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MY PRECIOUS EXPERIENCES IN THE SACRED HEART FAMILY
OF TAIPEI
Ulli Horak / Sacre Coeur Vienna, Austria

August 2014: Another year of exchange teachers coming to Taipei — and there was
this twist, as [ having arrived on this hot and steamy island found out very quickly: I
had the privilege of being the only one this year. And what a special unforgettable
experience this was, as I spent all my time with the most wonderful people of this
school. Allow me to go into details and share some highlights with you, dear reader:
I definitely need to start with my teaching experience here, as this is what I came to
do. Working holiday has now a special meaning for me, and having been granted the
opportunity to teach six different groups for three consecutive weeks allowed for

some close encounters with students, colleagues, the building, the rules and the



system. My students in their natural ways of dealing with this new circumstance
challenged me to seek new ways of teaching, to open my eyes to different realities

and to enjoy a state of “not-knowing”, which cannot be appreciated enough as an
experienced teacher. Let me hereby thank all my students very much for their
warm-heartedness, their patience, their respect and kindness and for their courage to
try out new things. You were great!

My colleagues, some of who have become true friends during my stay, were always
(and this is itself a compliment, as I know personally how many things you can have
in mind as soon as you enter the building and even beyond that) friendly and helpful.
What I found special was the genuine interest they took on me as a person, a teacher,

a Sacred Heart family member and a European. I engaged in so many talks about
school as a system, teaching, leading classes and counselling — in various office rooms,
in the corridors and at lunch. What a gift for me to share and learn from you! A very
special thank you to the principal Ms Wei: I feel very blessed having enjoyed a
number of truly inspiring discussions about a variety of topics.

I am also truly grateful for the chance of having become a part of the cultural student
exchange programme. I enjoyed a three-day excursion with the foreign students and
their Taiwanese hosts in Ylan and surroundings. Not only could I get a taste of the
country as opposed to the city, but, what was even more striking, was the amount of
exchange that happened during this time among the students. For me, this programme
is an outstanding example for peace education: The positive effects of real
intercultural contact cannot be valued enough — speaking with our founder Madeleine
Sophie Barat we will be remembered by our acts and not our words. Especially in a
time when social media platforms lure us into believing we have friends, the students
involved into this programme will never forget how the difference between the virtual
and the real world feels like. When they are themselves in powerful positions and
decide on matters that will affect people, imagine their decisions when they think of
each other in a loving and caring manner.\

After school, I spent almost every afternoon and evening with my new friends, thus
getting insights of the Taiwanese culture that a
tourist might not — or have you met a Western
person when you went indoor shrimp fishing
with your family? I am already missing the
wonderful walks along the river bank, the
atmosphere of bustling night markets (and yes,
dear students: I did try stinky tofu — how could

I not as you asked about that several times), the

special foot massage and the many things [ was invited to do with very special people.



Most frequently, I guess, and apart from great talks, I shared food. And I loved it! The
fresh fruits and vegetables that grow here are simply delicious. The tea that is shipped
across many seas until it reaches Europe or even landlocked Austria is not to be
compared to the tea I tasted in Taiwan, full of flavour and delicate aromas. The way
you prepare food that involves methods such as steaming or braising are wonderful.
The tradition to eat soup at the very end of the meal and not at the beginning as we do,
and to use rice just as a filler, but
not as the main part of a dish
makes you feel so good after a
meal, even if you have eaten too
much, which you always seem to
have ©. My favourite dish? I
guess, it must be hotpot, although

I have tasted a lot of wild and
wonderful dishes. For my last

breakfast, I had Taiwanese

pancake and soup with noodles and pork intestines — and then I knew: I have really
taken in this culture, in the best sense of the word.\

To give you an idea how different the part of the world is where I come from, let me
tell you a bit about the life in Austria, Europe focussing on some of the most striking
aspects that set our two countries apart. Austria has no access to the sea, there are
mountains, lakes, hills, forests but you will not find a place to sit or walk and listen to
the sound of the waves. Taiwan is less than half in size compared to Austria and
whereas the number of people living in Austria is about 8.42 million, Taiwan is about
three times more. That alone, as you can imagine, accounts for a number of
differences, such as for example the number of scooters in the capital city of Vienna is
75,000 as compared to about 4 million in Taipei. Living in the heart of Europe also
means that in a few hours you can cross the borders of Austria and find yourself in
one of the nine countries that speak eight different languages, one of which
corresponds to our mother tongue German. Thus, speaking foreign language is a
necessity and the motivation to learn English and a third language is quite high among
our students.

However, in the end my experience was a lot about finding sameness in the human
hearts: In both ends of the world we like the feeling to be loved, to share experiences,
thoughts and food, to resonate, to find out similarities and differences, to learn from
each other and, as teachers, to guide our students on their path to find out about their
talents and their potentials.

I would like to close by expressing again my infinite gratefulness to everybody I had



the privilege to spend time with and by quoting the founder of all Sacred Heart School
again, as she is the reason that made me come here. The following sentence has

accompanied and helped me on my journey to wonderful Taipei High School of the
Sacred Heart:

“Let your heart be more attentive than your head, for the Holy Spirit is love, and to take hold, it

is more important to love than to understand.”
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