
Marian Falski, also known as Rafał Praski and Janka Swajak (b. 7.12.1881 in Nacza, d. 8.10.1974 in Warsaw) was a Polish pedagogist, educational activist, and specialist on educational policy. He wrote the most popular primary school textbook in Poland – Falski’s Elementarz.

Falski was born to a family of lesser nobility in Słucz, Polish Eastern Borderlands. He attended a secondary school in Minsk (contemporary Belarus), later moving on to study engineering at Warsaw University. In 1903, he joined the PPS (the Polish Socialist Party – Polska Partia Socjalistyczna). While at university, he led various student organisations and collaborated with the Committee of Teachers, a secret group of educational leaders. As a member of PPS, he led a group of university students who co-ordinated the school strikes of 1905. In fact, the decision to include secondary school pupils in the strikes was taken during a meeting at his flat on Nowowiejska Street 29. The flat later became a meeting point for regional school delegates.

Falski also co-organised a rally at the Warsaw Polytechnic (28.01.1905), where a grand portrait of tsar Nikolaj II was destroyed. At the end of January 1905, he helped organise another strike of secondary school pupils in Łowicz, where he then held secret teach-outs until the end of the year.

In 1906, he became the Warsaw delegate for the 7th PPS Convention in Lviv, representing the so-called ‘far left’ faction. After the internal split at PPS (1906), he participated in a PPS conference in Warsaw in December 1906, when he was arrested (along with all the other attendants) and imprisoned in the city hall. In 1907, he was moved to the Warsaw Citadel [an infamous Russian prison] for conspiring against the Tsar. Shortly afterwards, he was deported from Russia. He travelled to Cracow, where he worked as a private tutor. At the same time, he frequently travelled between Cracow and Zakopane, moving various PPS documents between Stefania Sempołowska and his future wife R. Oxner (they married in 1910), who also worked with PPS-Left.

In 1909, Falski began studying psychology and pedagogy at the Jagiellonian University, eventually completing a PhD on the psychology of reading. He became prof. Władysław Heinrich’s assistant and submitted a doctoral thesis on the psychology of reading under his supervision.

Roman Jabłobowski notes that Falski collaborated with the PPS-Left until the beginning of the 1st World War. In August 1914, he left for Vienna, which at the time was the seat of the Supreme National Committee [a quasi-government for Poles in Galicia]. He returned to Cracow in the spring of 1915. In the summer of 1916, he frequently paid host to Bolesław Limanowski. In 1917, Falski obtained a PhD in psychology. A year later, despite being offered the position of a head of department at the Jagiellonian University, he moved to Warsaw.

Between 1919-1939, Falski worked for the Ministry of the Religious Faith and Public Enlightenment. He opposed the educational reforms of Minister Janusz Jędrzejewicz, criticising the lack of fair access to education for the less affluent youth. He was the League of Nations expert on the reorganisation of Chinese schooling in 1931. Falski was a close collaborator of the Polish Teachers’ Union; he also had ties to the Freemasons.

Under the German occupation, he worked in Warsaw on a primary schooling reform and on a reorganisation of the Polish educational system after the war. In 1945, he founded the Bureau of the Research and Statistics for the Educational Ministry (initially the Department of Statistics), which he led until 1950. In 1954, he became a professor of the Polish Academy of Sciences (PAN) and in 1958, he was appointed head of the PAN Working Group on Educational Regime and Organisation. In 1964, he signed the Letter of 34 alongside Antoni Słonimski, speaking out against censorship and the state limiting public access to culture. 

He is known as the author of the most popular Polish primary school textbook of the 20th century, Learning to Read and Write. First published in 1910, it has been re-issued multiple times. The book reflected very progressive ideas on educational methodology. It combined the traditional letter-sound method with elements of the “synthetic method” first defined by Falski, who noticed that the reader usually notices the beginning and end of a word first, and only then turns their attention to the letters in the middle.

Falski was buried at the Powązki Military Cemetery (grave A32-2-6).

