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How can you contact us? 

Victoria Cawkwell and Helen Jackson 

Work Experience Development Manager 
Careers & Enterprise  
Palatine Centre 
Tel: 0191 334 1406 
Email:  work.experience@durham.ac.uk 
www.durham.ac.uk/careers  

The Student Employability Fund 

Thanks to the generosity of our alumni, the Uni-

versity is able to provide a contribution toward the 

cost of travel and/or clothing and/or subsistence 

for current, registered undergraduate and post-

graduate students attending external recruitment  

activities and employability development experiences. This includes local, na-

tional and international opportunities. 

Find out more about the fund and eligibility at  

www.dur.ac.uk/study/ug/finance/uk/scholarships/studentemployability/  

http://www.durham.ac.uk/careers
http://www.dur.ac.uk/study/ug/finance/uk/scholarships/studentemployability/


 

 

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? 

Careers & Enterprise have a number of initiatives running at any 
one time, including: 

Explore: Arts & Heritage, Explore: Public Sector, Internships with 
SMEs 

A variety of opportunities are advertised on the vacancy bulletin, 
and through the student portal. This includes opportunities organ-
ised and offered by external organisations. Information and sup-
port is available through Careers & Enterprise. 

Online resources  
https://www.dur.ac.uk/careers/students/jobs/applications/ 

Advice on making the most of work experience  
https://www.dur.ac.uk/careers/students/jobs/workexperience/  

 

 

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 year entries have been submitted 

through Pebblepad as either a report or video outlining their 

experience and what they have learned from it.  

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

entries and the different journeys each of them experienced. 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/careers/students/jobs/applications/
https://www.dur.ac.uk/careers/students/jobs/workexperience/


 

 

Summer of Experience     

  Oscar Elmon  

 

This summer, I embarked on a 9-week Marketing internship at Barclays in Canary 

Wharf. I was placed in the Content team for the Corporate Bank, where I was given 

a high level of responsibility, as well as ownership over my own projects from start 

to finish. Although I was thrown into the deep end at times, I learnt incredibly 

quickly and felt like a valued member of the team by the end of the placement.   

One highlight was writing an article, titled 'From Cash Point to Cashless', for the 

Barclays website, where I was able to use the journalistic skills I've gained as Editor-

in-Chief of  Palatinate,  the student newspaper here in Durham, applying them to a 

financial context. I managed a paid social campaign in conjunction with Marston's 

and the Premier League, proposing a brief to an external agency, and liaising with 

regional Relationship Directors to create engaging copy. The campaign is now live 

and will receive c280,000 video views and 1m impressions on LinkedIn. Designing 

an email template in Salesforce Marketing Cloud, which will be sent to key business 

introducers from Ernst & Young, Deloitte, KPMG and PWC, was another challenging 

project. I also assisted in creating an Instagram page for the Corporate Bank. This 

involved working with an agency to put together a visual identity for the page, 

liaising with Facebook to negotiate the addition of a verified tick, and helping to 

plan our first Instagram story advert, which was part of Barclays' broader anti-fraud 

campaign.   

My summer experience didn't stop here; alongside my internship, I had to re-hire 

the majority of Palatinate 's Editorial Board. This involved conducting around 100 

Skype interviews, often through my lunch break and late into the evenings. In 

addition to the hiring of the new Editorial Board, I was required to keep a constant 

oversight of the articles being published over the summer period - a task I found 

particularly challenging to balance whilst at work during the day.  

As a music student, I also saw this summer as an opportunity to explore my passion 

for choral singing. I gained a place in the  Epiphoni Consort , an auditioned choir 

based in London, which is primarily a group of ex-university choral scholars looking 

to continue their passion for music whilst simultaneously seeking careers outside of 

professional musicianship. 

 

 

 



 

 

 An invaluable experience in Greece 

 Conservation in Belize 

 Research Studentship testing a method of aiding people in 

choking incidents 

 Japan: Escape, discovery and a new perspective 

 High rise aspirations 

 Summer as a Study UK Ambassador in Hong Kong 

 US Sports Coaching and Culture exchange 

 Working in residential care 

 Insight into the Commercial Biomedicine Industry 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Personal highlights 

One highlight of my summer has been receiving an offer to return to Barclays and 

embark on a two-year graduate scheme starting next August. I am delighted to 

have accepted the offer and look forward to moving to London next year. The 

graduate scheme is comprised of four six-month rotations around the marketing 

department.  

The article I wrote for the Barclays Corporate website was also one of the highest 

performing posts across our social media channels for that month, and was a real 

confidence boost mid-way through the internship.   

Singing in St Paul's Cathedral was also a personal highlight. I was lucky enough to 

sing with the  Epiphoni Consort  as part of a weekend residency, where we sang 

two services of Evensong and one Eucharist. Singing in such a vast space with a like

-minded group of musicians was a really overwhelming experience, and one that 

will definitely stick with me.  

I also took part in a citizenship project called the Barclays Beyond Programme, 

where a group of local students from the Tower Hamlets area come for a week of 

work experience. I worked with a graduate-scheme student within my broader 

team to plan an hour-long workshop session focussed on improving presentation 

and public speaking skills. This was a particular highlight, as the college students 

really engaged with the session. 

 



 

 

What did you learn/gain from the experience? 

I gained so much more than just work experience this summer during the 9-week 

placement at Barclays. Both living and working in London gave me a taste of what 

graduate life is like in the city, and which elements of London I enjoy and find 

difficult. Both my hometown and Durham are relatively small, and it was an entirely 

new experience for me being based in London; an experience I found fairly 

overwhelming at times!  

I also learnt an awful lot about the culture in large corporate firms. I never felt 

uncomfortable asking for help with any of my projects, and quite quickly learnt that 

there's a strong culture of trust when it comes to completing your tasks. This 

culture encouraged me to ask as many questions as I needed to, and  

staff were always happy to put aside half an hour from their own  

schedule to help out if I was struggling. In the past, I've  

sometimes been embarrassed to admit that I need this help,  

so the company culture has boosted my confidence in this sense. 

Advice to students considering a similar experience 

I can't recommend spending a summer in London or a similar-sized city highly 

enough. Graduate schemes in large cities such as London and Manchester are so 

popular, and if you are even considering applying for one, an internship can be the 

perfect way to get a taster for not only your chosen field of work and company, but 

the city you're working in too.   

Being a music student, I also had no idea that I would enjoy marketing as much as I 

have. Unless you're absolutely set on which career path to pursue (which is great!), 

then using an internship or work experience placement to explore an area you 

might not have otherwise considered could be a positive experience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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:  

 From Uni to Unilever 

 Exploring and working in China for the first time! 

 A summer necessary to fund my degree 

 A Rwandese internship 

 Standing out in the legal profession through technology law 

 Camp Tamarack—Michigan USA 

 My summer excavations at ancient Olynthos, Greece 

 Summer work experience as a data mining engineer 

 My summer internship at China International Capital 

Corporation  

 Working with the Maasai 

 African extravaganza 

 Internship at Ugo Tourism Association, Japan 

 A summer of marketing in Durham 

 This summer my glass was not left half empty! 

 Army, Acting and Asia 

 



 

 

As well as data processing, I put my native English and written communication skills 

to use by assisting with the writing of our scientific paper for publication. I wrote 

drafts for the introduction and methods sections of this paper, which is likely to be 

published in the Journal of Nutritional Biochemistry. 

What did you learn/gain from the experience? 

Big Data Processing Skills and Computer Code. Ewha is one of the most prestigious 

universities in Korea, so I was privileged to be among some excellent data scientists 

from whom I learned a great deal. A profoundly valuable, lifelong skill that I devel-

oped greatly is how to handle “big data.” I advanced my data science skills in soft-

ware programs with which I was already familiar, such as Excel. Furthermore, 

learned how to successfully manipulate new programs such as Prism and Microbi-

omeAnalyst. Over the course of my time in Korea, I also taught myself basic pro-

gramming skills in the language “R,” required to process our immense data set. I am 

fiercely proud of the new skillset that I have worked hard to acquire, as I believe it 

sets me apart from other Bioscientists of my age.  

Familiarity With Scientific Journal Publications: Language and Formatting. By con-

sulting dozens of papers and writing the Introduction and Methods sections, I now 

feel confident producing material that conforms with the register and formatting 

appropriate for journal publication. 

Above all, this internship has boosted my confidence in myself and my scientific 

capabilities. Through finding myself in a challenging, professional research environ-

ment for the first time, I realized that I am already very capable. In the weeks lead-

ing up to my arrival in Korea, I had worried that I would simply “get in the way” and 

slow down the research process. However within a matter of days, the most senior 

professors in the department were taking on board my advice and affirming me as a 

“valuable addition” to their lab. I also was unaware of how adept I am at data han-

dling, and was surprised that I managed to self-teach myself how to employ new 

data software and programming languages. 

Advice to students considering a similar experience 

Don't expect anyone to guide you when it comes to finding a lab, and don't be 

afraid of rejection. Find a research institute that is carrying out work that fascinates 

you, write a strong cover letter outlining why you might be of use to their lab, and 

sort out logistics. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summer at Aiming High 

           Rebecca Hartley 

Aiming High is a summer camp endorsed 

by Sefton Counsel which aims to create a 

safe, fun and active summer for children 

and young adults aged 5-19 years old 

with additional needs which prevent 

them from attending mainstream 

activities and groups. Aiming High 

provides a safe place for them to engage 

in mainstream activities and try new 

things alongside making new friends. 

Some of things we got up to over 

summer included water sports, tree 

treking, drama and many more activities 

I helped to organise and be involved in.  

The service is invaluable to the 

Merseyside community not only the 

children who are able to do something 

exciting with their summer but also for 

the parents and guardians who work incredibly hard to sustain their child's life and 

well-being.   

Before I even began working for Aiming High, I attended multiple training sessions, 

facilitated by Sefton Counsel, to provide awareness of disabilities as well as training 

in behavioural management and personal care. Moreover, this included focusing on 

safeguarding and epilepsy awareness to ensure the safety of all children for each 

day of Aiming High. This training allowed me to have a wider understanding of the 

definition of disability and also a new perspective on those with additional needs 

and how I can impact their lives.  

The children I worked with ranged in additional needs from common disorders such 

as autism, downs syndrome and PDA and across to more rare disabilities such as 

primordial dwarfism.  My role within this was to facilitate the aims of Aiming High 

through working with the children on either a one to one or group based level. This 

entailed ensuring the safety of all children at every site I was involved in as well as 

in some cases helping children with personal care. Within this, a lot of the children I 

worked with had behavioural problems, meaning I had to attune to learning the   



 

 

signs and triggers of individual children and what could spark a 'meltdown'. 

Overall, the experience was eye opening in changing my own personal outlook on 

those with additional needs and learning how my actions can have a positive 

impact on their lives. The opportunity allowed me to step out my comfort zone in 

more ways than I had pictured and I was able to develop my existing skills and new 

skills to a high level. 

Personal highlights 

 

The highlight of this experience was when I was able to see the benefit that my 

presence was making to some of the children during Aiming High. One of the first 

times I experienced this was with a non-verbal, autistic child I worked with who was 

known for being more difficult compared to other children on site that day. Initially, 

he arrived displaying high levels of anxiety due to him not liking the venue we were 

placed at; therefore, he was highly likely to have a meltdown and was being 

unresponsive to members of staff. I was able to coax him into a quiet room where I 

communicated with him and was able to get him outside and engaging in new 

activities. At one point, he fell back into my arms and let me hug him and chat to 

him which to me signalled that he was happy, comfortable and felt safe. To me, this 

was a really wholesome moment and I overwhelmed by his actions. I was really 

proud of myself for not giving up with him initially when he arrived in a bad state 

and being able to completely turn his mood around. I was able to have many 

moments like this throughout Aiming High and my hard work was consolidated at 

the summer celebration party where everyone got into fancy dress and celebrated 

what a good summer it had been. 

What did you learn/gain from the experience? 

My main gain from this opportunity was through developing my communication 

skills to an exceptionally high level. Working with individuals with additional needs 

requires learning to creatively communicate in new ways to build trust and 

understanding, for example in some instances I would converse with the children in 

their form of communication such as mimicking their non-verbal sounds. I learnt 

the true importance of both non-verbal and verbal communication and how to 

adapt this to each individual child to ensure we could both understand one 

another.  

 

 

 

Two months in Seoul, South Korea 

Isabel Brooks 

During my time as a research assistant at Ewha, I assisted in multiple aspects of a 

study investigating the relationship between the gut microbiota and irritable bowel 

syndrome. To clarify, the “microbiota” refers to the types and abundances of the 

bacteria, “good” and “bad”, that live in our digestive tract.  

My arrival at Ewha was perfectly timed; the researchers had just finished gathering 

results for a study investigating whether probiotic supplementation improves symp-

toms of constipation in irritable bowel sufferers. The probiotic strain under investi-

gation is B. coagulans, which has shown promise in non-human animals for improv-

ing the symptoms of constipation and has been deemed safe for human consump-

tion. After gathering the data, the next step is analysis, in order to generate two 

conclusions: 1) whether supplementation improved symptoms, and 2) whether any 

improvements in symptoms were mediated by shifts in the composition of the mi-

crobiota. The senior professors tackled part 1, and with the help of junior profes-

sors and PhD students I tackled part 2 – analyzing the types and abundances of bac-

teria present before and after study in treatment and placebo groups. 

Before beginning to analyze, I investigated how other high-quality papers processed 

and presented data such as our own in order to determine which methods were 

optimal for our study. The professors affirmed that I was able to offer a fresh per-

spective; I was able to read through dozens more papers in a day compared to my 

Korean colleagues. I then had the opportunity to present my ideas to the senior 

professors, and I am delighted to say that many of my data processing suggestions 

have been implemented. Specifically, I came across a novel method devised by re-

searchers at Harvard University to determine exactly which bacteria are found in 

different numbers in the treatment group compared to the placebo group, called 

the Linear discriminant analysis effect size (LEfSe.) I am proud have successfully 

created a LEfSe graph for our data, discovering that our probiotic successfully in-

creases the numbers of multiple strains of “good” bacteria in the Bacillus genus, as 

well as decreasing the number of a family of “bad” bacteria called the Clostridiacae. 



 

 

And in the process of doing this, I have gained so much practical knowledge about 

managing my business, as well as confidence in my own ability as a leader and 

teacher. I have gained perspective and resilience, knowing that even if (and in 

reality, when) unexpected and difficult challenges arise, I will be able to use my 

unique skills and knowledge to solve any problem. 

Advice to students considering a similar experience 

Absolutely go for it! Starting your own business can seem completely daunting, 

and if you've never interacted with the systems that regulate self-employment it 

can feel almost insurmountable. But don't let this molehill seem like a mountain- 

keep a cool head, do your research, and most, importantly, get going. Once the 

initial admin is out of the way and you have a clear idea of what you want to do 

and how, it just takes off, and you will be surprised by how quickly you arrive at the 

part where you get to do what you love- and get paid for it! 

Also, look for help and support! There are loads of schemes out there to support 

young enterpreneurs, so do a little digging and see what's out there. Maybe there 

are special support mesaures in place for the type of business you want to run. 

There is support available if you have certain social characteristics (for example, if 

you have certain disabilities the government runs an Access To Work grants 

scheme). A good businessperson takes advantage of all the available resources, 

including any support. 

  —————————————————————- 

 

 

Isabel Brooks   

in Seoul, South Korea 

 

 

My communication skills were also developed in team scenarios because as a group 

we would often rely upon one another to signal when we needed additional help or 

assistance if a child was unsafe or having a meltdown. Thus, enabling me to develop 

my team work skills to a high level as when stressful situations arose we depended 

on each other for support. Alongside team working skills, I also developed a new 

level of independence and intuition as I had to develop a quick initiative and ability 

to quickly problem solve for when difficult situations would incur during sessions, 

such as in dealing with aggressive children. This skill development has aided me in 

allowing me to become more aware of how I communicate everyday and also 

enabled me to be adaptive in my communication choices. Moreover, the 

experience has led me to improve upon my team work skills alongside my problem 

solving ability which is invaluable for my degree. 

Advice to students considering a similar experience 

The best piece of advice I could give to students considering working with 

individuals with additional needs would be to not judge a book by its cover. Before 

each session began, we would read the individual care plans of our children and 

understand their needs, triggers and requirements. For some children, on paper 

they would come across as being aggressive, difficult and challenging in many 

respects; however, upon working with them it would  quickly become clear that 

with the right care and listening any child could be a joy to work with. I would 

advise students when working with additional needs individuals to step back and 

see the world from their view and adjust their communication, body language and 

actions towards that individual. Lastly, I would advise students to stay resilient as 

there are times when it can become extremely difficult to remain calm and try to 

diffuse some situations which may arise such as when an individual is being 

aggressive or having a meltdown. The easiest thing to do is to walk away from such 

situations, however, in that moment that individual needs your persistence in 

working and listening to their needs which can make a huge impact. Definitely 

make sure to talk to your colleagues, friends and family to get the support that you 

need afterwards to reflect and digest the situation too. 



 

 

 Work, rest and an unexpected play 

James Lofts  

My summer was rather varied with an engineering internship, a time of rest and 

relaxation and two weeks spent volunteering on the beautiful north Cornwall coast 

in Polzeath. 

I was fortunate enough to secure a five-week engineering placement working at 

PDL Solutions - an engineering consultancy company specialising in computational 

analysis. During this time, I worked on a CAD model of a platform - currently being 

manufactured by one of PDL's customers - which was then used in a larger analysis 

model. I also carried out a thermal analysis of a highly-specialised piece of 

laboratory test equipment for another of the company's clients. This entailed 

simplifying the geometry of the received CAD, assigning suitable material 

properties to the components and creating (and manipulating) the mesh for the 

object. The "mesh" is a network of nodes and connections which is created 

throughout the geometry with which the finite element analysis (FEA) can be 

carried out. Creating a good mesh is crucial to the analysis producing useful results 

as it needs to be fine enough to achieve results with sufficient resolution, however 

efficient enough for the simulation to complete in a reasonable amount of time. 

I also had times of rest during the summer, going on holiday with my family for two 

weeks and attending a christian festival - ONE Event - with my church over the 

August bank holiday. These were both really enjoyable times when I could fully 

relax, recharge and and spend some quality time with both my immediate and 

church families, catching up with some I haven't seen while I've been away at 

university. 

Another significant experience I had this summer was my time volunteering with 

Polzeath Family Mission. This is a two-week Christian event held in Polzeath in 

Cornwall which involves various, free activities for all ages. I was involved in the 

youth work (with those aged 16-18) which included some really good 

discussion about faith and life which everyone (myself included) 

found very interesting and beneficial. During the fortnight, we also 

made time for some of the youth to lead sessions and discussion for 

the first time, which they did with incredible competency, clearly 

growing in confidence as they did so. 

 

 

 

I decided to register as self-employed, and become a yoga 

teacher. But I didn't want this to be just any fitness session- I 

wanted to draw heavily on my own experiences of mental health 

issues and the struggles I experience as an autistic person, and 

create a program that would offer measurable and clear benefits to people 

managing their mental health. After a lot of research and a lot of fine-tuning, I 

created a custom program that marries the practice of yoga with the tenents of 

sensory therapy, specifically created to manage the symptoms and improve quality 

of life in neurodivergent people. What I offer is completely unique, and presents a 

fresh alternative to managing one's mental health via talking therapies- a physical, 

focussing and stabilising programme that upskills participants in taking these tools 

off the mat with them, and into the rest of their lives, 

I used the contacts I had created whilst in my previous job and reached out to 

schools and organisations across the Tees valley area, offering bespoke 

programmes both for young people (especially young people with special 

educational needs), and for staff members of those organisations, as ultimately 

everyone can benefit from learning how to take better care of their mental health. 

My business, Betty Yoga, has only been up and running for a couple of months, but 

I have had multiple bookings and my schedule is looking good for the months to 

come. I am beyond excited, and so pleased that I have had such a positive 

response. 

What did you learn/gain from the experience? 

I learned, or rather confirmed, something that I had already suspected- that often 

the most important aspects of success are courage (believing in yourself and your 

idea) and creativity- creating a role and a job for yourself where one did not exist 

before. It just became so clear to me that you don't need to sit around and wait to 

be offered an opportunity, you don't need to fit into spaces others have created, 

especially if you struggle with that- you can create your own spaces, that match 

your values, your ideals, and your working style. With more and more people 

moving from traditional employment roles into self-employment, there has never 

been a better time to explore enterpreneurship, and figure out what is compltely 

unique to you and your experiences, skills and abilities, that you can contribute to 

your community and the larger world. I have learned not to be afraid to make up 

my own job role- it really does work! 



 

 

 
 

 

Betty Yoga: creating a space in the market by 

helping young people manage their mental health 

Elizabete Smildzina 

This summer, I decided to start a business. As I was returning to University slightly 

older than my Freshman counterparts, I had a specific set of circumstances to 

contend with. I was extremely eager to finally focus on attaining my undergraduate 

degree, but coming to Durham meant giving up a source of income that contributed 

to my family's financial stability. And as much as I understand the value of a 

University degree, not bringing in any income for 3 years was simply not an option 

for me. So I decided to get creative; I had always loved yoga, and practiced it since I 

was a small child. In the last few years, I had 

become more serious about it and grown 

exponentially as a yoga practitioner and a 

teacher. I had been running yoga sessions with 

the students of the college where I worked the 

year prior to starting University just for fun, 

and had thoroughly enjoyed it. The students 

had responded really well to it, and I could see 

a measurable result in the improvements to 

their well-being. I also knew, through my job 

as the enrichment co-ordinator for said 

college, that educational institutions were 

grappling for mental health awarness for their 

students- in recent years, it had become a 

serious problem, and, in having tried to 

arrange mental health management sessions 

for my own students, I knew that there were 

very limited resources for this in the Teesside 

area: I saw an opportunity. 

 

 

Outside of age-group sessions, each afternoon all the volunteers  

came together to put on a small performance on a makeshift stage  

on Polzeath beach. I've never been into amateur dramatics, so didn't  

put myself forwards to act in the play, however when someone was delayed,  

then couldn't make it at all, I found myself inadvertently stepping in to take up his 

role of "Ben Charming" - the major male love interest. To say this was outside of my 

comfort zone would be the understatement of my life, however the show had to go 

on, so I embraced the role and actually really enjoyed it. It was a great opportunity 

to get to know some of the other volunteers who were working with other age 

groups and experience a world that is so different from the one I'm used to. 

Personal highlights 

My personal highlights from the internship would be using and applying the 

engineering knowledge I've learnt during my degree so far to a real engineering 

situation. The CAD software used at PDL was different to that I learnt at university, 

but seeing the similarities and using the experience I did have with CAD to create 

the required output was very rewarding. The overall insight into the area of 

computational analysis was also very interesting; learning how to use their very 

sophisticated software to set up an analysis gave me a real appreciation of the 

intricacies of the area. 

In contrast, I also have many personal highlights from my time volunteering. It was 

quite different from anything I'd done before, but I found that the more I moved 

out of my comfort zone and areas of familiarity the more I grew in confidence. I 

loved meeting so many amazing people, serving alongside them and observing the 

growth in confidence and maturity of the young people at the sessions. Finding the 

confidence to get up on stage in front of about fifty children and act (or attempt to, 

as the case may have been...) is also a memory I won't forget. Other highlights 

came in the (small amount of) free time I had there; I went surfing for the first time 

(and actually managed to stand up for all of a few seconds!) and tried an authentic 

Cornish pasty which was amazing! 

What did you learn/gain from the experience? 

I feel like I've grown in confidence generally in a range of areas through the varying 

experiences over the summer. 

Academically, I improved my ability with CAD and analysis software which will   



 

 

definitely help my work in my degree and career beyond it. As I was using a 

different CAD package to that I used in university, I also feel more confident that I'll 

be able to adapt to unfamiliar programs more easily in future and become 

accustomed to how actions and tasks are carried out with unfamiliar systems. 

Because PDL specialise in computational analysis, I gained experience in FEA - a 

topic covered in the third year of my course - so that familiarity should aid my 

learning of that. 

All the activities I did volunteering similarly served to increase my confidence in 

leadership and stepping out when I was initially unsure. I so thoroughly enjoyed 

the experience that I'm very keen on returning next summer and seeking out other 

similar opportunities to develop my leadership skills further. 

Advice to students considering a similar experience 

I couldn't recommend planning a summer of varied experiences enough to anyone. 

I would advise starting to plan early, so that organisational logistics don't interfere 

with exam preparation, and planning a variety of things. I really enjoyed the variety 

my summer included and so wouldn't recommend doing a single thing for the 

whole of your summer; the summer break at Durham University is a substantial 

amount of time, so there's definitely enough time to get valuable work experience, 

volunteer and get involved with other good causes and have significant times of 

rest to best prepare for the next year. 

Specifically regarding the internship, I would recommend throwing your net as 

wide as possible initially. I'd advise attending as many industry talks and career 

fairs as possible and talking to as many people as you can. Then invest a good 

amount of time, reading up about all the opportunities you've heard about and 

refine the list to those that would be realistically feasible (for me this included the 

geographical placement of the company, whether they accepted my degree and 

considering the fact I wasn't a penultimate-year student). After forming a refined 

list (fewer than ten) of opportunities, spend a good amount of time and effort in 

the applications to make them the best you possibly can. 

Finally, when working on an industrial placement (or when you find 

yourself unexpectedly on a stage on a beach), fully embrace the 

experience as much as you can! 

 

 

 

 

 Benefits of Work Experience 

 Helps you to decide what you might want to do 

 Allows you to put the theory about what you have 

learnt at University into practice 

 Gain extra knowledge that can apply to your course 

 Improve your chances of getting a higher degree 

result 

 Build a network of contacts 

 Secure a graduate job early 


