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Lily Yen got her M.A. degree from the Graduate
Program in Foreign LLanguages and

Literatures of National Taiwan University in
2015. She is now an English Researcher at the
Language Training & Testing Center (LTTC).

Q: What are your general impressions of the learning experience in the GIFLL?What

influenced you the most in the GIFLL? Discuss any professors, courses, classmates, working

experiences, or activities that had a noteworthy influence.

A: The GIFLL is composed of helpful staff members, inspiring professors, and diligent
students. The staff are always patient and give students the assistance they need. The
professors devote themselves to their research and to their teaching, and their dedication is
reflected in the reading loads they assign. Many of the courses I took involved reading
Victorian-style three-deck course packs composed of obscure critical essays and/or hundreds
of pages of novels per week per course, giving presentations, and submitting weekly reports
and term papers. Although finishing all the reading and writing often left me sleep-deprived,

“I laugh[ed] in all my pain,” for “my delight [was] causer of this strife.”?

Among the professors I studied under in the GIFLL, the ones who influenced me the
most were Dr. Sherry Li, Dr. Sabastian Liao, and Dr. Duncan Chesney. Dr. Li was the
professor who made literary theory less daunting for me. She was one of the few professors

in this department who was not a hard-core Lacanian, focusing instead on the text and the

2 Wyatt, Sir Thomas. “I find no peace.” Eds. Abrams, M. H. and Stephen Greenblatt. The Norton Anthology of
English Literature. 8th ed. Vol. 1. New York: Norton, 2006. 596. Print.
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social background in which the text was written. Knowing that students were often asked to
give presentations on theoretical papers but lacked the ability to actually comprehend their
content, she asked us to lead class discussions on late 19" century fiction while undertaking
the job of decrypting the papers for us. She unfolded to us how a paper was organized, what
critical approaches it adopted, and what we might take away from the papers and apply to
our own studies. Although by the end of the semester, I found that fiction was not literary
form most easily grasped, the variety of papers Dr. Li presented to us and her reassurance
gave me confidence to persevere in the GIFLL, a.k.a. the Department of Psychoanalysis.

Dr. Liao was the professor who made me realize that my strength lay not in prose but
in poetry. Among the undergraduate courses I had taken or audited before I got into the
GIFLL, I was deeply fascinated by Dr. Tsai, Hsiu-Chih and her way of interpreting 20t
century American poetry. But it was in Dr. Liao’s class that [ was given chances to delve into
the poets’ lives and works, to give presentations, and to write a long term paper on William
Carlos Williams to see what I was capable of doing. It was with his encouragement that I
started thinking about basing my master’s thesis on poetry.

As much as I liked American literature, in the end, I chose to write my master’s
thesis on the British poet Philip Larkin with Dr. Chesney because, unlike most professors in
this department, he did not hold literary theory sacred or essential, and also because he was a
“poetry guy.” While his erudition in literary theories seemed to have no bounds and while
his classes were often filled with criticism, he was also one who would put theory aside and
recite poems at his advisor-advisee parties to show us the beauty in the words. Although he
had four (or more) advisees back then, all of whom had drastically different thesis topics and
approaches, he was able to meet with us on a regular basis, read our material, and gave us

valuable feedback. For his devotion and dedication, I am deeply appreciative.

Q: What jobs have you taken? What motivated you to take your current job? What are your

ideals? What are your greatest career accomplishments so far? What are the most formidable

challenges you have encountered? What are your future aspirations?

While I was studying in the GIFLL, I worked as a teaching assistant in Freshman
English and Introduction for Western Literature, and as a research assistant for Dr. Liao and
Dr. Chesney. With these work experiences, with the professors’ recommendation letters, and

with my former training in statistics in hand, I applied for and was accepted as a summer
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intern at the Language Training & Testing Center (the LTTC) in 2014, in their statistics
department. After I graduated in the summer of 2015, I started working at the LTTC again,
this time as an English researcher in their testing department.

When I was looking for a job, I wanted to find one that would enable me to use the
English language that I love and to have a positive impact on society. As a result, I chose my
current job, in which I contribute to the development of standardized English tests that help
test takers keep track of their learning progress. While I do not hide that my real passion lies
in creative writing, I find it necessary to have a day job, much like many of my favorite
poets. As Williams noted in his autobiography,

[O]nly medicine, a job I enjoyed, would make it possible for me to live and
write as I wanted to. I would live: that first, and write... I would not court
disease, live in the slums for the sake of art... I would not “die for art,” but
live for it, grimly!3

Although my work life is not as grim as that of a pediatrician and the challenges I
face are not about life and death, I am still learning how to overcome the difficulties I do
face. The biggest challenge I have faced thus far and am still struggling with is the limitation
that my job places on my writing. To suit readers and test takers with different English
abilities, I am restricted to using very limited ranges of vocabulary, sentence structures, and
even topics that are considered level appropriate. As a result, after all these years of reading
literature from centuries ago, trying to expand my vocabulary, and mastering complicated
sentence structures, suddenly I am stripped of poetic license and left with only a few
thousand words and simple sentence structures at my disposal. Even though my tasks seem
insurmountable at times, the thought that Dr. Seuss composed Green Eggs and Ham with 50

words and The Cat in the Hat with 236 gives me the courage to keep trying.

Q: Has the learning experience in the GIFLL influenced your choice of career, your strengths
and weaknesses, or other aspects of your career?

A: It surely has. I got into the GIFLL thinking that I’d become a literature professor in the
future. Despite the fact that, based on my advisor’s evaluation, the academic route was

possible for me, I decided not to pursue that dream for several reasons. To begin with,

because I spent my youth getting B.S. and M.S. degrees in civil engineering at NTU, I started

3 Williams, William Carlos. The Autobiography of William Carlos Williams. New York: New Directions
Publishing, 1967. 51. Print.
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late in this program as compared to my peers. To become a literature professor, I would have
to spend another decade or so in school. Moreover, even with a PhD from a renowned
university, there was no guarantee that I would get a teaching position at a respectable
university that wouldn’t soon shut down because of Taiwan’s low birth rate. In short, for
financial security, I started to look at jobs besides teaching and eventually landed a place in
my current company.

While the GIFLL is not a vocational program, in indirect ways it does prepare its
students for the job market. Through constantly reading piles of course materials, I became
able to process huge amounts of data and find the key information in a short time. Through
giving presentations, I overcame stage fright. Through writing many papers in which I sided
with one school of critics in attacking another school and raised my own arguments, I can
easily spot flaws in others’ arguments. These skills not only helped me to graduate and

helped me to get a job; they will also take me far in my career.

Q: How do you evaluate the GIFLL? What advice would you give to the GIFLL? (e.g. the
positioning of the GIFLL, the core capabilities the program should cultivate, recent public
concern about the “uselessness” of English literature in light of the decline in student
applications to the GIFLL).

A: I find the GIFLL met the educational objectives it listed on its website; namely, offering
knowledge of culture, literature, and theory, and training in composition. The value of
studying literature, as the teacher who inspired me and guided me through this literary route
summarized, lies in “creativity, expression, interpretation, and expanding the mind.” In the
GIFLL, I was exposed to texts from different cultures and time periods, to various theories,
and to many interpretations. From there, I was encouraged to be creative with my own
arguments and to compose convincing term papers and a thesis. Through studying literature, I
became more critical and analytical, and my sharpened mind gave me a good edge on the job
market.

That said, I do not think the recent public concerns about the “uselessness” of a
literature program in light of the economic downturn will affect the GIFLL, the best English
department in Taiwan. The decline in the number of applicants to the GIFLL should not be
of any concern, either. What matters is not the number of applicants it attracts but the
quality. It will only become an issue when qualified students no longer apply. If anything,

the GIFLL ought to be more open to students from other departments and remove the
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prohibition that only people who majored in English as an undergraduate may apply for this
program, leaving the rest to compete on the graduate school entrance exams. Considering the
fact that in two consecutive years, several “Muggles” made it into the GPFLL—among
whom two outperformed the “pure-bloods” and ranked first on the entrance exams, and all
of whom graduated—the GPFLL should not block potential students with different
backgrounds and should appreciate the inspiration they may have to offer.

Earlier, I explained how studying literature in the GIFLL made me marketable. As
for the uselessness of literature itself, it is by no means a recent concern. Throughout history,
countless writers have tried to explain how literature can “teach and delight.” To those
nonbelievers, I shall not take the trouble to repeat others’ reasoning but will only quote the

conclusion from Sir Philip Sidney’s “The Defense of Poesy™:

So much curse I must send you, in the behalf of all poets, that while you live,
you live in love, and never get favor for lacking skill of a sonnet; and, when

you die, your memory die from the earth for want of an epitaph.*

Q: What advice and encouragement would you give to current GIFLL students?

A: Out of school for not yet a year, I feel far from qualified to give advice to the students
currently in the GIFLL, some of whom I shared courses with. However, I would like to share
a couple of thoughts and resources that played important roles in my GIFLL years and that I
hope the current students also know how to make good use of, notably the assistance of the
professors, the support of their classmates, and the resources the university provides.

I’d like to begin by emphasizing the importance of asking questions. Most if not all
professors I had in this department welcomed questions, and I would encourage students to
keep “When in doubt, ask” as the general principle when taking courses and to seize every
chance to pick their professors’ brains for solutions to questions and for inspiration for
possible research topics. Moreover, I’d like to stress the importance of finding a suitable
advisor. It is essential to find an advisor who matches not only one’s field of interest but also
one’s working habits. Some students like to see their advisors twice a month, whereas some
prefer to be left alone. Similarly, some advisors like to keep a close eye on their advisees’
progress, whereas some check in but once a season. If the advisor and advisee have different

expectations, some conflicts, discontent, and frustration may occur, so be sure to find a good

4 Sidney, Sir Philip. “The Defense of Poesy.” Eds. Abrams, M.H. and Stephen Greenblatt. The Norton Anthology
of English Literature. 8th ed. Vol. 1. New York: Norton, 2006. 953-974. Print.
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match.

I would also like to point out some resources that helped me during my school years.
The first one was my classmates, my comrades in arms. Although a certain Dr. X from the
GIFLL advised us to give up our social lives and to dedicate ourselves entirely to our theses,
my classmates and I ignored the warning and spent time socializing after almost every class.
It was not that we were being rebellious. It was that we had foreseen our need for
comradeship to carry one another through our individual battles.

In addition to the emotional support one can gain from one’s professors and classmates,
NTU has other support systems that graduate students struggling with their theses should not
miss. Apart from the Main Library, which I bet most GIFLL students visit often, if not on a
live-in basis, NTU is also equipped with a gym, a health center, and a student counseling
center where students can seek support when they want to exercise, to regain health, or to

learn to better cope with stress and life.

Q: What are your thoughts on the 50th anniversary of GIFLL? Would you write something in
commemoration of the event?

A: It hasn’t been an easy 50 years for Taiwan. In a world divided by religion, race, gender,
and ideology, on an island politically oppressed or neglected by other countries, I came to see
how literature in different forms and languages gives the disadvantaged a voice and helps
people connect with one another and with the rest of the world.

In times of trouble, NTU s first president, Dr. Fu Sinian, told the students what later
would become NTU’s motto: “Integrity, Diligence, Fidelity, and Compassion.” Likewise, the
professors in the GIFLL taught us that the Thunder’s announcement in T.S. Eliot’s poem,
“Datta. Dayadhvam. Damyata” (giving, compassion, self-control), may bring rain to the
wasteland.> May this institution and this program forever be a sanctuary for those who are

eager to learn and to carry what they have learned to the world. Happy 50t anniversary!

5 Eliot, T. S. “The Waste Land.” Ed. Nina Baym. Norton Anthology of American Literature shorter 7th ed. New
York: Norton, 2008. 2045-2057. Print.
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