





















In private, I am a wife and a mother of three
daughters. I take a huge and, as for now,
completely impractical interest in reading
cookery books and blogs. I love Nigella Lawson,
the way she talks about life through food and
kitchen. And I adore the way she plays with the
language, ‘adverbiating’ it to the extreme and
coining new words.
________________________________________________
Milada: Hello, Renata. Let’s start with your
story. Why did you choose to be a teacher?
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atch this space! Each month
features a close encounter with
an extraordinary teacher. This
April we have a teacher and teacher trainer
in the sight of our telescope!



PLANetarium GALAXY guests are ELT’s wellknown names alongside less familiar faces
who are about to go stratospheric as you are
reading this. One feature they all share is their
intense and genuine passion for planning
lessons and designing their own activities.
The kind of passion which is infectious and
stands out. And that is how we track them down!
________________________________________________
Meet Renata Dobrowolska:

Renata: To be honest, I feel that it was
teaching that chose me, not the other way
round ;) What can I say? Sometimes going
with the flow and taking what life brings you
leads you where you’ve never dreamt of
being. Good for me! The truth is: until my
college years I did not particularly like school
(apart from the social life there and extracurricular theatre classes, but these probably
do not count as school), and the mere
thought of staying there longer than I had to
was dreadful. Having graduated from high
school, I decided to study English because it
was the only subject that I felt I was good at
and it was relatively easy to me. And I thought,
quite practically, “whatever I’m going to do
in my life, English might come in useful”.
It was during my studies at the English Teacher
Training College at the University of Warsaw

when I kind of fell in love with teaching (and
learning!) for the first time. I loved all the
subjects and got inspired by most of the
teachers. I loved the creative spark among
my fellow students and I loved myself
planning and running all the micro teaching
sessions. I finally felt I found a space where
the whole of me fitted comfortably and
reassuringly.
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I heard you call yourself “a lesson
seamstress”. Why is that?
Renata: Stitching the lessons, putting separate
activities together, planning transitions, fillers,
warmers, coolers, energizers, adding a twist to
any given text is my teaching drive and genuine
passion. Seeing what I have to deal with in
the course book instantly and uncontrollably
makes me plan how to operate it, how to make
it attractive for my students. Taking numerous
variables into account - such as my students’
age, motivation, abilities, time of the day, etc.
- makes it even more of a challenge. A challenge,
let’s put it straightforwardly, to be faced with
passion. It does not make a considerable
difference to me what I have to teach, whether
it’s grammar, words, skills. It’s good if the
course book is decently interesting. But for
me it is the “operating systems”, the HOW you
deal with the fabric that makes a lesson good.

I am a graduate of the English Teacher Training
College and the Department of Applied
Linguistics at the University of Warsaw. While
studying, I began my teaching practice at
Niepubliczna Integracyjna Szkoła Podstawowa
in Mysiadło. 15 years on and I continue
working there: teaching upper primary classes
and generally trying to translate my own and
my colleagues’ ideas about education into
practice. I’m never tired of Teacher Talk Time ...
in the staff room :) My perception of teaching
is that of an art , where both the good old
methodology and novelties are skillfully crafted
and meet the needs of individual students. I’m
interested in ‘out-desking’ students despite
the requirements of syllabi - in short: creativity
under control. Planning my lessons I always
bear in mind that my students are far more
than ‘brains on two legs’.
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Take a dry dialogue that introduces students
to a new grammar piece. So dry that you want
to be well out of it as quickly as possible.
Why don’t you ask your students to mime it
while others provide the words? Let them
dub it. Video the mute actors and let the
class watch the short film. Watching your
friends speaking in somebody else’s voice
produces a hilarious effect, enlivening the
dry lines. At the same time, memorization
of the new language is facilitated, especially
if you repeat the procedure with other
students, add simple props and costumes.
Effectiveness is what I strive for, I wouldn’t
care much about fun for fun’s sake.
In his ITDI blog post Scott Thornbury said
that for experienced teachers lesson
planning is unimportant. Do you disagree
(as much as I do!) with this view?
Renata: I grew to accept and understand
that there are different ways of reaching
the same goals. I like planning. I’m a lesson
seamstress, as has already been established
;) It surely takes less time and effort once you
gain years of experience. Still I do appreciate
the value of “unscriptedness”. It makes space
for spontaneous flow, for breathing. But
I see it as a higher level of preparedness
(as contradictory as it may sound). It’s part
of my “first craft, then poetry” approach. Only
once you’ve mastered the basic methodology,
got the hold of classroom management,
established a friendly bond with your students,
only then can you let yourself juggle with
planned and unplanned chunks of the lesson.

























What do you do to develop
your teaching skills?

PLANetarium

PLANetarium

❯❯❯

Renata: Depending on the time that I have at
my disposal, I read books and articles, watch
presentations and participate in workshops
and conferences. But there’s one condition
to make it all worthwhile: you must find
a person (preferably a fellow teacher, but
a non-teacher husband, caught as a last resort,
will do ;) to REFLECT on what got you inspired.
And later give the inspiration a GO. Otherwise,
the “brilliant, easily adaptable, take-away and
multipurpose” activities will turn dead.
I’d like to observe more lessons and to be
observed by other teachers as well. A friendly
fellow teacher who knows your teaching
context can considerably contribute to your
professional development.
You are the one to have coined the
term “out-desking”. Is that your recipe
for success with young learners?
Renata: There are many ingredients to the
recipe. “Out-desking” the students seems
one of them. But there is even more to it
than simply achieving teaching goals. It just
seems right and healthy and respectful of
the natural developmental phases of young
learners. We seem to understand that the
very young learners need to move around
and we let them do so. But once our students
turn 9 or 10 we act as if the time for the “real
learning” aka the “disembodied learning” has
come. As if our students’ bodies were only
to transport their learning heads, transport

them from one classroom to another. It’s not
good and that’s why I believe we should drag
the students out from behind their desks and
let them feel the language. Let’s not forget
that language is also all about physicality.
Not only about how one operates the facial
muscles and puts the lips together so as to
produce certain sounds - it’s about gestures
and movements that foster meaning. “Outdesking” students, by incorporating drama
for instance, is much needed and it can
actually facilitate reaching our teaching
objectives.
For you, is maintaining discipline more
important than building the bond with
students?
Renata: The bond is the number one factor
contributing to anything you want to achieve
with your students, whether it’s discipline,
academic progress or dealing with disruptive
students. Building a friendly, trusting
connection based on your genuine interest in
your students’ lives, their current physical and
emotional states, their hobbies is crucial. It also
assumes sharing with them who you are, what
you care for, what amuses and worries you,
how you spend your free time, what you’ve
read and seen, what happened to you in the
early morning before the class.
I remember that once - when I was pregnant
- my students took a huge interest in the
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developmental stages of my baby’s life. They
insisted on telling them about what the baby
looks like now, what it can do, how big and
heavy it is. So it became a kind of a warm up to
our classes for some time. And when the time
came to choose the baby’s name, my students
knew about my older daughters ideas for the
name. My older daughters, being girly girly girls
on the outside but deep in their hearts - true
Jedi “knightesses”, insisted on the Han Solo
name for the youngest one. And once they
learnt it’s going to be a sister they generously
agreed on Hanna Solo;) I don’t have to tell you
that my students were the audience of the
name choosing drama.
And no, she isn’t called Hanna Solo ;).
Also, at my school once a week during our
English class we practise what we call long how
are you turns, i.e. we spend the whole lesson
talking how we are, what happened to us
during the weekend, what our plans are, how
school has been this week, etc. The students
mostly listen to one another, sometimes
ask questions. I found these lessons truly
rewarding in terms of building relationships
between the students. Some would say
- a waste of time. Maybe. But to me it’s a gain,
a preventive measure, the foundation for
learning. Building a bond, establishing rapport
whether between the teacher and the students
or among the students themselves is always
a gain, an investment. And after all, isn’t making
connections what language is all about?
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To what extent do you keep
your distance from students?
Renata: I teach in a small school, which makes
it easy for the distance to be minimised. The
teachers know most of the students in the
school by names and they know us. They call
us by our first names, so we’ve got Ms Iwonka,
Ms Ania, Ms Asia and so on. I’d say the distance
is short enough to feel secure and to be seen
as an individual, but long enough to remain
disciplined and respect one another.
Which affects the pace of your teaching:
pupils’ progress or their results?
Renata: It is always interrelated with the
students abilities and progress. “Doing the
book” or “covering material” is alien to me. It’s
art for art’s sake. I somehow intuitively adapt
to the optimal pace of the group - trying, at the
same time, to cater for individual needs of the
weaker and stronger students, also outside the
regular lessons.
Do you believe in the no-homework
approach?
Renata: I believe that schoolwork should
not be delegated for home. Though I am
convinced little pieces of homework teach kids
regularity and resourcefulness. Also offering

























choices in homework assignments contributes
to responsible and autonomous learning.
But overloading the kids is actually counterproductive, results in frustration and, most
importantly, steals family time. Never to be
given back.

and shared responsibility. And computers or
telephones only serve as tools to help facilitate
these. So, all in all, I’d say we should examine
our motivations behind bringing tech into the
class. A colder, more reserved welcome to tech
- that’s what I’d advocate.

Are you a technophobic teacher
or a tech-savvy teacher?

What about teaching gadgets? Do you
see teachers “gadgeting” more these
days more as a blessing or a curse?

Renata: Neither of these, I guess. But
clearly I hold a view that it is the teacher
- a real, physical person that is the best “thing”
a school can offer to a child today. Seemingly
the technology craze flatters the kids and gives
them what they WANT. Shouldn’t we think
more responsibly and provide them with what
they NEED? Do we really think they need more
of a eyes-on-the-computer/tablet/phone-screen
time? Do we really think school should
participate in it? I seriously doubt it.
All of that makes me apparently closer to the
technophobic extreme ;)
Though I do use my iPad to video the kids and
we watch a lot of our recorded short scenes,
sketches, plays on mobile devices. Also my
students often make their own videos as
extra tasks. They write the screenplay, they
get together after school to practise the lines,
prepare props and costumes or plan the film
set. Then English appears as a by-product
of their creativity, cooperation, organization

Renata: I like gadgets, especially toys: soft
balls, cubes, puzzles, a rubber pig, a snapping
crocodile or a funny timer. These are among my
“twist tools”. They can turn a dull activity into
an engaging and meaningful one. But what I also
find attractive for students is bringing everyday
objects (such as fly swatters, for instance) and
applying them to achieve my ”scientific goals”.
To energize students, to master test or exam
techniques, to check reading comprehension
or to revise grammar. That’s how we’re flicking
away monotony;)
But it happens very often that no twisting
is really needed to make a lesson nice and
enjoyable. Let’s not forget that our students
may be really interested and motivated by
the language itself - by a good reading piece,
a funny dialogue, even by a grammar
exercise. And we do not have to compensate
for these with any gadgets. I wouldn’t like to
cripple my kids with a bad habit of learning
only when the teacher provides “firework
displays”. I feel it’s my responsibility to
prepare them to be ready for work under
a variety of circumstances - both favourable
and harsh. And that’s easy if you keep things
balanced and kids trust you.
We are looking forward to having a sneaky
peek into your classroom during ODN Lang’s
LESSON FESTIVAL on May 21 in Warsaw :)

What is your greatest strength as a teacher?
Experience and… a smile ;)
What do you remember about your best
teacher ever?
There were two of them: one had a friendly
personality and was tremendously appreciative.
Another was a neurotic and unpredictable
individual, shouted at us and banged his mug
against his desk. But his passion for the subject
was so great it did not hinder our love for him.
And for the subject.
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What was your most rewarding teaching
experience ever?
It’s always the weaker getting stronger and the
shy leaving their comfort zones. Also, the pride
when my students take part in an international
project in the US (Friendship Journey) and feel at
ease communicating, working on scientific and
artistic projects and making friends with kids
from around the world.
What was your most embarrassing moment
in the classroom?
When I wanted to start a lesson with a joke
and I forgot the punch line. It actually happens
every now and then ;)
How do you cope when students drive you
mad in the classroom?
I stop the lesson and talk things through
with them. I’ve never felt it was a waste of
“teaching time”. To the contrary – it was
a multidimensional gain in the long perspective.
One teaching myth that should be debunked is:
you must use a lot of technology these days
to keep kids motivated.
I can’t imagine teaching without ...
my relay team: my colleagues, my principal, my
students’ parents and my supportive family.
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