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Preface 

Surviving the Room: From Classrooms to Boardrooms 

This book was not written to teach English. It was written to expose what English often hides. 

In Taiwan—and much of Asia—English is sometimes a badge of honor and sometimes a mark of betrayal. It all depends on the room. In one room, English earns you applause. In the next, it earns you suspicion. I’ve survived both. 

For a few years, English became something I had to suppress. In certain spaces, I pretended not to know any English at all—until I nearly forgot I knew it. That wasn’t about language. It was about survival. I had to mentally and behaviorally perform submission, like a corporate manager standing at attention to avoid being fired. In my case, it meant agreeing to write a thesis on syntax just because the professor—the dean—said so. I responded with the academic version of “Yes, sir.” 

This is not just a book of stories. It’s a record of rooms I walked into, classes I taught, and roles I had to play. In both corporate and academic settings, the power struggle is real—and English is often the tool, the symbol, and the stage. 

Introduction 

The Illusion of Fluency: Why English Isn’t What It Seems 

In much of Asia, English is both everywhere and nowhere. It’s on billboards, in boardrooms, and plastered across university mission statements. It’s listed in job requirements, praised in political speeches, and baked into visions of modernization. And yet, behind this linguistic abundance lies a cultural silence—an unspoken awareness that English often isn’t doing what people think it’s doing. 

We assume that fluency means communication. That accent means intelligence. That test scores measure readiness for the world. But what if those assumptions are wrong? 

This book emerged from classrooms where those illusions broke down. I’ve taught English in government agencies, multinational corporations, elite universities, and makeshift coffee-shop classrooms. Over time, I stopped asking who spoke English well—and started asking who was allowed to speak, and why. 

The chapters in this book tell true stories about learners who seemed fluent but weren’t, about bosses who used English as a shield, and about teachers (myself included) who had to play along to survive. At first glance, these are tales about English learning. But underneath, they are about something deeper: how power hides behind performance. 

In a corporate seminar, a manager stands rigidly at attention, pretending to misunderstand the language he actually knows. In an academic defense, a student nods and agrees to everything, playing the role expected to avoid conflict. In both cases, English is not the subject. It is the stage. 

These stories show that fluency isn’t always about grammar. Sometimes it’s about obedience. Sometimes silence says more than any sentence can. 

In Taiwan especially, English can be taboo in one room and nobility in another. It depends not on the words themselves, but on who manages the room—and who defines what fluency means. In one meeting, speaking English could cost you face. In another, not speaking it could cost you the job. The language isn’t neutral. It’s a mirror of the power structure that surrounds it. 

I’ve survived those rooms myself. This book is my attempt to reveal what I saw once the illusion cracked. 




Chapter 1. The Manager as the Sentry (Part I): The Sentry and the Stage When Everyone Speaks English, but No One Really Says Anything Two years ago, I was called in for what my employer described as a "big case." She told me there’d be an online pre-class meeting with the CEO of a corporate client. “Be on time, and dress up,” she reminded me. I nodded on the phone but wasn’t particularly impressed. I was starting to learn that my employer, while enthusiastic, wasn’t the most organized person. That proved more than true later on. 

If she were a true planner, I should have received a full brief: company background, CEO bio, student profiles, expectations, schedule, the works. Instead, I got a rushed phone call like it was an afterthought. So I decided to handle it my way—go in calm and improvise. 

That summer afternoon in my apartment was scorching. I didn’t turn on the air-conditioner because I couldn’t afford it. I was still recovering financially from the pandemic’s long lockdown, so every bill mattered. I threw on an old black suit jacket, a white shirt, and a blue tie for the camera—but I wore basketball shorts and slippers underneath. The illusion would hold above the waist. 

The Webex meeting began with the usual awkward screen panels. My employer appeared first, smiling a little too brightly, tossing out fragmented details like confetti. I nodded out of formality. Then, in the top right corner, a camera was broadcasting a local conference room. Empty desks. Dim fluorescent lights. A familiar, unimpressive corporate scene. 

Suddenly, a young man rushed into frame and stood rigidly at one of the desks like a sentry at Buckingham Palace. I knew right away—he wasn’t the boss. He was waiting for the boss. 

A moment later, in walked a sleek young man in a vest and bowtie, minus the jacket. He sat at the largest desk. The sentry immediately stood at ease—without needing to be told. The boss had arrived. 

My employer launched into a rehearsed speech, her fake smile switched on like a screen saver. I nodded and smiled back, like I was attending a hearing on Capitol Hill. It was a performance, after all. 

Then the CEO couldn’t help himself—he barked at the sentry to bring him his speech script “right goddamn now.” He tapped the microphone to check the AV system. The sentry leapt out of frame like a panicked leopard but didn’t return immediately. 

I started sweating profusely. Luckily, I had hydrated like it was jungle warfare. Eventually, the sentry returned—empty-handed. Before the CEO could erupt again, he noticed the script was already placed neatly on the desk. Crisis averted. 

Trying to downplay the mess, the CEO waved it off. “Forget it. I’ll do it without this crap.” Then he launched into a long English monologue—one that nobody really understood. 

My employer was the first to interrupt. Maybe she needed a bathroom break or was on the verge of dehydration. She jumped in: “Yes, you’re right. I think we can go through all this through the lesson plans I’ll provide after the meeting.” Somehow, she understood what he was saying. Or maybe she just pretended to. 

The CEO took a deep breath, calming himself down. I knew that move well. When non-native English speakers try too hard to sound fluent, they often forget to breathe. 

I kept smiling and nodding like an idiot. It was what I had to do. Then, mid-sentence, the CEO called my name like he was taking roll. 

He stared into the camera to make sure I knew who was speaking. “I read your file,” he said. “Your bio was not bad, and I believe you can do your job well. You used to work in the US—I know the US well. I ran the Manhattan office for many years. OK, let’s call it a day. I’m busy.” 

He left. The camera lingered on the sentry, now back at attention. 

I was relieved. I didn’t have to perform my own monologue. And even better—I learned I wasn’t teaching the CEO. I was assigned to the sentry. 

Weeks later, I found out the sentry wasn’t just a junior employee. He was the manager. And the new CEO didn’t like him. 

In that meeting, everyone had spoken English. Loudly. Fluently. Performatively. But in the end, no one really said anything at all. 

 

Takeaways 

1. English fluency in professional settings is often performative—used more 

for power projection than for communication. 

2. Organizational chaos at the top often disguises itself as urgency or 

authority. 

3. The illusion of fluency can mask insecurity, especially when hierarchy 

and ego dominate the room. 

4. Strategic silence—knowing when not to speak—is often more powerful 

than language itself. 

5. The real learners aren’t always the ones in charge. Sometimes, they’re the 

ones forced to stand at attention while others speak. 




Chapter 2. The Manager as the Sentry (Part II): The Sentry and the Final Test When Performance Became the Only Language Left

He wasn’t supposed to be the student. 

He was a manager. A former expat. A man who had spent years in Brussels after graduating from the University of Washington. He’d returned to Taiwan with a family, a notebook full of global experience, and two young daughters who spoke Dutch better than Mandarin. 

But none of that mattered anymore. 

When the company’s founder stepped down, everything changed. The new CEO—a young “star” from their Manhattan office—spoke less English than the man he was replacing. But power doesn’t always speak clearly. Sometimes, it just points. 

One day, the CEO called my student into his office and told him, bluntly, that he didn’t like him. That his English wasn’t good enough for a manager. That he should fix it—before it was too late. 

That’s how I ended up in the story. 

He became my student—timid, exhausted, deferential. A man still wearing the sentry’s uniform in spirit: alert, upright, invisible. 

We spent weeks together in a borrowed classroom. He brought notebooks, adjusted the fans for me, and smiled nervously during every session. Slowly, he opened up— about his fall from a political family in the south, his daughters struggling to reintegrate, his financial pressure, his exile in plain sight. 

But the class was never really the test. 

That came later. 

One day before the course ended, a clerk approached me during a break. The CEO would be chairing a final presentation—a
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