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Preface 

This is not a book about how to learn English. 

It’s a book about what happens after you’ve learned it—at least on paper. 

It’s about the moment fluency becomes theater. The stage lights go up, the sentence is delivered—and silence follows. Or resistance. Or confusion. 

In many parts of the world, English is still treated as a passport, a ladder, a shield. The illusion is that once you possess it, you’re safe. But that illusion collapses the moment language enters real life—into classrooms, meeting rooms, embassies, and visa counters. I’ve stood in all of them. 

This book brings together true stories that unfolded off-camera—behind desks, beyond borders, and beneath the polished résumés. They are not meant to accuse or ridicule. They are meant to reveal. 

Because when language becomes performance, and education becomes theater, someone is always left backstage—voiceless. 

And sometimes, that someone has the best grammar in the room. 

 

Introduction 

For over twenty years, I’ve worked at the uneasy intersection of English, identity, and silence. From embassies in Washington to classrooms in Taipei, I’ve seen how English becomes both a stage and a sentence—performed for approval, and sometimes delivered like a verdict. 

I’ve taught English to doctors who couldn’t explain symptoms. To corporate managers who resisted correction. To PhDs whose writing collapsed under pressure. I’ve stood across from students who bluffed, argued, recited, and froze—all in the same sixty-minute class. 

Most didn’t come to learn English. 

They came to preserve the illusion that they already had. 

The stories ahead are not exaggerations. They are case studies—snapshots of moments when language broke down not because of grammar, but because of ego, fear, or institutional fiction. 

In these chapters, you’ll meet fluent saboteurs, invisible passports, and elegant lies told in perfect English. 

This is what happens when English stops being a language and becomes a stage. Where every sentence is a performance— 

And every silence, a line that wasn’t in the script. 

If you’ve ever wondered why some of the most “fluent” people can’t truly communicate—this book was written for you. 




Chapter 1: Correcting the Uncorrectable (Part I) 

The Doctor’s Bio

By the time I’d learned the hidden rhythms of hire-and-fire in Taipei’s language schools, I realized that being employed could be suicidal. So I shifted gears. I became self-employed—a freelance tutor with a quietly popular blog that attracted students on its own. 

I went amphibious: part-time at institutes, fully independent online. And it worked— this was before the social media boom. I even hosted free English workshops around Taipei. Attendees paid their own way, but the sessions always filled up. 

One event drew a crowd larger than expected, so I booked a 30-seat classroom just outside National Normal University. That evening, the room was packed. 

I followed my usual ritual: an opening, a warm-up joke or two, and a short talk about the myths of English learning. Before the break, I encouraged people to mingle— exchange cards, chat, loosen up. 

But the real draw came after the break: the Q&A. That’s why they came—not for jokes or theories, but for real answers to real problems. 

Most raised their hands. I responded on the spot, like always. But one woman waited. After the session ended, she approached and asked if we could speak privately. 

When the room had cleared, she returned. She asked if I could revise her writing. If I could, she’d consider signing up for a full set of classes. 

I said, “Sure.” 

She hesitated. Then clarified: this wasn’t ordinary writing. It was academic—medical, actually. Possibly her dissertation. 

I told her I didn’t see a problem. She didn’t look convinced. 

She explained I wasn’t the first person she’d asked. Others had revised her work—and made it worse. The drafts were dense, technical, and deeply tied to her field. Could I really handle that? 

I said, “I don’t know Greek or Latin, but I do know what a sentence should look like.” Still skeptical, she handed me a printout. She pointed to a long, tangled sentence. “Everyone says it’s fine,” she said, “but I don’t think so.” 

It was a classic patchwork—clauses jammed together, logic unclear, grammar barely intact. I marked it up, explained the breakdown, and offered a clean revision. 

She lit up. “That’s it!” she said. “That’s what I thought it should be!” 

Just then, the front desk clerk reappeared with a polite, urgent smile—she had to lock up and meet her boyfriend. We gathered our things and left. 

As we walked down Heping East Road toward the MRT, she opened up. She was in her sixth year of NTU’s medical PhD program and on the brink. If she couldn’t finish her dissertation, the university would cut her loose. Her advisor wasn’t helping—just offering hollow reassurance: “I trust you.”

I’d heard that line before. But unlike her, I had finished early. She was sinking. 

I told her what no one else had: maybe she was too useful. Some advisors delay capable students intentionally. A strong student becomes indispensable—too valuable to let go. 

She nodded. She’d tried everything—local proofreaders, overseas services, even paid edits by credit card. Most declined after realizing it was a doctoral thesis on pancreatic cancer. One sent back a version with nothing changed but the commas. 

She nearly broke. 

So I offered something better. 

For two months, we met one-on-one at the Starbucks near Taipei Main Station. She always arrived early, dissertation in hand. Sometimes there were scribbled notes. Sometimes, just dark eyes that hadn’t slept. 

I revised every chapter. Not just grammar—structure, clarity, logic. We also prepared a conference paper she’d be presenting at the Washington Convention Center. 

She made it. 

She graduated. 

She landed a research post in a Maryland lab. 

I never asked what happened to her advisor. 

But I knew one thing: 

She didn’t need his trust anymore. 

She had found her way out. 




Chapter 2: Correcting the Uncorrectable (Part II) 

When the Sentence Is the Symptom

I’m not a doctor. I know the difference between a gene and a germ—linguistics taught me that much through its intersections with cognition and neuropsychology. But when it comes to pancreatic cancer or oncology, I know nothing. 

And that’s what made the encounter honest. 

She didn’t need an oncologist. She needed someone who could hear the fracture inside a sentence. Someone who could sense when language was failing—not just grammatically, but existentially. Her dissertation wasn’t just unreadable. It was unread. 

Our first class met at the Starbucks near Taipei Main Station—one of those neutral zones where I’ve taught too many stories to count. She stood quietly at the counter, unsure how to order. A stranger to this casual world outside NTU’s gates, she hovered near the laminated menu, as if choosing coffee were more complex than any tumor she had studied. 

Cappuccino. Tall latte with room. Grande Americano.

In some sense, these were odder to her than any medical term she had mastered. 

I greeted her, ordered my usual, and the clerk—who already knew my rhythm—just processed her in. No questions, no awkward pause. She followed me to the table, as if crossing into a different register of language entirely. 

We sat at a window table, glass stretching from ceiling to floor, the outside world drifting quietly behind her. She opened her notebook. I opened mine. She insisted we finish my grammar course in four hours instead of eight—just enough, she said, to move on to her research paper. 

I didn’t argue. NTU medical students have a way of compressing time. Some are born with it. Others earn it. But all of them know how to cram reality into whatever number of hours they’re given. 

She crammed everything I said, scribbling in real time, pushing me to go faster. In the end, I delivered what was designed as an eight-hour course in just one. To test her— and maybe for a bit of fun—I wrote a short passage that embedded every grammar rule I’d just covered and told her to memorize it while I went to the restroom. 

Three minutes later, I returned and handed her a blank sheet. 

She reproduced the entire passage—flawless, no blink. 

Then I did the same. 

When she looked at me, I said the difference between us wasn’t accuracy. 

It was cramming versus reasoning. Reproduction versus reconstruction.

She absorbed that too, without blinking. 

Somewhere in the back of my mind, I started doing the math—a habit from years of tutoring students in every subject but my own. 

Three years at Taipei First Girls’ High School. 

Seven more at NTU Medical School. 

Two for her master’s. 

Now six in the PhD program. 

That’s at least eighteen years of being institutionalized. 

Eighteen years inside the system— 

And no one had taught her how to order coffee. 

Let alone how to













cover.jpeg
THE SENTENCE
AND THE STAGE

WHEN ENGLISH BECAME A SCRIPT
FOR POWER, IDENTITY, AND SURVIVAL

MIKE LIU





