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Preface 

This book arises from years of quiet observation and cultural tension. Over decades teaching English to corporate leaders, university professors, high-school students, and returning overseas graduates, I witnessed a paradox: flawless résumés and presentations masked an inability to sustain real conversation. Entire careers, reputations, even identities often hinge less on clear thinking than on polished performance in English. 

Between Words and Worlds is not an academic treatise, but a collection of lived experiences. Each chapter—some ironic, some wrenching, some unexpectedly funny—illuminates Taiwan’s fixation on the illusion of fluency. The title itself captures the space where we master vocabulary but miss connection, perform English without inhabiting it, and speak words that fail to bridge worlds. If you’ve ever felt your English was impeccable on paper yet hollow in practice, or found yourself wondering, “Why does it still fall flat?”—this book is for you. Language is more than words; it’s the meaning we carry. Together, let’s unlearn the scripts, observe more deeply, and rethink what English truly means. 

Introduction 

In Taiwan, English is more than a language—it’s a performance, a credential, a symbol of status. For decades, we’ve been told that degrees, test scores, and study abroad programs guarantee fluency. Yet beneath the polished surface, a quieter truth endures: real communication remains elusive, and genuine clarity is even rarer. As a linguist, former diplomat, and English-learning consultant, I’ve spent over twenty years in boardrooms, classrooms, and online sessions unraveling this illusion. Along the way, I’ve gathered stories—some sharp and uncomfortable, others unexpectedly revealing. Each chapter in Between Words and Worlds serves as a case study: scenes from multinational firms, graduate seminars, and private conversations, all illustrating that English in practice is never just about words—it’s about power, face, silence, and survival. 

This book isn’t a guide—it’s a mirror. If we’re willing to look closely, we might begin to see not only what English is in Taiwan but what it could become. 




Chapter 1: When the Textbook Stays Closed

Teaching Between the Lines in a Global Investment Firm 

Two students. One investment firm. 

Both seated in glass-walled meeting rooms in Taipei. 

Both quietly reassigned to me that same week. 

I’d never met either of them—though I had taught an India-market analyst in that office for two years. He was sharp and diligent, and word had spread that I was the “strict” one: the teacher who demanded precise answers and never faked enthusiasm. 

That reputation earned me two new students—and two briefing files from a colleague I’d never spoken with. 

The colleague was a native English-speaking American instructor. Both students had started with him, and both had requested a switch. His voice notes described them: 

“He doesn’t follow the textbook. He brings his own material—emails, documents, meeting prep.” 

That made me smile, because the other file sounded eerily similar: 

“She’s advanced. She prefers to skip the lesson plan and discuss her real work.” 

Two students. Two unopened textbooks. 

And a pattern I’d seen before: real learning happens between the lines. 

The Office Lady and the Unwritten Rules

She didn’t smile when we met. Just handed me a coffee in a paper cup and walked into a room with frosted glass walls. I asked her what she needed. 

“There’s a big meeting coming up,” she said. “I have to present. Q&A. If they sign, it’s a win.” 

I told her it wouldn’t be that difficult—drawing from my diplomatic experience in Washington, D.C. 

She didn’t believe me. 

Instead of rehearsing, she asked me to look at the emails she had written to the client. “But explain them grammatically,” she said. “Not just the meaning.” 

I agreed. But when I marked the errors on the whiteboard, she pushed back. 

“We’ve written like this for years,” she said. “Nothing wrong.” 

That’s when I pulled up the online dictionaries—Longman, Cambridge, Oxford—and walked her through each point. 

She went quiet. The fake smile disappeared. 

“Don’t doubt me,” I said. 

“I didn’t doubt you,” she replied. 

“You look like you did.” 

Later, I asked her, “Who wrote this?” 

She didn’t answer. But her body language spoke: her boss had touched those sentences. 

I gave her a rewritten version and asked her to revise it as homework. 

She never changed a word. Not because she didn’t want to. Because she wasn’t allowed to. 

Correcting grammar wasn’t just a linguistic act. 

It was a political one. 

A Week at Headquarters 

My schedule at the company was tight. 

Tuesday evenings, I met the sharp, politically correct office lady for two hours. The room was small, glass-walled, and silent—everything about it designed to keep things contained. Her tone matched the room. 

Thursday evenings, I walked into the larger meeting room next door. Same floor. Same firm. But the atmosphere shifted. 

That’s where I worked with her colleague—a young man with a strong résumé and cautious energy. 

We spent the first twenty minutes of our first session just talking. No worksheets. No scripts. Just a quiet diagnostic. 

He had graduated from National Taiwan University—Taiwan’s top university—and gone straight to Cathay Life Insurance, where he stayed for five years. Only a year ago, he had landed in this new role. 

So he was smart. Disciplined. But a rookie in this company. 

His job required him to read dense English reports, international briefings, and research articles—then condense them into clear, accurate updates for his boss. Regularly. Verbally. On deadline. 

He never said it was painful. But I could tell—it was torture. 

Here’s the twist: his English class had a textbook. A full syllabus. And the previous teacher—a native English speaker—had stuck to it. Faithfully. There was nothing wrong with that. The course had been designed that way. Both the teacher and the student knew the script. 

But I have a reputation in this company. Well-known—or maybe notorious—for not teaching the textbook. 

I don’t skip it to be rebellious. I skip it when it’s irrelevant. And I suspect that’s why my employer tossed me two hot potatoes in one week. 

It didn’t make any difference to me. 

Because whether they brought in a textbook or a stack of emails, my job was always the same: 

Figure out what they actually needed. Then teach that. 

In our first twenty minutes, I was already diagnosing his English— • Poor pronunciation 

• Weak oral expression 

• Overconfidence 

• Moderate reading ability 

• Strong reliance on simultaneous mental translation 

• And serious, textbook-shaped Chinglish 

Smart? Yes. 

Trainable? Absolutely. 

But fluent? Not even close. 

Before I officially began the class, I asked him a simple question: “Do you have any requests or expectations for how we use this time?” 

He gave a faint smile—too faint—with a short pause, like he was setting the tone for something more serious. 

Then he said: 

“I just want one thing. We use my material. On the spot.” 

There was a pause after his words—just enough to let it hang in the air. Maybe he expected me to leave. Or falter. 

I didn’t. 

Instead, I asked, “What have you been reading recently?” 

He froze. Not awkwardly. But like a machine trying to retrieve the right file—eyes narrowed, posture stiff. 

Then he said something vague. Not quite a sentence. 

Eventually, I realized he was reading about UNICORNs—not the mythical kind, but billion-dollar startups celebrated for innovation. 

When I said the word aloud, he nearly jumped out of his seat. I smiled. Then I said, “Your oral expression just now? Completely incomprehensible to a native speaker.” 

“And worse,” I added, “you can’t pronounce the consonant ‘R’ correctly.” 

He looked stunned. 

“But take it easy,” I told him. “I know unicorns very well. And I’m very good at correcting exactly this kind of issue.” 

He composed himself and said he had one more request: that I correct him directly, with no mercy. I looked at him skeptically. 

“Are you sure?” 

He hesitated. Then, unwillingly, nodded. 

“All right,” I said. “You can always change your mind. I’m very easy-going.” 

I told him to get his unicorn article. 

When he returned, he placed a thick hard copy on the desk—full of underlines and highlights in every color. He turned it upside down for me. I waved him off. “No need. I can read upside down—especially when the text isn’t that difficult.” 

Then I told him to read it aloud. 

It was a fiasco. 

Painful. Confusing. A full-on auditory train wreck. 

I stopped him. 

“Honestly, I feel like I’m sitting in a zoo in front of a yelping wild animal.” He froze again. I added, “I don’t know what you just read.” 

But this was what he had asked for. 

So I picked up the article—still upside down—and read it aloud. Fluently. Clearly. Effortlessly. 

From the first page to the last. 

That was the turning point. 

From that night on, we worked together every Thursday evening. He never changed his mind. 

In our final class, I asked him, “Where did you learn your English? Why is it so terrible?” 

“NTU,” he said. 

I blinked. “I’ve taught many NTU grads. You’re one of the worst.” He laughed. 

I asked how NTU conducted English classes. 

He shrugged. “I don’t know. My scores were high enough to
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