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Why is work experience important? 

In an increasingly competitive graduate job market a good degree, 
even from a world class institution, is not enough to secure the job 
that you want when you graduate. As well as looking at your aca-
demic achievements, graduate employers want to see evidence 
that you have developed a range of skills that will be beneficial in 
the workplace. 

One of the most useful and beneficial ways of doing this (and help-
ing you to decide the types of jobs that you want to apply for after 
graduation) is by gaining work experience. Work experience can 
take many forms and can vary depending on the industry you wish 
to work in.  

How can I get some work experience? 

The Careers, Employability and Enterprise Centre (CEEC) have a 
number of initiatives running at any one time. Examples include: 

Explore: Arts & Heritage  

Explore: Third Sector  

Explore: Public Sector 

Opportunities are advertised on the vacancy bulletin, the careers 
database (accessible via our website) and often on our social me-
dia. This also includes opportunities organised and offered by ex-
ternal organisations. Information and support, including one to 
one appointments for CV and Cover Letter advice (for work experi-
ence applications) is provided by a dedicated Placement Officer, 
based within the CEEC.  

 

 

Summer of Experience 

 We are always interested in discovering how 

our students spend their free time, when not 

studying, and how this helps to shape their 

academic and career choices. So, in 2013 we introduced an 

initiative called Summer of Experience, which is designed to 

get students to tell us how they spend their summer 

vacation. The entries are judged, and prizes awarded for the 

most interesting, engaging, inspiring and informative 

accounts. Winners receive a certificate and a prize. Entrants 

will have the opportunity to have their 'Summer of 

Experience' published on our website and we also invite a 

selection of entrants to speak at our Work Experience Forum. 

 So, at the end of each summer, we ask students — what 

did you do this summer? Did you make the most of your free 

time? Whether it was voluntary work, an internship, a 

placement or travelling (or anything in between) we want to 

hear from you! 

 We ask students to submit a short report of their 

summer's experience. This can be in any format; an email, 

blog, diary, anything goes (photographs are welcome)!  

 

This booklet outlines a few case studies from last year’s 

entries and the different journeys each of them experienced. 



 

 

Interning in LA – XPRIZE & the 

Brook Owens Fellowship Program 

    Alexandra (Sasha) Warren  

Space. The final frontier. These are my voyages 

of as a Geoscientist, aspiring Planetary Scientist. 

This summer, I had the incredible opportunity to 

travel to Los Angeles for the summer to 

undertake an internship at XPRIZE. This was as 

part of the Brooke Owens Fellowship 

Programme, a highly competitive paid internship 

and executive mentorship program for 

undergraduate women pursuing careers in 

Aerospace and Space Exploration – i.e. me.  

Running multi-million-dollar incentivized prizes in industries ranging from ocean 

exploration to adult literacy, XPRIZE is a non-profit company seeking to change the 

world by setting audacious and ‘impossible’ challenges to anyone mad enough to 

give them a try. While interning in their offices in Culver City, California, I had the 

privilege of being a part of the Google Lunar XPRIZE team. Running for 10 years as 

of September 17th this year and boasting a total prize purse of $30 million, the 

Google Lunar XPRIZE is the largest ever incentivized prize run. The challenge? To 

soft-land a space craft on the Moon, move at least 500m in a straight-line path on 

the lunar surface, and transmit high quality video and panoramic photographs back 

to Earth. Oh, and the mission must be 90% privately funded. If you’re now asking 

yourself “But why go to the Moon, we already put people there, like, 50 years 

ago?”, “What kind of crazy people think they can beat NASA at building and 

launching spacecraft?” or “So what’s happened over the past 10 years?!” – 

congratulations, you’re already halfway to knowing how I spent my summer!  

As the official Google Lunar XPRIZE intern, I was tasked with putting together the 

company’s first ever ‘Impact Report’ to assess the effect of the prize over the last 

decade – primarily on the  lunar services industry, and on the general public by 

means of inspiration and education.  
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 Inspired and inspiring: a Fulbright scholar and an NCS Team 

Leader 

 My Summer at Harvard University 

 A summer of collaboration: Particle accelerators in Chicago 

 Experiencing gender and religion in India 

 Buckingham Palace: The best summer job in London 

 How to travel the USA for free (and much more) – the camp 

experience  

 Consumer Products Internships 

 All kinds of teaching!  

 Modern Day Monks in Delhi 

 Lots of Summer Bits and Bobs 

 Interning at Yale University: Treatment for children with severe 

anxiety 

 Volunteering at Glastonbury as an Oxfam Steward 

 Summer of Research in Germany 

 DUCK (Durham University Charities Kommittee) Cambodia Ex-

pedition 2017 

 Teaching in Cambodia; every child deserves an education 

 Technology for Career and Social Good 

 Trekking in Nepal 

 My Professional 10-week Finance Analyst Summer Placement 

at JPMorgan, London 



 

 

Advice to students considering a similar experience 

First of all, I would definitely advise students to do something 

with their summer. University summers are potentially the 

longest stretch of time that you’ll be able to have free – don’t 

waste it! Volunteering, travelling, local part time work and internships would all be 

useful for building your skills as well as enhancing your CV.  

 

Summer placements related to biosciences can be very sparse so my second piece 

of advice would be to start looking for roles early and be proactive. Send out 

speculative applications to companies you’re interested in and keep checking job 

websites using key words such as ‘science’ ‘summer’ and ‘temporary’.  Don’t get 

disheartened when applying for roles, I had several set-backs where I was offered 

interviews for companies but I was unable to attend, resulting in the interview 

being withdrawn. Don’t be put off if this happens, keep applying and your 

persistence will pay off.  

 

Summer of Experience 

The variety of internships, volunteering projects and  jobs 

undertaken by students over the summer is amazing! 

 Other entries submitted for the competition include:  

 Volcanology Internship in Tenerife 

 Teaching at Home, Investigating Abroad 

 It was a Calcutta-bove the rest: My mission trip to India 

 Conference experience 

 Defeating poverty with the power of business 

 A summer of contrasts 

 

 

This meant pouring over around 10 years’ worth of records, spanning from online 

articles, to old spreadsheets of data, to the personal memories of my co-workers 

and previous competitors. 

I have never before assimilated so much information in such a short period of time 

Personal highlights 

In mid-July, I met with the 35 other Brooke Owens 

Fellows – Brookies for short - at the fellowship 

summit in Washington DC where we attended the 

Future Space Leaders conference, had lunch with 

former astronaut Pamela Melroy, completed a 

team project, and networked with major players in 

the space industries including the Former Chief 

Scientist of NASA (we took a selfie – it was great). 

This marked my first ever professional networking 

experience, and as well as coming home with a suitcase haemorrhaging business 

cards, I learnt many valuable lessons about how to make the impression I wanted 

to on the people I spoke to. Through all of our experiences together – including a 

boat tour of DC, a trip to the National Air & Space Museum, and a tour of NASA’s 

Jet Propulsion Laboratories - I also made valuable connections with my fellow 

Brookies. In the short term, these friendships scored me tours of the production 

floors of SpaceX and Virgin Orbit. In the future, they will make me a part of a close-

knit network of female space professionals, wherever we all choose to go! 

I also learnt a lot about making time for myself and finding opportunities to 

immerse myself in my new location! LA is a phenomenally diverse city, and even 

having been to 4 museums, 2 theme parks, an observatory, an aquarium, 5 

beaches, a concert, and a baseball game I barely even scratched the surface. To get 

in with the locals, I joined a film club that went to 

see a movie every Tuesday, and I even managed to 

establish a routine that involved paddling in the 

Pacific at least once a week! 

 



 

 

What did you learn/gain from the experience? 

In addition to learning the ropes of my first 

ever corporate environment, I learnt a lot 

about several key things through my 

assigned project. 

First and foremost, how to ask the right 

questions. 

One of my primary methods of data 

collection was through interviewing very, 

very busy people who would rather get back 

to tinkering with rockets than chat to an 

intern. I spoke to engineers and 

entrepreneurs from Florida to Malaysia, and everywhere in between. And, 

somehow, in 45 minutes or less, I needed to scrape together 10 years-worth of 

their history with the Google Lunar XPRIZE. This meant really having to look closely 

at not only the information I was lacking, but also the information someone was 

likely to have and how best to ask them to share it with me in an industry as 

competitive as NewSpace. Working around the schedules of people in every 

conceivable time-zone also put my time management and organizational skills 

through their paces! 

My second key lesson came in the form of consolidation and communication – 

taking 10 years of information and boiling it down into a concise and accessible 

format for a variety of audiences. This lesson was three-fold, in that I ended up 

producing a formal 90-page report, a 10-page summary, and a slide deck for use by 

XPRIZE, each of which required me to firstly learn about the format (I now know 

how to write an executive summary, for one!), and then to think about my 

audiences, and consider what information was 

most relevant in each case. 

 

 

 

Vector control is currently the main way to prevent and reduce malaria 

transmission. It feels amazing to be able to play a small active part, aside from 

making donations to anti-malaria charities, in ending the oldest killer disease in 

history.   

The work itself was also very interesting, I loved getting immersed in academic 

work outside of my degree. It gave me the opportunity to learn a lot about a 

specific topic which, previous to the placement, I had known little about. That in 

itself was extremely satisfying.  

Although it sounds cheesy, the biggest highlight would be my sense of achievement 

when the placement was finished and I could read my completed work in its 

entirety. In reflection, things I had thought were beyond me at one point were now 

done and that gave me a huge sense of accomplishment. 

What did you learn/gain from the experience? 

Aside from learning a lot about the economic impacts malaria is having in Africa, I 

learned how to work effectively in an office environment, which is certainly very 

different from the all-hour-working-from-your-bedroom environment which most 

of us seem to adopt at university! Previously I was not considering office-based 

employment after university but I now realise if you work hard 9 – 5 whenever you 

go home the work is left behind and evening and weekends were completely yours 

to enjoy. That was unexpected and gave a great work-life balance. 

 

I wrote a literature review whilst at Durham in the 3rd year of my degree so the 

experience also built upon this pre-existing skill. I am expecting the refinement and 

practice of my review writing to be very useful in the future as I enter the fourth 

year of my degree in Biological Sciences as the ability to compose a comprehensive 

literature review is indispensable in science.  There is no doubt that I will need to 

compose more literature reviews either in my degree or in a future career in 

biosciences. Likewise, there is no doubt that the experience Durham provided me 

in teaching me to write my first literature review was invaluable in helping me gain 

the position. 

 

 



 

 

   

Spending My Summer Investigating the 

Economic Impacts of Malaria in Africa  

Rebecca Makinson  
 

This summer I was employed for an office-based summer position by The 

Innovative Vector Control Consortium (IVCC) within Liverpool School of Tropical 

Medicine. The placement was 8 weeks long and it took place from August to 

September, I relocated to Liverpool for these two months. IVCC is a not-for-profit 

public-private partnership, its mission is to save lives, protect health and increase 

prosperity in areas where disease transmitted by insects is endemic. IVCC is aiming 

to achieve this mission by forming product-development partnerships with world-

leading agrochemical companies to produce, for example, new anti-malarial 

insecticides in the face of the growing resistance to pyrethroids.   

My main with IVCC was role was to produce a comprehensive literature review to 

determine the economic impact of malaria on agriculture in Africa. The 

perspective I took was to investigate the question: ‘If malaria is eradicated, will 

economic growth in the agricultural sector ensue?’. If it can be shown that there 

are economic benefits to malaria eradication then this may create suitable 

incentives for larger-scale, more sustained anti-malaria efforts from a wider group 

of stakeholders. I wrote the literature review using common literature databases, 

drawing on the expertise of those around me and directly contacting authors and 

well-known economists and experts on the subject.  

The review is currently being edited and redrafted but we are hoping to send it off 

for publication in a journal. 

Personal highlights 

My personal highlight was the opportunity for work for an employer with such an 

amazing ethos and goal. The reduction or eradication of malaria is something I’m 

sure every single person fully supports and it is certainly a personal hope of mine.  

Highly Commended 
 

 

Advice to students considering a similar experience 

The only way to lose is not to try. Even if you aren’t sure you’re 100% qualified for 

something, or you just ‘don’t think you have a chance’ do it. Apply. You miss every 

single shot that you don’t take. If you’re a woman interested in aerospace or space 

exploration, I implore you to apply to the Brooke Owens Fellowship Program 

immediately because it will change your life forever. This is not an exaggeration. 

When it comes to international internships/work specifically, the key lesson is to 

make sure that you are efficient, organised, and prepared. Firstly, you will need a 

VISA. For the US, a J1 VISA including sponsorship for a company that doesn’t have 

an established history of international participants will set you back around £900, 

not including embassy fees. You will need to start working on your VISA application 

as soon as you are accepted onto a program, so the worst thing you can do here is 

delay, no matter how intense your other deadlines are. The US Embassy makes 

exceptions for no one. It’s tough, and paperwork is terrible, but it certainly isn’t 

impossible – you just need to keep on top of it. 

All the fun advice starts from when you GET to your placement – meet people, get 

business cards, make connections, and send emails. If you’re an international 

person abroad, you are immediately interesting just because you are new – use this 

to your advantage. Be memorable, and do your job to the best of your ability, and 

who knows what doors that could open up in the future. 



 

 

My Summer of Helping & Supporting 

the Local Community  

Helen Willey  

I voluntarily chose to support a friend to run the Howden-Le-Wear Playgroup every 

week as in most community’s activities for children are mostly closing. I have three-

year-old son who attends nursery which gave me time to be involved in the 

playgroup. I suffer from Fibromyalgia and volunteering prevents me from thinking 

about the problems I face daily. My main jobs were to make snack for the children, 

socialise with the children and the parents who attended the play group and help 

tidy up at the end.  I do wish to carry on volunteering for the playgroup whilst at 

university, trying to fit it in with my timetable. On the 3rd January 2018 I am going 

to be doing a Christmas/new year’s party to raise money for the playgroup for a 

new climbing frame for the children. 

 I set up a Sand Art day for about 15 children who attend Howden-Le-Wear primary 

school in my son’s nursery class. The children and parents had an amazing time and 

we all had so much fun creating sand art pictures. 

 I also helped another friend run a 

Macmillan cancer charity Coffee morning at 

the Black Bull pub in Wolsingham, County 

Durham, on the 29th September 2017 and 

we raised £500 for the charity. We had Mrs 

Brown in from the Mrs Brown’s Boys show 

and I took him around the village to raise 

money for the charity. I donated a 

homemade cake as I enjoy baking, which 

everyone enjoyed. 
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I have also learnt how to work with challenging 

individuals. My binome was six years older than me 

and openly held misogynistic views. This meant at the 

start of the placement he would repeatedly undermine 

me and ‘correct’ my English (falsely I may add) when 

we were teaching. However, we soon worked through 

this and developed a healthy, respectful relationship. 

Before our last lesson, he wrote me a letter saying I had 

‘taught him a lot’ about women.  

Advice to students considering a similar experience 

Volunteering abroad is the best opportunity. There 

were many things that were challenging: the food, 

being ill, gender inequality and the language barrier. 

But any lows are counteracted by the incredible highs. The opportunity to 

immerse yourself in a community that is so different for your own teaches you a 

lot. You learn a lot about yourself and you learn never to stereotype a nation. 

 There are so many opportunities for personal development. Aside from teaching, I 

also ran the media committee for our cohort and wrote my own weekly blog. This 

has spurred my own aspirations for a career in journalism. 

 These opportunities are why employers love candidates who have volunteered 

abroad. However, it is an expensive business previously reserved for the privileged 

few. Yet ICS is unique because it’s free. You can volunteer abroad with other 

companies, but you need to raise – or pay - a lot of money. With ICS, you fundraise 

£800 (10% of your placement costs) and the government pays the rest! Fundraising 

was surprisingly fun. Alongside car boot sales and flogging stuff on Ebay, 

Collingwood helped me host a charity cake sale in the foyer- I raised over £200 in 

one day. 

 Signing up for the project was one of those ‘just do it’ moments. I am so glad I did. If 

you want to learn a new language, develop yourself personally and make friends for 

life across the world, it is the greatest opportunity. But it is not just yourself that 

benefits. You will help development in countries damaged by western colonialism 

and aid people suffering under African dictatorships. 



 

 

Being immersed in Togolese culture also helped me dispel 

stereotypes about ‘Africa’ and ‘Africans’. Of course, Togo is 

different to the West. Motorbike taxis are the main form of 

transport, goat is considered delicious (it’s not) and there is a 

greater inequality of wealth. The west is in many ways 

responsible for the poverty and it is disgusting how colonising countries used, 

abused and discarded African nations. But there are also similarities that made 

Togo feel like home. I spent many nights after work watching the Kardashians with 

my host-sister, and we would often sit up at night talking about boys, painting our 

nails and making jewellery. Togolese people are just normal people, and I am 

passionate about dispelling the media’s negative images of Africa.  

What did you learn/gain from the experience? 

In Lome, the languages spoken are French and Ewe (pronounced ‘Evey’). I spoke 

neither before I arrived which unsurprisingly meant things were quite challenging. 

However, due to a combination of my own determination and help from my 

Togolese family I picked up a lot of French. I am now planning to do a year abroad 

in Paris to continue learning the language. Ewe was more challenging, but I could 

conduct small talk in this language by the end of placement. 

I also improved my public speaking. Before I volunteered, I hated talking in front of 

large groups. Yet my colleague (or ‘binome’) and I taught classes of around 30 

people every day, so I soon got over this. One day, when my colleague was ill, I had 

to teach an entire lesson of CPR by myself in French! This confidence encouraged 

me to apply for a BBC Newsbeat debate on Tuesday 26th September at 9pm. I was 

successful in my application and answered questions from Tina Daheley live on TV. 

 

 

 

 

 

Personal highlights 

My personal highlights in the playgroup are how happy the children are playing on 

their own or with others, they are so content. Socialising with the parents makes 

me feel, as a parent myself, that I am doing parenting right and that support is 

there when I need it. Giving children, a fresh fruit snack promotes healthy eating for 

the children, it teaches children to eat healthy snacks enhancing their mind and 

physical ability to keep playing after snack, instead of sugary snacks that makes 

children tired as their bodies cannot deal with copious amounts of sugar. 

It amazes me how small activities such as sand art can make children so pleased 

and content, how many small activities gives as much joyfulness as one big activity. 

My son especially enjoys the sand art and with that I have made a close friend who 

inspires me to organise my own activities with the children from my son school. My 

first activity is going to be a Christmas disco whereby I set up and host from start to 

finish. 

Being involved in raising £500 for the Macmillan Cancer charity was such a huge 

personal highlight for me because I’ve never achieved anything like this before. I 

was proud of myself for being there and helping to raise as much money as 

possible, it showed me in the future not stand back feel shy and watch others, but 

to be that person who does raise money for charity and get everybody else involved 

too. 

What did you learn/gain from the experience? 

I learned even though there are many places around the that world I could go, 

nothing makes me happier than being involved in my community. Supporting 

groups and activities giving families a fun time, seeing enjoyment on the children’s 

faces makes it all worthwhile. 

 To some individuals it may not seem like I have achieved a lot, but as I have a three

-year-old and suffer from fibromyalgia being able to be involved with my 

community is a tremendous success for me. Others in my situation are not so lucky 

and become isolated, I have tried to prevent this happening and on some occasions 

it is impossible to prevent, but on good days I will push myself to be involved with 

the community and help out friends and make children smile every week at the 

playgroup. 



 

 

I have understood how special it is to keep a community together to help and 

support each other through tough times. I gained experience in how to run a group 

such as a playgroup or a charity day which includes skills such as; time 

management, organisational skills and effective communication. 

Helping raise money for charity was easier than I thought, it makes you talk to 

individuals rather than staying at home developing a social life and getting to know 

other individual’s life experiences. 

Advice to students considering a similar experience 

Just go for it!! I struggled with being shy at times, these experiences have opened a 

new world for me and my son. It makes you feel proud that you can support others 

in need, also giving you a sense of being at the same time, like you belong to a 

group or a community. Being involved in such activities makes you aware that you 

could be the only person that has put a smile on their face during the day, or even 

the only person who has spoken to them, it does not take much to be there for 

someone else just time and patience. 
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Outside of work, each volunteer lived with a Togolese family. Mine 

were lovely and turned out to be the best part of my experience. I 

still speak to them daily on Whatsapp. I had three siblings: a 12-

year-old brother and two sisters, 17 and 19 years old. I was close 

with the sisters from the start, but my relationship with the 

brother improved as my French 

developed (his English was as bad as 

my French -he didn’t like school). My 

mum was lovely and I would often 

sit with her in the ‘kitchen’ while she 

cooked. The kitchen was a corridor 

with a gas burner and she would cut 

meat, yam and vegetables with a 

machete onto her bare hands. I 

mainly did the washing up, but did help pound Fufu (a local dish) every Sunday- much 

to everyone’s amusement. My father was the head of a local YMCA and never helped 

around the house. He would often tell me how he had taken previous male 

volunteers out for a beer, but that he couldn’t do that with me because ‘beer is for 

boys’. He also oversaw a marriage proposal I received and was disappointed when I 

refused ‘Kevin’. However, he was still lovely and looked after me well. I was taken 

along to many family weddings. At one traditional marriage, I was wrapped in cloth 

and ‘presented’ to the bride and groom’s parents. I did consider whether I was being 

sold, but thankfully the parents clarified that I was not in fact the bride. Overall, the 

10 weeks were challenging yet incredibly insightful and rewarding. 

Personal highlights 

Living and working in Togo was incredible. Dispelling sexual health myths was 

rewarding yet amusing. Some beliefs included that butterflies spread STIs by 

landing on your washing and that having sex with over seven people makes your 

boobs sag. Yet teaching English and Health in Lome civil prison was my favourite 

part of the programme. Safe to say the detainees’ enthusiasm for games such as 

Simon Says (while teaching body parts) challenged my perception of ‘criminals’. I 

even saw one of our pupils getting released. He thanked us for the English lessons, 

saying they had motivated him to think positively about his future and helped him 

behave well in prison. I also became close with my Togolese host family and my 

French developed significantly. 



 

 

 
 

Togo – Would you want to go?  

Natasha Livingstone  

This summer I undertook ten weeks volunteering in 

Togo, West Africa. I lived with a local family and worked 

alongside young Togolese volunteers. The project aimed 

to teach English, enterprise skills and health in Lome 

(the capital city). I volunteered with the International 

Citizenship Service (ICS), which allows young people 

aged 18-25 to contribute to sustainable development 

projects in Africa, Asia and Latin America. 

 In February, I received an email from Target Jobs 

advertising ICS. I had signed up for Target Jobs in 

Fresher’s week after being guilt tripped with the 

question ‘well, do you want to get a job after uni?’. I am 

so glad I listened. I attended an assessment day in 

London, completed my fundraising and had four days of training just before my 

exams. Then, on the 27th June, we flew from Heathrow. 

 When working, all the British volunteers were paired with a Togolese volunteer 

who was called your ‘binome’. My binome would take me to work on his 

motorbike. Each day we would plan and teach lessons together. We taught in 

apprentice centres (hairdressers, tailors, joineries) and in prisons. We also built 

‘tippy-taps’ for children to wash their hands, raised awareness about birth 

certificates, led ‘animation’ (entertaining children in poor areas), conducted a 

learning session on gender equality, wrote 

articles as our role as media committee 

and aided the ‘Development Challenge’ of 

building a shelter in a local YMCA. 

Highly Commended  

 

Volunteering on Colima 

Volcano, Mexico – Monitoring the 

Beast 

Luke Magarinos  

This summer was amazing! I travelled 5750 miles across the Atlantic to help a team 

of volunteers monitor one of the world deadliest active volcanoes. The main 

purpose of my work was to help create a dynamic model of Colima volcano, its 

underlying processes and how it is likely to act through live monitoring and a 

number of ongoing projects, with the main aim to help predict future eruptions. 

 I was based in a laboratory in the science faculty of the University of Colima. It is 

located in Colima itself, the nearest city to Colima Volcano in Western central 

Mexico. The city itself is beautiful. Colima is quite a large city, but has hardly any 

tourists at all. The experience was truly one of authentic Mexico. We had to 

struggle with whatever Spanish we knew, and sometimes the locals only spoke in 

localised languages such as Purepecha. For dinners, we would try the street 

vendors or restaurants for their spicy tacos, chilaquiles, coconuts and even 

grasshoppers. Exploring this city, immersing in its culture and meeting its people 

was truly amazing. 

 Arguably the most important (and without doubt the most exciting) times were 

during field trips to collect data. This would typically occur multiple times a week 

and included a variety of work. This meant I could utilise my love for the outdoors 

and really be involved with a number of different projects at once. These included: 

 Monitoring trips for SO2 and thermal imagery data 

 Spring sample collection for geochemical analysis 

 Striations data collections in a former pyroclastic density current from 2015 

 Thermal flight analysis 

 Seismic analysis and event counting 
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These were some of the most challenging but rewarding experiences I’ve been 

through. Whether it was digging up the road with a shovel so the truck could pass, 

bunkering down under tarps during a tropical thunderstorm or just gazing at the 

volcano’s dominating outline on a star-filled night, I loved every minute. 

 I was even lucky enough to drive the truck to and from field trips, experiencing 

some strange terrains and navigating off-road for the first time. I learned a lot 

about Mexican roads (and the crazy drivers!) 

 The whole experience was magical. Working with a group of similarly minded 

people from all over the world to a similar goal, it proved to me collaboration is one 

of the most important things in this world, no matter where you’re from or your 

background. 

Personal highlights 

One of my main projects whilst in Colima was analysing thermal flight data. A 

particular highlight was taking part in one of these flights around the crater to 

investigate the caldera from a bird’s eye view. We got to see right inside the 

smoking giant, flying as close as possible without being put in danger.  

This involved collecting thermal data using a specialised thermal camera and 

compiling video recordings and photographs at the same time. This was later 

analysed in the lab to reveal the exact changes that had happened since the last 

flight and was used in weekly meetings to discuss the threat level of the volcano.  

Another highlight was a trip we took to visit another volcano called Paricutin. This 

has been named as one of the 7 natural wonders of the world. This young volcano 

sprung from the ground in the 1940’s and rose 300 m into the air in a mere few 

years, burying a local village and church in lava. I was lucky enough to travel from 

the nearest town of Angahuan by horseback up to the volcano to view its strange 

aura. 

What did you learn/gain from the experience? 

Further into the future, I am now considering a Master’s in Volcanology, or perhaps 

another related field. Prior to this trip I had barely considered this as 

an option, but it has opened my eyes to the diverse opportunities 

available in this field for career options.  

 

 

This experience has enabled me to make a more informed decision about what I 

want to do once I graduate. 

 One of my personal targets before I left was to improve my Spanish skills. Being 

half Spanish I have always wanted to understand the language, and spending 3 

months in Mexico really helped my progression. Although I’m by no means fluent, 

I’ve made a lot of progress, and I am considering signing up for an optional course 

to build on what I’ve learnt. 

 Moreover, one of the greatest aims I set out with was to I work on the project in a 

different environment in a team setting to achieve an overall goal which may have 

a greater impact. I can firmly say I’ve done that, working with a variety of students 

from all over the world ( Germany, Australia, Poland, the Netherlands and Belgium 

to name a few) to help monitor and study an active volcano. I can definitely say 

those people I worked with will be lifelong friends, and I will never forget the 

experiences we shared! 

Advice to students considering a similar experience 

Don’t be afraid to go for it, even if you are travelling alone! Not just this trip, but 

any other. Take a punt, see the world. Whilst all your friends might be doing 

internships in a bank in London somewhere, go out on a limb and explore what the 

world has to offer. Take advantage of the ability we have to travel around the 

globe. Also, try and apply for help to get there. Simply put, I wouldn’t have gone 

without the help of the Pilkington family and their generous fund set up for people 

in a similar scenario to me. They paid for my flights, which I will be eternally 

grateful for. Don’t rule yourself out if you don’t have the money quite yet, there 

will always be people willing to support you. 

Also, a little research goes a long way, just brush up on the area and the 

opportunity before showing up and you’ll make a running start. 

 Once there, it is what you make of it. If you throw your entire self into 

experiencing everything a place has to offer; its culture, traditions, food and 

activities, you will make lifelong friendships and have the most spectacular time. 

Don’t worry so much about what if situations, and hope for the best, whilst at the 

same time being prepared for the worst. A positive outlook can help a lot. 


