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Writing about myself is challenging. It requires a lot of openness and honesty. A more 

specific challenge that I am facing is related to the fact that I come from a very homogenous and 

monolingual culture. Surrounded by individuals who look like me and speak the same language, 

as a child and a teenager, I hardly ever realized that culture was what shaped who I am. Everyone 

and everything around me seemed to be confirming that my culture was the only one that existed 

in the world. Being brought up in homogenous society, I developed a strong sense of my “ways 

of being” and of my values. In my autoethnography I will distinguish three stages. The first one 

provided me with a strong foundation of family values and structure; the second stage opened me 

to new cultural horizons, and the current phase teaches me that culture is everything that shapes 

me as a human being. 

I grew up in a small town Komorowo which is situated in the north-eastern part of Poland. 

Peaceful, carefree and filled with joy and happiness are the characteristics which best encapsulate 

my childhood, which revolved around my family, school, and playground. As a source of safety 

and love my family instilled in me the value of structure. Every year we went on vacation to the 

Polish mountains. Every weekend we had a more formal dinner. Every Saturday we went to a 

market which was in Ostrów Mazowiecka, a town bigger than Komorowo. Every Sunday we 

went to church. The search and the need for structure has been present throughout all stages of 

my life. 

 The school time was the aspect of my life in which I developed the habit of working hard 

and being responsible. From a very early age I enjoyed learning English and my parents sent me 

to private language schools where I studied this language. My playground, on the other hand, was 



a place where I thrived. I devoted the majority of my free time to playing games with my friends. 

What characterized all these spheres of my childhood was the feeling that my community, school, 

and family are very close-knit. The importance of maintaining close-knit relationships is the 

value that my parents instilled in me during my childhood.  

I spent my middle and high school years in Warsaw, where my family moved when I was 

13 years old. As a result of moving to a big city, my life became more hermetic. I found it hard to 

establish new friendships in a school which was multiple times bigger than my primary school. 

However, what continued to provide me with a sense of love and safety was my family.  

Another positive value at that stage of my life was learning English. I enjoyed learning 

new words and grammatical constructions. Even though my communicative skills were not well-

developed, I enjoyed reading aloud in English and imitating native accents. Learning that 

language was like a venture into a different world. Knowing English allowed me to read articles 

that I would otherwise have no access to. It allowed me to listen to BBC 4 which I immensely 

enjoyed. Even though my physical world in Warsaw was very small, it was gradually expanding 

as I was exploring it through English.  

My developing ability to communicate in English afforded me an opportunity that 

changed my life. In 2008 and 2009 I participated in the Work and Travel program, which offers a 

possibility to work in the USA and also travel in that country during the summer. I worked in a 

country club in Massachusetts during two summer seasons. I interacted with individuals from all 

over the world and noticed both differences and similarities between our cultures. My colleagues 

working in the restaurant shared similar dreams that I did. We wanted to experience the 

American culture, practice English, and meet new people. We wanted to experience something 

more challenging and we pushed ourselves to do that. I saw how much we had in common even 

though we came from various parts of the world. I also experienced that we are different. I 



noticed that the Americans whom I met were willing to interact with strangers and open to 

moving from one state to another even without their families. Some of them were not attached to 

the place where they had grown up. What mattered more was their life in the present moment: 

their friends and their work life.  

Meeting such people helped me realize that my culture, my values, and my traditions 

were not universal. They might be practiced by me, my family and my community but are not 

universally shared. Living in America and interacting with representatives of various cultures, I 

realized that there are more ways of living and thinking. Most importantly, each and every 

individual has his/her own “cultural bag” that he/she has the freedom to fill. My observations led 

me to become cognizant of the fact that while the upbringing in a specific culture instills certain 

values, one is also free and responsible for making more conscious decisions regarding his/her 

cultural identity.  

What constitutes the current phase of my autoethnography is the realization that the 

freedom to create my own identity is, to some extent, constrained. As I learned in Mathews, “A 

wide range of cultural identities in this world is available for appropriation; but although 

culturally, the world may be wide open, socially it is not” (2000, p. 23). In other words, even 

though I am free to choose what I do professionally and build my identity in this way, I have no 

control over the external factors associated with becoming part of a profession. Specifically, 

being a teacher is an important part of my identity and it is the only professional group that I 

belong to. I thrive when I teach and consider myself to be a “modern” teacher. In other words, I 

want to develop, grow, and learn. Yet, teachers in Poland are frequently perceived as individuals 

whose only priority in life is to have a secure position at a school, in which they no longer have to 

develop professionally. As a member of that group, I need to develop resiliency and strength  I 



need to maintain my values and my drive towards development despite various pressures coming 

both from many teachers and society. It is a struggle.  

My autoethnography is a journey through various experiences which provoke changes in 

my consciousness. Knowing English opened a window to exploring new cultures. Learning about 

these cultures showed me that each individual is free to construct his/her own cultural identity. 

My professional life, in turn, teaches me that the freedom to construct identity might come at a 

cost if one does not fit into the social perception of a group that he/she belongs to.  

 


