
Originally enrolled on a 4 year masters course in Durham, I decided in second year that I wanted to 
spend one year studying abroad, as part of the ERASMUS programme. As of 2009, no-one from the 
physics department had ever taken part in the programme, so I was aware that the whole process 
was always likely to involve a certain amount of trial and error and was a bit of risk both for myself 
and the department. In the end however, it was a fantastic experience and I couldn’t recommend it 
highly enough to anyone who might be considering it! 

I had decided to go to Heidelberg, the oldest and one of the most respected universities in Germany 
with a large and well funded physics department. The town itself is also one of the most picturesque 
towns in south-west Germany and well worth a visit in its own right. With such a large physics 
department, there were also quite a large number of modules on offer. Obviously, my module 
choices couldn’t be too dissimilar to the content and level offered by Durham, however even with 
this restriction, I found I could choose a number interesting courses (a seminar on advances in 
neurophysics and a lecture course on superfluidity and superconductivity, for example).  

Unfortunately, the university had not been able to offer me any accommodation in halls, but had 
given me the option of a room at a local private university where a number of other Erasmus 
students were staying. While being quite cheap (€210/month), this was little out of the way and run-
down. In the second term, I found private accommodation living with local students which I found to 
be much preferable. 

As to the work itself, do not expect an easy ride! There are two terms in Germany, the winter 
semester from October to February, with a two-week break for Christmas, and the summer 
semester from March to July. There are no revision periods. All lectures are nominally 2 hours long, 
although  in practice they often start 10 minutes late, finish 10 minutes early, and have a 10 minute 
break in the middle. If you intend on going in 3rd year, you will be doing some core (Bachelor) 
modules, these are all taught in German and may have a number of sets of exams throughout the 
semester. A good working knowledge of German (A-level +) is therefore essential. The masters 
courses are advertised as being in English, but if no-one objects, most lecturers will generally start in 
German. Every course has an associated homework, designed to take a few hours each per module, 
and a separate weekly problems class, in which students are picked at random to present their 
solutions on the board. Although this might seem a little daunting, the lecturers and tutors are 
generally very understanding and, with a little extra effort, your marks needn’t suffer. 

The social aspects of studying aboard are often cited by Erasmus students as one of their major 
motivations for signing up and as such, the Erasmus programme brings together all sorts of friendly, 
outgoing and interesting characters from all around Europe. I found that, despite the workload, 
there was more than enough time to: go out, have a great time and make many lasting friendships! 

In summary, studying physics abroad gives you insights not only into the different topics available in 
your chosen modules, but also into other countries, other languages and other cultures. At times it 
will be challenging, both personally and intellectually, but the experience you will gain in overcoming 
these challenges will be invaluable. I believe that living and studying abroad is a fantastic 
opportunity and can only thoroughly recommend it! 
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