Liudmyla Gavrysh, Ukraine
I and Poland
I would like to tell you about the dream of about 50 years old. It started in 1968 when the Polish TV series “Four Tank-Men and a Dog” was shown in the USSR. As my son said, “It was the result of your difficult childhood without a computer and a cell phone”. At that time we used to spend a lot of time playing outdoors with friends, but all yards and playgrounds became empty when the next episode of the series was shown. We rushed to our TV sets which were huge plywood boxes and enjoyed every minute of the black and white film. We were the loyal fans of the actors, actresses and the dog Sharik, and even tried to sing the song, mercilessly distorting Polish words. I was especially proud because my cousin had presented me with a memorabilia pin of that TV show with a little photo of Sharik. I wore that pin on my school uniform and my classmates envied me.
During the 1970s very good translations of popular Polish books for children were published in Ukraine, and my mother bought me “Wąsik” by Adam Bahdaj. I liked it so much, that I knew a lot of episodes by heart. Many years later I read the same book to my son.
When we started learning English at school our teachers advised us to subscribe to “Mozaika” or “Mała Mozaika”- children’s magazines which contained stories, poems, puzzles and jokes in English. In order to make reading in English easier for schoolchildren, there were translations of key words to the texts on the same page – but they were in Polish. I had no idea how to read those Polish words, but some of them reminded Ukrainian ones, and I could guess the meaning. And it was funny! I still have some issues of “Mozaika” which are more than 40 years old.
I got another touch to the treasures of Polish literature: after watching “Potop”, I read almost all novels by Henryk Sienkiewicz. I’d like to stress, that we could have have a look at, say, a different way of life thanks to Polish cinematography. Cinemas were packed when “Potop”, “Znachor”  or “Trędowata” by Jerzy Hoffman were shown.
After leaving school I was eager to learn foreign languages, but my parents wanted me to become a teacher of biology and chemistry. I gave in and spent 5 years at Poltava Pedagogical Institute learning biology and chemistry. I cannot say I hated those subjects, but it was not my cup of tea. I did not want to make my mother unhappy so I got a diploma with honours. But I continued learning English by myself and after 3 years of teaching chemistry at a vocational school I entered the Department of  Foreign Languages of Kharkiv State University. I had wonderful, highly-qualified teachers and I will always be grateful to them not only for the knowledge of philology but for passion for learning languages and respect to other cultures.
So, 31 years of teaching English passed and one day it occurred to me it was high time to make my childhood dream of learning Polish come true. I bought a girlish vocabulary with pink flowers and the motto “To have another language is to possess a second soul” on the cover and started surfing the Internet. But at that very moment my “Polish soul” played a bad joke on me. As it turned out, I was not ready for Polish phonetics. It was something beyond my understanding. I thought, “Ukrainian is my mother tongue, I am fluent in Russian, I know English pretty well, I have some rather vague ideas of German and even Latin, and I really can’t decipher HOW they read those words, some of which are a mile long! What’s wrong with me?” I was in despair, I even cried and hesitated either carry on or let it go. But one day while I was ordering authentic English textbooks for my students in “Linguist” company in Kyiv I  mentioned my problem to the sales manager and she recommended me “Polski krok po kroku”. Bingo! During decades of teaching English I saw hundreds of different textbooks but it was one of those especially rare ones where communicative approach to teaching a foreign language was successfully implemented.
I cannot say this textbook has made a miracle, there are not any miracles in learning languages and Polish is very difficult itself.  “Polski krok po kroku” puts everything in order really step by step. When I flicked through the textbook for the first time I thought, “I will never cope with it”, but then there was one unit, another one and one more. Now it is easier for me to learn pronunciation thanks to the CD, but I still fight tooth and nail with Polish grammar. I appreciate some useful hints given in the textbook, for instance,  using children’s tongue twisters, poems and songs. I enjoy Jan Brzechwa’s ones very much! When my husband see me repeating time and again, “Nad rzeczką opodal krzaczka mieszkała kaczka-dziwaczka“, he says, “You are crazy!” But I consider it to be a compliment.
I teach at a specialized school with profound learning of foreign languages such as English and German. In April we are going to celebrate “Poem in Pocket Day” and our students are learning poems in Ukrainian, English and German. Be sure, I will help them to learn some Polish ones! I repeat my students time and again how important life long learning is for all of us nowadays, because it widens our outlook and teaches us respect other cultures and ways of life.
One more aspect is also very important for me. Even my humble knowledge of Polish helped me discover very good sites where English language teachers from Poland share different essays and oral topics for the development of students’ speaking comprehension and their skills of reading. I used those teaching materials while preparing my students to the regional English Olympiad.
Each language is like a beautiful palace with numerous rooms full of wonders. As for Polish, I have just stepped inside and stopped in the entrance hall. I admire what I see, but I realize how hard I must work if I want to be given keys to the other rooms full of brilliant cultural treasures. My son is not married yet, but I hope one day I will read my grandson or granddaughter “Wąsik” in Polish and will teach him or her love and respect this language with its mind blowing grammar and phonetics. I will do my best to possess my “Polish soul”, I promise!
