Name: John Honess

Course: Mechanical Engineering

Company: Alstom

Location: Baden, Switzerland

Academic year: 2007/08

What did you expect from the placement?

I decided that I wanted to move abroad for my work placement, and the opportunity to move to Switzerland immediately appealed to me.  I wanted to try to learn a new language and I was expecting a big change of culture.  The nature of the work wasn’t so important to me, as I was more concerned with the change of lifestyle.

What has the placement actually involved?
I found it surprisingly easy to settle in when I moved to Baden – the language barrier is not a problem as the majority of the locals speak good English, as well English being the spoken language in the company.  Many of the staff are from different countries, and everyone in my office speaks English as their first language.

It took a few weeks before I understood everything at work – there’s quite a lot of technical jargon and acronyms to learn.  Some of the work can be quite routine as it mostly involves gathering data for experiments, but once you have an understanding of what you are doing, you can analyse the data you obtained, which is much more interesting.

Outside of work, I found that Switzerland is excellent for winter sports and outdoor activities, as well as being 20 minutes from central Zürich, where there is good nightlife and regular events going on.  I have been spending most weekends snowboarding, which I had never tried before coming to Switzerland, and which is very affordable on the salary I am on.

What have you learnt from your placement?

I have learnt about how gas turbine engines work, and about the reaction of super alloys and ceramics in high temperature conditions and under high mechanical loading.  I am learning how to write technical reports, how to prepare samples for study under microscope and how to use and apply various engineering software including Matlab.  I have learnt basic German (the first course is paid for by the company) and of course I have also learnt how to snowboard.

What would you suggest to anyone considering the same placement?

I would suggest you take advantage of your free time and try to do as much as possible while you’re out here, as there are so many opportunities.  You can take work as seriously as you want to – it’s very much ‘get out what you put in’ – if you’re interested, you can start your own projects and you can get involved in many different areas of the company.  I would recommend this placement to anybody, including those that are unsure about moving abroad, as I think it is very easy to settle in, and it gives you so many choices of how you spend your time.

