
Preface: For the Classroom Student and the 
Self Learner—Tips and Reference Guide 

Tips for Studying 
 
This textbook has been designed to give you all the basic language 
skills that you will need to speak, read, and understand spoken 
Ukrainian. It also will provide you with some understanding of 
Ukrainian culture and contemporary life—with reference to sources for 
further reading. The first twenty lessons begin with a polylog that 
presents important cultural information while introducing you to 
equally important grammar points about the language. If you are 
studying in class, your instructor will guide you to make constructive 
use of the polylogs and other materials within the text. If you are a 
self-learner, we recommend that you use the polylogs and topical 
lessons to reinforce the grammar that we present. For all students—
know that the communicative material that we present will not be 
immediately comprehensible to you. It is designed to make you stretch 
and to give you a good feel for normal, spoken Ukrainian before you 
move into structured grammar. We have not taken the radical step of 
doing away with structured grammar altogether for two simple reasons. 
First, many of you will benefit from paradigm building, and the 
provision of communicative material alone is not the most effective 
way of paradigm building for every student. Ukrainian is a what 
linguists call a “synthetic” language. This means that it uses 
declension patterns and verbal conjugation (i.e., inflection) to 
govern meaning in sentences, with word order being a secondary (though 
important) component. Learning paradigms will be important to your 
mastery of Ukrainian. Second, it is the way the three of us writing 
the lessons primarily grasp language. And it’s our book. 
 Based on our teaching experience, we would like to make the 
following suggestions for language learning. Although these comments 
are geared toward students in a college classroom who live on a 
college campus, ideas herein will also help the self-learner at home. 
We cheerfully acknowledge the origin of many of these ideas—Patricia 
Chaput’s courses on language teaching at Harvard University—and thank 
her for her wisdom. Thus: 
 
• Bug your roommates and friends! Say your lessons out loud as much as 

possible while you’re doing them. This will help in conversation and in 
exams—you’d be surprised how many people find that things soon come to 
“sound” wrong when they write them out. You’ll only get this “sound” by 
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saying things out loud as you do them. 

• Always keep a piece of notepaper at hand while you do your work. Write down 
questions for class or things that still bother you, in spite of the fact 
that you have gotten them right. Bring this paper to class and ask those 
questions. This way you will not forget your questions and everyone will 
benefit from them.  

• Ask questions if you don’t understand something—especially if it is a 
grammar explanation. Don’t let the teacher get away with anything that 
isn’t absolutely clear to you! 

• Use as many of your senses as possible both in class and while studying out 
of class. Say things. Write them out (remember kinesthetic memory!). Seek 
out spoken Ukrainian sources (like videotapes and records) and listen to 
them. Act out what you’re learning in the lessons. Read them to a friend or 
family member. Above all don’t think that you can just sit, read, memorize, 
and learn. This is a tried and true recipe for not-so-hot, if not 
disastrous, performance. 
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• For students in class: Don’t fall behind. Ukrainian is a demanding language 
to learn and this course is designed to be fast paced. Falling behind can 
easily snowball on you. Oh, and eat your veggies, too. (Your mom asked us 
to put that one in.) 

• Two tips for dealing with things that have been especially hard for you: 1. 
Write out clean copies of exercises and exams that were especially 
difficult. This helps you remember what the correct answers were, not where 
the corrections were. People tend to remember that they got something 
wrong, but not what it was or how it was used. Writing a clean copy puts 
everything in context and engages kinesthetic memory (it’s important for 
your brain to feel and see you writing the correct answer, not the 
teacher). 2. Remember the old musician’s trick. If you get something wrong, 
do it right three times. If you get it wrong one of those three times, do 
it again three times, etc. The reason for this is that you want the 
majority of things that you have done to be right, not wrong. People tend 
to do something wrong three times, do it right once, and leave it at that. 
That means your brain has three times the wrong examples as right ones! 
Keep the odds in your favor. 

• Don’t be afraid to ask for more than what’s in class. We recommend that you 
be aggressive (to an extent; after all, we teach, too) about the mix of 
grammar, content, and culture in your class by making your wishes known. 
This is another way of maximizing your learning by becoming actively 
involved in the learning process. Look for extra-curricular Ucrainica. Many 
American cities have Ukrainian-American communities, with churches, fairs, 
etc. Not sure how to contact them? As we write this, there is an excellent 
resource for finding out about things Ukrainian. Just drop a line with your 
request to “aaus-list@ukrainianstudies.org.” Identify yourself as a 
student. Let the list know what you need. The list currently has most 
Ukrainian-studies professionals and many Ukrainian-Americans active in 
their communities. Several “all-in-one” Ukrainian-oriented websites also 
exist. Try www.brama.com, www.huri.harvard.edu, www.infoukes.com, or 
www.ualberta.ca/cius/ as starting points.  

• Finally, a word about pair drills and polylogs. These both are ways of 
learning that force you to work with another learner. This is the best way 
to increase the amount of time that you actively use the language in class. 
(That is, instead of the teacher asking question by question, students ask 
each other questions, quiz, give answers, etc.) This puts a burden on you, 
though, since you must be prepared before you can work in this way. 
However, the language benefits are substantial if you actively work with 
another learner and we heartily recommend it. 

 
 

What follows is a reference section for concepts in later 
sections of the book. 

IT IS A GUIDE ONLY and not meant for memorization. 

 
Basic Grammar Concepts 
 
We assume that you know basic English grammar concepts like “noun,” 
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“verb,” “participle.” If you have questions anywhere along the line, 
be sure to ask your instructor or consult a good English grammar. 
 
Case. In the examples above, “farmer” would be in the nominative case, 
which is the case for subjects, while “bunny” would be in the 
accusative case, which is the case for direct objects. There are seven 
cases in Ukrainian: nominative, accusative, genitive, prepositional, 
dative, instrumental, and vocative.1 The best way to think about case 
is that it is a road map that tells you where things are going in a 
sentence and how they connect together. There are general uses for the 
cases (prepositional to show location, dative for indirect objects, 
instrumental for agency, and vocative for direct address), but there 
are secondary and even tertiary uses as well. Prepositions (see below) 
play an integral part here. Because of the importance of case, you 
should never swallow your endings while speaking Ukrainian. 

Conjugation. On to the verbs! We are used to the fact that verbs 
change forms: I see, I saw; I see, he sees; I have seen, I did see. In 
Ukrainian, verbs change according to tense, as well as number and 
person (singular: first ‘I’, second ‘you/thou’, third ‘s/he, it’; 
plural: first ‘we’, second ‘you (respectful), you all’, third ‘they’). 
Verbs are further divided according to aspect, a concept that will be 
fully explained later in the book. (We have aspect in English, but 
nobody explains English using it. You must use the concept for 
Ukrainian.) The main thing to remember about verb conjugation is that 
there are paradigms as in declension, and there are various categories 
of verbs, just as with the nouns and adjectives. When you encounter a 
verb, you will need to memorize its verb type. 

Cyrillic and Latin Alphabets. The Cyrillic alphabet is different 
from the Latin alphabet. We use one of the many versions of the Latin 
alphabet in English. (French has the letter «, German has ß, and 
Spanish has ñ in their versions of the Latin alphabet.) The Cyrillic 
alphabet is based on the Greek alphabet, and has different versions 
used by various Slavic and non-Slavic languages. (The various Slavic 
Cyrillic alphabets all vary by a few letters, the way the Latin 
alphabets do.) The Ukrainian Cyrillic alphabet is given in the 
Introduction on pages 4 and following. 

Declension. Ukrainian is a declined (or inflected) language. This 
means that nouns (‘bread’—xlíb; ‘language’—móva) and adjectives 
(‘good’—dóbryj; ‘blue’—s§nij) have different endings, depending on how 
they are used in a sentence. In English we use word order and 

1  Ukrainian textbooks (in the Ukrainian language), use a different order than the 
standard American order; be aware of this, but don’t worry about it. 

                                                 



xvi Rozmovlqjmo 

intonation for basic meaning; few of our words change endings.2 Think 
about the English sentence “The farmer killed the bunny.” Switch the 
word order—“The bunny killed the farmer”—and you have something from 
Monty Python. In Ukrainian, it is the endings (or desinences) and not 
word order that tell you the subject (the farmer) and the direct 
object (the bunny). You can have “Férmer ub§v królyka” or the reverse-
order “Królyka ub§v férmer.” In both sentences the underlying meaning 
is understood to be the same. Word order, then, in Ukrainian is 
something learned for emphasis and subtle shades of meaning. For each 
noun and adjective you encounter, you must learn their pattern of 
endings. The endings of nouns are based on the nouns’ gender, number 
(singular or plural), and the case required for the situation of the 
nouns within the sentence. Adjectives have slightly different endings 
which are determined by the number, case, and gender of the noun. If 
this seems like double jeopardy (having to learn new words and 
separate patterns), don’t worry: the number of patterns is not large 
(see the appendices!) and by the end of this course you will have a 
good sense of what pattern any new noun or adjective is likely to 
have. 

Euphony. This “rule” actually states what one hears in modern 
Ukrainian. Basically, the sounds [u] and [v] vary in certain positions 
depending on certain rules. Also, the sounds [j]3 and [i] alternate in 
the same way. Examples (the underlined words are the same, but the 
initial sounds/letters change): v uç§telja, but za vç§telja; vín idé, 
but voná jdé. 

Gender. There are two broad categories of gender: referential and 
grammatical. The first has to do with whether a thing is masculine or 
feminine in real life (people, animals, plants). The second deals with 
the pattern of endings that a given noun has. Generally, the two match 
up, but not always. Also, some things with grammatical gender simply 
cannot have referential gender (stil ‘table’ has masculine grammatical 
gender, but how can you determine the sex of a table?) Ukrainian has 
three types of gender: masculine, feminine, and neuter.4 Endings are 
grouped in patterns, called paradigms, based on gender and number. 
Within each paradigm there are variations based on hard and soft 
endings (see the “Ukrainian sound system” below). Furthermore, there 
are special paradigms that represent vestiges of older declension 
systems that are no longer productive. 

Intonation. This can be thought of as the stress of the sentence as a 

2  Some exceptions: who > whom; she > her; Jim > possessive Jim’s. 
3  This sound is called “jot” [pronounced yot]. It is the “y” sound at the 
beginning of “yes.” 
4  Hereafter when we use the term “gender” we mean “grammatical gender.” 
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whole. Think of the difference between saying “You’re going.” 
(statement) and “You’re going?” (question). 

Non-declined parts of speech. There are parts of the sentence that 
are not declined or conjugated. By and large, these are adverbs 
(“well,” “poorly,” “quickly”), prepositions, and frozen (or fixed) 
phrases (i.e., idioms resulting from vestiges of an older state of the 
language, foreign phrases, and other “unusual” occurrences in the 
language.) 

Prepositions. No sweat—we have these in English (e.g., on, in, 
across). However, remember that in Ukrainian prepositions govern 
certain cases (“govern” in linguistics means “to require”). When we 
learn new prepositions, we have to memorize their government. Some 
prepositions govern more than one case (for example, v + prepositional 
means “in”, while v + accusative means “into”). 

Pronominals. These include personal pronouns (I, you, she, he, we, 
they), interrogative pronouns (who? what? whose?), and demonstrative 
pronouns (this, that, which). The main thing to remember is that these 
have slightly different declension paradigms (patterns of endings) 
than nouns or adjectives. 

Stress. This is the same as the term accent when you say, “the word 
is accented on this syllable.” Generally, in Ukrainian there is one 
stress on a word. Stress (or lack of it) usually does not effect how a 
vowel sounds in Ukrainian. You will hear some variation of stressed-
vowel pronunciation in different Ukrainian dialects, but it is not 
something that you need to incorporate into your active use of the 
language to be understood. If you listen carefully to native speakers, 
you will hear them changing vowel sounds under stress. However, you 
will be fully understood and can achieve fluency without worrying 
about these patterns. Within this text, stress is marked on all words 
that receive stress within an utterance. Note that some particles, 
prepositions, and pronominals (in some cases) are not stressed within 
a given phrase, for example: Shchó voná róbyt'? ‘What is she doing?’ 
vs. Vín skazáv, shcho voná rozmovljáje anhlíjs'koju. ‘He said that she 
speaks English.’ Glossary entries will indicate stress patterns as 
needed. If you find a word that has two stress marks on it (like 
tákóΩ), it means that both stresses are acceptable. Your teacher or 
tutor may have a preference one way or the other, but either way is 
acceptable in educated speech. 

 

A children’s folkdancing troupe from 
Ukraine. Folkdancing has been an important 
way for the Ukrainian émigré community in 
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North America to maintain its cultural 
heritage. 

From the photographic collection of the Harvard 
Ukrainian Research Institute. Reproduced with 
permission. 
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Abbreviations used in this textbook 

A, acc.  accusative 

adj.  adjective 

adv.  adverb 

C consonant 

conj.  conjunction 

D, dat.  dative 

demonst.  demonstrative 

dim.  diminutive 

Eng. English 

f., fem. feminine 

fam. familiar 

G, gen.  genitive 

gramm.  grammatical 

(I) imperfective 

I, instrum. instrumental 

imperf.  imperfective 

imv.  imperative 

indecl. indeclinable 

interj.  interjection 

interrog. interrogative 

interrog. part.  interrogative 
particle 

intrans. intransitive 

L, loc.  locative 

lit. literally 

m., masc. masculine 

mn. ç.  mynúlyj çás (past 
tense) 

multidir.  multidirectional 

n. neuter 

(P) perfective 

P, prep. prepositional 

perf. perfective 

pl.  plural 

pol.  polite 

PPP  past passive 
participle 

pron.  pronoun 

refl.  reflexive 

rel. pron.  relative pronoun 

Rus. Russian 

sing.  singular 

trans.  transitive 

Ukr. Ukrainian 

V, voc. vocative 

V vowel 

 

Declensional shorthand may appear 
as follows: 

Dsgf = dative, singular, feminine 

Aplm = accusative, plural, 
masculine 

etc. 
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