




The process is great, straightforward, but here, you have to actually do this. They have to even check 
your visa. You have to create a lot of things. But through that tradition, I was exposed to my host family 
who helped me a lot in finding a place, and adjusting, and looking for ways to go around from... The 
easiest way to go from my place to the school. Academically as well, there is also, of course, like I've 
mentioned, there is so many ways. I'm not also used to, for example, in classes, people interacting 
directly with the lecturer. "I did not understand that. Can you elaborate this?" et cetera. 

In my background, you just go to class, you're like 300, you take notes if you want. If you don't, the 
lecturer will come, talk, and leave, and then it's up to you to actually do your research and understand 
everything that was said in class. I was already used to that, and then coming here, learning that you can 
actually ask, these are just very normal thing here. You can ask question in class. If you have a problem, 
there is office hours, they call it, after the lecture, where you can actually go to the office and discuss with 
the lecturers further about something you do not understand, or about your research, or so many things. 
Those are things that I also would not have known if I just started right away, if I did not do the Pre-
Academic. It was tremendously helpful for me. Yeah. 

John Boccacino: 

This is the launching pad towards your master's degree as being a graduate student, and comes with that 
the research aspect. Research as an undergrad is different than research as a graduate student. How did 
you find your skills as a researcher being honed and developed through this program? 

El-Baz Abdallah: 

We actually learn, I taught, which we even do a presentation here in the library, how to make a poster 
showcasing your research, or a thesis, or something like that that you've been working on. This is also, 
like you mentioned, it's very, very different from an undergrad or even during the time I was working as a 
project manager, because it's very, very different how to cite, for example. Citation, for me, was 
something I could not even understand. I think it took me a whole day just to understand that you cannot 
just use someone's ideas and make it your own. I did not understand that, so that's one example. Other 
thing is how to actually... You have an idea, but you have to read books and then find a way to actually 
pass that idea into a paper. You cannot just have an idea. 

For example, I have this idea and I'm just starting to write, but you have to... I mean, it pushes you to do 
more research in terms of reading books. I've learned also about peer-to-peer papers, so many different 
things in terms of research that I honestly had no idea, because being also from an engineering 
background, we do more on project, like hands-on projects, more than the research part of it. Coming to 
grad school, it'll have been disastrous if I had to start right away and having to understand how, for 
example, AI impacts people in their daily life, because that's exactly what I'm passionate about, what I 
want to do. But we don't just do the technical part, but we also learn about critical thinking and all of 
these things that, for me, it was very, very new. But thank God to the Pre-Academy. It was a beautiful 
introduction at least. I don't know if you say segue into that. For me, once again, it was amazing and it 
was very, very helpful. Yeah. 

John Boccacino: 

Now, I know in the history of the program, more often than not, the students of Fulbrighters come, they 
go through the intensive program, they make their friends, they learn how to develop their research skills, 
and then you go on to other schools across the country as part of the American education system. You go 
to wherever you want to pursue your master's. What made you want to be one of the students to not only 
say, "My time was so great in the Fulbright Pre-Academic Program. I want to get my master's here at the 
iSchool"? 
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an island of people like that, so an idea that will be extremely helpful also, implementing it in my island, 
whom they don't have this kind of incentives, of course, but they earn less. How to actually be able to 
sustain... Know how to pay how much the amount of bill in this in terms of with this weather, et cetera. 
That's just one of the project. I can explain more, of course. 

Another project also, which I actually presented during the Pre-Academic as well, is a project that I'm 
working with my mom in terms of enhancing maternal healthcare in my island, which is Comoros Island. 
My mom is a gynecologist, and I've lived my life hearing her talk about these kind of things. One of the 
problematics is people tend to lose the baby without knowing, and so one of the ideas that I discussed 
with my mom. I'm actually doing the project, this is called a capstone. These are the final project you'll 
have to work on during the two years of your master's, is to actually being able also to build an AI model 
to analyze the woman's and the baby's heart rates. Just doing some analysis to get more data and use also 
the already existing data to be able to know that when this happens, for example, we have to actually act 
so people don't have to move from rural areas all the way to the capital city, which is how our country is 
set up, in order to get medical attention, or even moving from one island to another to get medical 
attention. 

Sometimes it's too late, sometimes they don't even know, so how to actually be able to make closer, not 
just telemedicine, but actually make it even more closer than that, that we have data that's coming in real 
time about the status of the mother and the child. Through that, I'm working on right now with my mom, 
of course, and also with the high school to be able to implement this project. All these kind of projects I'm 
exposed to is maybe, I'll say, summarizing a little bit of what I'm passionate about and what I'm learning 
also in the high school in terms of how to use data analytics and using AI, having the support of AI in 
order to actually improve people's lives. Yeah. 

John Boccacino: 

You mentioned always wanting to make a difference and give back. Through your research at the iSchool 
to being a facilitator here at the Pre-Academic program, I would say you're doing a great job of being the 
best version of yourself, giving back and trying to lift people up, and also lift yourself up too-

El-Baz Abdallah: 

Thank you. 

John Boccacino: 

... to really reach those dreams. It's really been a pleasure to have you on and get to tell your story. 

El-Baz Abdallah: 

Thank you. 

John Boccacino: 

His name is El-Baz Abdallah. He's doing great work here with the Pre-Academic Program and in the 



like to be useful, of course, and already knowing because I've been through that is, for me, amazing 
because I can make it easy for all of them by answering a question, guiding them, give them advice, et 
cetera. Once again, thank you so much. As you can see, I'm very happy to talk about this. Thank you for 
the exposure of this podcast, John. 

Budoor Basim Mohammed: 

I'm really happy to know about all of the information in here, from how do we write... Should be writing 
our research, how do we write our biographies as a graduate students, all of these things that would help 
us into adapting more to the educational system in the United States, because I have not been introduced 
into such thing back home in our educational system. I think to prepare us even academic-wise into 
expecting what do they expect from us to do as a graduate students, because I have the bachelor 
experience back at home but I don't know how the graduate student life looked like, especially in 
America. Yeah, I think it was a really good idea, and I'm happy that I'm here. 

John Boccacino: 

You heard about one of the key success stories we had on the first part of this podcast, El-Baz Abdallah. 
Well, one of the people that he helps as a facilitator is kind enough to join us here on part two of our 
podcast. She is Budoor Basim Mohammed, who, after she's done with the academic program here at 
Syracuse, will be going on to the University of Nebraska to study her master's in civil engineering with a 
focus in environmental engineering. Budoor, it's a pleasure to have you on. Thanks for joining us. 

Budoor Basim Mohammed: 

Thank you very much. Happy to be here. 

John Boccacino: 

Give our audience a little background on yourself, where you are from originally, what really intrigued 
you in this Pre-Academic Fulbright Program. 

Budoor Basim Mohammed: 

I come from Iraq. I'm Iraqi, and I lived there for 25 years. For us, as part of the Fulbright Program, it was 
optional to go for the Pre-Academic or not. I felt like, "Yes, maybe I should do that. It'll be a good 
preparation," and I think I made the right decision. It was a great decision. I do think that it gives a great 
intro trial into what is to be in a university before actually going to the university, although now I will be 
having a very high expectation on how a campus should look like because of Syracuse University. The 
campus here is very beautiful. It's an absolute pleasure just to walk around, and look at it, and be inside 
the halls. It's really great. Yeah. I think to prepare us even academic-wise into expecting what do they 
expect from us to do as a graduate students, because I have the bachelor experience back at home, but I 
don't know how the graduate student life look like, especially in America. Yeah, I think it was a really 
good idea, and I'm happy that I'm here. 

John Boccacino: 

What has been your experience in the adjustment process? What lessons have you learned about how 
higher ed works here in America versus your undergraduate, your bachelor's experience in Iraq? 

Budoor Basim Mohammed: 

Well, it's completely different. I cannot even do a comparison, a fair comparison, because back home, 
we only have core courses. We have to take them. The relationship with the professors is extremely 
formal. 
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We have to call them professor, doctor, and their first name. The way that the class would look like, the 
way that we are graded, the way we communicate, everything about it is completely different, even the 
way that we get graded. Yeah, it's very different. But again, I'm really happy to know about all of the 
information in here, from how do we write... Should be writing our research, how do we write our 
biographies as a graduate students, all of these things that would help us into adapting more to the 
educational system in the United States�� 

John Boccacino: 

I like the way the program is 



diverse from the United States. We literally had that today in the class, how we got accepted in 
universities, in our countries. It was completely different from one to another and really impressive. 

John Boccacino: 

When it comes to that melting pot, again, having the 20 different countries for this year's cohort coming 
together, it's got to be nice too to have that you're not alone in this, because I'm sure you can feel 
homesick at times. I mean, granted you're in Syracuse in the summer, not during our subfreezing winters 
like El-Baz has gone through, but the acclimation, how did your group or how did your facilitator maybe 
play a key role in helping you with your adjustment? 

Budoor Basim Mohammed: 

Let's just start with something. A huge thanks to our facilitators, to also David, to Jackie, to Kelsey. 
They've been such a great support, very kind and supporting, and they do really, let's say, deal with us. 
They know that what we are going is very new to us and we are trying to adjust it and adapt with it as 
much as possible. They're making it as much easy as it can. When it comes to the students, yes, I do think 
that we all feel kind of the same because it is something that is new to most of us as well, and we're all 
like, let's say, strangers to each other, but we got to be friends very fast, very quickly. 

I do feel like sometimes we have that language barrier, because English is our second language, but we 
are working it out. I think, in the end, we have that understanding in that we do realize that the different 
backgrounds is something to embrace and something that will make us learn more, know more, and even 
be happy to know about that we... Okay, I met someone from this country in that country and I learned 
about new cultures. 

John Boccacino: 

What is one or two examples that you feel like sharing of specifically the role with your facilitator, how 
they helped strengthen your relationship, further your academic research, your passion for knowledge? 

Budoor Basim Mohammed: 

I think that the recap that we do sometimes gives or stabilize the roots of what we have learned at the end 
of the day. It is something very informal, but at the same time, very encouraging for us to recap all of 
these vocabulary story, and try to phrase them, and have a more understanding of what we have learned 
during the day, because sometimes it can be too much. But then when we all sit together and we're 
recapping slowly, and she's asking these of questions, and we are trying to answer it and think about, "Is it 
this? Is it that?" sometimes some people can be shy and they wouldn't ask sometimes the questions that 
they wanted to ask, or they didn't get, let's say, a vocabulary well. 

We make sure that, during that session, everything is much clearer, and it really helps. I really like that 
part of the day when it feels like so slow and smooth, and, at the same time, very encouraging for us as 
well to express ourself with someone, let's say, our age. We feel like she is our friend more than, to be 
honest, a facilitator, and we love that. 

John Boccacino: 

Now, how about the social component of the program? What are some fun things that the group has done 
to explore the city of Syracuse, to just have a little bit of downtime and enjoy life here in Syracuse? 

Budoor Basim Mohammed: 

We've done some great, not just fun activities. We were at Niagara Falls yesterday. 
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John Boccacino: 

Okay, what was that... As a first time visitor, how can you describe that experience? 

Budoor Basim Mohammed: 

Amazing. I mean, I got some Oppenheimer music vibes when I was looking at Niagara Falls. I was like, 
even when I posted it later on Instagram, I put the Oppenheimer music. It was like we were in a movie. 
Wallah, the way that we were all looking at them, I've never had such experience in my life. I'm really 
glad that I got to do it. It was the best trip ever, one of the best actually in my life. Thank you, honestly, 
for ELI demonstrating, and working, and adjusting all of that, and, let's say, coordinating it for us. 

John Boccacino: 

Well, it's great to hear that you get the balance and holistic development experience. It's not just the 
academics, it's the cultural and the social part as well. But the cold hard facts are that once the program 
ends on August 9th, you are going to be embarking on this graduate program at the University of 
Nebraska. Tell us a little bit about your interest in civil engineering and how you want to make a 
difference in the world by getting that degree. 

Budoor Basim Mohammed: 

Well, I worked as a chemical service engineer in water technology company called Metito, and I'm really 
grateful for all the people that I learned with because they gave me that passion. I had first a background 
in oil and gas because Iraq is a very rich country in oil and gas, so everyone who graduated was like, "I 
want to work in oil and gas." But then, later on, I figured out that this might not be my passion, especially 
that I was interested in going eco-friendly, sustainability, renewable energy, the environment since I was 
at college. But we had very, very few opportunities like that in my country, because unfortunately, it is 
still not that much being supported by the public or the private sector. But then I got that chance to work 
in water technology as a chemical service engineer, and I fell in love with water. 

When that happened, I knew that, okay, I want to do my master degree in environmental engineering 
specifically. Now, why did I pick civil engineering majorly? Because apparently, in America, 
environmental engineering is under civil engineering. In my country, it's under chemical engineering. 
This is one of the differences that I was shocked with at the first time when I was doing my application. I 
was like, "Wait, why is environmental engineering under civil engineering? Isn't that supposed to be 
construction and this is chemical engineering?" I was going through different syllabuses and classes in 
different universities until, "Okay, okay. Now I get it. Now it makes sense." This is one of the reasons I 
even choose to have chosen UNL, specifically because of the path that I want to take in water technology 
and to studying water treatment and the water pollution, which is a very arising problem in my country 
and all over the world and needs much more attention, because one day, we're going to have very, very 
limited resources for water, and we are going to have to deal with that very efficiently. 

One of the things that people also do not realize, and the government is not paying attention to in my 
country, is that most of the people are drinking well water. We have the rivers, but we're not really using 
them because we have very high total dissolved solids in the water that it's very expensive to treat it and 
to drink it later on. It's a very long, hard process, and the government is not willing to facilitate on help 
on that. Again, this is not just in my country, but because now we have a shortage of water, so we are 
going through this more and more and the people are drilling more wells. Again, we're drinking only our 
water that's based on warm water while people think it's from the river. 

But in the future, that will be going all around the world because we're consuming water, consuming 




