
Policy Matters: Interview with Julian Nakov1 

Deputy Minister of Education, Bulgaria 

 

Julian Nakov currently serves as Deputy Minister of Education in Bulgaria; his role in the Ministry is to 
focus on secondary schools. Mr. Nakov began his teaching career in 1983, after graduating from Sofia 
University, where he majored in Bulgarian philology. From then until August 24, 2001, when he was 
appointed Deputy Minister, he taught Bulgarian language and literature in a secondary school. He also 
worked as a part time Assistant Professor at Sofia University, Department of Literary Theory, Faculty of 
Slavonic Studies. 

Mr. Nakov has participated in the Reading and Writing for Critical Thinking (RWCT) Project since 1997 
and has served as a teacher, a trainer, and editor of the journal “Critical Thinking,” the Bulgarian version 
of “Thinking Classroom.” 

 

Why do you believe you were chosen for your job in the Ministry? 

It all began when Mr. Atanasov, the Minister of Education, asked me to join his expert team. What he 
made clear on a number of occasions was his intention to give a practicing teacher the chance to 
oversee and manage the functioning of secondary education, since a teacher would be most familiar 
with the workings of schools. 

As far as talents and particular interests are concerned, I would say that I have surely spent the most 
active years of my life in school and I’m well acquainted with what goes on there. I would venture to say 
that the school system also knows and thinks well of me, my abilities, and talents—at least that’s the 
feedback I get from the students, parents, and colleagues with whom I’ve worked. 

In terms of personal characteristics, I tend to be rather critical of myself and am always on guard against 
complacency. Learning for me is a lifelong endeavor. My present work puts me in the position of a 
learner rather than a “know-it-all” and I find this extremely rewarding. I believe that routine responses 
and activities that can be performed without thought are often the source of serious flaws in one’s 
work. The need for new and creative solutions, that constant striving for success, is the position I prefer. 

 

What are the educational challenges facing Bulgaria at this time? 

Obviously critical are the problems and challenges of “integrated” education. We are at the very 
beginning of making the changes needed in the system. To date, there has been an unjustifiable 
segregation both of Roma children and of children with disabilities, and this segregation has hampered 
their development and limited their opportunities for growth. In the past few years of economic and 
political transition these pupils have faced many hardships. The situation looks like this: Due to financial 
difficulties, Roma kids voluntarily enter schools for the mentally retarded because there they get food 
and shelter for free. Disabled children, on the other hand, find themselves segregated because of 
limited mobility, unable to attend schools that are not handicapped accessible. Segregation prevents 
both these groups from socializing and integrating into normal life. They have few opportunities to learn 
to adapt to life outside school…either now or in the future. 

Segregation in the schools is exacerbated by what we term the “educational minimum.” Currently 
teachers give exams and decide whether or not students have met state curricular standards; in the 
near future we will move to standardized tests to judge students’ skills. In reality, this “minimum” is not 
realistic and is practically impossible to meet, even at the primary school level. Many people have 
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expressed concern that adhering to such unrealistically high standards puts off those students who are 
less gifted. In other words, there’s no chance for most children to find their achievements rewarding, 
and they come to view success in school as reserved only for the chosen few. Segregation, in this sense, 
arises partly from an excessive elitism. This problem must be tackled at a future stage. At this point in 
time, our goal is to lay the foundations of reform in educational policy, however slow and laborious the 
process might prove. 

We can say that change is already under way, although only recently has it become an issue here. On an 
institutional level, at the start of this academic year, we will look closely and specifically at the problems 
encountered by children from ethnic minorities and those with special educational needs. In addition, a 
strategic program has been devised specifically geared to Roma children. The program is due to be 
widely discussed, and only then approved as an official document. 

Another big issue for Bulgarian education has to do with working out an operational program and an 
educational strategy for the use of information and communication technologies (IT). The former 
ministerial team drew up a document similar to the one we are proposing, but it was not made known 
to the general public and, what’s more, it has not been implemented. Ironically, according to their 
proposed schedule, all Bulgarian schools were to be fully computerized by the start of 2002/2003 
academic year, which was hardly the case. 

Moreover, some other serious problems in the system have been neglected for years. As early as 1991 
major objectives were set for the development of uniform state educational standards for all aspects of 
secondary education. One of the pressing problems is teacher training and qualification. The Reading 
and Writing for Critical Thinking (RWCT) project, in which I myself have been lucky enough to work as a 
participant, is an outstanding example of a beneficial, practically oriented teacher-training program, 
rated highly by teachers of different subjects across the curriculum. However, much to the regret of the 
teachers who have experienced the program, the appropriate state officials and institutions have not 
adopted it as a model worth implementing and replicating on a wider scale. 

 

What do you see as the major accomplishments of RWCT in Bulgaria? 

So far, the major accomplishment of the program in Bulgaria has been the bringing together of a team 
of people who share common objectives despite divergent interests. They are well regarded in their 
respective fields and have considerable experience working to publicize the program and training 
second-generation participants in it. 

Another important area of achievement concerns creating and publishing textbooks and teachers’ 
manuals that are used in schools across the country. The first of these was a methodological guide for 
teachers of Bulgarian literature. It is based on specific authors and works that are a mandatory part of 
the curriculum. The guide includes concrete suggestions for interactive and student-centered teaching 
and learning. The next book was a philosophy textbook, followed a year later by a philosophy reader, 
authored by two practicing teachers—an RWCT trainer and certifier, and one of his trainees. The reader 
consists of original texts, each accompanied by practical suggestions for additional study. It is organized 
according to the methodological foundations of the RWCT project. 

Last but not least, we are proud of the great number of student teachers at the University of Veliko 
Turnovo who have been exposed to the RWCT methodology and have started introducing it in their 
teaching practice. There is a ripple effect—as the student teachers work in the schools, under the 
guidance of their university professor who is an RWCT trainer and certifier, the regular schoolteachers 
also get introduced to methods associated with critical thinking and active learning, even though they 
have not been specifically trained. 



However, there’s a lot of work remaining and the major achievements are still to come. The great delay 
in introducing the program on a wider scale in Bulgaria is due to a lack of institutional support from the 
Ministry of Education over the past few years. 

 

What can you tell us about the Bulgarian Reading Association? 

The newly established Bulgarian Reading Association will also have to take its rightful place as an 
organization involved in the research and dissemination of innovative teaching methods. Presently, a 
large number of its members are RWCT participants. They hope that through BulRA their work in 
introducing the program to a wider audience will finally achieve its overriding objective— raising the 
RWCT program to the status of a teacher-training course in the framework of the official teacher 
certification system in Bulgaria. 

A change in the mechanisms of teacher training and certification is due and, hopefully, it will lay the 
foundations of a market for educational services in Bulgaria. I strongly believe that with the help of our 
U.S. consultants for the joint project “Modernization in Education,” funded by the World Bank, these 
long awaited changes will take effect as early as this academic year. I do hope that all this will happen, 
and that it will lead Bulgarian education in the direction of modernization and democratic reform, and 
initiate Bulgarian educators into the internationally accepted best practices in the field. 

 

How does the Ministry work with teacher-training institutions? What are the over-riding goals for this 
work? 

Unfortunately, it seems that for years the overriding goal of both sides has been self-preservation rather 
than adaptation to change. That is why there is a mismatch between supply and demand for teacher-
training services, and a mismatch between the services offered and present-day realities in the schools. 
There is a need for radical change in the teacher-training system, which currently involves the Ministry 
of Education and the teacher-training departments alone. We should strive for flexibility, efficiency, and 
modernization, in accordance with the needs of educators. No doubt, the RWCT project could play a key 
role in cracking the conservative mindset on a wider scale. 

 

How might an administrator foster critical thinking and active learning in schools and universities? 

Simply by not standing in the way of change. This might sound much too simplistic but I believe that not 
being an impediment to change is more than enough—the power of critical thinking is so great that it is 
virtually impossible to stop its expansion without purposefully trying to do so. This new approach based 
on problem solving, which relies on an individual’s ability to analyze and reflect, either individually or as 
part of a team, is essential to the functioning of both secondary and higher education. 

 

How does the “global community” affect your work and goals? 

I feel a part of this global process, which makes me confident in my decisions and reinforces the need to 
push forward the agenda described above. The numerous contacts, the constant exchange of ideas, and 
our common commitment to the pressing problems of our times give all of us a sense of purpose and 
help to alleviate our sense of isolation and provincialism. Communicating globally saves us the time and 
effort of discovering long-established truths on our own and encourages us to learn from one another. 
Our situation today calls for pragmatism and teamwork; these will be the major achievements of our 
era. 

 



What do you see as your own biggest or most important challenge? 

What is most important for me is to continue being a teacher, even though my present job is mostly an 
administrative one. As I already mentioned, what brought me to the ministerial position in the first place 
was my place in the profession. That is why I am determined to do everything in my power to make 
Bulgarian secondary schools better places for students, to provide a state-of-the-art working 
environment and to raise the qualifications and status of Bulgarian teachers. This is something that they 
deserve and expect as a reward for their largely selfless work during the past few years of hardship and 
economic crisis. 

 

For the regular classroom teacher, what has changed in the past 10 years? 

Unfortunately, the classroom teacher has had to face a lot of hardships in the past 10 years. The 
catastrophic slump in the standard of living and the severe economic crisis have led to the 
disillusionment of both young and old and greatly distorted their values. Far from being a haven in these 
circumstances, the school has suffered most from the social atmosphere in the face of this dramatic and 
ruthless deprivation. 

One of the changes that has negatively affected the school system is the loosening of school discipline. 
Naturally, this happened as a result of the changes that took place in our society as a whole. The 
pendulum has swung from one extreme to the other. We are still searching for the right balance, the 
truly democratic model. School discipline should be maintained, a certain level of order is part of 
democracy and we definitely need it to ensure an efficient working environment. It is only natural that 
sometimes students, parents, and teachers react negatively when discipline is called for. This often 
presupposes some personal and behavioral changes, which might not always be pleasant but they are 
certainly beneficial. 

I would like to mention some changes that, though incremental and slow, lead us in the direction of 
progress and reform. First, there has been gradual standardization of the evaluation and assessment of 
students in the secondary schools, one element of which is the introduction of compulsory national 
matriculation exams (final exams leading to the official granting of a high school diploma). Educational 
standardization is a relatively new model for us— it was launched only in 1999 with the development of 
the “state educational standards for the curriculum.” Before then the only element of standardization 
had been the textbook. The process of reform, however, does not always go smoothly, and we face a 
number of challenges—people’s fear of radical change, their unwillingness to take on responsibility, and 
their propensity to focus on narrow personal interests. 

Bulgarian secondary schools are at a crossroad, characterized by an unwarranted nostalgia for the past, 
an irrational call for an illusory harmony, and a fear of the impending future for which we feel totally 
unprepared. It is extremely difficult to be a teacher under these circumstances—one lacks sound 
support but must still act as a source of strength for the students, who are badly in need of direction and 
encouragement. It is extremely difficult, but like everything else that is difficult in life it holds a certain 
attraction for those who carry the missionary spark. Even the smallest achievements are truly rewarding 
and make you feel the beauty of your calling. 

Students in every generation are rebellious; they seek to break free from the past, to create an image of 
themselves that distinguishes them from the preceding generation. For this reason, young people tend 
to appreciate innovative teaching methods, and we in education seek to respond by introducing changes 
to the school curriculum. If we do not listen to their calls for a more responsive school environment, 
they may well begin to show disrespect to both teachers and the subject being taught. When students 
do not accept the teaching model in the classroom they might also become apathetic. 



In spite of the above-mentioned difficulties, what makes me optimistic about the future is the fact that 
the school system never really ages because our students remain young. We emerge again and again 
like the Phoenix rising from its ashes. The dark overtones only serve to describe its current state, but 
they are not its essence. The young people of Bulgaria are calling for change and it will take place sooner 
or later. It is inevitable. 

 

***  

This interview was arranged and prepared by Lydia Dachkova, project director of the Reading and 
Writing for Critical Thinking Project in Bulgaria, and Milena Panayotova, Project Assistant with the 
Bulgarian Reading Association. 

 


