Subject: 3M Bracknell 2005-2006

My name is Mark Bryce and I studied Mechanical Engineering. I spent a year’s placement working as an Inventor/mad scientist in Bracknell (just outside Reading).

How did you find the placement?

The Industrial Training Office suggested I apply and I did this four days before the interview and managed to get the job. Just goes to show that a good CV gets you in the door and your interview technique is the key to success.

What did the interview process involve?

The interview process was quite straightforward. An hour’s worth of questions and then a lab testing session on practical skills. The key to a good interview is to do your research, know your stuff and be enthusiastic. Ask perceptive questions and take in the answers you get. Try not to look bored!

What skills did the employer expect from you?

Part of going on a placement is to train for skills in engineering that you don’t have. But for this placement it was required that you had fundamental physics knowledge (like knowing the difference between voltage and current) and also basic practical skills (like knowing how to use a screwdriver).

What level of experience did you get?

My placement really focused on improving my depth of knowledge and engineering skills in a wide variety of disciplines. Engineering is not a linear subject, to be a good engineer you must draw knowledge from all areas. After doing a work placement I can say that I am a considerably better engineer than I would have been had I gone straight into final year.

How much responsibility were you given?

I was responsible for the work I was set to complete by a set deadline. Of course I was helped during the way, but the consequences rested on my head if the work was not completed. I wasn’t in charge of whole projects, just specific aspects.

Other than technical things, what was the most important thing you learned on the placement?

I think I've learnt that presentation of oneself in a company is just as important as the work you do. I used to have long hair, but halfway through I cut it off and the difference in the way I was treated by senior managers was noticeable. My advice, keep yourself tidy!

What are one or two of the typical 'tasks or projects' that you did?

Basically, I worked as a prototyper making mechanical rigs for electronic equipment, which meant I got to play around with all sorts of cameras, lasers and optical equipment. I was also responsible for the maintenance of the lab PC network.

Did you enjoy the year?

Yes, it was invaluable engineering experience that I would have struggled to learn in a graduate job. The work placement also gave me more free time at the weekends to pursue my hobbies which had been neglected. I also had more weekend time to visit friends at different Universities across the country.

Was it worth doing the placement - would you do it again given the choice?

Yes, it was the best decision I ever made. If I hadn’t have done it I don’t think I'd be able to tackle my final year with quite the same knowledge or attitude to succeed. I recommend anyone to do a placement who doesn’t have engineering industry experience. 
