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Best Practices: A Fulbright Specialist 
Experience in Perugia, Italy
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Department of Physics

In the Spring 2015 issue of Perspective, several faculty 
wrote stories about their Fulbright Scholar experiences in 
different countries. As noted in those articles, the typical 
Fulbright Scholar program lasts from 2-12 months, and 
most faculty who go on this type of Fulbright will use their 
entire sabbatical at their host institution. This is how I spent 
my Fulbright to Brazil during Fall semester 2015, but I also 
had the opportunity to participate in a Fulbright Specialist 
grant to Italy the summer of that same year. In this article, I 
want to focus on the specialist grant, since the other articles 
have already addressed the scholar experience. 

According to the Fulbright Specialist program mission 
statement: 

“The Fulbright Specialist Program is a unique opportunity 

for U.S. academics and established professionals to 

engage in two- to six-week, project-based exchanges 

at host institutions across the globe.” (https://

fulbrightspecialist.worldlearning.org/). 

This mission statement highlights several differences 
from the scholar program including the length of time, 

eligible disciplines, and project-based exchanges. As stated 
above, the time is several weeks, not several months. This 
shorter time frame may be more appealing to faculty 
members who do not necessarily want to be gone for an 
extended period of time. Also, the specialist program 
only allows certain eligible education disciplines, such as 
biology education, chemistry education, math education, 
physics education, etc. (see website for full list). Thus, the 
special grant is more focused on a teaching and training 
type of experience rather than a research experience.

To apply to the Fulbright Specialist Program, you 
first apply to put your name on the Fulbright Specialist 
Roster to be matched in the future with an approved host 
institution project. This is to prove you are an expert in 
your discipline. For most of us here at BYU-Idaho, having 
an advanced degree and teaching for several years should 
qualify you as a content expert. However, in order to obtain 
a successful grant, it is essential to find an appropriate 
host institution who will apply for a specialist project 
and specifically ask for you. With the specialist program, 
the host institution requests a particular project with a 
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possible specialist, so you need to find a host institution 
and convince them you are the candidate they want to host. 
In my case, I had the opportunity during a department 
trip to visit several institutions in Italy. I visited the 
Arcetri Astrophysical Observatory outside of the city of 
Florence and the physics department chairs in Perugia 
and Bologna. I gave them a resume and discussed current 
physics education research dealing with technology in the 
classroom and other seminar topics I could present at their 
institution. Only one institution really seemed interested—
the University of Perugia—and that started the long 
application process of getting everything lined up for my 
return trip to Italy. In all cases, the host institution initiates 
the project application (hopefully with you named as their 
choice for the project lead) through their country-specific 
Fulbright commission and, if approved, you are sent a letter 
asking to be part of the project. This requires your name to 
already be on the roster list.

The University of Perugia’s proposed project consisted 
of teaching five astrophysics lectures to students and one 
training seminar for faculty, all in English. Four of the 
lectures were specifically designed for undergraduate or 
graduate students dealing with the application of physics 
to the early universe and large-scale structure, which is 

my specialty. I was to teach these topics as part of a series 
of colloquia, and all their physics majors would be invited 
to attend. The presentations included a lecture on Active 
Galactic Nuclei, the role supermassive black holes and dark 
matter play in the formation of galaxies, and the genesis 
of the cosmic web. The fourth presentation was about the 
Native American view of the universe, focusing on the 
Navajo Nation’s perspective on the formation and creation 

of our universe. The very last activity was a seminar to 
faculty on the use of technology in physics education that 
focused on the application of personal response systems, 
i.e. “clickers in the classroom” as a means to formally assess 
student comprehension and to engage students in peer-to-
peer instruction. I supplied the clickers and the base for 
this seminar (just be prepared to answer questions about 
your bag full of electronics as you pass through customs).

After the project application was approved by the 
Italian Fulbright commission, and 
after extensive conversations with 
physics department chair Caterina 
Petrillo and guest lecturer coordinator 
Gianluca Grignani, I was ready to 
go and start this new adventure. The 
University of Perugia paid for my 
housing and food and the grant paid 
for my airline travel and gave a $200 a 
day stipend. That was plenty for all I 
was required to do in Italy.

Once my wife and I arrived in 
Rome, Italy, a university van was waiting to take us to 
Perugia, an ancient city dating back to the time of the 
Etruscans with a mix of Roman and Medieval architecture. 
We originally stayed at the ancient Friary of San Francesco 
del Monte that was partially converted to a hotel, but later 
moved to the center of the ancient city next to an old 
medieval aqueduct to be closer to the University of Perugia. 
The university gave me the first week off to get settled and 

My best practices in the classroom 
could be transferred to a different 
learning environment and still increase 
student interaction and deeper 
conceptual discussions.

Explaining how to use clickers to my Italian class.



some. I think this was the best part of the trip, to see how 
my best practices in the classroom could be transferred to 
a different learning environment and still increase student 
interaction and deeper conceptual discussions.

Being a Fulbright Specialist was a fantastic experience 
for me, not just for the increase in cultural awareness and 
exposure to different learning environments, but also the 
interactions with the wonderful Italian students and faculty 
that forged life-long friendships. I am so grateful to BYU-
Idaho for giving me the opportunity to travel and teach 
in Italy, and for the University of Perugia for giving me a 
chance to show some of my classroom’s best practices. t

explore the area. Thereafter, I was to give two lectures a 
week, which left plenty of time for several culturally rich 
experiences in the region of Umbria, including visiting the 
nearby cities of Assisi, Bevagna, Norcia, and Castelluccio.

The colloquia presentations to the students went 
very well, and since I knew several faculty would also 
be attending, I used clicker questions throughout the 
presentation to help model how I used clickers. Although 
a few of the faculty had heard about clickers and even used 
them at conferences, none of the members of the physics 
department at the University of Perugia had used clickers 
in the classroom; therefore, throughout my presentations 
I would occasionally stop and ask some “clicker questions.” 
By far, most of the students and faculty found using 
clickers very enjoyable and the faculty were very impressed 
by the amount of student interaction that occurred, both 
peer-to-peer instruction and the deeper conceptual 
discussions that would occur between students. When I 
displayed the results and saw that most people got the right 
answer, I affirmed the correct answer. When the results 
were mixed, I told them to try and convince their neighbor 
of the correct answer. The otherwise quiet students erupted 
into conversations and occasionally laughter as they 
interacted with each other. It was a wonderful experience 
to see the same reactions I have in my classroom displayed 
in this otherwise subdued environment. One student in 
particular, who was studying physics education, came to 
me afterwards and told me how great these clickers would 
be in his future classroom and asked where he could buy 

Standing at the entrance of the department of physics at the 

University of Perugia, Italy.

My Italian class appearing to enjoy one of my presentations.


