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Meet the author

I started my teaching career some 30 years ago, in 1980, as a teacher of English as a foreign language in Poland. After ten years of teaching English to students of different backgrounds, ages and abilities I moved to Britain and switched to teaching Polish to English speaking students. The lack of appropriate textbooks persuaded me to start writing my own material and to develop a new approach to teaching Polish based on real-life conversations incorporated into story-like courses, combined with user-friendly grammar explanations.

I am co-author of Complete Polish and author of Speak Polish with Confidence, both published by Hodder Education. I also worked as a language consultant for Last-Minute Polish by Elisabeth Smith.

Since 1993, I have worked as a scrutineer of Polish GCSE examinations.

Joanna Michalak-Gray


1: Only got a minute?

Polish may sometimes be perceived as a somewhat obscure language but it is the native language of Nicholas Copernicus, Joseph Conrad, Maria Curie and Frederic Chopin, and the adopted language of the eminent historian Professor Norman Davies and the famous violinist Nigel Kennedy. Its grammar and lexicon reflects the complex history and character of Poland – a place straddling East and West, Latin and Christian on the one hand, while influenced by the Ottoman Empire on the other. In the past, Poland was at the crossroads of trade routes – mainly the Amber Route leading from the Baltic Sea to the Mediterranean and linking with the Silk Route. Religious and political tolerance, as well as liberal laws, attracted merchants and artists from all over Europe and the Middle East who enriched the Polish language with words of Turkish, Mongolian, Jewish, Russian, German, Italian or French origin.

But above all, the story of the Polish language is the story of survival against all the odds – from the day when Poland ceased to exist on the map of Europe in 1795, when it was partitioned between the three powers of Russia, Prussia and the Austro-Hungarian Empire, through the days of national uprisings and the determination of the occupying powers to eradicate Polish altogether, both world wars and the age of Orwellian New Speak of the communist regime – the language and the people survived. Far from being eradicated, Polish has produced many great works of literature including being internationally acclaimed through four Noble Prize winners (Henryk Sienkiewicz, Władysław Reymont, Czesław Miłosz, Wisława Szymborska). Learning Polish is exciting and challenging but ultimately extremely rewarding – it will open and expand your horizons beyond anything you thought was possible.
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5: Only got five minutes?

It may sound rather surprising but Polish and English have actually got quite a lot in common – both languages belong to the same broad family of Indo-European languages, both have been heavily influenced by Latin and Greek, and Polish has adopted a lot of English vocabulary. Words such as muzyka, matematyka, medycyna, filozofia, fizyka or komputer will not be difficult to figure out.

Words of Latin origin which in English end in -tion, in Polish end in -cja. For example, information – informacja, adoration – adoracja, congregation – kongregacja, inflation – inflacja, foundation – fundacja.

Similarily, where English words end in -al, Polish counterparts end in -iczny. For example, political – polityczny, musical – muzyczny, logical – logiczny, medical – medyczny.

But Polish and English are also similar in another way. Like English today, Polish used to be the lingua-franca of the Central and Eastern Europe at the time of the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth.

There are many differences of course, but it is always helpful to focus on the common ground and take it from there. So what is Polish really like? Is it as difficult as many claim it to be? What about its tounge-twisting pronunciation? And what about its history?

Polish with Czech and Slovak belongs to West-Slavonic languages. Its history goes back to approximately the 10th century when in 966 Duke Mieszko I, the ruler of several newly united Polish tribes accepted Christianity. With Christianity came Latin. Adopting the Latin alphabet allowed Polish to develop into a written form and opened Poland to Western ideas. The establishment of the Jagiellonian University in Kraków in 1364 further nurtured links between scholars in Poland and those of other great medieval European universities.

With the advent of the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, a Golden Age dawned and with it a new importance for Polish – it became a lingua-franca of Central Europe. The Polish kingdom stretched from the Baltic to the Black Sea; its tolerance and liberal laws attracted merchants and artists from all over Europe as well as refugees fleeing poverty and persecution in other European countries. This fact is rather surprising considering that in modern times it is the Poles who have frequently become immigrants themselves.

But by 1795 the glory days were over. Poland was partitioned and removed from the map of Europe, while the Polish language was deliberately pushed out of public life with the full intention of making it extinct. The plan did not work though, and the more the occupying powers tried to diminish Polish, the harder Poles resisted any such move. However, over 120 years of partitions left their mark on the language which absorbed some German and Russian influences.

The end of World War I brought independence for Poland and the freedom to use Polish as an official language in public life again. But yet again history intervened and within the space of 30 years Poles who wanted to study their native language would have to do so in secrecy, risking their lives. World War II brought the German occupation of Poland, unimaginable destruction and an attempt to relegate Polish to the status of a second class language. The end of World War II heralded the emergence of communism with its Orwellian New Speak. The Polish language was transformed to serve the new reality.

The collapse of communism in 1989 and the emergence of the market economy meant that new words describing consumer products never seen in Poland before had to be introduced, and they had to be introduced fast. The frantic pace of the development of new technologies demanded the language to keep up. This time it was English which had the strongest impact on Polish.

For many Poles their language is a precious thing – it’s a symbol of Polish survival; always closely linked to the fortunes of the country and the nation, used as an instrument of oppresion, indoctrination and power, as well as the medium to express the most patriotic ideas. It is probably the most important factor in shaping what Poland and the Poles are like today.
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How to use this book

Learning a foreign language is always exciting, but learning on your own can also be daunting. There are no fellow students or tutors to support you. I hope Get Started in Polish will make the task of learning Polish alone a lot less daunting and much more enjoyable than it might be. To help you on your way, I have included bilingual dialogues, and exercises that can be turned into a game which can be played as a group activity or alone. Also included is cultural information about Poland together with lots of useful learning tips. The accompanying audio content for this book is available to buy in store or online.

Dialogues are bilingual, with Polish and English side by side. This layout gives you full control over the text and removes ambiguity; you always know what’s going on in the dialogue. It also gives you an opportunity to learn phrases in context. Don’t be afraid to learn the whole dialogue by heart like a poem or nursery rhyme. One of the best ways to work with dialogues is to copy them carefully onto individual pieces of paper (a good writing exercise in itself), mix the pieces up and put the dialogue together again. Another way is to mask the Polish side of the dialogue and translate the English part into Polish. Then you can swap sides to practise translation from Polish into English.

Each Dialogue is proceeded by a Vocabulary box which lists all the new vocabulary introduced in the Dialogue. You may be puzzled by the fact that in the middle column of each vocabulary table some words appear in pairs separated by a symbol >. The words in question will always be verbs and the two varieties represent perfective and imperfective forms of these verbs. This book systematically puts imperfective verbs first and perfective second (which is what most books do), and backs this up with a little arrowhead (>) pointing away from the imperfective verb and towards the perfective. Although the system is used right from the start you will find a full explanation in Unit 12.

Diagrams are provided to help you absorb and organize the words, expressions and phrases you’ve just learned in the dialogues. They can be copied onto pieces of paper (index cards, sticky-notes, cards, etc.) and displayed on any flat surface in the same way as they appear in the book. You can put them on walls, a fridge, kitchen cupboard doors, mirrors, office board, in fact anywhere where you can see them while doing other things. They just need to be visible and accessible. Learning a language doesn’t always mean opening a textbook and swotting for hours. You can learn a language in the most unconventional situations.

The exercises in the Test yourself sections follow a certain pattern, translations (sentences into Polish or into English), language use (completing sentences), and communication (responding in Polish to the prompts provided). You can turn them into a language learning game. You will find the board and the rules of the game at the end of the book.

The language game is optional; it can be played solo or with learning partners, with or without a board, for three minutes or for three hours. The learner is in control. The game consists of a collection of small cards in different colours (blue, green, yellow and purple). Each colour denotes a different type of task.

You are encouraged to make your own cards because it’s a good writing exercise. One side of the card contains the question while the answer (taken from the Key to the exercises) can be written on the reverse (this way you can assess yourself). At the early stages you can simply collect cards and if you keep them close by you can spend five, ten or 15 minutes going over the cards every day while waiting for bus, on the train or at coffee breaks. You can do it any time and anywhere and there’s no need to have a textbook with you. Successful learning depends on repetition and revision and the cards are great help in doing so. In the later stages, when you have enough cards to start using the board you can make your own board using the template included in the textbook (it needs to be adapted because black and white print will only allow two colours). Again, the game can be played by one as well as many players. The game is in addition to and not instead of something else. Playing the game will enhance the learning experience, but not playing the game will not stop you from effective learning.

The answers to all the exercises are in the Key to the exercises at the back of the book, but most of the exercises, along with the correct answers are also on the audio.

Although there is a brief general introduction to Polish pronunciation at the beginning of the book, each Unit also contains a Pronunciation guide which will guide you step by step through Polish pronunciation and will enable you to practise it as much as you need.

At the end of the book you’ll find a Grammar appendix in which all the grammatical and linguistic material discussed in the course is gathered, and some additional points explained. Following that are Test yourself revision exercises which provide a further opportunity to practise more of what you have learned in this course.

There is also a Taking it further section with useful information if you would like to continue your study or if you are interested in finding out more about Poland. You will also find a Polish–English vocabulary and English–Polish vocabulary at the back of the book.

Symbols used in the course

Although you can study without a recording, the course is best used with the accompanying audio. Look out for the [image: ] symbol which indicates that the text is recorded.

Author insight boxes give you additional advice on strategies on how to improve your learning skills to get the best out of the course.

Above all, I hope that you’ll enjoy learning Polish and that in doing so you’ll develop your own exciting story.
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Pronunciation guide

Polish has a reputation for being a language with difficult grammar and even more difficult pronunciation. With the recent influx of Poles to the UK and other countries as well as millions of tourist and business people visiting Poland every year, a lot of people who face the need to pronounce Polish names like Leszczyński, Trzebniewski, Grzegorzewski or Tchórzewski would concur with that view. Yet things are not as they might seem. Polish words may look daunting to an English speaker’s eye, but once you’ve learned some ground rules, you’ll be delighted to discover how consistent Polish pronunciation is. In huge contrast to the situation in English, you’ll immediately be able to pronounce Polish words when you see them for the first time. This includes the names of Polish people and places, however obscure; as long as you don’t panic and don’t rush, you’ll be fine. Because this consistency works so much in your favour as a learner, Polish pronunciation is covered in quite a lot of detail throughout the course. We will start with the general introduction here but you will find a section called Pronunciation guide Jak to wymówić? in each unit, which is also supported by the audio.

Polish, like English, uses the Latin alphabet. Compared to English, q, v and x are missing from normal Polish spelling, but the total number of letters in the Polish alphabet is brought up from a mere 23 (English’s 26 minus three) to 32 by extra letters with squiggles: an acute accent over, a tail under, a line through or a dot over:

ą, ć, ę, ł, ń, ó, ś, ź, ż

The letters ą and ę can be described as a z ogonkiem and e z ogonkiem (with a little tail). The final letters of the Polish alphabet are ź [ziet] or zet z kreską (zed with an accent) and ż [żet] or zet z kropką (zed with a dot). The acute accent ´ is known as kreska in Polish, so ć, etc. can be described as z kreską (with an accent).

Remember that the kreska (acute accent) ´ does not indicate stress or emphasis.

Here is the order of the Polish alphabet:

a, ą, b, c, ć, d, e, ę, f, g, h, i, j, k, l, ł, m, n, ń, o, ó, p, r, s, ś, t, u, w, y, z, ź, ż

Each of the letters represents a distinct sound of its own, apart from ó and u, which represent exactly the same sound. The two letters with tails (z ogonkiem) can represent a succession of two sounds.

Sometimes a pair of letters represents a single sound: ch, cz, dz, dż, rz, sz. (you’ll find a more detailed explanation of how these are pronounced later in Unit 5).

Stress (emphasis, accent) almost always falls on the last syllable but one of a word. Exceptions like Ameryka, where the accent is put on the third syllable from the end [a-me-ry-ka], abbreviations and certain verb forms will be noted in Unit 9.

Points to bear in mind:


• Polish stress (emphasis on a particular part of a word) is quite light.

• Unstressed syllables are pronounced as clearly as stressed ones (a help when you’re learning endings).



The most important thing to remember about Polish intonation is that statements in which your voice falls towards the end of a sentence can be turned into questions just by raising the pitch of your voice at the end.

We will develop all these points, and more, as we go along in each unit.
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