of tourist activities, so I thought immersing myself in the culture would 
be more enjoyable.

What are some of the expectations you have for your time abroad?
To learn a lot about different cultures first-hand and meet people with 
a wide variety of backgrounds from different parts of the world. And I 
expect to have some fun, probably.

Are there any challenges that you expect to face? How do you plan 
to overcome them?
The challenge that I’m anticipating to be quite difficult is homesick-
ness. I love my family and periodically get homesick during the year. 
However, Hamilton is just 75 minutes away from my home, whereas 
Amsterdam is around 8 hours by plane. My plan to mitigate this issue is 
to Skype and message my family regularly. I also am fortunate enough 
to have my family agree to visit me at the end of the term, so I’ll have 
that to look forward to. Additionally I expect the international student 
services will have strategies to deal with homesickness and if not, I’m 
sure I’ll be able to talk with the other incoming exchange students as 
many of them will be experiencing similar feelings.

The McMaster Exchange Program is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity 
for students in the BHSc program. It is an opportunity to discover the 
world, meet new people, embrace different cultures, gain independence 
and confidence, and to grow in an interdisciplinary, multi-faceted way. 
After all, adventure is out there!
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Every year, the McMaster Exchange Program facilitates over 300 
student exchanges between McMaster University and over 70 partner 
universities around the world. Students from any faculty can apply for 
a single semester or full year abroad at the institution of their choice, 
while retaining their status as a student at McMaster University. 
Most students study abroad during their third year of undergraduate 
studies. Exchange students pay the same amount of tuition to 
McMaster while abroad, although expenses such as transportation, 
accommodation, food, and insurance are paid separately.

Going on exchange provides students with the wonderful opportunity 
to broaden their global perspective, form lifelong friendships, and 
immerse themselves in foreign cultures and lifestyles. BHSc students 
can apply to one of three international exchange agreements: 
MacAbroad, the Trans-Atlantic Science Student Exchange Program 
(TASSEP), or the KILLAM Fellowship Program. MacAbroad offers 
opportunities abroad in all continents, while TASSEP and KILLAM 
allow students to study in Europe and the United States, respectively. 
In the past, students from the BHSc Program have studied abroad in 
universities all around the world, including Denmark, Ireland, the 
Netherlands, and United Kingdom.

Given all of the advantages of going on exchange, what’s holding 
students back? A common concern is the calculation of marks upon 
return to McMaster. Since international schools have a different 
grading system, courses taken abroad generally do not count for GPA 
calculations. Credits appear as a transfer credit (T) on transcripts, 
provided that a minimum of C- is achieved in the course. Each 
professional and graduate program considers these transfer credits 
differently; some exclude transfer credits from GPA calculations, 
while others require grade conversions using a World Education 
Services (WES) evaluation. 

BHSc alumna Katrina Radassao, and BHSc students 
Christina New, Frank Chen and Allana Simon share their 
experiences about the MacAbroad exchange program below.

Katrina Radassao, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2015
Time of exchange: Winter 2014
Location of exchange: University of Leeds; Leeds, England

Why did you decide to participate in the exchange program?
I decided to go on exchange to challenge myself and explore new 
countries and cultures. The exchange program was an excellent 
opportunity to do this while fulfilling some of my elective courses.

What is the most important thing that you took away from the 
experience?
I think what I gained most from my experience on exchange was 
adaptability and independence. When you put yourself in a new 
environment alone, you are forced out of your comfort zone. I think 
this is valuable for so many reasons as you are able to develop a 

variety of inter- and intra-
personal skills in a short 
period of time. It’s like the 
first day of Frosh week in 
first year — new, exciting 
and frightening — but on a 
whole other level. Through 
the exchange program, 
you learn to learn with 
varying teaching styles and 
are evaluated in unique 
ways not typically seen in 
Western education (e.g. 
100% examinations). Also, 
because you are on your 
own in a new place, you 
are in full control of your 
experience. You get what 
you put into it. If you are 
open to making new friends, put yourself out there and you will! If 
you are willing to embrace the culture, you can! Explore and be open 
to every experience.

How did your studies abroad differ from your time at Mac?
My classes abroad were more lecture style, however, some utilized 
small group activities during lecture. Didactic learning is something 
not typically seen in health sciences courses. I think the biggest 
difference, however, were the evaluations used. Of my four courses 
abroad, two had 100% final exams. This was quite daunting at first 
but challenges you to manage your time throughout the term and 
self-study. 

Overall, would you recommend the exchange program?
Absolutely!

Christina New, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2016
Time of exchange: Winter 2015
Location: University of Limerick; Limerick, Ireland

Why did you decide to participate in the exchange program?
I love travelling and I love new adventures! I also completed an 
amazing exchange to France back in high school. But in all honesty, 
I never really considered a university exchange (and I didn’t believe 
I had enough time to complete one) until a friend of mine told me 
he was applying to study overseas in England, and I thought... well 
that sounds fun!

What were your expectations before travelling abroad? Did your 
experiences differ from your expectations?
For many months leading up to my exchange I had no expectations 
whatsoever. I think I had a sense of denial that it was actually going 
to work out and I was really going to fly off to Ireland for 4 months. 
Several weeks before my departure date, I remember getting a little 

excHanging StorieS on excHange: 
a glimpSe into macaBroad 
by Ashley Lam & Sofía Zhang-Jiang, BHSc (Honours), Class of 2018


