
CaMPUS Scheme European Placement Non-technical Report 

 

I am Maxwell Frost and I am about to enter my second year at Queens’ College, Cambridge, studying 

Physics and Materials Science. My placement was at Max-Planck Institut für Eisenforschung (German 

for “for iron research”), or MPIE, in Düsseldorf, Germany. 

My hopes for the European placement with the CaMPUS scheme were to acquire an understanding 

for what it is like to work in a research environment in Materials Science (and generally too) and to 

undergo a cultural experience in a country that I was not familiar with. 

Language was my biggest fear before the summer, as prior to my internship I had not undertaken in 

any formal German lessons; I entered the country with only the self-taught basics. The slight anxiety 

of working in a country that speaks a language that I was nowhere near familiar with was soon 

relinquished by how willing everyone was to speak English with me. From people on the streets, to 

shop employees, to colleagues especially, most people saw speaking with me as an opportunity to 

practise their English, rather than a burden. I am still far from fluent, but picked up many phrases 

and a substantial amount of vocabulary (a lot being food related) throughout my stay. 

My research topic was Microstructural Surface Properties, a field very important with the growing 

importance of smaller technologies. Working at MPIE in the Department of Structure and Nano-

/Micromechanics of Materials was everything I had hoped it to be. My supervisors, one for each of 

my two sub-topics, were not only helpful with their experience, but were also dedicated to ensuring 

that I was busy and learning at all times, a very time consuming task. 

What I enjoyed most was the unexpected independence that was trusted with me. Working hours 

were not completely rigid and our productivity was not monitored on a daily basis which allowed for 

a very comfortable and gratifying working environment; I was excited about my work, not stressed. 

This type of setting is something I hope for at all other future positions. 

There were around 50 researchers in my department, all from varying backgrounds. It was a very 

international group, with around half of my colleagues being international. We would all eat lunch 

and have our coffee break together, which made for a great opportunity to socialise. 

Most of my time was spent at machinery using varying different types of microscopy. Both of my 

sub-topics attempted to understand stress relief mechanisms on the surface of the material. One 

sub-topic sought understanding of how copper, a metal of large importance in electronics, reacted 

to controlled mirco-scratches on the surface of the material. The other sub-topic investigated stress 

relief mechanisms of a bending thin film of tin overlayed with copper; this system simulates non-

toxic solder on top of copper circuit board element. Confidence in the research topic was necessary, 

so asking my supervisors question and literature reading were both normal things to do whilst 

waiting for an experiment to finish. Both sub-topics were analysed with many microscopy 

techniques such as Scanning Electron Microscopy, Atomic Force Microscopy and Confocal 

Microscopy. I am now fluent with the procedures that are used for obtaining data from each of 

these techniques as well as ways to quantitatively, post-process the data.  

Social life outside of my placement was actually dominated by my accommodation; I lived in a 30-

person flat share. The apartment was filled with many different people, around three quarters being 

German. This allowed me to immerse myself in German culture by simply living amongst Germans; 

with a large communal kitchen and a friendly atmosphere, it would be hard not to. Cooking meals 



together, general conversation and trips to the city centre and other surrounding cities like Cologne 

are just a few of the things I managed to do with my flat mates when I was not working. 

Overall, the experience at MPIE has completely opened my eyes to a career in research. Alongside 

the discovery of research as a viable career path for me, I have also heightened my ability to practise 

science independently, as opposed to the dependency of a syllabus and lectures at university. I feel 

that the internship has deeply matured and excited me as a scientist as well as broadened me as an 

international citizen. 

All of the latter would not be possible without Dr. Prof. Dehm for the opportunity at his wonderful 

institute, the Materials Science Department at Cambridge for the arrangement of my placement, my 

two supervisors, Steffen Brinckmann and Bastian Phillipi, for their overwhelming amount of support, 

dedicated time and knowledge and the Worshipful Company of Armourers and Brasiers for the 

generous bursarial aid. I sincerely thank all whom were involved in the experience. 


