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Durham University is one of the historic traditional College System, with its campus famously
serving as a filming location for Harry Potter. During my exchange, | am allocated to St. Mary’s
College. More than just the accommodation, St. Mary is like a warm family. The college regularly
organized fresher’s week, winter/summer balls, formal dinners, and lots of pub quizzes, alongside
common rooms for playing pool. Among these traditions, the formal dinner was the most
unforgettable and highly recommended one. Dressing up in evening gowns and suits to dine in a
castle-like ding hall offered a unique cultural experience which is rare in Taiwanese campus life.

Academically, | took Year 1 courses in Engineering and Computer Science. Durham's
teaching mode differs significantly from Taiwan's. Beyond large lectures, it heavily incorporates
seminars, tutorials, and practical sessions, requiring students to be highly proactive. Since most
first-year lectures held around two hundred students, the teaching quality was exceptionally stable.
Professors paced their speech clearly, allowing me to adapt within two months! Crucially, every
classroom featured the Encore recording system, with complete lectures uploaded to Blackboard
Durham within two days, enabling effective review at home. My favorite course was Computer
Science - Programming (Year 1). Not majoring in CS in Taiwan, building my own website from
scratch was incredibly rewarding—a practical skill I can continuously apply to daily life. Outside
class, | volunteered at a local primary school, leading storytelling sessions with young children.



During month-long term breaks, | explored the UK and Europe, traveling to Edinburgh,
Manchester, Italy, Prague, Germany, and so on. Previously, my knowledge of European cities
came only from textbooks. Walking through these historic places provided a realistic, three-
dimensional understanding of the world. Independently planning transportation, accommodation,
and itineraries also sharpened my problem-solving skills.

However, life abroad brought challenges. Shortly after arriving, | was targeted by a scam call
claiming to be the Chinese police, likely due to a leaked phone number from a complimentary SIM
card. Alone in a new country, | was almost mentally breakdown. Luckily, | navigated the crisis
using resources from the Bureau of Consular Affairs (via their official LINE account) provided by
my home university, and by contacting fellow Taiwanese students. This incident strengthened my
awareness of cybersecurity, teaching me to identify suspicious messages and protect personal
data.

Language and cultural adaptation presented another hurdle. Initially, the local Northern
British accent was difficult to comprehend. | gradually adapted by chatting with flatmates in the
kitchen, attending formal dinners, and watching British television. Nevertheless, possessing the
alcohol intolerance gene made it challenging to fully blend into nightclub and bar culture with local
students.

The biggest cultural shock was how British students prioritize nighttime socializing. Friday
night pub crawls and clubbing are indispensable to their lifestyle. However, because these
festivities lasted until 2 or 3 a.m., students often chatted loudly in dorm corridors upon returning,
disrupting my sleep. | managed this by politely asking them to lower their voices or wearing
earplugs. While these activities are crucial for building relationships, a balance must be struck
between pursuing fun and respecting others.

Ultimately, this year-long exchange profoundly shaped my character. In Taiwan, | was easily
influenced by others, often altering my views to fit in, which made me insecure. Spending a year
away from my support system, combined with a British culture that validates the "self," allowed me
to maximize my personal freedom. | learned to create the life | wanted, prioritizing my own feelings
over the judgment of outsiders. This journey helped me see clearly what | truly want to achieve,
ensuring | will no longer blindly follow the crowd.



