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This summer I spent two weeks in Torun at the Nicholas Copernicus University studying Polish language, experiencing Polish culture and generally having a very enjoyable time with some of my closest friends from Rochester. In this reflection, I hope to give the Polish Heritage society members some insight into the inner workings of the program as well as my opinion of them. I will review the academics, cultural activities and facilities provided by the program then finish with an overall summary of my thoughts on the program.


Classes were divided up based on each student’s performance on a written test that was given on the first day of the program. There were 5 levels that took classes in phonetics, grammar, reading comprehension and spelling with different teachers. Due to my parents’ strict rules that kept me speaking Polish until I moved onto college, I was place in the highest level, which had a rather large diversity of students. We had two grown men in their 50s who were interesting in learning Polish as a hobby, several Ukranian, Russian, and Czech students who were majoring in Polish studies in their respective homelands, and most interestingly a girl from Beijing, who started learning the language because she had a Polish teacher and became interested in the country. The diversity extended beyond people’s backgrounds as well. There was a rather large range in everyone’s Polish speaking and writing abilities. Many of the students were learning Polish in a school manner, thus their grammar was excellent, however, their pronunciation made it clear that they were foreign. Our group of students from the PHSR was generally the top of the class, as most of us grew up with Polish in our homes, however, our grammar could use some tailoring, since we were accustomed to the spoken and not written language. I was surprised that certain students were not in lower classes because they seemed to really struggle with the level of Polish required in that class. It seemed as though the lower levels had little differences between them and thus, many more students were placed in the highest group, which ended up being the largest. The teachers were very friendly and knowledgeable, however, I do wish that we could have spent more time on serious Polish literature instead of reading magazine articles because they had the ability to teach at a much higher level. Our favorite teacher, Ola, was fluent in Polish, English, Russian, French and German, which she often referenced during her portion of the grammar lectures. The classes were sometimes marked by activities that we found more amusing than informative, such as rapping the poem “Entliczek Pentliczek”, however, when learning a foreign language, I understand that they can be very helpful. Overall the classes could have been more challenging, but they were not meant for students who spend several months every summer in Poland with their family. I would still highly recommend the program to other students from Rochester due to its many benefits in maintaining the Polish culture that many families have lost.


Classes were often followed by cultural activities that were optional for students to participate in and therefore, were often replaced by cultural activities of the student’s own creation. These included a historical tour of Torun on the second day of the program, which was led by a well informed tour guide and included sites such as the Rynek Staromiejski, statue of Mikolaj Kopernik and several churches. However, the most interesting activity that we had to do was by far the game that took us all around the city of Torun. Using a map, we had to walk and find teachers who would give us slips of paper with questions on them that generally related to the city. Once all of the slips were collected, we had to answer the questions by asking locals, looking online or using books then based on the amount of correct questions and the time that you submitted in, a winner was chosen. This was a great way to explore the city and learn about it incredible history. Cultural activities were meant to integrate the students and teach them in a fun and less formal way. We also had an ‘Evening of Nations’ to learn about every student’s country and cultural background. As there was one student from Vancouver, I helped him represent Canada by describing some interesting facts about the country. Other acts included dances from Russia, a song in Chinese, several poems in Ukranian and a few skits from Germany, Switzerland and Kazahstan. One of my favorite lectures was offered as a cultural activity and described the sociology of Polish people including information on how the country’s past shaped the public view today. This was definitely an interesting year to be in Poland as the elections had just taken place in July and most people were very opinionated when it came to the current political situation. Our teachers tried to give us both sides of the argument or at least acknowledged the fact that they may be biased in one direction. In general, the cultural activities did fulfill their requirement of integrating the students with the teachers and allowing them to speak on a more comfortable level.


The dormitories that students stayed in were very good. Each person had either a double or single room with a large closet, comfortable bed, desk and chair in case someone had to do some homework. Most of our time outside class was spent in the Old part of town that was conveniently located one street away from the University building and about ten minutes away from the dormitories. The placement of our dormitories and the University could not have been any better. The cafeteria where we ate twice a day was about a five minute walk from our dormitory and served good food to all the students that bought the meal plan. Breakfast was buffet style with several options of eggs, sandwiches, and cereal, while dinner was usually a piece of meat with a heap of potatoes and coleslaw. All of the facilities were clean and well taken care of.


The two weeks I spent in Torun were definitely memorable. I feel that my perception of the program is very different as I went with three of my close friends and thus, did not get to know other students as well as I would have had to if I had come alone. We spent most of our time with the other students sponsored by the Polish heritage society of Rochester as they had no Polish speaking background and often needed help getting around. The program was well organized and enjoyable, therefore, I would absolutely recommend it to other student’s from Rochester because they will meet some very interesting people and potentially learn some of the language. Polish is a difficult language and I find that children quickly lose the pronunciation and the grammar knowledge when they move out of home. I found that classes are designed so that the benefit you gain is based on the effort put into them, however, in my case, I found that the classes were not challenging enough for me to get any real benefit. However, I am sure that other students sponsored by the PHSR still found it a good way to learn Polish and most importantly, to see the country. As a proud Polish citizen, I find that there is no place quite like Poland and am very excited that students are given the opportunity to love the country as much as I do and learn about its deep and rich history.

