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Abstract 

 

Ethnic minorities in Bulgaria face a challenging educational context. Teaching a foreign 

language becomes a complex process, strongly influenced by linguistic, social, economic 

and cultural factors.  The study is based on experiences from two schools in Bulgaria with 

mainly minority students, whose first language is another than the school language. 

The study investigates issues, which influence foreign language teaching to minority 

students in this context. Children were taught English by the researcher/teacher and Easy 

Read books were used as main teaching materials and as sources for activities, which 

followed the pedagogical principles of the affective-humanistic approach. 

The study also examines the question if Easy Reads and the didactic activities designed can 

be effective teaching materials for minority students, when integrated into regular teaching 

practices. Following the qualitative paradigm, soft data were collected through a teacher 

diary, classroom observations and interviews and then examined via a qualitative content 

analysis. 

The main findings suggest that the difficulties encountered in English teaching cover 

different areas of foreign language learning. Easy Ready books are potentially a valuable 

resource, which can become effective when used by teachers in determined educational 

practices. Yet also socio-cultural conditions need to change to create more efficient and 

supportive learning contexts. 

 

Keywords: Bulgaria; Easy Read books; foreign language education; minority education. 
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Introduction 

 

The present research deals with foreign language education for minority students in 

Bulgaria, i.e.  Roma and Turkish children, the two main ethnic minorities living in Bulgaria. 

Specific social, cultural, economic and linguistic difficulties make their learning needs and 

characteristics more challenging than other educational contexts. This research has 

attempted to design didactic activities to learn English, which are based on the Easy Reads. 

These books have brief and simple sentences, easily comprehensible vocabulary and 

language structures, and appealing plots. The learning activities were carried out by 

integrating the affective-humanistic approach and the shared reading methodology.  

Interest in this field of studies arose after my participation in a volunteering project 

by the European Union Voluntary Service in Bulgaria in summer 2017, and after my 

internship experience in 2018 at Lecti Book Studio, the publishing company of a non-profit 

cultural organisation located in Varna, Bulgaria. During these experiences, I had the 

opportunity to work with minority students and to discover the Easy Read “Bokpil” project, 

founded by Dr. Sabira Ståhlberg. Such experiences made me also realise that foreign 

language education for minority students in Bulgaria is demanding; it has been, however, 

rarely researched in applied linguistics so far. This gave me a further reason to investigate 

such issues.  

The study focuses on two research questions. The first one aims at determining what 

the most challenging aspects are when teaching English as a foreign language to minority 

students in Bulgaria. The second question wants to investigate whether the Easy Read books 

and the didactic activities created upon them could be effective teaching materials for this 

specific group of learners. The potential efficiency of such teaching materials is measured 

through the students’ average level of involvement in the activities and the level of 

completeness of the activities achieved by them. Research (e.g. Rome Education Fund, 

2009; UNICEF, 2009; Kyuchukov, 2014; Csesznek, 2015; European Centre for Minority 

Issues, 2015; Popova, 2015) has focused so far mainly on investigating the most effective 

and suitable practices to improve the general quality of education provided to Roma children 

across Europe, but it has seldom dealt with developing specific teaching methodologies and 

materials in order to effectively teach minority children foreign languages, especially 

English. This study meant to do so.  

The research is a case study which followed the qualitative-interpretive paradigm, as 

it has been regarded as the most adequate research design for the peculiar socio-cultural 

context in which the study took place. The subjects of the research are minority students of 

two multicultural schools located in north-eastern Bulgaria, the English teachers of the 

schools, and the researcher, who took on the parallel role of English teacher in summer and 

autumn 2018. The data used in order to answer the two research questions were drawn from 

the teacher diary, the field notes written during classroom observations in the schools, and 

the interviews.  

The first chapter provides a brief theoretical framework about history, culture and 

traditions of Roma and Turks in Bulgaria. It also explains the challenging current 

educational situation of Roma across Europe, which is due to economic, socio-cultural and 

linguistic factors. The main policies carried out in the European Union in order to improve 

such state of affairs are described too. The second chapter presents the current situation 

regarding foreign language and minority education in Bulgaria. Then, the third chapter 

follows. It explains in detail the research questions, the participants, the methodology 

implemented, the instruments for data collection, and the method of analysis. The last 

section also shows the didactic activities used in the two schools in all their phases. The 

fourth chapter presents the main findings drawn from the soft data available. The last chapter 
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discusses such findings, attempting to give explanations and make plausible hypotheses 

about what might have given rise to these results. It also offers some valuable suggestions 

about possible future research studies in the same field. Finally, the conclusion aims at 

summarising the whole study. 

 

1. Roma and Turkish children’s education and learning environments 

The first chapter discusses Roma and Turkish children’s education and learning 

environments in Europe. Roma and Turks are considered as ethnic minorities in Europe and 

certain groups are also minorities within the larger minority. A complete history or 

background presentation would be out of scope for this research; here the topic of minorities 

will be examined mainly from an educational point of view. Important to note is, when 

investigating the causes of (pre-supposed) lower school achievement and more passive 

participation of minorities in school compared to majority students, that researchers tend to 

overgeneralise and put too much emphasis on culture and traditions, rather than searching 

for reasons of economic and social nature, as well as for prejudices and discrimination, 

which influence job opportunities, and which are deeply rooted in the surrounding society. 

A norm-critical view of previous research and source analysis is therefore necessary. 

The first section overviews in short the background of Roma and Turks in Bulgaria: history, 

culture and traditions. The second part provides information on the current educational 

situation specifically of Roma across Europe as presented in official data, and the third 

section attempts to explain the economic, social, cultural and linguistic causes, which might 

influence minority children’s education. The fourth section is about the main policies that 

have been carried out so far in the European Union at a larger scale and specifically in 

Bulgaria before and after its accession to the EU in 2007. The last part explains certain good 

practices especially for Roma children’s education conducted throughout Europe. 

 

1.1 History, culture and traditions of Roma and Turks- an overview 

The following section will provide a brief theoretical framework about the two ethnic 

minorities subject of this research: the Roma and the Turks in Bulgaria. Relevant 

information will be given both on their situation within the European and the Bulgarian 

contexts. In general, Turks as an ethnic minority tend to be more integrated than Roma, and 

more accepted by the majority societies in Europe. They also follow Bulgarian majority 

patterns more closely in education, so it is not necessary to discuss them in much detail here. 

Conversely, the several Roma groups possess peculiarities that need to be analysed, in order 

to understand their educational needs and reasons for social exclusion across Europe.   

 

1.1.1 Historical and linguistic background 

Regarding the history of the Turks, three key facts are important: Turkish settlers moved to 

Bulgaria in several waves after 1396, when the Second Bulgarian Kingdom was conquered 

by the Ottoman Empire. After the Russian-Ottoman war 1877–1878, which resulted in 

autonomy for the Principality of Bulgaria, the majority of Turks who remained, stayed in 

the rural areas of the country, as most of the urban population took refuge from the war and 

its consequences to other Ottoman Empire regions. After 1878, the Turks comprise the 

biggest minority in Bulgaria (for further discussion, see Kanikova, 2007). 

The Roma is the most widely distributed ethnic minority in Europe. The Roma also have a 

large diaspora in North and South America and in South Asia. It is difficult to estimate 
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exactly the Roma population in Europe: some sources state that they count from seven to 

nine million people (Greenberg, 2010), while others reckon that “the Roma population in 

the EU has reached ten to twelve million people dispersed in communities of various sizes” 

(ECMI1, 2015, p. 3). This uncertainty about basic demographic information characterizes 

particularly the Eastern European countries, since national censuses are conducted without 

asking for ethnic self-identification, or ethnic identity is given on a voluntary basis only, 

making official statistics regarding the various ethnic groups of a country highly vague and 

unreliable (Greenberg, 2010). Moreover, several studies and surveys on Roma population 

in Europe (Kirilova & Repaire, 2003; Liégeois, 2007; UNICEF, 2009; Greenberg, 2010; 

FRA, 2014; ECMI, 2015; FRA, 2016)2 have ascertained that a considerable amount of 

Roma tend to deny their real identity in order to avoid possible social stigma and 

discrimination. Therefore, we can conclude that “Roma is a target group of unknown size” 

(ECMI, 2015, p. 4) which “can be found just about everywhere in Europe, especially in 

Central [and Eastern] Europe (Kirilova & Repaire, 2003, p. 5). 

Roma have been given numerous designations by the so-called Gadge, the name given 

by the Roma population to all the people who do not belong to their ethnic group (Kirilova 

& Repaire, 2003). Although “Gypsies” and the corresponding words in other European 

languages (tsiganes in French, gitanos in Spanish, Zigeuner in German, zingari in Italian 

and цигани [tsigani] in Bulgarian, etc.) is the most common word to refer to the Roma, it is 

necessary to specify that the Roma usually call themselves by the Romani term Rom, which 

means both “man” and “husband”. 

The term “Roma” is used in most modern research and surveys as a general ethnonym which 

covers various ethnic groups living in Europe, e.g. Sinti, Kale, Travellers and the Eastern 

groups Dom and Lom, each of them with specific characteristics and language variations. 

The umbrella concept thus “does not refer to one single community but to a puzzled space 

of identities, languages, religions, nationalities, ethnic groups and myths of ethnic origin 

[which have] some shared cultural elements” (ECMI, 2015, p. 3). The general term “Roma” 

will be used here as well, since discussing the several characteristics of each group and sub-

group that compose the multifaceted reality even within one country would be out of the 

scope of this research. 

Little is known about the history and origins of the Roma. Their traditions and culture 

have been mainly oral for centuries and documentation is scarce (Greenberg, 2010; 

Amalipe, 2013). Nonetheless, a connection between Roma language, the most ancient 

Indian documented language, Sanskrit, and modern Hindi has been established, making 

Romani the only Indian language spoken in Europe (Matras, 2005). Linguists and historians 

agree on the fact that the Roma originate from northern India, but the exact date of their 

departure from India is difficult to establish; possibly several groups left at different times. 

It is certain, however, that the largest concentration of Roma moved from the southeast into 

Central and Eastern Europe starting from the fourteenth century (Greenberg, 2010). 

According to researchers, Romani language should, despite its mainly oral tradition, to be 

regarded as a fully-developed and distinct language with “its own extensive everyday 

lexicon as well as grammar and sound system” (Matras, 2005, p. 3). While most Roma in 

Western Europe tend to speak primarily the majority language in their country of residence, 

significant amounts of Roma living in Southeast Europe, especially in Romania, Bulgaria, 

Turkey, Macedonia, Greece, etc., continue to speak Romani as their mother tongue. In the 

                                                           
1 ECMI– European Centre for Minority Issues. 
2 FRA– European Agency for Fundamental Rights. 
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Balkans, many Roma also speak Turkish, after having adopted the language during the 

Ottoman period (14th – 19th centuries). 

A core element of Romani is that it is not standardised, meaning that it does not possess one 

single standard model to refer to, as it comprises several dialects or regional variations 

(Kyuchukov, 2017). Matras (2005), one of the main linguists specialised in Romani 

language and its dialects, explains that the lack of standardisation is due to three main 

reasons: 

1) since all Romani speakers are bilingual, either dominant or balanced, they are used to 

merging and integrating phrases and words from Romani with their corresponding second 

languages; 

2) traditionally Romani has been used among several extended families within a single closed 

community, therefore Roma belonging to a particular community rarely have the possibility 

to communicate with Roma whose speech form is different; 

3) the Romani language does not have a written tradition hence it is impossible to determine a 

literacy standard that could be a point of reference for all the Roma communities. 

The Romani language is recognised by the Council of Europe in the European Charter for 

Regional or Minority Languages, adopted in 1992, as a non-territorial language, i.e. a 

“language… used by nationals of the State which differ from the language or languages 

used by the rest of the State’s population but which … cannot be identified with a particular 

area thereof” (European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, 1992, Article 1, point 

c). 

 

1.1.2 Current situation of minorities in Bulgaria 

The current Bulgarian constitution does not use the term minority, instead Article 36 states 

that minorities are simply those “citizens, whose mother tongue is not Bulgarian” 

(Kanikova, 2007, p. 38). On one hand, this can be surprising since Bulgaria has ratified the 

Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities, adopted by the EU 

Member States since 1998 (see § 1.4.2). On the other hand, it can be considered as coherent 

with the overall Bulgarian (and several other countries’) policy regarding minorities, given 

that Bulgaria is one of the few European Union countries that neither signed nor ratified the 

European Charter for Regional or Minority languages (see § 1.4.2). 

 Crowe (2000, p. 99) reports that “the first reference to Roma in Bulgaria came at 

the end of the fourteenth century”. From the nineteenth century, after the establishment of 

the Principality of Bulgaria in 1878, and the Kingdom and its independence from the 

Ottoman Empire in 1908, all ethnic minorities in Bulgaria have experienced several waves 

of political repression. Nationalism and Bulgarian nation-building have led to 

discrimination, reduced political, language and social rights. The Communist regime from 

1946 until 1989 is still in fresh memory among many elderly. It used nationalism as a means 

to destroy non-Bulgarian self-identities through measures such as secularisation and even 

changing personal names (see Kanikova, 2007 for a historical review). 

According to the latest national census from 2011, conducted by the Bulgarian NIS 

(National Statistical Institute), the Turks amounted to 588,318 persons, representing 8.8% 

of the population, thus being the second largest group of the whole population of Bulgaria 

after Bulgarians. After the Turks, Roma follow, consisting of 325,343 persons, representing 

the share of 4.9% (NIS, 2011). As already mentioned above, Roma often do not declare 
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their ethnic origin, being fearful of discrimination and preferring to identify as Bulgarians 

or Turks. (Marushiakova & Popov, 1999; CEDIM-SE, n.d.). 

The reason is given that “Turks are accepted by the macro-society as a community on 

a par with Bulgarians”, despite the fact that they are a minority; secondly, a considerable 

part of Bulgarian Roma are Muslims and their mother tongue is Turkish (Marushiakova & 

Popov, 1999, p. 86). From the statistics it becomes obvious that there are more Turkish-

speakers in Bulgaria than Turks, and less Romani speakers than Roma. According to the 

NIS (2011), Turkic minorities including Turks, Tatars and Gagauz, speak mainly the 

Turkish language, representing 9.1% of the census respondents, while “the Romani 

language is a mother tongue for … 4.2% [of the whole population]” (p. 4). 

Religious practices have often been quoted as a cause for the Roma being seen as 

“alien” in Europe, and consequently socially excluded. Marushiakova and Popov (1999, p. 

83) suggest that Roma religiosity has “a strong earthy orientation [italics added] which 

differs from the traditional notions of good and evil both of Christianity and Islam”. 

Religious syncretism is the keyword that best describes Roma relationship to religion. This 

does not mean that the Roma are not “genuinely” religious, but simply that they have “a 

different kind of religious perception such as is common in many regions of South and 

South-eastern Asia” (Marushiakova & Popov, 1999, p. 85). 

The statement about Roma religiosity cannot be applied to the whole population, and it 

certainly reflects a Western view. Crowe (2000), for instance, mentions that many Roma in 

the Balkans are now considered to be and define themselves as Muslim. A smaller 

proportion of Roma are Christians, most of which practice the Orthodox form of 

Christianity, and many groups in Bulgaria, Romania and other Eastern European countries 

are also involved in modern religious sects, such as Methodists, Adventists etc., propagated 

by missionaries from abroad. 

 

1.1.3 Socialisation of Roma children 

This section describes certain features, which have been regarded as the most relevant and 

which influence Roma children’s education and learning environments. These elements are 

the family, community, and the Roma storytelling tradition. The term culture is here used as 

an umbrella concept, as Roma communities cannot be ascribable to one single culture, due 

to their highly heterogeneous attributes. 

Amalipe (2013), a leading non-profit organisation which has been working for social 

inclusion of Roma in Bulgaria since 2002, state that “for Roma people the family is … a 

sacred environment” (p. 63). Each Roma family is part of an extended network of families, 

which constitute a community. The main role assigned to the family is preserving “Roma 

material and spiritual culture, … the mother tongue, the rich folklore, … customs, rituals 

and traditions” (ibid.). Roma families are known to be highly hierarchical, and each member 

takes on a specific role based on gender, age and social status (Amalipe, 2013). 

Since most Roma families perceive themselves as holders of unique values that need 

to be preserved and passed on from generation to generation, “children are the most valuable 

capital of each family” (Amalipe, 2013, p. 64), because they receive, internalise and then 

transmit further Roma traditions and values. Each family member in the extended family, 

e.g. mother, father, grandmothers, grandfathers, uncles, aunts and cousins, influences the 

child. In a larger perspective, the community (often village, urban quarter or other separated 

area of residence) forms a network around the child. As a result, Roma children’s 
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socialisation and individual internalisation of norms and social rules, mainly occurs within 

the closed community, which is thus mainly represented by their extended families. 

Studies and reports on Roma in Europe (Smith, 1997; Kirilova & Repaire, 2003; Amalipe, 

2013) agree about the fact that the surrounding adults are models to imitate and to follow 

for most Roma children. Smith (1997) states that Roma children are usually very early 

“expected to assume some economic responsibilities such as child care or small jobs” (p. 

246). This is also due to the fact that most of the Roma are marginalised, with less resources 

and often very poor, and parents expect their children to join in the work as soon as possible. 

Another common feature of Roma communities is the storytelling traditions, a verbal 

communication skill which “has helped preserve the cultural wealth of the Roma, their 

wisdom, experience, ethical values and philosophy” (Kirilova & Repaire, 2003, p. 8). 

Storytelling implicates an educational and formative function for Roma children who start 

to acquire storytelling skills from an early age “by listening, observing and participating in 

storytelling activities” (Smith, 1997, p. 248). However, this tradition varies according to 

community and languages/dialects, and therefore it does not belong to all the Roma 

communities. 

 

1.1.4 Roma relationship to education 

One of the most widespread generalisation by the non-Roma researchers and the general 

public in Europe is that Roma tend to refuse to receive mainstream education, because it is 

perceived as useless for their situation. Since research on Roma education in general has 

been very scarce so far, it is tempting and far too easy to use a common bias also in scientific 

analyses. 

   Smith (1997) highlights the fact that “many Romani parents do not see mainstream 

education as either practical, essential, or necessary for their children” (p. 234). However, 

she also provides an exhaustive explanation of the reasons why this belief about education 

is so common among Roma. Some main differences between mainstream and Roma 

education are listed here from Smith, with additional comments about the Bulgarian 

situation. 

 As previously mentioned in § 1.1.3, young Roma learn mainly within the community. 

“[Children] learn by watching, listening and observing the economic, linguistic, political 

and moral codes of their societies” (p. 243). 

 Mainstream education is highly structured and the form of instruction is established by 

institutions and people, who are perceived as “strangers”, as they are not part of any Roma 

community. Roma parents usually consider mainstream education as “a means of 

controlling their own, and their children’s lives” (p. 243). This can be due to e.g. 

conservatism, the minority experience and patriarchal structures in the community in 

Bulgaria. 

 In school, children’s “success and growth are judged according to predetermined 

psychological, academic and developmental criteria” (p. 247), established by a society 

which does not share the same values and ideologies as the Roma. Therefore formal 

education is seen as inappropriate for Roma children. This issue also concerns Turkish 

children and all other non-Bulgarian students, who do not speak Bulgarian as their mother 

tongue and who have different cultural backgrounds. 

 In mainstream education, Roma children are asked to learn and apply abstract concepts and 

to complete unfamiliar activities. This also applies to Turkish students, who for instance 
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live in remote rural areas and come from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds. The 

lack of ability to cope with certain tasks is not due to cognitive problems or because their 

communities give value to tangible facts only (as some researchers assert), but mainly 

because they do not receive the necessary support at home or extra support at school, which 

are fundamental for developing higher literacy skills, as the last PIRLS3 results in 2016 

show. 

 Mainstream education is ethnocentric, meaning that it only deals with majority culture, 

history and politics. Roma culture, history, and language are mostly absent from the 

curriculum. This means that Roma children usually feel out of place and devalued, and their 

motivation and interest in attending mainstream education is reduced. It also often happens 

that Roma themselves prefer to take up another identity; therefore this is not only an 

educational issue, but a problem which involves the Bulgarian society as a whole. 

 Lastly, as mentioned above, Roma and Turkish children are often to some degree at least 

bilinguals with Bulgarian as second language. Most still use Romani or Turkish as their 

home language and the children are seldom fluent in Bulgarian when they start school. They 

do not receive extra support at school for learning Bulgarian, but are expected to follow the 

same curriculum as the Bulgarian majority children (see § 2.3). The lack of language is a 

factor which makes education in a second language even more challenging for the 

minorities. 

A more detailed overview of the influence of socio-cultural factors on school 

underachievement among the ethnic minorities will be given in § 1.3.2. 

 

1.2 Roma education in Europe 

This section describes the educational framework in which the majority of Roma children 

find themselves throughout Europe. It aims at presenting relevant data that clearly show the 

challenges, with which they have to cope mainly in the European Union Member States, 

with a special focus on Bulgaria. Here we will focus on Roma education, because values 

and views of Turks about education are similar to those of majority Bulgarians, and most 

Europeans. Some Turkish children are, however, hampered by a limited proficiency in the 

school language and by a low socio-economic status, especially in some rural and mountain 

regions. 

Most extensive are the data from two surveys conducted by the European Union Agency 

for Fundamental Rights (FRA) in 2011 and 2016. The first survey was carried out in 

cooperation with the European Commission, the World Bank and the UNDP (United 

Nations Development Programme) in eleven EU Member States: Bulgaria, Czech Republic, 

Greece, Spain, France, Hungary, Italy, Poland, Portugal, Romania and Slovakia. The second 

survey presents the main findings from the data collected in nine EU Member States (same 

countries of the first survey except for Italy and France) between 2015 and 2016. The two 

FRA surveys have been selected because they give evidence of the main difficulties and 

crucial factors that affect the Roma population in almost every European country in the field 

of education at all levels. 

 

                                                           
3 PIRLS- Progress in International Reading Literacy Study. PIRLS tests provide internationally comparative 

data on students’ reading skills at the fourth grade of school, along with school, teachers’ and students’ 

practices related to education inside and outside school. It is conducted every five years. 
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1.2.1 Early childhood education 

ECEC (Early Childhood Education and Care) is the first educational stage every child is 

supposed to take. ECEC is recognised as an essential factor in the person’s development, 

leading to “successful lifelong learning, social integration, personal development and later 

employability” (European Commission Communication, as cited in FRA, 2014, p. 15). 

Moreover, early childhood education is the foundation on which children can successfully 

start their educational process, giving them the necessary initial motivation for learning. 

Several studies (FRA, 2014; FRA, 2016; Amalipe, 2018) state that when it comes to socio-

economically disadvantaged minorities, such as Roma, ECEC should be regarded as even 

more crucial, as it can provide a key for social inclusion, poverty reduction and personal 

achievement. Furthermore, the data presented in the FRA survey (2014) clearly 

demonstrates that participation in early childhood education is linked to participation in 

compulsory education among Roma children: most of those who have attended at least two 

years of ECEC also attend compulsory education in all the countries surveyed. 

The FRA survey from 2016 shows clearly the general situation in Europe: on average 

“only about half (53%) of Roma children between the age of four and the starting age of 

compulsory primary education participate in early childhood education” (p. 10). Non-Roma 

children attend preschool education at a much larger scale, giving them more educational 

background and an advantage when they start school (FRA, 2014). If we look more 

specifically at the Roma children’s situation in Bulgaria, Amalipe (2018) reveals that “the 

range of Roma children in pre-primary education is at least twice as low as the national 

average… [despite the fact that after the latest educational reform in 2015] pre-primary 

education is compulsory from the school year in which the child turns five” (p. 44). 

 

1.2.2 Participation in compulsory education 

Participation in preschool education is of significant advantage for future participation in 

compulsory education. The data collected and presented in the survey by FRA (2014) are 

not surprising, as they confirm low Roma participation in compulsory education throughout 

all levels in the eleven EU countries and a high rate of Roma school dropouts. A 

considerable disproportion between Roma and non-Roma children participating in 

compulsory education is evident, as represented below in Figure 1, which shows the 

percentage of Roma and non-Roma children of compulsory age not attending school in 

2010/11 by EU Member State. It is also evident that the higher percentages of Roma non-

attendees are concentrated in Central and Eastern Europe, with the only exception of Greece. 

Figure 2 to the right presents the percentage of Roma children of compulsory school age in 

Bulgaria not attending school, for the age group of seven to fifteen years old. These data, 

along with the report by Amalipe (2018), confirm that the most critical phases for Bulgarian 

Roma children are at the beginning and at the end of compulsory education, where the 

percentages of non-attendees are the highest. 
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Figure 1 (left). Roma and non-Roma children of compulsory school age not attending school 

in 2010/2011 by EU Member State (FRA, 2014, p. 19). 

Figure 2 (right). Roma children of compulsory school age not attending school in Bulgaria by 

age (%) (FRA, 2014, p. 20). 

 

1.2.3 School attainment and early school leaving 

The second FRA survey (2016) regarding Roma provides data which show that this ethnic 

group is generally characterised by low levels of educational achievement. One of several 

causes linked to this issue is the tendency to leave compulsory education far earlier than the 

supposed age, as can be seen in Figure 3, which shows the percentage of Roma respondents 

who stopped attending compulsory education before turning sixteen years old. 

As discussed in the previous sections, the disproportional difference between Roma and 

non-Roma survey respondents is outstanding, showing that a great amount of young Roma 

leave education with few or insufficient skills, which are necessary to achieve full 

involvement in society. The economic, socio-cultural and linguistic factors that both directly 

and indirectly influence Roma children’s achievements in education will be discussed in § 

1.3. 
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Figure 3. Roma and non-Roma respondents who have attended school but left education 

before the age of 16, by EU Member State (%) (FRA, 2014, p. 34). 

 

The Roma situation after compulsory education in the European Union follows the 

same lines. Early leavers are “those aged 18–24 with at most lower secondary education and 

not in further education or training” (FRA, 2016, p. 26). The data provided by the two FRA 

surveys in 2014 and 2016 show that early school leaving is a persisting and quite widespread 

phenomenon among young Roma in the EU, especially in Central and South-Eastern Europe 

whose percentage goes from 72% in the Czech Republic to 82–85% in Hungary, Poland, 

Slovakia and Bulgaria (FRA, 2014). 

 

1.2.4 School segregation 

School segregation is a widespread phenomenon in the field of education affecting Roma 

children. There is a widespread practice of separating children belonging to minority or 

immigrant groups into separate schools or classes in several countries in Europe. It has been 

recognized as a discriminatory method, which negatively influences mental and 

psychological development and students’ school performance. Now the practice is 

prohibited by law in many EU Member States (FRA, 2014). Still, the data available from 

the second FRA survey (2016) indicate that school segregation remains a serious issue, 

especially in the Eastern European countries, as it is shown in Figure 4. On average, 62% 

of Roma children in Slovakia, 61% in Hungary and 60% in Bulgaria “attend schools in 

which all or most of their schoolmates are Roma” (p. 10). 
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Figure 4. Concentration of Roma children aged 6-15 years in school, by EU Member State (%) 

(FRA, 2016, p. 28). 

Researchers (Greenberg 2010, FRA, 2014; FRA, 2016; Spit Spitálszky, 2018) have 

further noticed that segregated schools, which include only or mainly ethnic minority 

groups, often possess lower quality of teaching, unmotivated and/or biased teaching staff 

and inadequate infrastructures. In Eastern Europe, school segregation is often connected 

with residential segregation, meaning that ethnic groups with a lower socio-economic status 

tend to live either in poorer urban neighbourhoods, which resemble ghettos, or in rural areas 

in their own villages or quarters at the fringes of villages or towns. As a consequence, the 

geographical distance to schools and the widespread lack of efficient public transport 

nurtures further the school segregation and low school participation cycle which affects 

Roma students in particular. 

 A considerable amount of research mentions the existence of the so-called white flight 

phenomenon, which transforms an ethnically mixed school into a segregated one, mainly 

due to prejudice and discrimination by mainstream societies towards the Roma population. 

In fact, even when school desegregation processes take place, it is common that “white” 

parents decide to move their non-Roma children to another school, in order to receive more 

opportunities and as they see it: better education and a less problematic environment. 

In Bulgaria, school segregation of ethnic minority groups dates back to before the 

Communist regime. However, “by the late 1970s, 70–80% of the country’s Roma attended 

segregated schools” (Crowe, 2000, p. 107). The situation still persists nowadays, despite the 

fact that the formation of segregated classes according to ethnic groups has been banned by 

the Preschool and School Education Act. The country report on Bulgaria by the European 

Commission (2019) states that “an estimated 60% of Roma students study in Roma-majority 

or Roma-only schools [implying that] … promoting ethnically-mixed school and 

desegregation measures remains a challenge” (p. 42). 

 

1.2.5 Special schools 

Another form of school segregation is the over-representation of Roma students in schools 

for children with special educational needs, i.e. schools for children affected by either 

cognitive or physical disabilities, or both. Figure 5 shows that this practice is quite common 

both in the majority of Eastern European countries and in Western European countries, e.g. 
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France and Greece. The survey conducted by FRA (2014) asked Roma respondents whether 

they have ever attended special schools, even for a short period. Similarly as for segregated 

schools for Roma students, the majority of special schools are characterized by less qualified 

teaching, limited didactic resources and low-quality curriculum, compared to mainstream 

schools. 

There are two main reasons for this common phenomenon: firstly, the majority of 

Eastern European countries are used to administering linguistic tests to children before they 

access primary school, in order to determine possible learning disabilities. Research (REF, 

2009; FRA, 2014; Kyuchukov, Samko, Kopcanova, & Igov, 2016) has shown that these 

testing procedures are often culturally biased and they are always conducted through the 

language of schooling, that is the minority children’s second language, or a completely new 

language in many cases. Secondly, due to poverty, it is common that Roma parents 

voluntarily decide to enrol their children in special schools so that they receive free meals, 

clothing and all the school supplies they need, which the parents could not be able to afford 

otherwise (Greenberg, 2010; Amalipe, 2018). 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Roma children up to age 15 who attended special schools and classes that were 

mainly for Roma, by EU Member State (%) (FRA, 2014, p. 48). 

 

1.2.6 Adult literacy and parental involvement 

Roma adult literacy and parental involvement in the educational process are two aspects 

highly correlated. The data presented by the first FRA survey (2014) about the self-

perception of literacy among Roma respondents in the eleven EU countries surveyed by age 

group show for adults that “on average 20% reported they could neither read nor write” (p. 

25). However, Roma aged between 16 to 24 years old, display lower levels of illiteracy 

compared to the older groups, indicating that the overall situation is slowly improving in all 

the eleven countries. 

The low level of literacy among Roma adults implies that they also possess a low 

educational level. This has an important impact on their children, also in terms of their 

attitude to education and to the next generations’ school achievement. When parents 

experience irregular school attendance and low school achievement, they are likely not to 

be involved and sufficiently interested in their children’s educational process, because 

“parents’ own experiences as students shape their involvement in their children’s schooling” 

(Hill & Taylor, 2004, p. 163). This results in a vicious circle of poor academic success and 

in their children’s likely early school dropout. 
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Hill and Taylor (2004), say clearly that “parental school involvement promotes 

positive academic experiences for children and has positive effects on parents’ self-

development and parenting skills” (p. 161). Two main procedures are mentioned through 

which parents can increase their children’s achievement: increase of social capital and social 

control. The first is the amount of skills and information that parents receive, making them 

prepared enough to help and assist their children in school-related activities, while social 

control “occurs when families and schools work together to build a consensus about 

appropriate behaviour that can be effectively communicated to children at both home and 

school” (p. 162). The functions of these measures are twofold: firstly, they transmit to the 

children messages about the importance of education; secondly, they are supposed to 

increase the motivation to learn and the engagement in school. Parents are also likely to be 

far less involved in their children’s education when very poor, and if they possess a low 

level of confidence in their own intellectual abilities. 

          

1.3 Causes and consequences in Roma education 

The causes of the current challenging educational situation of the Roma in Europe are 

manifold. Roma are the main focus for the reasons explained in § 1.1, although some 

references about the Turkish minority group are made here as well. The origins of the 

current situation in the field of education are strictly interconnected, creating an intricate 

cycle of causes and consequences.  They can be grouped into three different sources: causes 

of economic nature, social and cultural factors, and linguistic issues, which all taken 

together have a significant impact on minority education. 

 

1.3.1 Economic causes 

Extensive poverty and economic marginalisation among the Roma in Europe has been 

recognised and researched by several political institutions, independent researchers and 

non-profit organisations. They agree that a lack of resources inevitably influences Roma 

children’s access to education, regular school attendance and successful achievement, which 

in turn affects the capability to fully participate in society. 

The data collected in 2016 by the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights in 

nine EU Member States estimate that “80% of Roma continue to live below the at-risk-of-

poverty threshold of their country” (p. 9). Statistics on Roma in Bulgaria, provided by the 

last country report of the European Commission (2019, p. 39) reveal that “the proportion of 

the Roma population living at risk of poverty is estimated at 89%”. As a consequence, their 

living conditions are extremely precarious, as the survey by FRA (2016, p. 9) confirms, 

stating that “every third Roma lives in housing without tap water; one in 10 in housing 

without electricity; … every third Roma child (30%) lives in a household that faced hunger 

at least once in the previous month”. 

 This economic instability, which is also a violation of one of the children’s rights 

stated by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), does not help 

children to keep a regular learning process, which requires family support and a secure and 

stable household.  Poverty is a major cause of Roma children’s irregular attendance and 

early school leaving, because of two reasons: firstly, children are required to support their 

low family income from a very early age, therefore the majority of them usually starts 

working while attending school at the same time; secondly, in most of the cases Roma 

families are not able to afford the indirect costs of education, e.g. textbooks, clothes, other 

school materials, transport school-home, etc., which are still too onerous in many countries. 
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Numerous studies which have surveyed the Roma across Europe report that the 

majority of them identify poverty as the primary cause of the low educational achievement 

of their children or for not attending school at all (FRA, 2014; ECMI, 2015, 2017). Lastly, 

it is also probable that widespread poverty among Roma causes a lower interest in their 

children’s education compared to those belonging to a higher socio-economic background, 

not necessarily because of their disregard towards mainstream education per se, but simply 

as a result of the struggles “to make ends meet” (Hill & Taylor, 2004). In Eastern Europe, 

many Roma parents have left their children with grandparents while seeking employment 

abroad in recent years. 

The high rate of unemployment which affects Roma throughout Europe is a poverty-

related issue. The last survey conducted by FRA in 2016 among the Roma population in 

nine EU countries found that “only one in four Roma aged 16 years or older reports 

employed or self-employed [italics added] as their main activity” and that “on average, 63% 

of Roma aged 16–24 [are] not employed, in education or training” (p. 10). Two main reasons 

attributed to this critical situation are: firstly, an insufficient or inadequate level of 

education, which does not permit Roma even to take on low-qualified jobs, perpetuating the 

vicious circle of poverty and social exclusion; secondly, widespread discrimination and 

social stigma towards the Roma often does not allow them to be competitive on the labour 

market, even when they are qualified. 

 

1.3.2 Socio-cultural factors 

Research has focused mainly on the economic causes, but also cultural factors play an 

important role in minority education. John Ogbu (1982, 1985, 1990), a Nigerian-American 

anthropologist, dedicated most of his research on investigating the social and cultural 

reasons, which provoke low levels of literacy and general school underachievement among 

minorities in the United States, particularly among Afro-American students. He argued that 

the difficulties with which the majority of minorities are faced cannot be ascribed solely to 

their low socio-economic backgrounds. He gave evidence that even minority children 

belonging to more affluent families usually show educational levels as low as those who are 

disadvantaged. Ogbu concluded that other factors, i.e. social and cultural, are as influential 

as economic ones. 

The level of educational success varies according to the typology of minority concerned. 

On this basis, he distinguishes three types of minorities: autonomous, immigrant/voluntary, 

and caste-like/involuntary minorities. The first two have more or less freely chosen to 

emigrate to a foreign country “in the belief that this change will lead to an improvement in 

their economic well-being or to greater political freedom” (Ogbu, 1990, p. 145) and 

therefore they are likely to “acculturate in an additive process (accommodation without 

assimilation)” (Luciak, 2004, p. 360). On the contrary, caste-like minorities were brought 

into a foreign country usually through slavery, conquest, or colonisation against their will, 

and therefore they can be classified as non-immigrant. As a result of prolonged 

discrimination and social exclusion by the dominant society, caste-like minorities “have 

developed secondary cultural differences and an oppositional cultural frame of reference” 

(ibid.) which usually lead them to systematically refuse certain behaviours, symbols and 

ideologies, which are instead typical of the dominant society. Immigrant minorities show 

good academic results, whereas caste-like minority children are affected by persistent poor 

school achievement.   

Although Ogbu’s theory is applied to the American context, some of its core 

principles could be valid for minorities living elsewhere as well. Luciak (2004) attempted 

to adjust the ecological-cultural theory by Ogbu to the ethnic minorities living in Europe. 
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Even though neither Roma nor Turks can be classified as the caste-like minority category 

drawn by Ogbu, their educational situation shares some of the characteristics of Obgu’s 

typology. This is valid especially for Roma whose “lack of educational achievement can 

only be understood by looking at historical developments and their relationship with 

majority societies” (Luciak, 2004, p. 363). 

 Very often research has ascribed the profound causes of Roma marginalisation from 

mainstream education only to their “culture of poverty” and to their “inability or 

unwillingness to adapt to the demands of the educational system” (Luciak, 2004, p. 364), 

oversimplifying the issue. Widespread discrimination, social stigma and negative 

stereotypes play a crucial role in the formation of the perceptions of Roma communities 

towards schooling and institutions in general. Prolonged unequal learning opportunities and 

extensive discrimination in education and in the labour market are also likely to result in 

decreasing investment and increasing distrust in the mainstream educational system 

(Luciak, 2004). In addition, Roma might cultivate lower expectations concerning the 

advantages of schooling as they realize that they will undergo discrimination and social 

exclusion in any case.  Di Noia (2016) reports that part of Roma families’ suspicion towards 

mainstream schooling (in this case Italian) stems from their awareness about prejudice and 

misconceptions of the majority society, which are common at all levels of education. 

Discrimination according to race or ethnic origin has been declared illegal in all the 

EU Member States since 2000 with the Racial Equality Directive. Yet the survey by FRA 

(2016) shows that Roma continue to be discriminated against across Europe, ranging from 

education to healthcare and labour market. It has been ascertained that “all the negative 

phenomena and attitudes in the societies towards minority groups (such as racism and 

discrimination) influence the development of the families and their children” (Kyuchukov 

et al., 2016, p. 58). These data are confirmed in Bulgaria, too. Templer (2016) shows in his 

study that Bulgaria is one of the European countries with the lowest racial tolerance in 

Europe, while Kanikova (2007) reckons that in Bulgaria “officially discrimination does not 

take place, but individual and structural discrimination is common”, especially towards 

Roma who are “marginalized and discriminated against more than any other ethnic group” 

(p. 41). 

 A report on educational practices especially for Roma children, published by the 

Kirilova & Repaire (2003) for the Council of Europe indicates that negative stereotypes and 

misconceptions about the Roma both from teaching staff and classmates abound, mainly 

because of their lack of knowledge of Roma communities’ cultural specifics. The study 

reports that the majority of teachers, non-Roma parents and educational authorities, when 

questioned in many surveys about their perceptions on Roma, declared that “they had the 

impression that the Roma were lazy people who did not want to work and that their social 

organisation and culture had negative impact on school education” (Kirilova & Repaire, 

2003, p. 12).   

These answers are supported by other studies (Smith, 1997; Hill & Taylor, 2004), 

which confirm that beliefs and attitudes towards minorities among the teachers, who often 

belong to the majority population, towards minorities tend to be highly biased, revealing a 

serious lack of intercultural competence and a sense of relativisation, which are necessary 

skills in a multicultural context (Caon & Spaliviero, 2015). As a result, both Roma parents 

and students “sense the hostility towards themselves and their culture, and they feel that the 

school environment is polluting” (Smith, 1997, p. 250). In a social and school environment, 

where prejudices are allowed and maintained, the attitude that Roma students are “lazy” or 

“unwilling to work” becomes a self-fulfilling prophesy. Research also shows that the quality 

of education offered to Roma students is usually far more mediocre compared to the one 

given to the majority population (Kirilova & Repaire, 2003, p. 12). 
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The question of traditional early marriages among Roma needs to be mentioned here. 

Although the two FRA surveys (2014, 2016) make some references to early marriages and 

childbirth as a cause of Roma students’ irregular school attendance and premature dropout, 

affecting primarily girls, statistics are scarce. This traditional practice still exists and affects 

a part of the Roma students, but it is decreasing in Bulgaria during the recent decade due to 

changing attitudes and values within the Roma communities themselves, and “the tendency 

for their overcoming is clear and categorical” (Amalipe, 2013, p. 79). 

 

1.3.3 Language difficulties 

Linguistic barriers faced by language minority students at school influence their 

achievement and early dropout. Roma and Turks in Bulgaria are in general to some extent 

bilinguals, meaning that they “possess a minimal competence in one of the four language 

skills in a language other than [their] mother tongue” (Macnamara, as cited in Hamers & 

Blanc, 1989, p. 6). The majority of Roma and Turks should be, however, regarded as 

dominant bilinguals, i.e. “the competence in one of the languages, more often the mother 

tongue, is superior to [their] competence in the other” (Lambert, as cited in Hamers & Blanc, 

1989, p. 8). This is particularly true for Turks, and those Roma in Bulgaria who speak 

Turkish or Romani (in all its dialects and regional varieties) as their first language. A 

consistent amount of research (Kirilova & Repaire, 2003; ECMI, 2015; Templer, 2016; 

ECMI, 2017; Amalipe, 2018; Spitálszky, 2018) confirms the existence of this minority 

“dominant bilingual issue” especially in the Eastern European countries, where the 

phenomenon is particularly widespread. However, when children are monolingual speakers 

in a language which is different from the school language, a consistent barrier to educational 

access and attainment is created (ECMI, 2017). 

Bilingual education for minority students in most of the Central and Eastern European 

countries does not exist. Many minority students have not sufficiently developed either their 

first language (L1) due to lack of home support. In addition, the lack of knowledge in the 

school of the official national language constitutes a major obstacle to their educational 

achievement. This means that they are disadvantaged compared to their classmates and 

constantly lagging behind. Research has further pointed out the systematic devaluation of 

minority cultures and languages by promoting highly monolingual and monocultural school 

curricula and teaching (Templer, 2016; Amalipe, 2018). 

This kind of environment, which distinguishes clearly “the relative status of the two 

languages in a given community” (Hamers & Blanc, 1989, p. 11) influences the bilingual 

or future bilingual children’s cognitive development. The development is likely to be 

delayed in comparison to monolingual students, especially for those children who have not 

attended preschool education. The linguistic and cultural barriers affect not only minority 

students, but teachers as well. Amalipe (2018, p. 46) reports in regard to Bulgaria that 

“almost no [majority Bulgarian] teachers have even a limited knowledge of basic Romani 

or Turkish words, although many Roma and Turkish children do not speak Bulgarian”. This 

tendency can be observed in other countries as well.  The majority of teachers who work 

with minority students are not sufficiently qualified and trained. 

The importance of developing a first language, of the provision of bilingual education 

and the positive implications of second language competence and potentially foreign 

language skills in English will be discussed in § 2. 
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1.4 Policies and inclusion 

The educational situation of minority groups in Europe, especially of the Roma population, 

is particularly challenging. The following section presents and briefly explains the main 

educational policies created and partly implemented by Bulgaria before the country’s 

membership in the European Union in 2007, and by the different political institutions of the 

European Union, and Bulgaria as a Member State. The main objectives of EU, and also 

Bulgarian policies are: full inclusion into society and improving general socio-economic 

status quo of Roma, by protecting and guaranteeing their rights as an ethnic minority. 

It is also necessary to highlight some of the main limitations and consequences of the 

policies especially for education, as concrete implementation and tangible results in most of 

the cases are still lacking. The policies that will be here discussed concern the Roma, as the 

majority of European political actions have been targeted at them; the Turks are usually left 

to fend for themselves. 

 

1.4.1 Educational policies in Bulgaria before 2007 

The Framework Programme for Equal Integration of Roma in Bulgarian Society, adopted 

in 1999, is one of the main political programmes Bulgaria designed for Roma inclusion 

before its official entrance into the European Union in 2007. The key areas for intervention 

were education, healthcare, housing, employment and fight against extensive 

discrimination. One of the main reasons why Bulgaria had decided to design this policy 

programme was to conform to the body of the European Union Law, the so-called acquis 

communautaire, which was a necessary requirement for the country’s official accession. 

In spite of the conspicuous funds granted by the European Union through the PHARE4 

programme, whose main aim was to support the countries from Central and Eastern Europe 

in their administrative, economic and social reformation before joining the European Union, 

several problematic issues concerning the concrete implementation of the programme have 

been debated (OSF 5, 2002). 

The main problem outlined by most of the evaluative reports written by non-

governmental organisations (NGO) on the implementation of the programme is that “there 

has been no project specifically implementing the Framework Programme since its 

adoption…, and therefore no official reports … have been issued to date” (OSF, 2002, p. 

83). Actually, there are no available reports on implementation, because there has been 

nothing to evaluate. The report by OSF from 2002, published three years after the adoption 

of the programme, is revealing: “EU funding for Roma-related projects has not consistently 

followed the strategies articulated in the Framework programme” (p. 84), drawing the 

conclusion that “there has been a lack of will to undertake systematic implementation of its 

measures” (p. 119). 

Thus, as far as Roma education is concerned, not one effective measure was 

undertaken on mother tongue or bilingual education, as the OSF report confirms: “no mother 

tongue education was organised. … There have been no efforts to train teachers qualified 

to teach Romanes [sic] at public schools” (p. 113). The situation of the Roma population 

                                                           
4 PHARE programme – Poland and Hungary: Assistance for Restructuring their Economies. It was originally 

created in 1989 for these two countries only, but then it included other eight Central and Eastern European 

countries, i.e. Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Slovakia, Slovenia and Romania. 
5 OSF – Open Society Foundation. It is an international network of grant-makers founded by George Soros. It 

has numerous branches in 37 countries around the world. 
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after the promulgation of the Framework Programme in Bulgaria remained exactly the 

same, which can be regarded as an unsuccessful policy, or more exactly lack of policy. 

The European Union has played an important role, helping applicant countries from 

Central and Eastern Europe to create concrete policies, which could effectively guarantee 

and protect minority group’s rights in the field of education, healthcare, employment and 

housing, the four fundamental dimensions which assist every individual in the active and 

full participation in society, determining a real change for their lives. Yet a considerable 

amount of literature evaluated the EU role as surprisingly too weak and indulgent. 

Rechel (2008), for instance, exhaustively explains why the social and educational 

policies created by the EU accession countries before 2007 failed to be successful, taking 

Bulgaria as an example. She mainly criticizes the European Union for “a lack of internal 

minority rights standards …, missing expertise on minority issues, the superficial 

monitoring of candidate states, [and] a lack of concern for human rights” (p. 171). As 

previously mentioned in the report by OSF, Rechel confirms the fact that the European 

Union asked the candidate countries to adopt adequate political measures for the inclusion 

of Roma, without taking into account their actual implementation. She concludes that “the 

EU has focused on economic development rather than on preparing the [accession] countries 

to meet the political criteria of membership” (p. 182). 

 

1.4.2 European Union educational policies 

The European Union policies for minority protection and inclusion are several; some have 

been designed at a general level for all EU Member States, while others are addressed to 

specific countries or areas. At the general level, two treaties are important here: the 

Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities, adopted in 1998, and the 

European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages in 1992. Both treaties aim at 

guaranteeing minority rights in the EU countries from a political, social, cultural and 

educational point of view. 

It is interesting to notice that Bulgaria has ratified the Framework Convention, whereas it 

has neither signed nor ratified the European Charter, which, among its various principles, 

establishes that each ratifying State should guarantee the “provision of appropriate forms 

and means for the teaching and study of regional or minority languages at all appropriate 

stages” (Article 7, point f) and also the provision of education in the relevant regional or 

minority languages at all levels (Article 8, paragraph 1). 

Specifically with regard to Roma inclusion in Europe, two policies undertaken by the 

European Union are crucial: the Decade of Roma inclusion from 2005 to 2015, and the EU 

Framework for National Roma Integration strategies, adopted since 2011 and still 

continuing. The formal decision to establish the Decade was taken in 2003 due to an urgent 

“need to coordinate sporadic efforts toward the integration of Roma on the part of a great 

diversity of international and national actors” (Brueggemann & Friedmann, 2017, p. 2). 

Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Hungary, Macedonia, Romania, the (previous) State 

Union of Serbia and Montenegro, and Slovakia were the participating countries from the 

beginning, while other European countries characterised by a high percentage of Roma 

joined the project in the following years. The Decade is a large-scale international project 

which involved several institutions and non-governmental (NGO) organisations, as well as 

international bodies such as  World Bank, OSF, UNCHR, UNICEF, WHO6 etc., besides the 

                                                           
6 UNHCR – United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees; UNICEF – United Nations Children’s Fund; 

WHO – World Health Organization. 
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relevant financial and political involvement of the European Union. All these actors 

committed themselves to the correct and successful implementation of the measures 

established by the Decade. 

The key areas for intervention were the usual ones: education, healthcare, employment and 

housing. Results were discouraging. Bulgaria “did not achieve broad involvement of local 

Roma communities”, making the widespread execution of the measures practically 

impossible. The majority of the governments involved “were hardly able or willing to define 

adequate indicators” (Brueggemann & Friedmann, 2017, p.4) for correctly monitoring the 

potential progress. In conclusion, “all the initiatives of the countries involved in the Decade 

[italics added] in the four areas … are judged to have failed” (Kyuchukov et al., 2016, p. 

50). 

The EU Framework for National Roma Integration strategies is a European Union 

policy for all the EU Member States adopted in 2011 and valid until 2020. Inspired by the 

Decade, it has established five key areas where to intervene in order to achieve full Roma 

inclusion into society: improving the quality of education and Roma children’s access to it 

and their regular attendance and attainment; guaranteeing decent living conditions and 

housing; provision of healthcare when needed; providing the Roma with more opportunities 

for employment, and comprehensive fight against discrimination. 

The EU Framework has limited itself to determine the main intervention areas and the 

general measures that need to be undertaken in order to achieve the established objectives. 

After that, these general guidelines have been adjusted and tailored to the specific needs of 

the Roma population in every EU State, since every country possesses different 

characteristics. Although the political action of the EU Framework has not yet completed, 

the results obtained so far follow a similar line as earlier efforts. Once again, the same 

problems occurred in the concrete implementation of the individual strategies drafted by 

each country. Brueggemanm and Friedmann (2017, p. 5) state that the most visible obstacles 

have been: “absence of budgeting and provisions for making effective use of EU funds, …  

insufficient approach to measurement and indicators, … little attention to issues of 

discrimination in general” and a persisting disconnection between international initiatives 

and local practices. 

A recurring problem is the common exclusion of Roma communities and non-governmental 

organisations (NGO) from actual planning and implementation of inclusive policies (Cillo, 

2016). Lastly, “the lack of official [and reliable] statistics [in most of the cases] … puts the 

effectiveness and efficiency of any planned policy measure into question” (ECMI, 2015, 

pp. 4–5). Despite that the final evaluation of this EU Framework will be done after 2020, it 

is evident that the EU Member States political trend is to draft policies for Roma without 

the Roma. 

 

1.5 Beneficial practices for Roma education 

This last section of the chapter discusses the educational practices that have been found as 

the most effective and suitable to enhance the quality of education given to Roma children 

in Europe, and to assure regular school attendance and school achievement. It is a brief 

overview of the actions undertaken in different European countries, especially in Eastern 

Europe, mainly by local NGOs, usually financially supported by international organizations, 

e.g. UNICEF, OSF, REF, World Bank, etc. Some of the educational projects are also part 

of programmes created and supported by European Union institutions. 
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Beneficial practices have been identified as follows: Roma mediators, assistants and Roma 

educational centres; family and community projects in schools; the importance of 

intercultural education; teaching materials in Romani, and Romani language classes. The 

main focus here is on Roma children; for Turkish children there is less policy and research, 

but similar measures could also be beneficial. 

Roma mediators and Roma teaching assistants are key figures for the educational 

success and participation of Roma children (Amalipe, n.d.; Bhopal, 2004; UNESCO, 2009; 

Brueggemann, 2012; Kyuchukov, 2014; Csesznek, 2015; Avery & Hoxhallari, 2017).  They 

assume various roles according to the current needs of a specific community, which can be 

summarised as follows. 

 Roma mediators set an example for Roma communities, and communicate the importance 

of fully participating in education. They represent a cultural bridge between school 

institutions, teachers and families. Having a person who shares most of their culture, social 

norms and traditions, and who is able to find a common ground between the two 

communities, majority and minority, appears to be fundamental both for Roma children’s 

school participation and for their parents’ involvement in the educational process. 

 Roma mediators help the teaching staff working at school to understand better Roma society 

culture and traditions, providing them with valuable advice on how to deal with the specific 

learning needs and how to help students to overcome linguistic and socio-cultural barriers. 

Moreover, in several projects reported by UNICEF (2009), Roma mediators also have 

created manuals on Roma history and culture for the teachers and conducted trainings on 

the same topics. 

 Roma mediators are usually key figures for assisting Roma children in learning the official 

language of the school, since many pupils show a lack of proficiency, which seriously 

hinders their learning process. With the support of Roma mediators, the children can 

overcome these linguistic barriers, be successful at school and gain more self-confidence 

and sense of self-efficacy. 

Besides the Roma mediators and teaching assistants, the establishment of Roma education 

centres also appear to be pivotal for Roma children’s inclusion into mainstream education 

and family involvement. These centres are the main hubs of Roma communities within the 

social context of a given town or small village, whose activities “facilitate both the 

successful transition from preschool to primary school; help Roma children catch up to the 

educational level of their non-Roma peers; … help develop both the academic and 

psychosocial skills of Roma children” (UNICEF, 2009, p. 49). As a result, Roma children 

dropout rates decrease, their motivation to learn increase, and parents become involved in 

their children’s educational process. 

As discussed in § 1.2.7, Roma parent involvement in education is generally low. This 

negatively influences school achievement and literacy skills. Research has established a 

close correlation between family support (e.g. reading together at home) and better learning 

results from early childhood until adolescence (Hill & Taylor, 2004; Tellado & Sava, 2010; 

PIRLS 2016). 

Tellado and Sava (2010, p. 165) report several benefits of the so-called “democratic 

participation” in schools, where “families and communities are social agents who have great 

potential for change and transformation”, especially in regard to minority families and 

students coming from disadvantaged socio-economic statuses. They report the successful 

results of twenty schools in five EU countries (Malta, Spain, the United Kingdom, Lithuania 

and Finland) in which family and community members were involved in specific learning 

activities, such as tutored library and shared reading sessions. The tutored library is “a space 
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in the school where adults from the community support students in working on various tasks 

including homework and reading” (p. 168). Students are supported by adults who are not 

professional teachers, which is why they can help the students in a more relaxed and 

informal way. Moreover, they serve as a bridge between school and the home, which is 

especially valuable for Roma. 

With community support, “children develop a feeling of success when they all believe they 

can complete their tasks and ask for support if needed” (Tellado & Sava, 2010, p. 169). 

Shared reading activities involve adult community members and students together, aiming 

at sharing reading experiences in a setting other than traditional classrooms. Results show 

that “children were more motivated to work on their reading [because] they wanted to 

improve their skills in order to please … people who are important to them” (p. 170). 

Another project was reported by Kaleja, Samko, & Kyuchukov (2015). Roma parents in 

Bulgaria, Czech Republic and Slovakia became educators of their preschool children who 

were not attending kindergarten. After being trained, Roma mothers were asked to educate 

their children in the home environment through poems, riddles, stories, finger plays, songs 

and dances that were used in order to prepare the children for their future access into primary 

education. The results have not been published yet. 

Introduction of Romani language, culture and history as extra-curricular activities or 

as elective subjects in the school curriculum has been effective, especially in Eastern 

Europe. Reports (Amalipe, n.d; UNESCO, 2009; Amalipe, 2018) confirm that “introducing 

… intercultural education could improve the situation of disadvantaged schools” (Amalipe, 

2018, p. 52). Activities which focus on Roma culture and language are “a means of 

preserving and renewing the cultural identity of Roma community, as well as fostering 

mutual understanding and tolerance between children of different [ethnic groups]” 

(Amalipe, n.d., p. 1). This practice can reduce early school dropout and attainment. It is, 

however, important to notice that the possibility of bilingual education or first language 

teaching for ethnic minorities is never mentioned in any of the projects analysed and here 

reported. 

 There have been some efforts to publish and use teaching materials in Romani 

language and to teach in Romani as well, especially in Romania, which is one of the 

European countries where these practices have become most widespread (Kirilova & 

Repaire, 2003). Significant measures were undertaken by the Romanian government, such 

as weekly classes in Romani language, training for teachers for didactic activities in 

Romani, distributing Romani textbooks and using them at school, and the adoption of a 

national Romani language curriculum from preschool to higher education in 1999 (Kirilova 

& Repaire, 2003; Csesnez, 2015). 

Matras (2005) states that Romania is the only European country where the inclusion of 

Romani language into the national school curriculum has been regular and systematic. In 

the majority of the other European countries the “introduction of Romani into the classroom 

is at best sporadic, experimental, … [and] dependent on local initiative” (p. 14), and usually 

only as an elective subject for the students and never in the national curriculum. This kind 

of situation is reported in Bulgaria, where the teaching of Romani and Turkish, the two main 

minority languages of the country, are part of the school curriculum only as elective subjects 

in the form of extra-curricular activities. Bulgarian decision- makers show a persisting lack 

of interest in providing minority and/or bilingual education for national minorities, an issue 

which has been debated in the country for years by NGOs, teachers and others (news.bg, 

2014). 
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2. Foreign language and minority education in Bulgaria 

The current situation concerning foreign language and minority education in Bulgaria will 

be discussed in this chapter. It briefly presents the structure of the present Bulgarian 

education system, then a discussion about  literacy skills among Bulgarian students will be 

presented through the latest data available from the PIRLS and PISA7 tests in 2016 and 

2015. The Preschool and School Education Act is the last educational reform of Bulgaria, 

in force since 2016. The third section reviews its most relevant articles in regard to minority 

students and the provision of bilingual and mother tongue education. 
The crucial significance of mother tongue education for bilingual/multilingual students is 

presented, using the most recent research evidence on the need to develop first languages 

for bilingual students as a point of reference. The last part of the chapter presents and 

discusses the main findings of a joint Finnish-Bulgarian research on the foreign language 

education system in Bulgaria in 1994–1995. The main goal is to highlight methods, teaching 

approaches and attitudes, which were common in foreign language education in Bulgaria 

before its accession to the European Union in 2007.  
 

 

2.1 Current education system in Bulgaria 
 

The EURYDICE website of the European Commission 

(https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/home_en) provides a comprehensive 

and detailed overview of the organisation of the different education systems of the EU 

Member States. Relevant and current information about Bulgaria can be found on this EU 

platform.  

After the promulgation of the Preschool and School Education Act in 2015, two years 

of preschool education attendance is compulsory for all children starting from the age of 

four. This is an important improvement, considering the relevance of ECEC (Early 

Childhood Education and Care) for every child’s social and cognitive development (see § 

1.2.1). Children attending the first grade of primary education are generally aged seven 

years old, although there is the possibility to begin compulsory education at six years, 

depending on the physical and mental conditions of a child, and after obtaining the parents’ 

consent. 

Children in Bulgaria are required to attend compulsory education from seven to sixteen 

years age. Primary and lower secondary education are part of one single structure, which 

represents basic education, divided into primary education, from the first to the fourth grade, 

and lower-secondary education, from the fifth to the eighth grade. A peculiarity in Bulgarian 

education has been debated in the country for several years (Amalipe, 2018):  after 

completing the 7th grade, pupils are asked to sit for a national standardised test. According 

to the results, they can be enrolled in vocational, general or profiled secondary schools, 

where they complete secondary education to the twelfth grade. Profiled secondary schools 

are specialised educational institutions in which a specific field of knowledge, e.g. foreign 

languages, mathematics, sports or arts, is deeply studied by dedicating to it additional 

lectures and activities. 

The Bulgarian education system is highly centralised. All public educational institutions are 

indeed subordinate to the Minister of Education and Science. The role of the Regional 

Inspectorates of Education who work at a regional level is important. They are defined as 

                                                           
7 PISA – Programme for International Student Assessment. It assesses internationally fifteen-year-old 

students’ literacy skills in reading, mathematics and science every three years. 
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territorial administration units whose main tasks are to manage state educational policies 

and directives and to assure that they are correctly implemented on the various local areas. 

 

2.1.1 Bulgarian challenges 

Reports and evaluations about the Bulgarian education and training system have revealed 

that there are still major challenges, which need to be systematically addressed by the 

country (Dachkova, Tzvetkova, & Georgieva, 2016; Recommendation of the Council of 

Europe, 2018; European Commission, 2019). The most critical issues are economic and 

social. 

It is a fact that “expenditure in areas such as social protection … and education is 

relatively low” (European Commission, 2019, p. 25). Also, “Bulgaria invests insufficiently 

in pre-primary and primary education” (p. 42). Problematic issues concerning education are 

therefore obvious and easily predictable. Quality inclusive education appears to be difficult 

to provide in Bulgaria, especially for ethnic minority students such as Roma, who show high 

rates of early school dropout and low educational outcomes. Data show, however, that 

dropping out of school and poor academic results with regard to literacy skills and in the 

acquisition of Bulgarian language is a widespread phenomenon among majority Bulgarians 

as well, which puts the country far below the average of the other EU Member States. 

Besides being non-inclusive, Bulgarian education also lacks equality of opportunities since 

successful school achievement turns out to be highly connected with the parents’ socio-

economic backgrounds: the more affluent the parents, the better educational outcomes their 

children are likely to obtain. This nurtures the cycle of social “immobility” which marks 

specifically ethnic minorities (see § 1.3). 

Although preschool education has become compulsory from the age of four, “care-related 

costs and fees are a barrier to the participation of students from disadvantaged backgrounds, 

including Roma” (European Commission, 2019, p. 42). In theory, the Preschool and School 

Education Act from 2015 established that ECEC (Early Childhood Education and Care) is 

free for all children. In practice statistics show that the majority of Bulgarian municipalities 

impose fees for the two-year preschool programme, while only 5% of them are able to 

provide completely free preschool education (Amalipe, 2018). 

Another important matter of concern is the one regarding the teachers available. The 

Education and Training Monitor on Bulgaria, published by the European Commission 

(2018, p. 33) states that “in 2016, 49% of school teachers were aged over fifty and 30% 

were [older than fifty-five years old]”. Similar data apply to preschool teachers, who are 

generally elderly and often not sufficiently prepared for their task. There are not enough 

young teachers ready to substitute the older ones, generating an enormous gap which will 

be difficult to fill. 

One of the main causes ascribed to this phenomenon is the salary, which is generally 

considered to be insufficient, making the position of a teacher unattractive to young 

professionals. In addition, Bulgaria belongs to a major emigration region, the Balkans, 

where a flow of educated young people to countries with better job opportunities and 

salaries saps the white-collar work force. The data also imply the fact that the quality of 

teaching, the provision of modern, up-to-date teaching approaches, technologies and 

methodologies, are potentially hindered by the fact that teachers belong to older generations, 

who often have not received enough pre- and in-service training, and are not well versed in 

using modern technologies, which are necessary for both effective teaching and learning 

nowadays. This assumption is supported by research: “it is a matter of concern that over 
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half of the students in Bulgaria are taught by teachers who report that they had attended no 

professional development related to reading [, for instance]” (Dachkova et al., 2016, p. 12). 

 

2.2 Literacy and reading skills in Bulgaria 

The most recent results provided by the international tests on literacy and reading 

achievement, PIRLS and PISA, show that the education system in Bulgaria contains certain 

gaps, which raise concerns (Dachkova et al., 2016; Mullis, Martin, Hooper, & Foy, 2017; 

European Commission, 2018). A brief presentation and analysis of the data available about 

Bulgaria will be here provided. Especially the PIRLS final assessment from 2016 is relevant, 

as it deals with fourth-grade students, whose age is similar to some of the students in this 

research. Certain results from the PISA tests will be mentioned as well. 

Dachkova et al. (2016), when speaking about literacy in Bulgaria, affirm that “in PISA 

[and PIRLS], Bulgaria has a proportion of low-performing readers two times as high as the 

EU countries on average” (p. 8). They display a low level of functional literacy, meaning 

that although students can read and write, they are not able to understand the meaning of 

and to think analytically about the text. Both in PIRLS and in PISA tests, the spread of 

achievement, i.e. the difference between low and top performing readers, is superior to all 

the other participant EU Member States on average. 

 As previously discussed in § 2.1.1, the correlation between successful reading 

achievement and parents’ socio-economic status of the students appears to be far higher 

than in the other EU States, both in PIRLS and PISA assessment tests, revealing several 

issues related to equality in opportunities. The OECD8 country profile about Bulgaria (n.d.) 

shows that “in Bulgaria, the average performance in reading of 15-year-olds is 432 points, 

compared to an average of 493 points [of the other participant countries]”; the score 

difference between low and top performers “is one of the largest among PISA-participating 

countries and economies” (OECD, n.d.); “the score difference in reading between students 

in the top quarter of economic, social and cultural status (ESCS) and those in the bottom 

quarter of ESCS is one of the largest among PISA-participating countries and economies” 

(OECD, n.d.). 

There are several factors which positively and negatively influence reading and 

literacy skills of students at any educational level. The latest PIRLS results (Mullis et al., 

2017) analysed possible correlations between specific economic, social, and cultural aspects 

inside and outside school and the score achieved in reading performance by the students of 

the participating countries. A concise overview of the most significant correlations found in 

regard to Bulgaria is necessary, in order to understand the specifics of the results. 

A strict relation between higher scores in reading and resources available at home for 

learning has been identified internationally. This connection seems to be directly 

proportional: the more students have the possibility to learn in their home environment 

through various resources, the more they are likely to achieve higher reading performances. 

This correlation holds true from a negative perspective as well. The PIRLS results in 

Bulgaria show that 14% of students have few resources available at home for learning, 

which is one of the highest percentages of the participant EU countries. The link is clear if 

we see the difference in score between those with few resources9 and those with many 

                                                           
8 OECD – Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. 
9 Few resources means that there are 25 or fewer books at home; parents had 10 or fewer children’s books at 

home; neither parent had gone beyond upper-secondary school education; neither parent is a small business 

owner or has a professional occupation on average. Many resources means that there are more than 100 books 

at home; at least one parent finished university; at least one parent has a professional occupation on average. 
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resources, displaying a score difference of 144 points (the former scored 466 points, while 

the latter reached 610 points in the reading test). Home and family support in general are 

extremely important factors for children’s literacy skills, as a considerable amount of 

research has shown. Sikora, Evans and Kelley (2019, p. 3) provide evidence for this, 

supporting the idea that families should enhance the so-called bookish socialization among 

their children “which is more culturally acquired than purchase-oriented”. Their research 

including thirty-one countries confirmed that the effects of “bookishness” are greatest for 

the most disadvantaged students and that “home library size remains a significant predictor 

of adult literacy” (p. 8).   

Pre-primary school attendance is another crucial indicator for future school 

achievement in literacy and reading skills. As the PIRLS results show (Mullis et al., 2017), 

there is a straightforward and directly proportional connection between the years of 

preschool education attended by the students and their score in the reading test. The data 

about Bulgaria reveal a relatively high percentage of students who have never attended (3%) 

or have attended only one year or less of preschool education (10%), when compared to 

other EU participating countries. It is not surprising that those students achieved the lowest 

scores, 489 points and 511 points respectively. 

Early literacy activities before beginning primary school is a factor related to the first 

two. As previously discussed, parental involvement in students’ educational process has 

found to be crucial for their better school achievement. The PIRLS results from 2016 (Mullis 

et al., 2017) confirm this finding, revealing that students who have parents who never or 

rarely involved them in early literacy activities, e.g. storytelling activities, riddles, role-

playing, etc., scored low reading achievement on average. The data about Bulgaria show 

that 49% of the pupils have been involved in early literacy activities sometimes, while 8% 

chose the option never/almost never, exhibiting the highest percentage of the EU countries 

participating in PIRLS 2016. The difference in score between the ones who have never or 

rarely been engaged in the activities and the ones having parents, who are often committed 

to this practice is outstanding: 453 points of the former against 580 points of the latter. 

Students who speak the language of the test at home is another significant factor which 

influences their reading and literacy skills. In Bulgaria, 11% of the students surveyed 

declared that they sometimes speak the language of the test, which is also the school 

language, while 6% of them said that they never speak the language of the test at home, 

scoring respectively 508 and 445 points. The difference in score between these two 

categories is remarkable, but it becomes striking when compared to the score of students 

who always use the language of the test at home, showing a likely correspondence between 

their native language and the language of schooling (567 points against 445 in the reading 

test). 

The share of pupils who do not or rarely speak the language of the test at home is 

relatively large if compared to the percentages of the other EU States, which is 3% on 

average. This indicates two major challenges to be addressed: first, there is a low command 

of the language used at school, as it is not sufficiently supported by family and home 

environments, especially those for minority students (see § 1.3.3); secondly, there is an 

urgent need of mother tongue or bilingual education for minority students which can support 

effectively their cognitive development in their first language and then in their second and 

additional languages. 

PIRLS results (Mullis et al., 2017) reflect also the composition of socio-economic 

background of the schools, which participated in the international assessment. The 

researchers try to identify the relation between the socio-economic status of the students’ 

families and their score in the reading test. The overall results, and also the ones found in 
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Bulgaria, present a clear trend: schools which are attended mainly by disadvantaged 

students achieved lower results than the ones with a balanced composition between affluent 

and more disadvantaged students, and the ones with a high or total percentage of students 

possessing high socio-economic backgrounds. In Bulgaria, 34% of schools are composed 

of a student body, which has more socio-economically disadvantaged students, a share 

disproportionally high if compared to most of the other EU Member States. 

School libraries are important predictors of enhanced reading and literacy skills. This 

concerns specifically students with disadvantaged socio-economic status, who usually do 

not receive sufficient parental and home support during their educational process, or who 

simply do not have enough resources for learning at home. The provision of school libraries 

can compensate for these shortcomings, supporting every child’s literacy skills. PIRLS 

results (Mullis et al., 2017) show that the presence and the size of libraries in schools 

influence the literacy. The more books school libraries have, the better results students 

attending those schools will achieve in the reading test. Still, 20% of Bulgarian schools do 

not have any library at all, while only 33% of schools possess big size libraries, meaning 

that they have more than 5,000 book titles. 

 The general shortage of school libraries in Bulgaria is mainly due to three reasons, 

reported by Dachkova et al. (2016, p. 9): “lack of sustainable political support for 

modernisation of school libraries; lack of… strategies for development of school libraries; 

lack of financial support for buying new books [and for] promoting … reading and literacy”. 

This problematic issue could be expected to be addressed as soon as possible through 

effective policies, since the PIRLS results show a significant score difference between 

pupils attending schools equipped with a large number of books available (572 points) and 

those attending schools with no libraries at all (531 points). 

A final relevant factor, which influences literacy levels, is the average teachers’ years 

of experience in teaching. The data provided by Mullis et al. (2017) indicate that longer 

teaching experience does not necessarily mean better quality of teaching. In Bulgaria, 87% 

of the pupils have teachers with twenty or more years of experience, while younger teachers 

with at least five but less than ten years of experience teach only 3% of the students 

surveyed. The data about the scores achieved in the reading test reveal that the students 

taught by teachers with less experience reached on average a higher score than the majority 

of students taught by teachers with more than twenty years of experience; the former scoring 

583 points against 550 points of the latter. 

Although the score difference is visible, it reflects foremost the fact that Bulgarian 

teachers are mainly elderly (see § 2.1.1), as teachers with less experience, who are supposed 

to be younger, teach only 3% of the students. Secondly, teachers with several years of 

experience are not sufficiently able to teach effectively literacy and reading skills to their 

students, according to the present-day needs and standards. This might be due to the fact 

that they have not received adequate pre- and in-service training, or they are not motivated 

to learn new methods and technologies, a lack of skills which distances them from the 

students, and that their teaching methodologies and strategies are now being considered as 

outdated and not responding to the students’ needs, or a combination of all these issues. 

PIRLS results from 2016 in regard to the factors influencing reading skills in Bulgaria are 

here summarized and compared in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Factors influencing reading skills in Bulgaria. 
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2.3 The Preschool and School Education Act 

Bulgaria has undergone numerous educational reforms in the past twenty years. The most 

recent law concerning education is the Preschool and School Education Act, which has been 

promulgated in 2015 and is in force since 2016; here it is briefly presented and discussed. 

The articles which will be mentioned here mainly concern the provision of bilingual and 

mother tongue education for minority students; how the teaching of the national official 

language (Bulgarian), is perceived and regulated by the law, and whether and how inclusive 

education is managed. 

Bulgarian education is based on certain principles which include “equal access to high 

quality education and inclusion of every child and every pupil” and on “equal treatment and 

non-discrimination in preschool and school education” (Article 3:2, point 3). In addition, 

school segregation based on ethnic origins, is prohibited both in preschool and compulsory 

school education by Article 62: 4 and Article 99:4 respectively. However, the discriminatory 

practice of school segregation, especially regarding Roma students, still takes place in 

different forms, as already discussed in § 1.2.4. 

Article 3 also mentions the “preservation and development of the Bulgarian 

educational tradition [and the] preservation of cultural diversity and inclusion through the 

Bulgarian language” as grounding principles. The nationalist and ethnocentric nature of 

Bulgarian education emerges already in the first articles, as multiculturalism is recognised 

as a principle which has to be guaranteed, yet always through the national language. This 

idea is also highlighted in Article 5:1, which states that preschool and school education aims 

at the “preservation and strengthening of the Bulgarian national identity”. The eighth point 

of the aforementioned article declares that one of the goals of Bulgarian education is 

building “tolerance to and respect for the ethnic, national, cultural, linguistic and religious 

identity of every citizen”. 

Researchers have in recent years (see e.g. Caon & Spaliviero, 2015) has distinguished 

between the term multiculturalism and interculturalism, the latter a term which is never 

mentioned in the Bulgarian Act. While multiculturalism aims at creating a society based on 

tolerance and respect only, interculturalism is a broader term which implies that two or 

additional cultures and languages belonging to different ethnic groups and living in a given 

society merge with one another, learn from each another and adopt an inclusive approach 

towards themselves and the others. Through an intercultural approach, individuals can shape 

their personality which evolves and changes constantly by living meaningful experiences, 

becoming dynamic and multifaceted, rather than static and one-sided. This definition is far 

beyond tolerance and respect for different cultures, which only imply acceptance and 

recognition by being firmly distinguished. 

Article 13:1 of the Bulgarian Act states that “the official language in the pre-school 

and school education system shall be the Bulgarian language”, and that “the study and use 

of the Bulgarian language in the … education system shall be the right and obligation of 

every Bulgarian citizen” (paragraph 5). Bulgarian language is therefore the central element 

around which all the education system circulates. Students in preschool and school 

education are asked to “master the Bulgarian literary language” through the instruction of 

every subject of every educational field (Article 14) and through the communication 

between teachers and pupils during the whole educational process in Bulgarian, as Article 

19 states: “teachers shall instruct children and pupils in the Bulgarian language and help 

them in the acquisition and use of literary language norms in the study of all subjects”. It 

appears that the Bulgarian language is the only possible option for the students, despite the 

fact that Bulgaria is one of the most multilingual and multicultural countries in Europe. 
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The Act also deals with the issue of minority students whose mother tongue is not 

Bulgarian. By the term mother tongue, it means “the language spoken in the family by … 

children and pupils from ethnic minority groups who inhabit the territory of the Republic of 

Bulgaria traditionally or predominantly” (supplementary provision section). The Act 

guarantees some basic rights to minority students in education: 

 Article 13:6 affirms that students whose mother tongue is different from Bulgarian have the 

right to study their mother tongue as well. 

 Article 16 states that students, whose mother tongue is not Bulgarian, have the right to be 

provided with additional teaching support in order to learn effectively the Bulgarian 

language. The term “additional conditions” used in the Act, however, is not further 

specified,  and therefore it is difficult to understand what it means exactly and what are the 

practical implications for the students in question. Although the Act establishes this right, 

other sources say that actually “no special instruction in Bulgarian language exists for non-

immigrant Bulgarian children whose mother tongue is not Bulgarian”, and that “external 

assessment results have asserted that additional actions should be taken” (Mavrodieva, 

Angeiova, & Damyanova, n.d.). 

 Article 76:1 establishes that “the subject of mother tongue may be studied in the course of 

the school education process”. 

This means that there is a possibility for mother tongue education for students who are not 

Bulgarian native speakers, but it is not regarded to be of primary importance. Moreover, 

mother tongue education can be part of the students’ instruction only as an elective subject 

and mainly in the form of extra-curricular activities. Research (Matras, 2005; Templer, 

2016; Amalipe, 2018) have found that even when possible, minority languages such as 

Romani and Turkish as elective subjects are rarely implemented in schools due to financial 

reasons or lack of teachers. This holds true also for the two schools in this study, whose 

English teachers confirmed, in informal conversations with the researcher, that their 

students have never attended Romani or Turkish language classes.   

Bilingual education is never mentioned in the Preschool and School Education Act of 2015, 

suggesting that it has not been taken into account by the governmental policies regarding 

Bulgarian education.  It appears that the model of education pursued is the one which 

Cummins (2000) defines as exclusionary/ assimilationist, meaning that its main goal is 

“either to exclude certain groups from the mainstream of society or assimilate them 

completely” (p. 45). Particularly suitable is Templer’s (2016) assumption about the current 

Bulgarian education system, whose prevailing value is linguicism, defined as a set of 

“ideologies and structures that are used to legitimate, effectuate and reproduce an unequal 

division of power and resources … between groups … defined on the basis of … their 

mother tongues” (Skutnabb-Kungas, as cited in Templer, 2016, p. 44). 

The importance of mother tongue education for minority students, the benefits of 

bilingualism and multilingual education, especially for a historically multiethnic country 

such as Bulgaria, cannot be enough emphasised, but mainly due to political reasons they are 

being ignored. 

 

2.4 The significance of multilingual and mother tongue education 

2.4.1 Bilingualism and its positive effects: linguistic and socio-cultural factors 

Bilingualism and its consequences have been the object of controversial debates for 

decades. As De Angelis (2007) affirms, the first part of the twentieth century saw several 
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studies which, in a romanticist-nationalist tradition, highlighted the detrimental effects of 

bilingualism on the cognitive development from childhood to adulthood. The turning point 

occurred in 1962, when a study by Peal and Lambert on English-French bilingual primary 

school pupils in Canada shed light on the numerous positive implications of bilingualism 

on the language acquisition process and on the whole cognitive growth. 

Since then, numerous studies have provided evidence that bilingualism constitutes an 

advantage for both the development of first languages and for the acquisition of additional 

languages, rather than a drawback. It has also been ascertained that the general negative 

perception of bilingualism before the 1960s was embraced by “a society filled with 

prejudice and intolerance”, besides “a lack of rigour in research practices” (De Angelis, 

2007, p. 112) of most of the studies carried out before this turning point. 

Research has found that the benefits associated with bilingualism are many and of 

different nature, affecting both linguistic and cognitive development, and the language 

acquisition process as well as learning in general. The most relevant ones are defined by 

Hamers (2000): bilinguals tend to score higher results on verbal and non-verbal intelligence; 

they have greater verbal creativity and heightened ability to think divergently; and they have 

more developed problem-solving skills. In addition, researchers suggest that they are more 

sensitive to semantic relations between words; they tend to perform better at inductive, 

cooperative and analogical thinking tasks. 

The advantages of bilingualism not only affect the linguistic field, but also creative 

thinking, better perceptual-motor coordination, and also visual-spatial abilities. However, 

the most relevant ability with bilinguals is the so-called metalinguistic awareness, broadly 

defined here as “learners’ ability to think of language and of perceiving language, including 

the ability to separate meanings and forms, discriminate language components, identify 

ambiguity and understand the use of grammatical forms and structures” (De Angelis, 2007, 

p. 121). This is due to the fact that bilinguals and multilinguals are likely to employ “a form 

of contrastive linguistics [italics added] by comparing similarities and differences in the 

vocabulary and syntactic structures of [their] two [or more] languages” (Cummins, 1979, p. 

228). On the basis of this evidence, we can state that “because of their superior 

metalinguistic skills and greater linguistic sensitivity, bilinguals are [likely to be] better 

learners” (Hamers, 2000, p. 230). 

Still, studies which show that bilingualism does not lead to positive consequences for 

language acquisition and cognitive development as a whole have never ceased to be 

published (Cummins, 1979; Hamers, 2000; De Angelis, 2007).  This can be explained by 

the opinion that bilingualism is not seen as beneficial per se, instead, its positive influence 

is dependent on linguistic and socio-cultural conditions. 

The linguistic factors affecting bilingualism are connected with the bilinguals’ level of 

development of their first and second language. Cummins (1979, 2000) attempted to 

theorize these concepts through the developmental interdependence theory and the 

threshold hypothesis. The first theory states that “the level of L2 competence which a 

bilingual child attains is partially a function of the type of competence the child has 

developed in L1 at the time when intensive exposure to L2 begins” (Cummins, 1979, p. 

232). In other words, this means that development of the first language is pivotal, especially 

at the early stage of language acquisition, in order to achieve a high competence in both 

languages. 

Cummins (1979) also underlines that when the first language is not sufficiently acquired 

and developed, intensive exposure to a second language in schools for instance, is 

detrimental for both first and second language acquisition. Following this hypothesis, an 

education system which is based on solely second language instruction, ignoring the first 
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language from the beginning, might lead to a state of semilingualism, meaning that the child 

“fails to reach monolingual proficiency in literacy skills in any language and might be 

unable to develop his linguistic potential” (Hamers, 2000, p. 232). 

This is applicable for a great number of originally monolingual minority students, who 

usually find themselves exposed to second language instruction, being denied the possibility 

of bilingual and/or first language education. There are several studies which confirm the 

validity of Cummins’ theory. It is also called Common Underlying Proficiency (CUP) and 

shows cognitive and linguistic transfer among dissimilar languages as well, although the 

strength of this relationship is reduced. Several studies reported by Cummins (2000) involve 

structurally distant languages, such as English-Japanese, Chinese-English, Hebrew-English, 

Turkish-Dutch etc. Each of them has proved an interdependence across languages, not only 

for reading, but for writing skills in both languages too. In Bulgaria, the theory could apply 

to Turkish/Bulgarian, which belong to two different language families (Ural-Altaic and 

Indo-European). Romani and Bulgarian are both Indo-European languages. 

Another prerequisite for effective bilingualism to occur is postulated by the threshold 

hypothesis, which also partially explains why bilingualism is not always effective from a 

cognitive and linguistic point of view. This theory states that bilingualism can positively 

influence the child’s cognitive growth only when he “has attained a certain minimum or 

threshold level of competence in a second language” (Cummins, 1979, p. 229). Therefore, 

“if a bilingual child attains only a very low level of competence in the second (or first) 

language, interaction with the environment through that language … is likely to be 

impoverished” (ibid.). According to Cummins and other researchers of this theory, the 

negative consequences attributed to bilingualism are rooted in the level of competence of 

bilinguals in their first and second languages, which act as crucial variables for their 

cognitive and academic development. 

Socio-cultural factors are essential aspects and they need to be taken into 

consideration when discussing bilingualism and multilingualism. In this respect, the 

distinction made by Lambert, as reported by Hamers (2000), between the additive and 

subtractive form of bilingualism is fundamental, especially for societies where majority and 

minority populations coexist. Additive bilingualism occurs when “both languages and both 

cultures … bring complementary positive elements to the child’s overall development … 

when both the community and the family attribute positive values to the two languages”. 

Conversely, subtractive bilingualism takes place when “the two languages are competing, 

rather than complementary, … when an ethnolinguistic minority rejects its own cultural 

values in favour of those of an economically and culturally more prestigious group” 

(Hamers, 2000, p. 233). 

Additive bilingualism fosters the linguistic development of both languages and does 

not aim at linguistic assimilation of the minority language, whereas subtractive bilingualism 

has been found to gradually replace the child’s devalued first language in favour of the more 

prestigious second language. In the so-called socio-cultural interdependence theory by 

Lambert (Hamers, 2000), therefore, two key aspects are recognised: the social status of the 

two languages within a given society (majority versus minority languages), and the level of 

internalisation of each language on the part of the bilingual child. One of the major factor 

influencing the positive effects of bilingualism is its form, meaning that additive 

bilingualism brings about high levels of competence in both languages, whereas bilingual 

children in subtractive environments might not develop a high level of competence in any 

of the languages, becoming semilinguals, as mentioned above. 
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2.4.2 Bilingual education and minority students 

The provision of bilingual education has been debated for decades. According to Cummins 

(2000), this is closely linked to the political will of maintaining certain power relations, 

which regulate the relationship between majority and minority groups; the discussion will 

not end soon. Such “oppressive power relations were [and still are] a significant contributing 

factor to bilingual students’ underachievement” (Cummins, 2000, p. 33; see also § 1.3.3). 

Different types of bilingual education have been designed, e.g. submersion, dual-

immersion, one-way immersion programmes etc., each of them moving on a continuum 

from subtractive to additive orientation. 

Bilingual education and adequate development of bilingual children’s first language is 

indispensable, and it has been established internationally that bilingual immersion 

programmes are the most suitable for minority students. In such programmes, the second 

language is gradually introduced along with regular instruction in children’s first language, 

at least until the end of primary school, depending on the different national or local policies 

of a given country. All students are at the same linguistic competence level in the L2, which 

is usually low; their first language and culture are highly valued; teachers know their 

students’ language and cultural background and therefore they know how to meet their 

learning needs at best (Cummins, 1979). 

Focusing on minority children in Bulgaria, mainly Turks and Roma, Templer (2016) 

states that “there is an urgent need of multilingual education in Bulgaria, a country that has 

always been characterised by multiethnicity.” (p. 144). As discussed in § 2.3, the Bulgarian 

education system does not give sufficient importance to minority students’ learning needs, 

which “are ignored or excluded in classroom interactions” (ibid.). In this respect, Templer 

suggests four possible options, which could be easily applied to the Bulgarian educational 

context: 

 The first model is called mother tongue based multilingual education, which shares some 

similarities with the immersion bilingual programmes mentioned above. It aims at creating 

solid literacy skills, i.e. reading and writing, in the pupils’ first language until the sixth 

grade, because “it is much easier to learn to read in a language you understand, and once 

you can read, this ability transfers rapidly to other languages” (Krashen, as cited in Templer, 

2016, p. 153). This model of bilingual education, which uses the mother tongue as the first 

medium of instruction has a twofold objective: firstly, it builds linguistic competence in the 

second language before using it as the main medium of instruction; secondly, it values 

minority languages and cultures, fostering multilingual students’ self-esteem and identity. 

 The second suggestion is an adaptation of Smitherman’s tripartite language policy (as cited 

in Templer, 2016, p. 155), which was designed for Afro-American speakers of English. 

According to this policy, multilingual students could develop linguistic competence in at 

least three languages: standard Bulgarian, the students’ mother tongue, mainly Turkish or 

Romani, a third European foreign language, which is completely new to the students. The 

teaching of three languages should be conducted simultaneously and from the early years 

of education. 

 The third proposal is the dual immersion model for all, i.e. dual immersion bilingual 

programme, according to which instructional time will be divided into majority and 

minority language. This results in a potential enhancement of all the students’ outcomes and 

cognitive growth, and in a gradual reduction of minority students’ achievement gap in the 

second language (Templer, 2016). 

 Lastly, Templer (2016) recommends the introduction of basic linguistics within school 

syllabi addressed to minority students, whose mother tongue is not Bulgarian, relying on 
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that capability of contrasting linguistically different languages, which is typical of bilinguals 

(see § 2.4.1). Comparing their home language features with the ones of Bulgarian and other 

foreign languages help them “tap into what they didn’t know they knew [italics added] about 

both their native language and language in general” (p. 157), fostering their inductive skills, 

metalinguistic awareness and sense of self-efficacy. 

Although these options appear to be valuable, the status quo of the Bulgarian national policy 

regarding the educational system does not allow to make them possible in concrete terms, 

at least for the moment. 

 

2.4.3 Bilingualism and additional language acquisition 

According to certain researchers (De Angelis, 2007; Bonnet & Siemund, 2018), the 

potential benefits of bilingualism and multilingualism on third or additional language 

acquisition have not been investigated to the same extent as bilinguals’ first and second 

language acquisition. 

While Cummins’ theories concern bilinguals and their second language acquisition only, 

other researchers have hypothesised possible positive effects of bilingualism on third 

language acquisition and on additional foreign language learning in general. In particular, 

research has questioned whether multilingualism, that is the acquisition of further languages 

besides the L2, can improve both one’s cognitive development and their speed and 

efficiency of the language acquisition process (De Angelis, 2007). 

De Angelis (2007), relying on the Developmental interdependence theory by Cummins, 

clearly states that “if two languages can have an interdependent relationship with each other, 

… the same can occur between a second and third language, or a third and a fifth language 

and so forth. … The higher the competence attained in the previous languages, the stronger 

the likelihood that some influence will occur” (p. 116). Numerous studies reported by De 

Angelis (2007), for instance, have proved that bilingualism can enhance linguistic 

development in third or additional languages in various domains, such as grammar, syntax, 

writing skills, and lexical learning.   

Empirical evidence suggests that an adequate competence of bilinguals/multilinguals’ first 

and second languages is crucial for further foreign language learning, which can take place 

in an efficient and even more rapid way than with monolinguals. This is due to additional 

metalinguistic knowledge that multilinguals possess and on which they “can rely during the 

learning process, particularly if the additional languages are studied in formal learning 

contexts” (De Angelis, 2007, p. 121). 

Multilingual learners, such as Turkish and Roma minority students in Bulgaria, would be 

advantaged compared to their monolingual peers in respect to learning English as a foreign 

language, but if only their literacy in both first and second languages were developed. 

Research on this issue reported by De Angelis (2007), in fact, has also found that positive 

associations between bilingualism and the acquisition of additional languages tend to occur 

in additive learning contexts, i.e. only when the first and second language are equally valued 

and developed, resulting in bilingual literacy. As a consequence, developing solid reading 

and writing skills in both languages is of pivotal importance for causing positive effects in 

additional language learning. A study by Griessler conducted in 2001 has shown that adding 

a third language to the school curriculum has a positive impact on the overall achievement 

in the second language learning (De Angelis, 2007). 

Although the interdependence of bilingualism and additional language acquisition and 

learning needs to be researched further, the current evidence should be taken into account, 
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as it shows the linguistic, social, and cultural benefits of bilingualism and multilingualism, 

which need to be recognized, developed and fostered further by national educational 

policies. 

 

2.5 Bulgarian foreign language education in the past 

A Finnish-Bulgarian joint project conducted in 1994 and 1995 had as its main objective to 

give an overall evaluation and valuable recommendations about the foreign language 

education system of Bulgaria. The project covered various aspects, including teacher 

education and training, teaching approaches and methods, teaching materials, the national 

curricula concerning foreign languages etc. The project was carried out by researchers from 

the Department of Teacher Education of the University of Helsinki, along with two 

specialists in Bulgarian language and culture, appointed by the Bulgarian Ministry of 

Science, Education and Technologies (the current Ministry of Education and Science). 

The researchers visited various primary and secondary schools, and also ordinary and 

profiled language schools (see § 2.1) in different regions of Bulgaria. The chosen 

methodology followed the qualitative interpretive approach, which was complemented by 

various quantitative instruments of data collection. This means that the data collected were 

both hard, taken from questionnaires and self-assessment language tests administered to the 

students, and soft, obtained by field notes, structured and unstructured observations, and 

also interviews. The research subjects were the students, the teachers of the schools, and 

some teacher trainees. The researchers evaluated several areas in regard to the issue, but 

only the ones which are regarded as the most relevant to the present research are discussed 

here. 

These reports clarify and describe the situation of the Bulgarian foreign language education 

of almost thirty years ago. This allows for an important diachronic comparison between past 

and present in order to investigate the changes which have occurred in the field of education 

in Bulgaria. Analogies and differences between past and present will be provided in § 5, 

where a discussion about the main findings resulting from observations of current teaching 

practices in two schools will be presented. 

 

2.5.1 Concepts of learning, education, student and teacher 

In the report about the Bulgarian-Finnish joint project by Tella, Yli-Renko, & Mononen-

Aaltonen (1996a), it is stated that the concepts of knowledge and learning have shifted from 

a behaviouristic point of view to a cognitivist-constructivist model. This means that the 

learning process which takes place inside and outside school is not based on an information-

transmission model, rather it is built around the active involvement of every student, who 

attempts to construct their own learning, depending on their needs, styles and attitudes. In 

other words, constructivism is an umbrella concept which includes various approaches 

which put the learner at the centre of the personal learning process. 

The findings of the Bulgarian-Finnish joint project show that the Bulgarian situation 

regarding these key concepts in foreign language education was particularly outdated in the 

1990s. The researchers state that “the practices in Bulgarian school classes did not show 

many examples of the shift from behaviourism to constructivism”, concluding that “the 

constructivist concept of knowledge and learning has not yet reached the teaching 

profession in Bulgaria” (Tella et al., 1996a, p. 14). 
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Linked to the non-constructivist view of education which appeared to characterise 

Bulgarian foreign language education of the past, is the foreign language education which 

the teachers had received. Tella et al. (1996a) assume that teacher education is an evolving, 

never-ending and dynamic process, which starts with pre-service training and continues 

during the whole teaching career. In addition, a good foreign language teacher is able to 

merge effectively her linguistic competence of the target language with adequate 

pedagogical knowledge of how to teach the students effectively. 

Conversely, “in Bulgaria the system resembles the older European tradition of teacher 

educators coming from various philologies” (Tella et al., 1996a, p. 19), showing a serious 

lack of pedagogical orientation and a missing but necessary link between theory and 

practice. 

Nowadays, teachers are not seen as transmitters of unquestionable knowledge, rather 

they have to be regarded as “consultants, facilitators, co-workers or co-learners with regard 

to pupils” (Tella et al., 1996a, p. 38). The same concept is elaborated by Bruner, who defines 

the teacher as part of the so-called LASS (Language Acquisition Support System), whose 

main function is to guide, assist and help learners during their learning process (Balboni, 

2014). The situation of Bulgarian foreign language teachers is depicted differently by the 

Bulgarian-Finnish project, which states that “in Bulgaria the task of a teacher is obviously 

seen as the transmitter of the subject, not as an educator” (Tella et al, 1996a, p. 19). 

Moreover, the researchers of the project also reported that when asked to analyse and discuss 

the different changing roles that every teacher could take on, few Bulgarian foreign 

language teachers “showed any keen interest in [completing the task required]” (p. 40). 

 

2.5.2 Power and authority in the classroom 

Power relationships in the classroom are related to the role the teacher decides to assume 

and to the degree of authority. Tella et al. (1996a) affirm that there are four different forms 

of power which can be exercised by a teacher towards her students: authoritative, 

autonomous, authoritarian, and abdicate power. These four types of power move on a 

continuum, which goes from exercising authority over the learners without paying enough 

attention to their interests, or considering them as objects, to total freedom given to the 

learner as a consequence of the teacher’s inability to use properly that power. The ideal 

compromise among these four forms should aim at creating “a working relationship between 

teacher and pupil … built on relations [which facilitate] learning from and with someone 

who can deepen the pupils’ action-sensitive understanding” (Tella et al., 1996a, p. 42). Such 

learning environments are perfect conditions for fostering learners’ autonomy and sense of 

self-efficacy. 

As far as Bulgaria concerns, the researchers of the Bulgarian-Finnish project observed that 

the majority of the foreign language teachers “used strong, direct, and traditional power over 

the pupils [and that] … only a small minority … made a conscious effort of yielding some 

of their power to the pupils” (Tella et al., 1996a, p. 43). Such a strong use of authority on 

the part of the teachers might threaten the psychological atmosphere of the class and also 

hinder the learning outcomes of certain students, especially the ones who have lower self-

esteem and self-confidence. Therefore, Tella et al. (1996a) recommend to carefully balance 

the delicate relationship between teacher authority and students’ autonomy. 
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2.5.3 Language proficiency versus professional competence 

Language proficiency and professional competence are two complementary components of 

being a teacher. The former refers to the degree of linguistic and communicative 

competence which every foreign language teacher is supposed to possess in order to teach, 

the latter is a far more complex concept, which includes additional skills. Following Tella 

et al. (1996a) as the main reference, foreign language teachers’ competence comprises the 

following skills: 

 Classroom organisation, i.e. the ability to design effective but engaging and motivating 

classroom activities, taking into consideration school time schedule, the students’ needs, 

learning styles and attitudes. 

 Classroom management, meaning the ability to create and to maintain a positive learning 

environment, of promoting “pro-social pupil behaviour and [of dealing] with misbehaviour 

and possible disruptive behaviour” (p. 23). 

 Flexibility and ability to change one’s teaching practices, since teachers’ competence and 

skills are not static, but dynamic. These skills can be fostered by doing action research, i.e. 

“doing research on [one’s] work as a teacher, … developing a critical attitude towards 

teaching and learning processes” (ibid.).   

The situation depicted by the Bulgarian-Finnish research project in Bulgaria about this issue 

is completely different. Three matters of concern were raised by Tella et al. (1996a): 

 Bulgarian foreign language teachers seemed to pay excessive attention to mere language 

proficiency, neglecting the pedagogical and didactic components which characterise 

teaching. They did not know “how to use their language proficiency in a didactically 

appropriate and relevant way in the actual teaching process” (p. 24). Consequently, the 

researchers noticed that the majority of the students observed were not able to “put their 

language potential to full use” (p. 25). In other words, students seemed to lack 

communicative competence in the target language. 

 “Many teachers [tended] to take textbooks… for methods” (p. 26). This is another central 

issue which the Finnish researchers underlined in the reports. Lacking proper and effective 

methodological and pedagogical directions, foreign language teachers excessively 

emphasised the textbooks, which had become the centre of the teaching and learning 

process. As a result, students were used to rote learning and memorising parts of texts and 

decontextualized dialogues of the textbook by heart. This foreign language teaching practice 

is known to be highly damaging for the target language acquisition and learning. 

 The researchers also reported that the majority of the teachers surveyed had not any 

knowledge of “the key concepts of modern FL teaching methodology, like communicative 

approach, … cooperative language learning, intercultural communication, … learning 

strategies, reflective teaching and learning or constructivism” (p. 27).   

 

2.5.4 Teaching practices in foreign language education 

This section deals with the presentation of the most relevant recurring teaching practices of 

the majority of foreign language teachers in Bulgaria, resulting from the observations made 

by the Finnish researchers of the Bulgarian-Finnish project. Such practices are taken from 

Tella et al. (1996a) and here discussed. 

 Teacher talking time was of paramount importance, while students spent all the time of the 

lesson listening in silence, being unable to communicate naturally in the target language. 
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 Rote learning and reciting by heart are the main learning strategies employed by the 

students. 

 Copying from the textbook or from the blackboard and reading aloud the textbook seemed 

to be the only learning activities taking place in the classroom, while “various reading 

strategies or techniques were generally not used at all”. 

 Real and authentic communication in the target language was rare, as the majority of 

teachers’ questions were aimed at obtaining yes/no answers only, considerably decreasing 

the possibility for the students “to learn to learn or to become autonomous learners” (p. 53). 

 Cooperative learning tasks or any kind of small group work among students was sporadic. 

 Students’ language errors and mistakes were immediately corrected, following the 

behaviouristic teaching paradigm. It seemed that most teachers were requiring the students 

to perform in the target language without mistakes, increasing the so-called affective filter 

(Krashen, 1982) and decreasing the pupils’ motivation to learn. 

 The blackboard was one of few teaching aids used in the classroom. However, “too many 

examples of poorly planned use of the blackboard [were observed]”, meaning that “teachers 

did not have any advance plan of where to write and how to structure the material… they 

wrote on the board” (Tella et al., 1996a, p. 57). 

 The content of the lessons was mainly focused on lexical items and grammatical structures 

which were rarely contextualised in a meaningful way. Studying through creative contexts 

and interconnected materials support language acquisition.  

In conclusion, the picture provided by the Bulgarian-Finnish project was not encouraging. 

The majority of the lessons were teacher-centred, the general approach was deductive and 

behaviouristic, and the students tended not to use the target language in concrete terms and 

not to take initiatives, which hampered their learning process.   

 

2.5.5 School conditions and learning environments 

Research has today agreed on the fact that the physical conditions of school buildings, as 

well as the psychological atmosphere of the learning environments, are essential factors 

which have an impact on the effectiveness of both teaching and learning (Dörnyei, 1994, 

1998; Maugeri, 2017). One of the tasks of effective teachers is therefore to “create learning 

environments perceived by pupils as inviting, task-oriented, and well-organized”.  

Inviting means creating a learning environment in which students “experience mutual 

respect between teachers and themselves, positive and cooperative relationships, and a sense 

of satisfaction” (Tella et al., 1996a, p. 67). Task-oriented learning environments means that 

the students are given precise, realistic, and attainable learning objectives to achieve, while 

by the term well-organised it is meant that teachers commit themselves to making their 

students aware of what is expected from them in regard to their behaviour and learning and 

that teachers ensure that adequate structure is provided to help them to achieve that specific 

behaviour and learning. 

The Bulgarian-Finnish project highlighted the fact that “many Bulgarian schools [were 

suffering] from general lack of physical and financial resources” (p. 68). Not all the teaching 

and learning materials necessary were free and parents and teachers were used to paying for 

at least some of them; the provision of textbooks and exercise books was deficient. It was 

not rare that teachers had to make copies of a single book available in order to conduct a 

lesson for the whole class. 
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As far as audiovisual aids, e.g. projectors, video and tape recorders, language laboratories 

and computers was concerned, “the situation in Bulgarian FL classes appeared to be very 

poor” (p. 69). It is worth mentioning that the poor physical and financial resources affecting 

Bulgarian schools at that time was also due to the radical political and economic change 

which occurred after the collapse of the Communist regime in 1989, and which left as its 

heritage a great social, political and economic instability for several years. 

 

2.5.6 The importance of intercultural education 

The last area which will be examined here is the importance given to intercultural education 

by the foreign language teachers surveyed in the Bulgarian-Finnish project, reported by 

Tella et al. in 1996. The ability to understand and to communicate with persons from other 

cultures and linguistic backgrounds has been recognised as a fundamental competence 

which every learner is required to have in order to live in a globalised world. It is therefore 

necessary that teachers are sufficiently and properly trained for teaching their students to 

acquire this competence. 

The results presented by the Bulgarian-Finnish project are interesting, as they show foreign 

language teachers and teacher trainees’ main attitudes towards these issues in the 1990s. 

The researchers investigated through a questionnaire the extent to which intercultural 

education was considered important in foreign language education, and in which ways its 

aims could be practically implemented at school. Among the several aims of intercultural 

education, which is defined as education for international understanding in the research 

report, acceptance of minority groups in Bulgaria was considered on average an aim of 

minor importance in foreign language education at school. Moreover, according to the 

teacher trainees’ responses, for instance, the aims of teaching to accept minority groups in 

Bulgaria and to accept and embrace people of different religions, beliefs, customs etc. were 

fully inadequate in pre-service foreign language education, meaning that they were not 

taught at all. 

A summary comparison between the modern trends which have been characterising foreign 

language education since the 1990s and the Bulgarian foreign language education at that 

time is provided in Table 2. 

In conclusion, the social, cultural, and economic conditions, which have discussed 

here, highly influence the access of minority children in Bulgaria to education and learning 

environments. Language difficulties constitute a further barrier to their successful school 

achievement in both second language and foreign language learning. The current Bulgarian 

education system does not provide either bilingual or multilingual education for minority 

students, who find themselves not sufficiently supported by either their home environment 

or mainstream education. In this challenging context, the present study has been conducted, 

attempting to answer specific research questions which will be presented in the following 

chapter. 
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Table 2. Comparison between the main current trends in foreign language education and the 

Bulgarian foreign language education in the 1990s, based on Tella et al. (1996a).   
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3. The study 

3.1 Purpose and value of the study 

The educational context in which minority students, i.e. Roma and Turkish children, find 

themselves in Bulgaria is particularly challenging and influenced by relevant socio-

economic and linguistic factors that must be taken into consideration (§ 1 and 2). This 

specific category of students has peculiar learning needs and features which have been 

neglected, if not completely ignored, for decades not only by the Bulgarian society but also 

by Europe as a whole. Foreign language education for minority students in Bulgaria seems 

to be very demanding and is rarely investigated in applied linguistics. 

      For these reasons, the present case study aims at investigating in detail the factors that 

make teaching and learning English to these minority students complex and what prevents 

the students from obtaining successful results. With this purpose in mind, I will report the 

most relevant findings which derive from qualitative data collected during two teaching 

periods carried out in two multicultural schools located in north-eastern Bulgaria in summer 

and autumn 2018. The researcher, who is also the English teacher conducting the teaching 

sessions, attempted to discover whether and to what extent non-conventional teaching 

materials used during the lessons can be an effective instrument upon which to design 

English lessons for minority students in Bulgaria.  

The first section of the chapter concerns the research questions posed by the researcher, a 

detailed description of the research participants, the methodology implemented, the 

instruments used for data collection, and the method of data analysis. The second part 

focuses on illustrating the main features of the teaching materials used during the teaching 

periods, i.e. the Easy Read books, and on explaining the teaching approach and methodology 

selected. The last part provides an exhaustive presentation and description of each didactic 

activity carried out by the teacher-researcher.    

 

3.1.1 Research questions 

Roma and Turkish minority children in Bulgaria have serious difficulties accessing 

education, being offered appropriate quality teaching, and being able to attain good learning 

achievements through the language of instruction (Bulgarian). This is due both to socio-

economic and linguistic factors, which hinder their overall educational development. 

Several attempts have been made so far in order to tackle and solve this problematic issue, 

but few long-lasting results have been accomplished (see § 1.4). 

Concerning minority children’s foreign language education, no research can provide 

a valid and solid theoretical framework, not only in Bulgaria but in all Europe. Lacking 

specific research-based pedagogical directions concerning English teaching to ethnic 

minorities such as these research subjects, this study employs a methodology, which derives 

from the qualitative-interpretive paradigm in order to collect and later analyse data which 

attempt to answer the following research questions: 

1) What are the most challenging factors when teaching English to minority students in 

Bulgaria? 

2) Can the Easy Read books and the didactic activities designed upon them be effective English 

teaching materials for minority students in Bulgaria? 

The first question aims at understanding what are the components that make teaching 

English to this specific group of learners difficult and unsatisfactory. The term 

“components” stands for all the factors and actors, i.e. teachers and students’ main features, 
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that constitute a learning environment, moving on a continuum from a socio-psychological 

to a pedagogical perspective.  

The Easy Reads are books written in easy language, therefore they have three main 

peculiarities: brief and simple sentences, easily comprehensible vocabulary and language 

structures, and straightforward but engaging plots. For these reasons, they have been 

selected to be the main teaching materials of the English lessons I conducted with the 

students, and as the basis for all the learning activities which I designed.  

The second research question wants to investigate whether and how beneficial the Easy 

Read books are in terms of English teaching and learning in this peculiar context. The level 

of effectiveness of these teaching materials and of the learning activities created by the 

teacher-researcher has been determined taking into consideration two criteria. The first one 

is the extent to which and how the students involved were able to complete the activities; 

the second one is the students’ general level of involvement in them.  

Lastly, it is important to state that the research questions will be answered through the 

perceptions, thoughts and the limited professional experience of the researcher, who took 

on this role and the one of an English teacher simultaneously.  

The following sections of the chapter will provide information on the research participants, 

the methodology implemented, the instruments for data collection, the method of analysis 

and the didactic activities carried out with the students based on the Easy Read books. 

 

3.2 Timeline 

The two schools in Bulgaria, where the English lessons with the minority students took 

place, are located in the north-eastern part of the country in a multilingual and multicultural 

rural setting. In this thesis, they will be referred to as School A and School B so that they 

cannot be identified. I had the opportunity to teach English as an apprentice in three different 

periods of time: I worked in School A in June and November 2018, while I had the 

opportunity to conduct English lessons in School B in November 2018 only. 

 

3.3 The schools and their learning environments 

It is known that the learning environments and the specific classroom setting in which 

lessons take place are important factors which influence the learning and teaching process. 

The following section will provide a brief description of and relevant information about the 

physical conditions of the schools and classrooms where the English lessons took place. As 

the study by Maugeri (2017) has discovered, a pleasant, appropriate, and comfortable 

classroom has an impact on student’s motivation and their positive attitudes towards 

learning.   

 

3.3.1 School A 

School A is a primary and lower-secondary school located in a village. It is the only school 

in the area, collecting students also from neighbouring villages, and it is attended solely by 

Roma children. This school is a tangible example of the Roma segregation phenomenon 

which is typical in the Bulgarian society, as has been discussed in § 1.2.5. 

It hosts classes from the first to the eighth grade, with children aged six or seven to thirteen-

fourteen years old. The students’ age is approximate, since, in my experience, their age and 
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the grade to which the students belong do not always correspond. This is due to the fact that 

repeating students, adult students and students with multiple disorders or special needs are 

often merged in the same classrooms. The environment becomes chaotic and the education 

unsystematic. Although the school needs urgent renovation, several parts being seriously 

aged and damaged, it is also equipped with a biology laboratory, a Bulgarian language room, 

an IT room and a small library. 

I had the opportunity to carry out my English lessons in the IT room and in the Bulgarian 

language room during my two visits to the school. The former had a projector and an internet 

connection, while the second one did not have any internet connection. The school desks 

were arranged in the classroom in a horse-shoe disposition, which sometimes prevented 

some of the planned activities from being fully productive. The IT room looked 

monochromatic and gloomy, not really stimulating for a children’s learning environment, 

whereas the Bulgarian language classroom was colourful, cheerful, with posters made by 

the students, and therefore much more suitable as a good learning environment.  

 

3.3.2 School B 

School B is a lower-secondary school located in a small town, mainly attended by Turkish 

and fewer Roma students (around 10–15 %), with a very small amount of students of 

Bulgarian origin. This school is another practical case of the phenomenon of school 

segregation, but it also reflects the ethnic composition in the town and the surrounding 

villages, from which the school gathers students. The grades in the school are fifth to eighth, 

with students that are on average from ten/eleven to thirteen/fourteen. The physical 

conditions of school B seemed to be far better than in School A. There are classrooms 

dedicated to specific subjects and activities, such as IT room, biology lab, Bulgarian 

language room, English room and a small library. 

My teaching period in School B occurred only once, in autumn 2018. Every English lesson 

was conducted in the IT room, which was spacious and provided with one computer with 

internet connection, a projector and a board. The classroom looked anonymous, empty, with 

bare walls without posters, maps, or any reference to foreign languages and cultures. This 

was probably due to the fact that, according to the English teacher, this room has never been 

used for foreign language activities, but it was exceptionally given to me for this “unusual” 

teaching period. The same shape horse-shoe disposition of the school desks was present in 

school B as well. 

 

3.4 Research participants 

3.4.1 The students 

Since the main age and linguistic characteristics of the target students in both schools are 

really similar, I will describe them simultaneously. The only difference to mention is that 

while all the students of School A are Roma, School B is attended both by a majority of 

Turkish and a minority of Roma students.  

I carried out my English teaching periods with fifth, sixth and seventh graders in both 

schools; their average age ranging from eleven to fourteen years old. As has been discussed 

in § 1.3.3, the most influential factor is that they are bilinguals since their first language is 

not Bulgarian, i.e. the language of instruction. This is a fundamental obstacle to overcome 

for their foreign language acquisition due to two main reasons: 
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1) Their native language has never been used as a language of instruction at school, hence they 

have never fully developed and acquired it, using it in extra-scholastic situations only; 

2) As a consequence, these students rarely use the Bulgarian language outside school and 

therefore, they show serious issues with learning every subject at school, English included, 

as only Bulgarian is used to explain grammatical rules and to translate vocabulary. 

The overall result is that they are surrounded by different languages inside and outside 

school, but none of them is sufficiently developed and acquired by the students. 

    Despite the fact that I did not have the opportunity to administer language tests to the 

students before starting my teaching sessions, their English proficiency, i.e. their skills in 

reading, writing, speaking and listening to English as a foreign language, was measured 

simply by attempting to talk to them in the foreign language and by asking them to write. 

As previously mentioned, the target students I dealt with belong to different grades and they 

have different ages, but nonetheless their English proficiency is very comparable. 

Using the Common European Framework of Reference for languages (2001), the English 

skills of the target students generally correspond to level A1. They are here listed as follows: 

 Listening: “[they] can recognise familiar words and very basic phrases concerning 

[themselves], [their] family and immediate concrete surroundings when people speak 

slowly and clearly”; 

 Reading: “[they] can understand familiar names, words and very simple sentences”; 

 Spoken interaction: “[they] can interact in a simple way provided the other person is 

prepared to repeat or rephrase things at a slower rate of speech and help [them] formulate 

what [they are] trying to say. [They] can ask and answer simple questions in areas of 

immediate need or on very familiar topics”; 

 Spoken production: “[they] can use simple phrases and sentences to describe where [they] 

live and people [they] know”; 

 Writing: “[they] can write a short, simple postcard, for example sending holiday greetings. 

[They] can fill in forms with personal details, for example entering [their] name, nationality 

and address on a hotel registration form”. 

However, it is worth saying that the skills of some of the target students, especially 

concerning reading and writing in the foreign language, can be classified as below level A1, 

making the teaching process more challenging. 

 

3.4.2 The English teachers  

This section will briefly describe the other two research participants: the English teachers. 

The information provided is the result of the interviews I conducted with them, of informal 

conversations that occurred on a daily basis, and on the researcher’s observant perspective. 

The English teacher who works in School A is an elderly woman, who should be already 

retired, but who continues to work because she does not have sufficient economic means in 

order to survive. She has a Master degree in English philology and has been teaching 

English in primary and secondary schools for twenty-eight years. Despite her long 

experience with teaching, her English proficiency was insufficient and language 

misunderstandings and communication problems were frequent due to linguistic 

incompetence. 
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The English teacher in School B is a middle-aged man who has been working for twenty 

years in the school. He does not have a degree and his English proficiency is also not on a 

high level. Because of this, I encountered again the same communication problems and 

misunderstandings. With this level of the language being taught to the students, the quality 

of education is questionable.  

 

3.4.3 The researcher 

The last research participant is the researcher, who took on the parallel role of English 

teacher, aiming at finding answers to the research questions presented in § 3.1.1. 

This was not my first contact with minority students in Bulgaria and with teaching English 

as a foreign language in various educational contexts abroad. I participated in a volunteering 

project through the European Union programme EVS (European Voluntary Service) in 

Bulgaria in summer 2017, an experience which gave me the opportunity to have the first 

contact with minority students.  In 2018, I had an internship at Lecti Book Studio, the 

publishing company of a non-profit cultural organization based in Varna, Bulgaria. Through 

this professional experience, I discovered in the Easy Read “Bokpil” project, founded by 

Dr. Sabira Ståhlberg, the main author of the Easy Read books which will be described in § 

3.8. Moreover, during this summer internship, I was also given the opportunity to teach 

English in a private school in Varna, a very different urban, affluent and majority learning 

environment, compared with the one in this research.  

This study is the first attempt by the researcher to use the Easy Read books as authentic 

foreign language teaching material upon which all the learning activities for the target group 

have been personally designed. The major findings will be provided in § 4. 

 

3.5 Methodology 

3.5.1 The qualitative paradigm   

This research has been carried out following the qualitative-interpretive paradigm, because 

it has been regarded as the most appropriate research model for the type of research 

questions posed and for the specific socio-political context in which teaching English took 

place. Moreover, the qualitative paradigm is highly recommended for research in the field 

of applied linguistics, as “every aspect of language acquisition and use is determined or 

significantly shaped by social, cultural, and situational factors” (Dörnyei, 2007, p. 36), 

which the rigid quantitative paradigm cannot completely describe.  

Although, “qualitative research is many things to many people” (Denzin & Lincoln as cited 

in Dörnyei, 2007, p. 35), it has some core peculiarities which help understand the nature of 

this research methodology: 

 Qualitative studies are open-ended, fluid, flexible and inclined to changes and modifications 

which involve every aspect of the research, including its questions. In fact, research 

questions “may evolve … or be refined during the study” (Dörnyei, 2007, p. 37) as I 

personally experienced with my study. The entire research design has been kept open since 

the starting point and was accordingly shaped to the various teaching and observational 

experiences I was living in that moment. 

 The data in qualitative research are “soft” and really heterogeneous. Given the fact that 

“almost any relevant information can be admitted as qualitative data” (Dörnyei, 2007, p. 
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38), this allows the researcher to broaden her scope and to capture rich and manifold details 

which could not be caught through the quantitative paradigm. 

 Qualitative research, such as this one, usually takes place in natural settings, without any 

attempts to manipulate the situation under study (Dörnyei, 2007), giving a real snapshot of 

its context. Moreover, in order to deeply understand the setting in which I worked and to 

give more convincing answers to my questions, I attempted to literally immerse myself in 

the specific context, which turned out to consist of several dimensions which influence one 

another, resulting in the challenging educational situation of minorities in Bulgaria 

described in § 1. 

 Considering the aforementioned characteristics, it is evident that this research paradigm 

“has an insider meaning since it is concerned with subjective opinions, experiences and 

feelings” (Dörnyei, 2007, p. 38). As a consequence, it requires an interpretive analysis, 

meaning that the ultimate research findings are the result of the personal and non-objective 

view of the researcher about the matter, with all the limitations that this may cause. 

 Lastly, the qualitative paradigm has been selected for this study, as “if very little is known 

about a phenomenon, the detailed study of a few cases is particularly appropriate because it 

does not rely on previous literature or prior empirical findings” (Dörnyei, 2007, p. 40). As 

previously mentioned, research dedicated to minority and bilingual children’s foreign 

language education in Bulgaria, especially for Roma children, is nearly non-existent. 

 

3.5.2 The case study 

Within the framework of the qualitative paradigm, the case study has been chosen as the 

research method. One of the objectives of the present research is to give a new 

understanding of and additional insights into a phenomenon that has never been explored 

enough in applied linguistics: foreign language education for minority children in Bulgaria. 

Indeed, “many of the processes investigated in case studies [such as this one] cannot be 

adequately researched in any of the other common research methods” (Van Lier, as cited in 

Dörnyei, 2007, p. 154). 

The salient features of case studies correspond to the characteristics of the present research:  

 This study is an “instance in action” (Adelman as cited in Nunan, 1992, p. 75) with a 

profound contextualized nature. The specific socio-linguistic context in which the study has 

been carried out has been already discussed in § 1 and § 2. 

 The data collected in this case study are soft, meaning that they are inference-driven, 

inductive and that they rely on the interpretation, beliefs and values that guide the 

researcher. Additionally, they are naturalistic, since manipulations of the classroom 

environment and of the variables did not take place. 

 The sample selected is relatively small: I taught English to various classes in two schools in 

Bulgaria whose prominent features are similar, and therefore ascribable to one minority 

classroom prototype, allowing me “to provide rich and in-depth data on the behaviours of 

[such small groups]” (Wei & Moyer, 2008, p. 99). A more detailed account of the amount 

of students present in every classroom is provided in § 3.10 and § 3.11. 

It is also important to mention the pitfalls ascribed to the case study method, which are very 

similar to the ones previously described in § 3.5.1. Considering the high interpretive 

principle of this research method, it is known that there are limitations in the generalizability 

of the findings and that it is inevitably biased, as it might be really problematical for the 
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researcher not to be influenced when collecting and interpreting the data (Wei & Moyer, 

2008). 

As a last point, it is worth saying that the present case study could be considered as 

an instance of a small-case action research, as it shares some of its salient features. Nunan 

(1992, p. 226) defines action research as “a combination of action and research that renders 

action a form of disciplined inquiry, in which a personal attempt is made to understand, 

improve and reform practice”. 

On the basis of this assumption, I assumed the role of an English teacher and of 

researcher simultaneously, and I immersed myself in the specific socio-educational context 

involving minority children in Bulgaria with three goals: firstly, to obtain a deep 

understanding of my teaching practices and methods with the target students in this peculiar 

classroom environment; secondly, to provide valuable insights into the typical teaching and 

learning practices of the research participants as an external observer, and thirdly, to offer 

meaningful suggestions for a potential improvement of both teaching and learning situations 

involved. 

 

3.6 Instruments for data collection 

The following section will deal with a detailed explanation of the instruments that have been 

used in the research in order to gather as much data as possible. The instruments for 

collecting data are: the teacher diary as post-event reflections on my teaching practice, field 

notes written during classroom observation as non-participant observer, i.e. when I observed 

the classroom environment as a whole taking on solely the role of researcher, and four 

structured interviews. Two of them have been conducted with the English teachers of the 

two schools with which I worked before organizing my lessons, the third one has been 

carried out with Dr. Sabira Ståhlberg, the founder of the Bokpil project and author of the 

Easy Read books (2016, 2017) on which I based my English lessons (see § 3.8), and the 

fourth interview is the result of a meeting with Amalipe Centre in Veliko Tarnovo, northern 

Bulgaria. 

 

 

3.6.1 The teacher diary 
 

A teacher diary can be defined as “a first person’s account of a language learning or teaching 

experience, documented through regular, candid entries in a personal journal and then 

analysed for recurring patterns or salient events” (Bailey, as cited in Nunan, 1992, p. 120). 

This explanation perfectly describes why and how I used this important introspective tool 

for data gathering in my research: firstly, diary studies are valuable instruments because 

they enable the teacher-researcher to keep track of how both teachers and learners’ 

perceptions, feelings and thoughts about what occurs in the classroom every day can change 

over time. Secondly, the qualitative-interpretive paradigm aims by definition at 

investigating participants’ own descriptions and interpretations of events and behaviours, 

therefore the teacher diary is the most suitable means that can accomplish this goal. 
 

Diaries studies have been employed in applied linguistics since the 1980s, but most 

of them have focused on the learners’ affective factors implied in the learning process; 

conversely the diary described here pays attention mainly to the teacher-researcher. In 

addition, the teacher diary used as an instrument for data collection is not only is useful to 

identify social and psychological aspects of the teaching and learning process, but it also 
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serves to determine the most effective and the most unproductive English teaching practices 

for the specific category of learners. 

A teacher diary usually follows this procedure: “patterns and significant event are 

identified, and those factors which appear to be important in language [teaching] are 

interpreted and discussed. … It is often the case that in early stages the entries do not make 

a great deal of sense, and patterns emerge only in the longer term” (Nunan, 1992, p. 120). 

Following this pattern, I devised a personal diary, made of simple paper sheets, which has 

an interval-contingent design (Dörnyei, 2007), i.e. every entry has been filled in 

immediately after the class or on the same day in which I carried out the English lessons, 

giving that teacher diaries are “vulnerable to honest forgetfulness” (Dörnyei, 2007, p. 158). 

The structure of the teacher diary I used is composed as follows: every sheet of paper 

describes the content of the lesson, when I carried it out, and with which class (see Appendix 

I). Then, the diary consists of two main thematic blocks: what worked and what did not 

work during the lesson. These two blocks regard all the elements that compose a teaching 

session, including the teaching materials, the sequence of the various phases, the way in 

which the content was delivered to the students and the way the students reacted to the 

content. Each of these thematic units is divided into three categories: 

explanations/interpretations, reactions and feelings and my ideas for improvement. The first 

category aims at finding out the reasons why that specific phase of the lesson has been or 

has not been effective; the second category wants to register the teacher’s reactions, feelings 

and perceptions about both the positive and the negative aspects of the lesson, while the 

third category gathers my main suggestions and proposals in order to enhance the 

effectiveness of the lesson I conducted, i.e. what more can be done next and how. 

The main findings resulting from the analysis of the teacher diaries will be presented and 

explained in § 4. 

 

3.6.2 Classroom observation and field notes 

Field notes written during various classroom observations are another important instrument 

used for collecting data and they can give valid answers to the research questions. 

I had the opportunity to observe various English classes managed by the two English 

teachers in both schools, during which I monitored in which ways the foreign language 

teaching and learning process was taking place, paying particular attention to linguistic, 

extra-linguistic and affective factors. Despite the fact that “there is no such thing as objective 

observation” (Nunan, 1992, p. 98) and that no observation can be truly theory-free (Van 

Lier, 1988), I attempted to keep my involvement in the classroom setting at minimum, in 

order not to influence it excessively or making the learning environment artificial and 

therefore not worth observing and reporting. Since I am both the researcher and one of the 

research participants, one can say that my classroom observations move on a continuum 

from participation to non-participation, from structured to unstructured because “no 

observer is entirely a participant, and it is impossible to observe in almost every non 

experimental situation without some participation” (Dörnyei, 2007, p. 179). When I took on 

the role of non-participant observer, the so-called observer’s paradox by Labov (as cited in 

Van Lier, 1988) might have occurred. In fact, as Van Lier states, the teachers’ behaviours 

and interactions can perceive the presence of an observer as intimidatory; this “threat” felt 

by the teachers have effects on their students as well so that “an observer may never be able 

to observe a natural, undisturbed lesson” (Van Lier, 1988, p. 39). 
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Field notes “are … shorthand reconstructions of events, observations, and 

conversations that took place in the field” (Van Maanen, as cited in Wolfinger, 2002, p. 86). 

They are the fundamental source of data originating in my classroom observations. 

According to Emerson, there are two strategies for writing field notes: the first one is the 

salience hierarchy strategy in which “ethnographers can start by describing whatever 

observations struck them as the most noteworthy, the most interesting, or the most telling” 

(Emerson, as cited in Wolfinger, 2002, p. 89). The second strategy for recording notes is “to 

systematically and comprehensively describe everything that happened during a particular 

period of time” (Emerson, as cited in Wolfinger, 2002, p. 90). In my case, I decided to 

design a strategy articulated in three phases: the first phase consisted in pinpointing specific 

categories to observe in the classroom setting beforehand; the second phase consisted in 

writing comprehensive, detailed and exhaustive notes about anything that happened in the 

classroom; the third and last phase was reflexive, meaning that after each observation, I 

analysed all the notes and sought to group them according to the preselected categories. This 

procedure was the most effective and profitable, since grouping the notes into the specific 

category while writing in real time would have been time-consuming and distracting from 

an attentive observation. All the English lessons observed in School A and School B were 

audio-recorded in order to provide an analysis and a description of the learning 

environments as detailed and precise as possible. 

The selected categories are a mixture of both low-inference, meaning that they are “so 

straightforward that even in real-time coding … the observer can reach almost perfect 

reliability in recording instances of it” and high-inference categories “which require some 

judgement about the function or meaning of the observed behaviour” (Dörnyei, 2007, pp. 

180-181). The complete list of the categories is as follows: 

 Use of L1 (Bulgarian) and use of English during the lessons. These two categories aim at 

investigating the type of didactic communication of the classroom which is pivotal for a 

quality teaching (Balboni, 2014). Even though it is known that using the language of 

instruction (Bulgarian in this case) can be useful sometimes, especially for discussing 

corrections and language mistakes, it is also important not to misuse or overuse it with the 

students, making the lesson a continuous translation from the L1 to the FL and vice versa. 

As all the English lessons observed were audio-recorded, these two categories were 

measured through an observational schedule (see appendix K), which was filled in by 

accurately listening to the audio-recordings. The observational schedule aimed at registering 

how many times the teacher and the students used Bulgarian and English during the 

language lessons and for how long. 

 Amount of Teacher Talking Time (TTT). This is another component of the didactic 

communication which impacts on the students’ learning: the more the teacher speaks during 

the lesson, the less the students express themselves in the foreign language. Amount of 

student talking time is strictly linked to the Teacher Talking time category. In order to 

measure these two categories, I employed the same observational schedule used for the 

previous categories (see Appendix K). The length of TTT and STT was measured in 

seconds. 

 Teacher’s input. According to the affective-humanistic approach, whose main principles are 

taken from the SLAT (Second Language Acquisition Theory) by Krashen (1982), if students 

do not understand the message, there will be no acquisition. “In other words, 

incomprehensible input, or noise, will not help” (Krashen, 1982, p. 63); 

 Teaching approach. A teaching approach refers to teachers’ “ideas about language, culture, 

communication, student, teacher and teaching” (Balboni, 2014, p. 26), one of the pivotal 
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dimensions of applied linguistics that does have an impact on students’ learning and hence 

it is worth including in the classroom observation; 

 Teaching strategies are “specific actions, behaviours, steps or techniques … used by 

[teachers] to enhance their own [teaching] (Scarcella and Oxford, as cited in Oxford, 2003, 

p. 2). It is evident that certain strategies employed by the teacher will have certain 

consequences on the students’ learning. 

 Types and variety of learning activities. This category impacts on students’ initial 

motivation to acquire a foreign language and on the maintenance of their interest throughout 

the long process of foreign language acquisition. It is known that novelty, variety and 

relevance of the learning activities is one of the major factors for keeping the students 

motivated all the time. As a proof of that, in his study, Schumann (1997) proved that 

learners’ long-term memory works more efficiently when a linguistic input and the follow-

up activities of that specific lesson are attractive and pleasant from an aesthetic point of 

view. 

 Use of visual aids. This category is one of the components of teaching strategies that can 

also boost students’ motivation. It has been extracted from its broader classification because 

visual aids are crucial for enhancing vocabulary memorization, therefore it is important to 

investigate at what extent the foreign language teacher use them for promoting students’ 

acquisition. 

 Error correction has manifold effects on students’ learning. Selinker (Balboni, 2014) 

created the concept of learner’s interlanguage: an interlanguage is an incomplete linguistic 

system that everyone owns when learning a FL. It lays its foundations on the learner’s native 

language, on the foreign language that is being learnt and on the universal grammar, a 

capability that underlies all languages. As a consequence, all the errors the students make 

during their learning process simply signal that their interlanguage has not processed yet the 

language structure. This theory implies that students do have the right to make errors and 

that teachers do not have to stigmatize them because they are a natural part of the learning 

process. This category is linked to the one of Type of feedback. It aims at observing which 

type of corrective feedback, i.e., “the teacher responses to learner errors” (Ellis, 2006, p. 

99), is predominant. In fact, Ellis (2006) states that there are different types of corrective 

feedbacks, such as implicit or explicit, output or input based, and each type does have 

different implications for language acquisition. 

 Lesson planning is a relevant indicator of teaching styles and strategies. Through this 

category, I attempted to verify to what extent teachers designed their English lessons with 

respect to the LAD (Language Acquisition Device), whose functioning is described in § 

3.9.2. 

 Types of classroom interaction. This category has the purpose to observe whether and to 

which degree classroom interaction takes place. It includes both student-student interaction 

and teacher-student interaction. By interaction, it is meant the negotiation of both meaning 

and form that usually occurs in the classroom, a crucial factor for developing languages. 

 Classroom setting. By this term, we mean both the structure and the status of the learning 

environments and the description of “the psychological climate of the learning context, 

termed the classroom environment” (Fraser and Walberg, as cited in Dörnyei, n.d., p. 640).  

Both the physical and the psychological dimension do have an impact on language 

acquisition, since “sustained learning … cannot take place unless the educational context 

provides … sufficient inspiration and enjoyment to build up continuing motivation in the 

learners” (Dörnyei, n.d., p. 639). 
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 3.6.3 Interviews 

The third and last instrument for data collection is the interview. Interviews are “authentic 

communicative situations” (Wei & Moyer, 2008, p. 158) which provide two types of content 

information: factual details and “perspective” information, i.e. subjects understandings of 

the values and meanings of the issues faced in the interview (Wei & Moyer, 2008). 

     Firstly, I interviewed Dr. Sabira Ståhlberg, the founder of the Bokpil project (see 

§ 3.8) and author of the majority of the Easy Read books, which constitute the central 

teaching materials of my English lessons with the students. This interview is essential, since 

she provided me with relevant information about the features of these books, pedagogical 

approaches and the Easy Read writing process, and gave me significant piece of advice for 

designing innovative and effective lessons for this category of students, considering her 

previous experience in teaching multilinguals of different ages in Europe and Asia.  

    Secondly, the other two interviews have been carried out with the two English 

teachers in the schools in Bulgaria. I interviewed them before starting my actual teaching 

periods with the students, because I wanted descriptions, explanations and deeper 

understanding of the specific learning context in which I was going to teach, of students’ 

learning needs, styles and main characteristics, and of the usual teaching styles and 

approaches in order to comprehend to which kind of teaching habits these students are 

accustomed to. 

     Thirdly, I decided to meet an office manager and educational expert of the Amalipe 

Centre, a leading non-profit organization which has been working for decades for Roma 

integration and inclusion into Bulgarian society, especially in the field of education, health 

care, housing and employment. I did this interview before the teaching experience in the 

schools. This way, I had the opportunity to understand better the traditions, culture and other 

specifics which influence Roma education, learning attitudes and relationship to teachers, 

and teachers’ attitudes towards Roma children. This interview helped me to understand 

whether and to what extent ethnic and social factors concerning this minority group in 

Bulgaria affected my teaching practices and students’ reactions to them. 

All the interviews can be classified as structured interviews because “the agenda is totally 

predetermined by the researcher, who works through a list of set questions in a 

predetermined order” (Nunan, 1992, p. 149). The majority of the questions had already been 

established, yet other questions and issues arose as a result of the spoken interaction between 

interviewer and interviewees. 

The practice of interviews in qualitative research implies some disadvantages worth taking 

into consideration. First of all, the issue of “truth” stands out; in fact, “subjects’ untrue 

responses may lead researchers to draw inaccurate conclusions about the context or 

speakers” (Wei & Moyer, 2008, p. 162). 

Secondly, “some aspects of language the researcher wants to investigate, such as values, 

beliefs, attitudes and motivations tend to be difficult to verbalize” (Wei & Moyer, 2008, p. 

162). This is particularly true for the interviews I conducted with the two English teachers, 

but I sought to overcome these difficulties by spending as much time as possible with them 

inside and outside the school, with the aim of creating a relaxed and friendly atmosphere. 

Thirdly, the methodology of research in applied linguistics agrees about the fact that it is 

often best to let interviewees choose the language with which to conduct the interview so 

that they feel at ease and provide exhaustive and clear answers to the questions. Nonetheless, 

this was not possible in my case, since my knowledge of Bulgarian is too limited to let me 

interview the participants properly. However, in order to gather as much information as 
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possible, the language of the questions is easily understandable, concrete and 

straightforward, so that misunderstandings are potentially avoided. 

As the last point, all the interviews were conducted orally and were audio-recorded, after 

receiving written consent from each interviewee. In addition to recording, I also took 

copious notes in order to obtain deeper insights and post-interview reflections, and 

reconnected with the interviewees in writing to clarify some points after the interviews.  

 

3.7 Method of analysis 

This case study relies on the tradition of the qualitative-interpretive paradigm (§ 3.4 and § 

3.5), therefore the method of analysis, i.e. the qualitative content analysis, is connected to 

the instruments of data collection that have been implemented. 

   “Most qualitative data analysis is done with words” (Dörnyei, 2007, p. 38), hence 

there are not any quantitative data to analyse, but observations from my teacher diary written 

during the teaching periods, the four interviews I conducted, and the field notes collected 

during classroom observations. 

The main features of qualitative content analysis are the following: it aims at “[exploring] 

the meanings underlying physical messages”, and it is “mainly inductive, grounding the 

examination of topics and themes, as well as the inferences drawn from them, in the data” 

(Hashemnezhad, 2015, p. 59). The key terms for qualitative content analysis are inductive 

reasoning and inferences, meaning that I attempted to answer the research questions that I 

posed by analysing the data available word by word, by determining recurrent issues and 

patterns, and by making inferences on both the events I observed and on the ones in which 

I personally participated, drawing relevant conclusions. 

 

3.8 The Easy Read books: developing reading skills 

Easy Read books are “books written in easy language, therefore they should be easier to 

read than what we call normal literature” (Ståhlberg, Interview, 20/06/18). This is the 

definition of Easy Read books given by Dr. Sabira Ståhlberg, an international expert with a 

broad experience in the fields of education, Easy Read literature and multilingual issues. 

Her Bokpil team has created extra materials for all books and the concepts “pedagogical 

Easy Reads” for books which can be used in schools as parallel reading and for language 

learning. In the interview she provided exhaustive insight into the meaning of easy language 

and foreign language learning for minorities.  

The two main features for an Easy Read are as follows: 

 On the language level, the text contains short sentences, easily comprehensible words and 

brief chapters; vocabulary is clear and straightforward, avoiding ambiguity and vagueness. 

 On the content level, they contain a clear, linear plot, a personal voice, action, and events 

which involve the readers who might be learners as well; there are also less descriptions 

(see the European Union platform https://easy-to-read.eu/ for further discussion about easy-

to-read language).  

The Easy Reads by Dr. Ståhlberg were written originally in Swedish, but all of them 

have been translated into English and six of them into Bulgarian, too. The Easy Read books 

of Bokpil are divided into three different levels: Level 1 Easiest, Level 2 Easier, and Level 

3 Easy. Each level corresponds to different linguistic competences and it is designed for a 
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specific type of learner who, at the end of the reading experience, will gain specific language 

skills, especially concerning reading, writing and vocabulary. Taking into consideration my 

students’ low English proficiency and their specific learning context, I used as teaching 

material two Easy Read books which both belong to level 1 Easiest, which is “the basic 

level for beginners or those who need support, or wish or need mainly basic words” ("Levels 

– Bokpil", 2018). 

The Easy Read books of Bokpil cover every literary genre, from detective stories to 

adventure novels and poetry. Furthermore, many are defined as cross-scientific books, since 

they comprise a wide range of high-interest topics, such as ecology, climate change, human 

body, bullying, migration etc... In brief, they are “somewhere between text books, fiction 

and facts” ("Our aims – Bokpil", 2018) and therefore are able both to raise readers’ interest 

and develop their language skills simultaneously. 

An important role is assigned to illustrations, as “pictures and text support each other, 

but they tell the story in their own ways” (Ståhlberg, Interview, 20/06/18). Students who 

learn through the Easy Read books are encouraged to use the illustrations as a source to 

write or tell orally their own stories and to use the text to draw their unique illustrations, 

fostering creativity and learning autonomy. Another salient feature is that there are few 

illustrations, they are all in black and white and they are never parallel with the text, so that 

learners can always keep focused on the text and its message, rather than being totally 

distracted by colourful and numerous pictures. The pictures are easy to decode. 

Easy Read books are designed for people of any age who are starting to learn to read, 

who have reading difficulties, who learn a new language and also for those who are 

unmotivated to read. These books include several aims that can be easily accomplished, if 

used effectively, such as: “creating literature which can be read by a large and growing 

group of people to support any kind of reading skills and development, interest in different 

topics and to encourage people to read more and different kinds of books, not only Easy 

Reads” (Ståhlberg, Interview, 20/06/18); enhancing reading and writing skills in a first, 

second or foreign language; practical and everyday life skills; developing the ability to read 

and comprehend different types of texts (multiliteracy); fostering learners’ critical and 

analytic thinking. It is clear that the books include not only educational goals but also 

important abilities that are within the framework of the lifelong learning process: “in 

addition to understanding what you read, we wish to improve everyday capabilities [sic]. 

Everything is not always what it seems and what we hear is perhaps not what somebody 

meant. Often we must decide quickly what to do, despite no previous experience… we never 

give clear answers, but we allow the reader to decide how and when to act” (“Our aims – 

Bokpil”, 2018).  

The main reasons why I selected and based every learning unit with my students on 

the Easy Read books, regarding them as a powerful and innovative teaching tool are the 

following: 

 Dialogues and actions of every story are described and explained with common and practical 

vocabulary which is used on a daily basis. They provide daily phrases and language 

structures that can be used at once and pragmatically by learners, developing their 

communicative competence in English. 

 They are easy by definition, therefore they provide a great amount of comprehensible input 

in the foreign language, which is an indispensable requirement for language acquisition to 

take place (Krashen, 1982). 
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 Since they are easily comprehensible, they enhance students’ feeling of success and self-

efficacy: they realize they can do it and gain the self-confidence that they need to keep up 

with their learning process. 

 They are non-conventional, out-of-the-box teaching materials that these students have never 

used before in the classroom, thus they can ignite the students’ curiosity and create the initial 

motivation needed for acquisition to be successful: “they enjoy reading and using them 

basically because they are not textbooks” (Ståhlberg, Interview, 20/06/18). 

 The Easy Read plots are engaging, varied and interesting. They deal with problems to be 

solved, challenging the readers and pushing them to think critically and analytically in order 

to find solutions by themselves: this is what learners’ autonomy means. 

 They are easily adaptable to different educational contexts and learners, allowing teachers 

to be autonomous and free in designing each lesson according to the specific classroom 

context and student’s learning needs, personal traits and language competence. 

 Illustrations are an excellent foundation for devising creative and original language 

activities, such as storytelling, that foster the students’ reading comprehension and listening 

skills. 

 Easy Read books help develop receptive skills, which require not only linguistic 

competence in the foreign language but also and more importantly cognitive abilities. This 

way, students with low English proficiency are not necessarily required to speak or write in 

the foreign language, a fact which might increase affective filter (Krashen, 1982).  

 Using the Easy Reads as the main teaching instrument permits the teacher to design 

language activities that are part of the so-called ludic methodology, making language 

learning a game and following Krashen’s rule of forgetting (1982). In fact, Easy Read 

dialogues can be dramatized, their vocabulary might be the basis for engaging activities 

employing technology or using a simple sheet of paper, the scenes depicted in their easy 

language can be drawn. 

 Minority students in Bulgaria have to deal with non-comprehensible, totally 

decontextualized and irrelevant English textbooks that discourage them to be at school and 

prevent them from real learning, broadening their serious shortage of language skills. “Easy 

Reads can support them to take the first step: start reading” (Ståhlberg, Interview, 20/06/18). 

 They follow the main principles of the affective-humanistic approach in foreign language 

teaching, because it is easy to contextualize them in the classroom. The main goal of the 

contextualization of teaching materials is to put every learner at the centre of the educational 

event which takes place, by involving their whole range of feelings, taking into account their 

personal traits, their needs and giving value to their experiences (Kuitche Talé, 2012). 

 They are a valuable language acquisition aid which does not focus on form but on meaning. 

 They are authentic texts. As Grellet explains “it is important to use authentic texts whenever 

possible” in order to develop reading skills. The main reasons are two: firstly 

“paradoxically, simplifying a text often results in increased difficulty” (1988, p. 7); 

secondly, the difficulty of a reading activity depends on what the student has been asked to 

accomplish, rather than on the text itself. As a consequence, the type of activity designed 

by the teacher is far more influencing and relevant than the text selected. 
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3.9 Teaching approach and teaching methodology 

3.9.1 The affective-humanistic approach 

The didactic activities I carried out in schools A and B attempted to follow the principles of 

the affective-humanistic approach, which has been a milestone in foreign language 

pedagogy since the 1970s, due to the significant contribution made by psycholinguistics and 

neurolinguistics to foreign language teaching and learning (Balboni, 2014). This approach 

is regarded as fundamental and particularly suitable for the specific context in which I 

worked.  

The first principle of this approach is founded on the fact that the hemispheres of the 

human brain follow a precise direction: human mind processes linguistic information in a 

global, holistic and intuitive manner at first instance and only after that it works analytically, 

logically and rationally (Balboni, 2014). The consequent implication is that teaching a 

foreign language by starting from specific grammatical structures, for example, inevitably 

turns out to be tiring and unproductive: “formal grammar is the endpoint, rather than the 

starting point” (Balboni, 2014, p. 51; translated by the author). The activities I proposed for 

these minority students aimed at a global and holistic comprehension of comprehensible 

input, allowing them to understand what they are doing and to take the first steps towards 

foreign language acquisition. 

In order to be internalized, linguistic input must be comprehensible, as “the child does 

not acquire grammar first and then use it in understanding. The child understands first, and 

this helps him acquire language” (Krashen, 1982, p. 23). The activities proposed to my 

students respect the input hypothesis by Krashen, privilege meaning rather than mere and 

decontextualized language form, and attempt to provide the students with abundant and 

comprehensible input in the foreign language because “we acquire by going for meaning 

first” (Krashen, 1982, p. 21). 

There exists a natural order of acquisition for first, second and foreign languages. 

According to Krashen (1982, p. 21), “we acquire by understanding language that contains 

structure a bit beyond our current level of competence (i+1)”. Learners are then able to 

understand more complex language structures thanks to contextual clues and/or extra-

linguistic information. The didactic activities, which will be presented in § 3.10 and § 3.11, 

are supposed to give both that +1 (those language structures that have not been internalized 

yet) and the instruments for grasping the meaning of those not acquired structures, i.e. 

several contextual, paratextual and extra-linguistic clues. 

The emotional dimension is a pivotal component in foreign language acquisition and 

a keystone of the affective-humanistic approach. Learners have different learning and 

cognitive styles and strategies, personal traits, varying degrees of motivation and various 

combinations of intelligence types (Balboni, 2008) that must be respected because they 

influence the level of success of the learning process. As a consequence, the activities 

proposed attempt to include most of these learners’ attitudes in order not to give preference 

to some learners and exclude the others. 

Cooperative learning is a teaching methodology that highlights the social dimension 

of the learning process, meaning that the skills of a group, rather than the ones of the single 

learner, are of paramount importance. In cooperative learning activities, the objective is to 

be achieved by co-working together so that all different intelligence types, cognitive and 

learning styles, motivations and personality traits contribute to making hypotheses, 

verifying their validity and finally solving that specific linguistic “problem” (Balboni, 

2014). The majority of the activities carried out with my students are based on cooperative 
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learning, i.e. each class is divided into small groups of three or four students that have to 

find solutions together. 

In the schools in Bulgaria, teachers are regarded as transmitters of knowledge and 

pupils as empty boxes to fill in with this unquestionable knowledge from above. On the 

contrary, the activities I carried out with my students seek to privilege a constructivist view 

of learning and education in general: knowledge is not transmitted by the teacher, but it is 

built up by the student in his mind. 

The affective-humanistic approach employed in the proposed activities consider the 

students as active learners prone to linguistic acquisition who need to be supported and 

guided. From this perspective, the teacher takes on the role of guide and facilitator of 

learning, rather than the one of leader who possesses the only one truth. In Balboni’s words 

(2014, p. 70; translated by the author), the teacher is a “director that stays on the backstage 

and guides the student-actors”; she should be an advisor and tutor who takes care and helps 

the students, leaving them the role of protagonist in the learning process. 

Motivation is “an inner drive, impulse, emotion, or desire that moves one to a 

particular action” (Brown, as cited in Bier, 2013, p. 429), therefore it is a crucial component 

of foreign language teaching and learning. The students in the schools in Bulgaria seemed 

to be completely unmotivated because they have never been challenged with interesting, 

engaging and varied activities during English classes; their sense of self-efficacy and self-

esteem has been completely demolished by incomprehensible, irrelevant and monotonous 

textbook exercises that do not lead to learning or language acquisition. My activities aimed 

at challenging the students, through being heterogeneous, appealing and entertaining. I 

wanted to give these students something that they had never seen before in the classroom in 

order to surprise and involve them as much as possible. 

The last relevant point is the so-called ludic methodology, which is implemented in 

some of my activities, such as the ship battle for instance (see Appendix E). The founding 

principles of the ludic methodology are the following: 

 Games are regarded as modes of learning (Sudati, 2013); 

 The value attached to playing with language promotes students’ global, holistic learning 

(Caon & Rutka, 2004); 

 The playful modality of the activities proposed in the classrooms allows the students to 

demolish all their psycho-affective difficulties, such as shame of talking, fear of making 

mistakes and of being judged by the teacher and fellow students, and to deal with their 

foreign language learning without particular worries and constraints; 

 It has a social foundation, hence it is supposed to boost dialogue and interaction among the 

students in the classroom that are put on an equal level; 

 The foreign language is used as a tool to reach communicative goals, that is why ludic is 

pragmatic; 

 A playful context implemented in the classroom makes every communicative event 

authentic; 

 Activities based on this teaching methodology equip the students with “strong emotions, 

such as happiness, excitement, amusement and suspense [that] allow the students to feel 

positive about their learning situation and are therefore likely to have a positive effect on 

language learning” (Sigurdadottir, 2010, p. 8). 
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3.9.2 The shared book methodology 

As mentioned in § 3.8, I decided to use various parts of two Easy Read books as main 

teaching materials for the English classes with my students. The lessons involve reading 

books to the target students, therefore the shared book methodology has been selected as 

the most effective mode for carrying out the activities. It can be argued that the best way for 

reading activities to be effective in the classroom is to conduct them silently and individually 

(Grellet, 1988). Nonetheless, I decided to implement the shared book methodology because 

my students’ English proficiency was still too low in order to let them read silently and 

individually for meaning. They would not have understood enough, and as a result, they 

would have been discouraged and unmotivated from the beginning of the lesson. After the 

shared reading experience, some more time was granted to the students to read the passages 

by themselves. This methodology is included in the broader category of shared reading 

which is “a method of sharing a good book with a class, several times, in such a way that 

the students are read to by a teacher, as in a bedtime story” (Elley, as cited in Krashen, 2000, 

p. 19). 

This teaching methodology comprises the following methods, which are taken from Elley, 

(2000, p. 238): 

 The teacher selects a suitable book with large print, a good storyline, and attractive 

illustrations; 

 The children sit around the teacher, on the floor, so that all can see the print; 

 The teacher introduces the story by discussing the cover illustrations, the title, the 

author, and by encouraging children to make predictions about the contents of the story; 

 The teacher then reads the story aloud, with expression, pausing occasionally to check 

understanding, to explain, or to encourage more predictions; 

 The story is re-read, several times over the next two or three days, or until the children 

lose interest. As they become familiar with the text they will join in…; repeated 

readings also offer an opportunity for systematic word study or phonic emphasis…; 

 Follow-up activities are planned after each class reading. These may consist of drawing 

and labelling their favourite part, acting the story, reading in pairs, rewriting the story 

with different characters or ending, making an enlarged copy of the book, silent reading 

of the book, etc. [bulleted list created by the author]. 

I used such model provided by Elley (2000) for structuring each lesson according to these 

phases, adapting and slightly adjusting it to the specific features of every classroom, as it 

will be later explained in § 3.10 and § 3.11. However, it is apparent how proper and suitable 

the Easy Read books described in § 3.8 are for the shared book methodology. 

There are several elements of this teaching methodology from which minority students can 

benefit in regard to foreign language acquisition. First of all, prediction and confirmation of 

the events of the story are the major cognitive processes in which the students are involved, 

following the sequential phases of the so-called LAD (Language Acquisition Devise), the 

main responsible for language acquisition. Language acquisition is achieved through five 

subsequent phases: observation of a comprehensible input provided, in this case, by the 

teacher; formation of a hypothesis about the functioning of that input; confirmation of the 

hypothesis; systematization of that mechanism observed, and explicit reflection guided by 

the teacher (Balboni, 2014).  

Secondly, if the students enjoy the reading experience, they will be gradually motivated to 

read more and more in small groups, in pairs or individually, with the ultimate goal to let 
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them gain more language acquisition by keeping pressure and effort at a minimum level 

(Elley & Mangubhai, 1983).  

Thirdly, shared reading enhances not only reading skills but also speaking, writing and 

listening proficiency in the foreign language at the same time, depending on which activities 

are carried out. These assumptions are supported by research which shows that pupils who 

had joined a second language teaching programme based on the shared book methodology 

improved in word recognition, oral language and in sentence comprehension (Elley, 2000). 

 To sum up, the shared reading methodology is an efficient way to get the students 

acquire the foreign language because “[they] interact constructively with the books and [are] 

gradually able to build up their knowledge of the language, with ease and enjoyment” (Elley, 

2000, p. 238), thanks to the meaningful and repetitive context offered by the books 

themselves too. 

 

3.10 The first teaching period: School A, summer 2018 

The first teaching period occurred in June 2018 in School A. I had the opportunity to carry 

out various English lessons with four different groups of students belonging to the fifth, 

sixth and seventh grades on four consecutive days, and designed two sets of didactic 

activities based on one Easy Read book have been designed. The two sets are composed of 

the same learning activities despite the target students belonging to different grades and 

having different ages. This is due to two factors: the difficulties that the target students show 

in English are similar in the three grades, as already mentioned in § 3.4.1; secondly I did 

not have sufficient time at my disposal in order to get to know in a deeper manner each 

group of learners, hence it was not possible to create specific activities for every classroom 

environment. 

The timetable below shows the schedule of my first teaching period, containing 

information about the amount of students in each class and how long it lasted. As already 

mentioned in § 3.4.1, the students’ age is approximate. Moreover, in Table 3 it can be 

noticed that the number of students in each class is relatively low; this might be explained 

by the fact that the teaching period took place in the middle of June, i.e. at the end of school 

year, and therefore many children had already stopped attending classes. 

Every English lesson lasted forty minutes, thus the two sets of didactic activities that 

are presented in this section can be regarded as a learning unit which is planned according 

to the Gestalt psychodidactics. According to this “philosophy of mind”, human perception 

can be described as a sequence made of three phases: a global, an analytical and a conclusive 

phase which aims at transforming the information that students have perceived into data 

acquired in our long-term memory (Balboni, 2014). 

The following set of didactic activities are according to my working scheme. 
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Table 3. Schedule of the first teaching period in School A. 

 

 

 

3.10.1 Teaching materials and sources 

The first two chapters of the Easy Read book Philip on the ship (Ståhlberg, 2016) have been 

read and used for the two sets of didactic activities of this teaching period. The plot of the 

book is engaging: the main character Philip travels on a ship with his grandmother and finds 

a puppy on the deck, getting involved in a mysterious and exciting adventure. Depending 

on the classroom in which I conducted the English lesson, I had at my disposal various 

sources which I employed in different moments of the lessons. The main ones are the 

following: a computer provided with internet connection, a projector, sheets of papers, a 

board, markers, pens, scissors and glue sticks. 

 

3.10.2 The first set of didactic activities 

The following section will present and describe in detail each task that composes the first 

set of didactic activities for the target students. 

    The main goal is to develop reading skills through authentic and innovative 

activities based on the book. All the activities aim at extensive and global comprehension, 

i.e. at pinpointing the key elements of the text. This is a fundamental step, especially for 

challenged speakers and readers such as the participants of this study. The main advantage 

of these activities is that the students are not required to achieve an analytical linguistic 

comprehension, but rather a more contextual and pragmatic one (Balboni, 2008).  
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As Balboni (2008) states, comprehension is based on three pivotal elements: the 

learners’ encyclopaedic knowledge, i.e. all the knowledge and life experiences that 

constitute the learners as human beings; certain cognitive processes that help to create 

associations between the sources coming from the external world and the psychological 

reality of who is attempting to comprehend the text; the learners’ linguistic competence 

about the language through which the text is written. The activities tried to include all these 

elements. 

Research has shown that there are several benefits in terms of reading comprehension skills 

when every learning unit starts with global activities that rely on contextual and extra-

linguistic information: 

 “… the students will not feel completely lost. They will feel that at least they understand 

what the text is about and will subsequently feel less diffident when tackling a text” (Grellet, 

1988, p. 6). As a result, they potentially increase the students’ self-efficacy and feeling of 

success; 

 the activities “will develop an awareness of the way texts are organized” (Grellet, 1988, p. 

6); 

 if the layout of the text is explored beforehand, “the students can be encouraged to anticipate 

what they are to find in the text …, developing their skills of inference, anticipation and 

deduction” (ibid.); 

 When the teacher starts the reading aiming at an immediate analytic and detailed 

understanding of the text, she will make the students become dependent on every single 

sentence in the text and unable to develop inference skills, i.e. deducing “the meaning of 

sentences or paragraphs from what comes before or after” (ibid.); 

 Since reading mainly involves a guessing process, “the students should be taught to use 

what they know to understand unknown elements” (Grellet, 1988, p. 7). 

The first activity consists in the exploration of the paratext, i.e. let the students notice 

certain extra-linguistic clues through the book cover, the title, and the illustration which is 

immediately after the end of the first chapter (the book cover, the title and the illustration 

are shown in Appendix A). The illustration and the title on the cover aim at addressing the 

attention of the students on the main protagonists of the book, i.e. Philip and a puppy, while 

the illustration at the end of the first chapter is a sort of summary of its content in order to 

anticipate it to the students before reading it.  

As Grellet (1988, p. 61) explains, these anticipation activities are crucial because “the more 

we look forward to reading and anticipate in our minds what the text could hold in store for 

us, the easier it will be to grasp the main points of the passage”. This first step does not have 

any specific learning objective, but it does have a crucial function since it is a stimulating 

and motivating activity that puts into play the students’ intuition and does not exclude the 

ones who possess a low English proficiency, because it simply implies their cognitive and 

intuitive abilities. This phase aims at creating the so-called “expectancy grammar”, whose 

main role is to ignite curiosity and boost the students’ motivation for discovering what 

comes next. Since “reading … constantly involves guessing, predicting, checking and 

asking oneself questions” (Grellet, 1988, p. 8), I also attempted to encourage and support 

my students to practice the aforementioned anticipation activity through simple questions 

about the paratext and to which everyone was free to answer. 

The second phase of this learning unit consists in the reading of the first chapter (see 

Appendix B for the complete text), which was also displayed in the classroom through a 
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projector. The procedure I followed to read the chapter has been already described in § 3.9.2.  

The actual reading activity was shared, meaning that I read the whole chapter slowly, 

carefully, aloud, with emphasis and seeking to provide the students with extra-linguistic 

clues to capture the global meaning, such as body language. Moreover, even though 

individual and silent reading have been regarded as not particularly appropriate for the target 

students, I granted the students some more time to read the chapter by themselves before 

starting with the other activities. 

After the shared reading experience, a vocabulary activity was carried out. The class 

was divided into two groups and a playful competition took place. Figure 6 shows the ten 

slides which were displayed through the projector, showing eight words, seven nouns and 

one verbal expression which were encountered in the first chapter. The task given to the 

students was to guess the correct word by deducing it through the corresponding picture, its 

first letter, and the total number of its letters. These are scaffolding techniques that help the 

students accomplish the task successfully, providing them with a sense of self-efficacy that 

further motivate them to continue to learn.   

This activity is included in the so-called ludic methodology which has been already 

described in § 3.9.1 as a stimulating challenge for the whole class. Additionally, anybody 

from the two groups was free to answer when and whether they wanted. There was no testing 

or evaluation of the answers given, eliminating any possibility to cause affective filter which 

might have prevented the students from attempting to guess. In conclusion, I sought to 

design an attainable task with even more attainable objectives through original, creative, 

attractive and colourful slides that could be able to keep the students focused during the 

whole activity. 

Figure 6. Vocabulary activity in the first teaching period, summer 2018. 
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The following task for the students was to complete a cloze activity in regard to the 

first chapter of “Philip on the ship”. I decided to use the cloze technique because it enhances 

those previewing and anticipation skills that are fundamental for making the students good 

readers in English. Only by examining the text as a whole, can the students grasp which 

words and which expressions are missing. After that, they can make hypotheses and 

inferences and finally verify on the original text whether these hypotheses are correct, or at 

least sensible (Balboni, 2008).  

Considering the low proficiency of the target students in English and giving that this 

was the first learning unit, it was regarded as more appropriate and productive to give them 

a simplified cloze, meaning that the words that have been blotted out from the text were 

provided in a casual order at the beginning of the activity. Even though it is said that typical 

cloze tasks are made of texts in which every seventh word is eliminated (Balboni, 2008), 

this is not the case. As it can be seen in Appendix C where the entire activity is presented, I 

did not systematically follow this procedure. Instead I eliminated words, both nouns and 

verbs, that could be more easily inferred by the students; for example, by cancelling certain 

words that has been acquired in the previous activity. 

 It is evident that this strategy is part of the teaching framework that wants to give the 

students attainable tasks and to instil in them more self-efficacy and self-confidence. The 

class was divided into small groups made of three or four students who had to achieve the 

task cooperatively, i.e. by putting together the various kinds of intelligence, cognitive and 

learning styles, personalities and motivations in order to solve the linguistic issue by 

learning from one another (Balboni, 2014). Each group has been given a sheet of paper with 

the text and the gaps to fill in, a small coloured bag with the words to allocate in the correct 

position and a glue stick. Besides completing the cloze activity, they also had to stick the 

words on the sheet of paper, creating a sort of group craft which is a real and tangible product 

of their work. Lastly, the solutions were displayed in the classroom at the end of the activity, 

so that every group could check its answers without feeling the fear of being evaluated by 

the teacher. 

  The fifth and last activity of the first set of didactic activities consisted in matching each 

paragraph of Chapter 1 with the corresponding picture. The aim of this activity is to 

strengthen the ability of the students to make inferences and associate the different parts of 

the text with the pictures selected by the teacher that show clear clues about the content (see 

Appendix D). Certain parts of the texts have been left without any picture to link to since 

they have been regarded as not particularly meaningful to the aforementioned activity. 

Again, the class has been divided into small groups of three or four students that had to work 

cooperatively to complete the task. Each group was given a sheet of paper with the text of 

the chapter, a small coloured bag with the pictures in a casual order and a glue stick. This 

activity, as the previous one, also involved a “craftwork” by the students, who should 

become more motivated and self-confident after seeing the concrete and tangible product of 

their cooperation. Lastly, the solutions were displayed in the classroom through the 

projector so that each group could check whether their hypotheses were correct.    

This learning unit ended with the re-reading of the chapter by the teacher. 

 

3.10.3 The second set of didactic activities 

The second set of didactic activities in school A took place on the following day with the 

same four classes belonging to the fifth, sixth and seventh grade, as it can be seen in the 
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table in § 3.10. For the same reasons discussed in § 3.10.1, this set can be regarded as a 

second learning unit, which is strictly linked to the previous one. The main teaching material 

implemented is the second chapter of the Easy Read book “Philip on the ship”. Thanks to 

the previous learning unit, the students were already familiar with the book and should be 

motivated to continue the reading experience. The didactic activities personally designed 

by the teacher are here presented and explained in detail. 

The first activity consists of a quick vocabulary revision whose main goal is to remind 

the students of the vocabulary that was encountered in the first chapter. A “battleship” game 

(see Appendix E) was created and given to the students on sheets of papers. The class was 

divided into pairs, since this linguistic game can be played by two students only. This is 

simply the linguistic version of the well-known battleship game, which is played on grids 

on which fleet of ships are marked. The other player cannot see the exact location of the 

fleet of ships and the grids are usually assigned letters in alphabetical order. The goal of the 

game is to guess where the fleets of ships of the other player are as soon as possible. In this 

case, the fleets of ships are simple dots written by the students, while the letters are 

substituted by the vocabulary that the students need to revise. This activity is part of the 

ludic methodology in which students learn and revise by playing (§ 3.9.1). 

Once the game is completed, the shared reading activity follows. Firstly, Chapter 1 is 

read again by the teacher and then the shared reading of chapter two takes place. As in the 

previous set of activities, the text was displayed in the classroom through the projector. I 

followed the same procedures implemented in the first set of didactic activities that are 

ascribed to the shared book methodology presented in § 3.9.2. Lastly, as previously 

mentioned in § 3.10.2, some time was given to the students to read the chapter individually 

and to reflect on it. 

The third task is articulated into two phases. The first part is a jigsaw activity, i.e. the 

students are given the paragraphs of the second chapter in a casual order and their task is to 

put them in the correct order, conceptually rebuilding the text.  the level of complexity of 

the tasks gradually increases from activity to activity: the previous set is more focused on 

associations between text and pictures and have more scaffolding strategies, while this 

second set, on one hand, aims at enhancing awareness of the cohesive and coherent devices 

that constitute a text, and on the other, continue to develop the students’ extensive and global 

reading comprehension skills. Analysing globally the various segments of the text is an 

indispensable skill in order to correctly reconstruct it (Balboni, 2008). The jigsaw puzzle 

technique, along with cloze activities, is the most suitable for putting into practice the 

perception path of a global whole, analysis and synthesis of what has just been perceived (§ 

3.9.1). Furthermore, this kind of activity does not activate any affective filter in the student, 

because it is presented as appealing enigmas to solve in which the students playfully 

challenge themselves and one another. Grellet (1988, p. 179) says that the skills that this 

activity aims to foster are “predicting, anticipating and recognizing discourse indicators and 

relations between different parts of a text”. 

The class was divided into small groups of three or four students who worked 

cooperatively to accomplish the activity. The main task of each group is to “question each 

other constantly and check with their passage for significant details giving them a clue to 

the development of the whole text” (Grellet, 1988, p. 179). Each group was given a small 

coloured bad in which were the paragraphs put in a casual order, a sheet of paper and a glue 

stick. Once again, besides establishing the correct order of the chapter, they were required 

to stick them to the sheets of paper in order to create their “group craft”. 

    Once they allocated the paragraphs in the right order, I gave each group of students 

another small coloured bag which contained six titles (see Appendix G) that the students 
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were to assign to the various paragraphs of the second chapter.  I did not give a title to each 

paragraph, because some of them were not regarded as particularly meaningful to this 

activity; instead, each title summarized the most relevant events that occur in the story which 

sometimes are included in more than one paragraph.  

Therefore, this activity is focused on the students’ ability to capture the overall meaning of 

the various parts of the text and on their ability of matching which sentence best summarizes 

the contents. Another positive fact is that the correct solution does not rely on the rules and 

structures of the English language, but simply on its logic and sensible reasoning. Once 

again, each group was required to stick the title alongside the corresponding paragraph, 

creating their final linguistic “craft”. At the end of these two tasks, my solutions were 

displayed in the classroom so that every group could check if they converged or diverged. 

This second learning unit finished with the re-reading of the whole chapter by the teacher. 

 

3.11 The second teaching period: Schools A and B, autumn 2018 

The second teaching period occurred in autumn 2018 in both School A and School B. The 

English lessons were carried out on two consecutive days in both schools. As the two tables 

below show, I had the opportunity to teach the same four classes belonging to the fifth, sixth 

and seventh grade twice in School A, while in School B I met certain groups of students 

twice and other groups only once. Again, I designed two sets of didactic activities 

implemented for all the target students, due to the same reasons that are explained in § 3.10. 

Each set of didactic activities can be regarded as small learning units and each English 

lesson in both schools lasted forty minutes. 

The following section provides a detailed explanation of the teaching materials and sources 

used by the teachers and a detailed description of the phases that constitute every set of 

activities. 

Table 4.  Schedule of the second teaching period in School A. 
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Table 5. Schedule of the second teaching period in School B. 

 

 

 

3.11.1 Teaching materials and sources 

The main teaching materials, on which the two sets of activities were devised, is the Easy 

Read book “One hundred poems” which is a collection of several haiku poems combined 

with black and white illustrations. 

I decided to use this Easy Read book because I want the target students to challenge 

themselves and play with the foreign language, as “haiku poems are a kind of language 

play” (Lee, 2011, p. 26). Haiku poems are a brief form of poetry which traditionally comes 

from Japan. They are made of only three lines and usually deal with nature and human 

feelings in general, but actually, anybody can write a haiku poem about anything. 

Conventionally, “the first two lines in a haiku present a concrete experience… then comes 

a change. Something becomes different. That is the second line. The last line should 

surprise. In the third line something totally new happens” (Ståhlberg, 2017, p. 6).  

    Haiku poems seem to be particularly suitable for the target students because: 

 They are brief, simple and can be about anything, therefore they allow the students to freely 

express themselves and give space to their own imagination; 

 They represent a literary genre which is totally new to the students in Bulgaria; it is 

something that they have never heard of before and therefore, it is supposed to create and 

increase their motivation to learn English; 

 Haiku poems exploit “the tantalizing potential of a brief, unexpanded statement to arouse 

interest and stimulate thought, simply by saying very little” (Cook, as cited in Lee, 2011, p. 

26); 
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 They support the learners to be creative, in the sense “of encouraging them to experiment 

with the foreign language …. [and] in fostering a positive attitude toward linguistic 

experiment which is going to be generally helpful in language acquisition” (Rossiter, as 

cited in Lee, 2011, p. 30). 

     Besides the features that are typical of haiku poems that have been previously 

described, they also contain traditional and strict conventions about the syllable count, the 

obligatory use of season words, and the non-use of metaphors (Lee, 2011). Considering this 

case, it is thought that insisting on the application of these conventional rules would only 

discourage and further demotivate the students from completing the task assigned, therefore 

the rules have not been taken into consideration for the following didactic activities, 

following the more flexible rules in the foreword in the Easy Read book “One hundred 

poems”: “traditionally haiku is written with five and seven syllables, and again five 

syllables. Nowadays we do not need to keep to this rule. It is enough if we write around 

seventeen syllables. Most important is that the poem contains the haiku spirit” (Stålhberg, 

2017, p. 5). I simply decided to give brief explanations of what haiku poems are and of their 

main characteristics since they have never read one before. 

   Lee (2011) suggests a four-step procedure in order to use haiku poems in a foreign 

language classroom. The first step consists in explaining the concept of English haiku 

poems, therefore it is appropriate to show the students representative examples to which 

they can refer. The second step implies to read the students other haiku poems followed by 

a discussion. “Such discussions will also help them write their own haiku more easily, 

because the discussion of a specific haiku will give them the scaffolding within which to 

organize their own thoughts” (Lee, 2011, p. 34). The third phase requires the students to 

write their own haiku poems which is then followed by group activities and peer-review, 

meaning that the students, once they wrote their personal haiku, can read it to their peers, 

have discussions and develop further all the four linguistic skills, i.e. reading, writing, 

speaking, and listening. I used this teaching model provided by Lee as a point of reference 

to design my didactic activities, obviously adjusting it to the specific learning context. 

Depending on the classroom in which the English lesson was conducted, different objects 

were at my disposal, such as a computer, a projector, a board, markers, sheets of paper and 

glue sticks. 

 

3.11.2 The first set of didactic activities  

The following section will describe in detail each task of the first set of didactic activities 

of the second teaching period carried out in autumn 2018. 

    The first activity is a presentation about haiku poems created by the teacher in order 

to provide the students with general ideas about the features of this specific type of poetry. 

The presentation takes the form of colourful and attractive slides which have been displayed 

in the classroom through the projector. Figure 7 shows that the slides contain simple and 

plain language whose global meaning is always supported by illustrations and photographs 

which allow every student to capture their content. The first slide presents the topic of the 

lesson, i.e. haiku poems; the second slide aims at giving a general insight into the world of 

haiku poems; the third slide explains their three main attributes; the fourth slide describes 

the so-called “haiku spirit”, meaning that each of the three lines should contain a precise 

event, and it also gives the students a concrete example taken from the Easy Read book 

“One hundred poems”; the fifth slide compares the haiku poems to taking pictures so that 

students really grasp the scope of this form of poetry; the sixth and last slide informs the 

students that haiku poetry was created in Japan. The teacher attempted in any way possible, 
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such as oral emphasis, gestures and body language to allow each student in the class to 

understand the global, extensive meaning of the presentation. 

 After the haiku presentation, the class was divided into two groups in order to answer 

the five questions of the “haiku quiz” which was designed by the teacher. Each slide was 

displayed in the classroom through the projector and it contains a question on the content of 

what has just been explained about the haiku poems. As can be seen from Figure 8, some 

of the questions are formulated according to the multiple-choice format, while the other two 

questions simply require a yes/no answer. However, all of them are written in very basic 

English so that every student is given the possibility to successfully answer the question. It 

is evident that the formal testing of their comprehension is only the background goal of this 

activity, while the foreground goal is to motivate the students, give them a sense of self-

confidence, making them realize that they can accomplish the task in the foreign language 

by enjoying themselves in a playful competition in which everyone is free to answer at any 

moment. 

Figure 7. The haiku presentation in the second teaching period, autumn 2018. 
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Figure 8. The haiku quiz in the second teaching period, autumn 2018. 

 

 

The third phase of this set of activities is the shared reading experience of a haiku 

poem taken from the book “One hundred poems” (Ståhlberg, 2017) and which was 

displayed in the classroom through the projector. The way in which the teacher read the 

poem to the students followed the procedure of the shared book methodology (see § 3.9.2) 

and implemented in the first set teaching session in § 3.10. Figure 9 shows the whole text 

of the haiku poem selected and it clearly proves how suitable it is for the target students. 

Indeed, it is brief, written in a comprehensible and straightforward language and the theme 

of this poem, i.e. winter, the flakes of snow etc., is easily ascribable to the student’s daily 

life experiences, meaning that their encyclopaedic knowledge, in this case, is particularly 

beneficial in terms of reading and listening comprehension. 

Figure 9. Haiku used in the first set of didactic activities- second teaching period, autumn 2018. 

 

 

 

After the shared reading, the students are required to complete a vocabulary activity which 

is shown below. The class was divided into small groups of three or four students that had 

to associate each picture to the corresponding word. The task is attainable for the students, 

as the words to link are only four nouns (flake of snow, blanket, ground and green grass) 

that have already been encountered in the reading of the previous haiku poem. Each group 

was given a sheet of paper on which they simply needed to match correctly. As already 
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described in § 3.10.2, the correct solutions were displayed in the classroom so that each 

group could check their answers. 

Figure 10. Vocabulary activity in the first set of didactic activities- second teaching period, 

autumn 2018. 

 

MATCH IT RIGHT! 

                                                   

 

 

 

 

 

 

The fifth and last activity of the first set is again a jigsaw puzzle to reconstruct. As 

explained in § 3.10.3, the jigsaw strategy is a powerful tool for developing both cognitive 

and linguistic abilities of the students. The task is considered highly attainable due to two 

reasons: first, the haiku poem to recompose is the same which has been formerly read by 

the teacher, therefore, the students are already familiar with the text and with its global 

meaning; second, given the particular shortness typical of haiku poems, it should not be too 

demanding for the students to rebuild it word by word. The students were divided into small 

groups of three or four people who worked cooperatively in order to find solutions to this 

ground 

green grass 

blanket 

flake of snow 
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linguistic “guessing game”. Once again, each group was given a small colourful bag with 

the words of the poem already cut and a sheet of paper on which they had to stick every 

word and create their group “linguistic craft”. At the end of the activity, the solutions were 

displayed in the classroom and each group had the possibility to examine their work. 

This first learning unit ended with the re-reading of the haiku poem.  

 

3.11.3 The second set of didactic activities 

The second set of didactic activities, i.e. the second learning unit, was been carried out on a   

consecutive day both in School A and in School B, as can be seen in Table 5 in § 3.11.  The 

main teaching material was the Easy Read Book “One hundred poems”. I decided to use 

the same book in order to give a sense of continuity to what was done in the previous set of 

activities, because the target students were already familiar with the topic and should be 

more motivated to continue to work on it. 

The first phase consists of a quick vocabulary revision of the words encountered in 

the previous lesson implemented through the so-called TPR (Total Physical Response) 

method. This teaching method implies that “the teacher gives orders, manages the whole 

activity, and the students perform what they are asked to” (Balboni, 2008, p. 111; translated 

by the author). The TPR exhibits several advantages, especially for students whose English 

proficiency is in the initial phase of acquisition, such as the participants of this research. 

First of all, in the TPR method, “class time is devoted to providing comprehensible input, 

where the focus is on the message and not on the form” (Krashen, 1982, p. 30). Moreover, 

it respects the so-called “silent period” (Krashen, 1982; Balboni, 2008) of the learners and 

which is typical of the first phases, when the student is too weak from a linguistic 

perspective to speak in the foreign language. Consequently, this method does not produce 

affective filter in the students, and it is also a new and unexpected technique which “does a 

great deal to make the class experience interesting” (Krashen, 1982, p. 141), with the result 

of giving an energising boost to the students’ motivation. 

I created basic flashcards made of colourful sheets of paper on which I wrote the 

vocabulary that was discussed in the previous lesson. I distributed the flashcards around the 

classroom in a casual order and once all the students were in the classroom, I simply 

pronounced loudly the target word, asking them to point at the correct flashcard. Besides 

being a playful and entertaining activity, it was particularly useful for these groups of 

learners, because it helps them to associate the phonemes of the specific words they hear to 

their correct graphemes, enhancing their spelling skills, which are precarious.   

The second activity is the shared reading of a second haiku poem taken from the same 

book, which was displayed in the classroom through the projector. The procedures followed 

the description in § 3.9.2. Figure 11 shows the text of the haiku poem selected. Once again, 

it is written in plain and comprehensible English, and its broad theme, i.e. nature, should be 

common and familiar to the target students, so that they can capture its global meaning 

through contextual and extra-linguistic clues, i.e. their knowledge of the world. This second 

phase reminds of the four-step procedure by Lee (see § 3.11.1), which suggested providing 

the students with representative examples of haiku poems in English. 
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Figure 11. Haiku use in the second set of didactic activities – second teaching period, autumn 

2018. 

 

 

 

The third activity is individual and involves a teaching method that is called code 

conversion. Balboni (2008) explains that the method implies the conversion from one code 

to another, meaning that the starting point is an oral or written linguistic text which is then 

transformed into a visual or kinetic code. It is productive and beneficial for the target 

students because it solves the issue according to which any language is simultaneously both 

the object of acquisition or learning and the instrument to achieve them.  

Each student was given a sheet of papers, pencils, markers, and the whole text of the haiku 

poem, read by the teacher. They were required to draw anything that best represents the 

content and the meaning of the poem. They were totally free to express themselves through 

drawing since there is not any correct or incorrect solution, but only possible interpretations 

which vary from student to student. Giving the fact that these students show serious 

difficulties with productive skills in English, i.e. writing and speaking, this method perfectly 

fits their learning needs as their reading comprehension does not need to be shown through 

foreign language production, eliminating the possible formation of the affective filter as 

well. Further, the haiku poem that they are asked to draw has been already read and 

discussed in the lesson, making the task even more attainable. 

The fourth and last activity is again individual and based on the code conversion 

method. The class was divided into two groups: one group has been given a black and white 

illustration taken from the book “One hundred poems”, and the second group received 

another illustration (see Appendix H). The first illustration depicts a bird on a tree branch 

and a cat observing it, while the second one portrays two shaking hands. I attempted to 

select evocative, meaningful and inspiring illustrations that could be easily described 

through words by the students in order not to discourage them from writing in English. 

After that, the students were given a sheet of paper and asked to write a haiku poem 

which describes that illustration. This time, the conversion method is reversed, indeed the 

starting point is a visual code, i.e. the illustrations, which has to be transformed into a 

linguistic written text in English. This final task is the most challenging to the target 

students, because it requires them to write it. I decided to add it to the final stage of this 

teaching period because “poetry writing enhances self-expression; through poetry writing 

children can not only articulate their thoughts and personal interests, but also learn how to 

use language precisely and expressively” (Lee, 2011, p. 27). Another reason is that “reading 

comprehension should not be separated from the other skills. It is therefore important, to 

link the different skills through the reading activities chosen” (Grellet, 1988, p. 8). Thus, 

reading and writing skills are here combined together. The students were not asked to follow 

the rigid conventional rules that characterize traditional haiku writing, but basically to write 

anything in three brief lines. 

     After writing, the peer-review phase follows, according to the four-step procedure 

suggested by Lee (2011; see § 3.11.1). Pairs of students were created, one member coming 

from one group and the other belonging to the second group. Each member read their own 
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haiku poem and then discussed their writing in turns, expressing freely their opinions and 

feelings. This last activity is comprehensive, it comprises first the development of the 

students’ writing skills and then both speaking and listening abilities in the foreign language, 

since the pairs have to listen to each other. 

This second learning unit terminated with the shared reading of a haiku poem written by the 

teacher based on one of the two illustrations that were given to one group of the class. This 

last teaching strategy was implemented in order to set the teacher at the same level of the 

students and to assume the role of advisor and guide, who wants to help them achieve their 

goals, rather than judging and testing from above. 

   

4. Findings 

This chapter will present the main findings which answer the two research questions of this 

case study. As explained in § 3.1.1, the study aims at identifying the most challenging 

aspects when teaching English as a foreign language to minority students in Bulgaria, and 

at understanding whether the teaching materials used for the English lessons, i.e. the Easy 

Read books (see § 3.8) and the didactic activities designed upon them by the teacher-

researcher are effective for this specific type of students, who are learning in a specific 

socio-cultural context. Their effectiveness is measured by taking into consideration the 

students’ level of participation in the activities, and the extent to which the students were 

able to complete them. The data which will be provided here originate mainly from the 

qualitative content analysis of the teacher diary, written during the first and second teaching 

periods in School A and School B, and from which the main obstacles to teaching English 

emerged. Such difficulties are divided into broad categories, listed as follows. 

 

4.1 Mixed Classes 

One of the most important obstacles which I met during my English lessons with minority 

students in Bulgaria is definitely the extreme heterogeneity of each class. As already 

discussed in § 3.4.1, I found myself teaching English in classes which are composed of 

remarkably diverse students, whose heterogeneity is reflected in several aspects of both 

teaching and learning. The classes which I taught are varied according to age, family, 

cultural, linguistic backgrounds, and abilities and disabilities. In one classroom I also taught 

a deaf student who was unable to hear, speak or write properly. 

According to Ur (1996, p. 302), heterogeneous classes are those “classes whose 

members are particularly, or unusually, heterogeneous, and which therefore present special 

problems for both learners and teacher”. Although “there is … no such thing as 

homogeneous class, since no two learners are really similar; and therefore all classes of 

more than one learner are in fact heterogeneous” (ibid.), the minority students of both 

School A and School B showed great variation in age, language-learning ability and 

language knowledge, mother tongue, learning style, personality traits, motivation and 

interest in the foreign language, discipline, self-confidence and autonomy. Even the English 

teachers were not able to provide me with more detailed information about their students’ 

linguistic, family and cultural backgrounds. 

 When asked about this issue during the interviews, both seemed to be hesitant: “I 

think that their mother tongue is Turkish, but I’m not sure if it’s everyone’s mother tongue” 

(Interview, Teacher A, 22/06/18); “I don’t get in touch with their families or parents” 

(Interview, Teacher B, 13/11/18). Being able to manage such heterogeneous classes became 

an even more challenging task in my case, considering that the teaching period in both 
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School A and School B was very limited (see § 3.10 and § 3.11). As a consequence, I did 

not have the possibility to become better acquainted with each student’s characteristics in 

order to ensure their effective understanding of and learning from the didactic activities 

which I proposed. As many excerpts from the qualitative analysis of the teacher diary 

demonstrate, this aspect created several difficulties in my teaching: 

 “Sometimes I don’t know how to effectively manage all the students at the same time… 

they are too different from each other” (teacher diary, 27/06/18);  

“I don’t have enough time to get to know them better in order to understand who they really 

are, what they like the most and what they don’t like” (teacher diary, 22/11/18); 

 “If only I could spend more time at the school, I could change something in the activities” 

(teacher diary, 23/11/18). 

 It seems that the limited time available and the extreme heterogeneity of the classes gave 

me the opportunity neither to tailor the didactic activities according to the specific learning 

styles and needs of the groups of the students, nor to check their actual learning from those 

activities. 

From the content analysis of the teacher diary, other difficulties which derive from 

the diversity of the classrooms emerge, such as students’ discipline during the lessons for 

instance: “sometimes I find difficult to control their behaviour during both the individual 

and the cooperative learning activities” (teacher diary, 21/11/18); “some of them are 

particularly quiet and calm, while others cannot keep focused for more than one minute and 

start messing around or checking their phones” (teacher diary, 26/06/18). Keeping their 

interest and participation throughout the whole lesson was another struggling aspect, which 

varied from student to student: “the majority of the students get bored very easily… it seems 

that nothing can catch their attention. Other students instead get excited about every activity 

I propose and put all their effort into accomplishing it” (teacher diary, 22/11/18).  

It would seem that only the most self-confident and proficient students activated 

themselves and participated with enjoyment in the learning activities, creating a great 

fracture in the class, as the teacher diary shows: “the class is split up into two big groups: 

the ones who cannot or are not willing to follow what is happening, and the few who seem 

interested in everything I say” (teacher diary, 28/06/18). The interest and the motivation 

showed by the students during the learning activities will be explained in detail in the next 

sections. 

The last difficulty connected with the heterogeneity of the classes I taught was 

guaranteeing effective learning for all. As previously mentioned, highly heterogeneous 

classes imply the fact that the students’ learning pace varies, due to causes which are 

extrinsic to the learning environment and the teaching approach and practices implemented. 

Among the factors there are individual learning and cognitive styles, varying degrees of 

motivation and interest in the subject, self-confidence, actual proficiency in the foreign 

language, opportunities for learning outside school etc. In this context, the analysis of the 

teacher diary proves that it was complicated to understand whether everyone was engaged 

in the activities and was effectively learning something from them. 

Some excerpts from the teacher diary clearly show the issue: 

 “Some students are faster than others in completing the activities, others were really 

slow… I did not know how to manage these differences” (teacher diary, 26/06/18); 

[As a result], “I tried to follow each student individually because of their different 

characteristics, but this was impossible… I was not able to follow everyone at the same 

time” (teacher diary, 26/06/18); 
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 “The students have different levels of language proficiency and comprehension skills… 

some of them immediately understand what I’m saying and what they are asked to do, but 

most of them show difficulties with basic skills in English and therefore cannot even start 

completing the activity and needed constant help” (teacher diary, 22/11/18). 

From the teacher diary, I also realised that “I paid more attention to the ones who did not 

want to complete the activities or who were struggling the most with finishing them … the 

few who managed to accomplish each activity effectively were left behind” (teacher diary, 

26/06/18). 

These few students seemed to be bored, they started to lose interest in the lessons and to 

focus on other types of activities, such as checking their smartphones, because they had 

nothing else to do. 

 

4.2 Teaching methodology and practices 

The following section will discuss the main difficulties met during my English lessons with 

minority students in Bulgaria. The challenges are intertwined with the teaching 

methodologies implemented in order to carry out the learning activities, i.e. shared and 

individual reading, cooperative learning methodology and ludic methodology. In addition, 

a reflection about the difficulties encountered in regard to error correction and the type of 

feedback provided to the students will be presented. 

 

4.2.1 Shared reading and individual reading 

As discussed in § 3.9.2, the shared book method was implemented as the first crucial phase 

of every set of learning activities, as the teaching materials used are the Easy Read books. I 

selected this method with the aim of enhancing the students’ reading and listening 

comprehension skills in English, yet I had to face some challenges. Specifically, I had 

problems with keeping the students interested and making them understand the global 

content of the passages, which I was reading during this initial phase of each lesson, as the 

following excerpts from the teacher diary show: 

“It was hard to keep them interested when reading the passages of the Easy Read book… 

they could not keep quiet, they were moving around all the time and making all sorts of 

noises… I was also not able to stay focused at a certain point” (teacher diary, 25/06/18); 

“I think that they don’t listen to me while I’m reading because they don’t understand the 

content of what I’m saying, or simply because they don’t like the book… the result was not 

a shared reading, but an individual reading with myself” (teacher diary, 27/06/18); 

“Even though it’s a totally new activity to them, it seemed that there was always something 

more interesting which could catch their attention better than the shared reading” (teacher 

diary, 27/06/18); 

“Despite my effort to transmit the message also through body language, facial expressions 

and gestures, the shared reading was not actually shared” (teacher diary, 27/06/18); 

“When I gave them some time to read the passage by themselves, the majority of them 

started to move and mess around in the class, to talk to other classmates, to check their 

phones, or simply do nothing” (teacher diary, 28/06/18); 

“The shared reading of the haiku poems was better than the shared reading of whole 

chapters… they seemed to be more interested and engaged, probably because the haiku is 

shorter and more direct… I also noticed that some of them were trying to read the poem 

again by themselves” (teacher diary, 21/11/18). 
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From the teacher diary, three issues arise. The shared reading methodology seemed not to 

be particularly interesting and motivating for the majority of the students, who also show 

problems concerning self-discipline. This could be caused by the fact that their proficiency 

in English is too low in order to understand the content of what was being read, which made 

the activity unattainable and consequently demotivating. Secondly, the individual reading 

seemed to be totally unsuccessful, probably due to the same reasons explained above. 

Thirdly, when asked to listen to and reading individually far shorter texts, such as the haiku 

poems used in the second teaching period, there was an increased interest and participation 

on the part of the students, probably because the content was perceived as more 

understandable, achievable and therefore stimulating. 

The shared reading methodology is also connected with the development of receptive skills, 

i.e. listening and reading comprehension skills, which will be discussed further in § 4.3.1. 

 

4.2.2 Cooperative learning methodology 

As explained in § 3.9.1, several didactic activities proposed to my students were based on 

the so-called cooperative learning methodology, meaning that groups composed of three or 

four students were asked to accomplish a specific task together, by combining their different 

learning styles and abilities in the foreign language. The cooperative tasks which I designed 

for the students were reading comprehension and vocabulary activities (clozes, jigsaw 

puzzles, matching activities, the battleship game). This methodology was selected mainly 

because it is supposed to be particularly suitable for highly heterogeneous classes such as 

the ones in which I taught. However, I encountered specific challenges in assuring the 

effectiveness of such activities, as I noticed that the majority of the students struggled with 

working cooperatively. 

According to Caon (2016), it is always better to create heterogeneous groups of 

students when implementing the cooperative learning methodology due to two reasons. 

Firstly, in heterogeneous groups each learner, with her own features and learning styles, can 

contribute effectively to accomplishing the learning task; secondly “the groups which show 

differences in language abilities and knowledge and in gender seem to be suitable to 

stimulate content processing, long-term memorisation and reasoning activities” (Johnson, 

Johnson & Holubec, as cited in Caon, 2016, p. 74; translated by the author). The first 

problem that I encountered is that I could not deliberately create heterogeneous groups for 

the didactic activities, as I did not know all the students of every class because of the limited 

time available. Hence, it is likely that I involuntarily assembled homogeneous groups 

composed of either more proficient or motivated students or students characterised by low 

English proficiency and poor motivation only. 

From the analysis of the teacher diary, it appears that a great number of students was 

not able to conduct any cooperative task or any activity in pairs, creating a challenging 

situation to manage for the teacher. The most significant excerpts from the teacher diary are 

here presented. 

“They cannot work in pairs or cooperatively… it is clear that they simply didn’t know how 

to do it effectively, therefore they just gave up before even starting the activity” (teacher 

diary, 26/06/18); 

“Hostility, aggression, lack of collaboration and disrespect among the students seem to be 

the prevailing components of the social environment existing in the class… cooperative 

learning tasks are therefore nearly impossible to take place successfully” (teacher diary, 

28/06/18); 
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“When they managed to start the activity, one or two students of some groups took over on 

the others and start screaming and messing around. They wanted to do all the work, while 

the others did not know how to contribute to the activity, getting visibly bored and 

unmotivated” (teacher diary, 20/11/18); 

“Other groups couldn’t simply stay together more than two minutes… after some time, 

some of them started to argue about the correct solutions of the activities or to chat in a 

language that I could not understand… the final result is that they could not even complete 

half of the activity” (teacher diary, 22/11/18); 

“When I had to create pairs of students for the battleship game, two of them categorically 

refused to stay together. When I asked them why, one student said that it was because the 

other student was a Gypsy… I was baffled and I did not know how to react” (teacher diary, 

22/11/18). 

It is clear that implementing the cooperative learning methodology in such classroom 

environments was very demanding for the teacher. Three concerns emerge from the teacher 

diary: incapability of working cooperatively together probably because they are not used to 

doing so; the majority of the groups of students were likely to be homogeneous rather than 

heterogeneous; lack of tolerance, mutual respect and collaboration among the students. 

 

4.2.3 Ludic methodology 

Ludic methodology is another pedagogical methodology which was implemented in some 

of the learning activities designed for my students, such as the vocabulary activity through 

the TPR (Total Physical Response) method, the battleship game and the haiku quiz (see § 3 

for all the activities carried out in School A and School B). 

In § 3.9.1, I listed some of the main founding principles of such methodology in order to 

provide the reasons why I decided to use it with my students. The content analysis of the 

teacher diary gives an insight into the suitability and effectiveness of some of the underlying 

principles of this methodology; others cannot be here analysed, as they would require large-

scale longitudinal studies. A comparison between the expected outcomes concerning this 

methodology and the observations and reflections made by the teacher-researcher on the 

ludic activities implemented is here provided as follows. 

Ludic methodology is supposed to lower Krashen’s (1982) affective filter of the 

learners, meaning that it should boost their self-confidence, eliminate their anxieties and 

fears of being judged by the teacher, and the shame of talking in a foreign language which 

they do not master, as the activities are presented in a playful modality.  

The teacher diary, however, shows that it was difficult to concretely apply this 

principle, which did not bring the expected results: “even though I put all my effort into 

making them understand that it was about playing and having fun while learning, most of 

the students didn’t seem to enjoy the battleship game… they didn’t want to speak in 

English… they always looked afraid or ashamed to talk in English with their classmates 

too” (teacher diary, 27/06/18). Even when the playful activities seem to ignite excitement 

and enjoyment in the students, “these strong emotions lasted for few minutes, just at the 

beginning, and then the activities turned from playful to painful” (teacher diary, 23/11/18). 

Ludic methodology also aims at enhancing the social relationships existing among the 

students in the classroom, promoting dialogue and interaction (Caon, 2016). This is not the 

case for my learning activities and my students. The learning environment previously 

described in § 4.2.2 inevitably had an impact on the (non-)success of the activities based on 

the ludic methodology. The incapability of establishing respectful social interactions and of 
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engaging in stimulating and sometimes “competitive” playful activities on the part of the 

majority of the students were other two important challenging factors when teaching 

English. 

 

4.2.4 Error correction and type of feedback 

According to Ellis (2006), there are four types of corrective feedback: implicit, explicit, 

input- and output-based10. In regard to my teaching experience, deciding which type of 

feedback to give to my students was another challenging factor. In order to choose the best 

type of feedback to implement, three aspects were taken into consideration. Firstly, I did not 

want to increase further the students’ affective filter while using the foreign language; 

secondly, the final objective of the learning activities was not to obtain linguistic mastery, 

but to develop reading, listening and communicative skills in English; thirdly, I also 

considered my past learning experiences at school. As a learner, I did not like to be 

continuously interrupted by the teacher every time I was making a mistake since this put me 

even more “pressure to be good at all costs”, causing anxiety and increasing the possibilities 

to make further mistakes. For all these reasons, I tended to correct my students as little as 

possible and only during oral exchanges in English, by using an implicit and output based 

corrective feedback. 

This modality of error correction, however, did not seem to be particularly effective 

for my students, as some excerpts from the teacher diary show. 

“The output-based corrective feedback was even worse… every time I attempted to 

encourage a student to produce the correct form of the wrong sentence, nothing happened. 

Either he repeated the same wrong sentence or he simply stayed silent” (teacher diary, 

26/06/18); 

 “Today I’ve only used the recast11 as corrective feedback, but it didn’t work. Every time I 

was reformulating an oral mistake of a student in the correct linguistic form, he seemed not 

to recognise the error… he never adjusted his wrong oral production” (teacher diary, 

27/06/18); 

“Even when some of the students recognised the mistake and immediately reproduced the 

correct form of the sentence, it seemed that they couldn’t memorise it… after some time 

they were making the same mistake” (teacher diary, 22/11/18); 

“Today I’ve used the explicit feedback to see if it could work better for them, but I didn’t 

get better results… it seems that they cannot understand where the mistake is, why it is 

wrong and therefore they cannot adjust it and locate it in their long-term memory (teacher 

diary, 23/11/18). 

It is clear that determining the most suitable type of corrective feedback for this type of 

learners is, therefore, another challenging factor of teaching English to minority students in 

Bulgaria. 

 

 

                                                           
10 “Explicit feedback takes a number of forms, such as direct correction or metalinguistic explanation. … 

Implicit feedback occurs when the corrective force of the response to learner error is masked. …Input-based 

feedback models the correct form for the learner … Output-based feedback elicits production of the correct 

form from the learner” (Ellis, 2006, pp. 99-100). 
11 The recast is a type of implicit feedback, which “reformulates a deviant utterance correcting it while keeping 

the same meaning” (Ellis, 2006, p. 99). 



Eleonora Pannacci -  Teaching English to minority students in Bulgaria: an outsider’s perspective 

 

83 
 

4.3 Skills in didactic activities 

4.3.1 Receptive skills: listening and reading comprehension 

Reading and listening comprehension skills in English were another difficult aspect to teach 

to my students. The majority of the didactic activities designed upon the Easy Read books 

aimed at developing their reading and listening abilities in the foreign language, which 

revealed themselves to be particularly limited. 

The reading comprehension activities were based on a top-down approach (see 

Gregory, 2016 for the debate bottom-up and top-down approach) to reading, therefore the 

creation of expectancy grammar in order to foster a global, holistic understanding of the 

content of what was being read was of paramount importance. All the paratextual 

information provided by the Easy Read book used, i.e. the book cover, the title and the black 

and white illustrations had a twofold function. Firstly, they had to boost the students’ 

motivation, to ignite their curiosity, and create positive expectations about the whole lesson; 

secondly they were supposed to help the students grasp the global meaning of the content 

of the book. From the analysis of the teacher diary, it seems that the initial exploration of 

the paratext achieved at least its primary goal, i.e. motivate the students and keep them 

involved.  

“They looked really curious about the book, I could see it from their faces” (teacher diary, 

25/06/18);  

“They were trying to name in English the picture on the cover book, but they simply didn’t 

know how to do it” (teacher diary, 25/06/18);  

“They were surprised at seeing the Easy Read book with the illustrations… it seemed that 

they had never seen such books in their lives; that’s why they looked so curious and willing 

to find out what would come next” (teacher diary, 26/06/18); 

 “Some of the students expressed their excitement by constantly saying beautiful, 

beautiful!” (teacher diary, 27/06/18). 

As far as the shared reading of the Easy Read books, however, the students’ reading 

and comprehension skills turned out to be limited. From the teacher diary emerges a constant 

feeling of not being understood and of not being followed by the majority of the students. 

Generally speaking, there is a clear and persistent awareness of the actual impossibility to 

create authentic and effective communication between the teacher and her students, as I 

write in the teacher diary: 

“Despite the fact that I put all my effort into helping them comprehend the global meaning 

of the texts which I was reading, it seemed to me that they were not understanding anything 

about the book and about the whole lesson” (teacher diary, 27/06/18);  

“They never understand what I want from them, what I want to tell them” (teacher diary, 

28/06/18); 

 “Even today, when I read the haiku poem, I had the same feeling of not being understood 

by anybody, with some very few exceptions” (teacher diary, 22/11/18). 

These perceptions consequently cause a sense of bewilderment and discouragement because 

I did not know to change that situation, as I write: “in which ways can I improve to be better 

understood? Why is the shared reading not working? I don’t know what to do… I feel 

discouraged” (teacher diary, 27/06/18). 

As previously mentioned in § 4.2.1, the individual reading of the Easy Read books on 

the part of the students appeared to be unsuccessful. The majority of the students, when 

asked to have some time in order to read individually and silently the texts which had just 
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been read by the teacher, simply did not even attempt to do it and they started to focus on 

other “non-didactic” activities. However, from the teacher diary, a perception of the reasons 

why this happened emerges, as I write: 

“When I asked them to read some sentences from the Easy Read book, they seemed really 

unconfident, without self-esteem… they looked almost afraid of reading” (teacher diary, 

25/06/18);  

“I don’t think that they don’t want to read, they simply cannot, instead… I could see that 

they lack basic reading skills in English; that’s why most of them don’t read” (teacher diary, 

27/06/18); 

 “I was really surprised when I realised that their English proficiency is that low. They are 

from eleven to fourteen years old, bust most of them can’t read in English” (teacher diary, 

22/11/18). 

Two issues come to light: firstly, the students lack basic reading skills in English; secondly, 

they do not possess any self-confidence or self-esteem regarding to their proficiency in the 

foreign language. 

There is, however, a positive fact which emerges from the teacher diary. The majority 

of the students seemed to react positively to the reading comprehension questions of the 

haiku quiz, used during the second teaching period in both School A and School B. Although 

the questions were easily comprehensible and did not require any production in the foreign 

language from the students, as they could choose among different options, I write: “the 

students reacted positively to the questions; it seemed they had understood most of the 

overall content of the haiku presentation” (teacher diary, 20/11/18); “many students wanted 

to answer and they did it correctly” (teacher diary, 22/11/18). 

Clozes and jigsaw puzzles were important didactic activities in developing the 

students’ reading comprehension skills. They also aimed to foster their capability to work 

together, as all of them were based on the cooperative learning methodology. A series of 

issues about this topic, which emerged from the qualitative content analysis of the teacher 

diary, is here presented. 

“Some of the groups managed to achieve the goals of the cloze activity, I could see they 

were putting effort in it, while other groups were not doing anything, just messing around” 

(teacher diary, 25/06/18); 

 “They showed great difficulties with the cloze activity, it seemed they had no idea about 

which words to select and where to locate them, as if they had never read that text before, 

although I had just read it to them” (teacher diary, 27/06/18); 

 “The groups which were trying to complete the cloze activity could not do it by 

themselves, they needed my constant help in order to finish it… when they managed to 

finish it, half an hour had passed by” (teacher diary, 27/06/18); 

“The jigsaw reading of the chapter was better than the cloze activity, but they were really 

slow to rebuild the whole chapter… they also can’t complete any activity without my help” 

(teacher diary, 28/06/18); 

“The jigsaw puzzle of the haiku poem was quite successful… most of the students managed 

to finish it in a relatively short time, which surprised me. It seems that when they have to 

rebuild the text in a sensible order, they do it more easily and faster than the clozes” (teacher 

diary, 21/11/18). 

There are three issues which arise from the passages above. Firstly, the majority of the 

students had difficulties with completing both the cloze and the jigsaw reading; secondly, 

they achieved better results in the reconstruction of shorter texts, i.e. the jigsaw puzzle of 
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the haiku poem; thirdly, they are not autonomous learners, therefore they need continuous 

assistance from the teacher. 

One of the most successful didactic activity was the first code conversion used during 

the second teaching period in the second set of the activities (§ 3.11.3). The students were 

asked to draw anything they wanted to draw which could be connected with the haiku poem 

that had just been read in the classroom (see Figure 11 in § 3.11.3 for the text), and these 

are the results emerging from the teacher diary: 

“Most of my students managed to draw really nice pictures connected to the haiku poem 

which I had read to them… I was amazed at seeing that they looked happy and that they 

were motivated to complete the activity” (teacher diary, 21/11/18); 

 “A girl made a drawing which was the exact representation of the haiku poem… I was 

really surprised” (teacher diary, 23/11/18). 

This type of code conversion appears to be particularly effective for my students, therefore 

it should be taken into account when teaching reading comprehension skills in a foreign 

language to this group of learners. 

 

4.3.2 Productive skills: speaking and writing 

Speaking and writing skills appeared to be even more challenging to manage from the 

teaching point of view. With regard to speaking skills in the foreign language, the teacher 

diary sheds light on various matters of concern: lack of communicative and linguistic 

competence in English, tendency to rote learning, and shortage of self-confidence and 

initiative to speak. These issues obviously constitute a significant challenge while teaching 

to the students. The most noteworthy fragments of the teacher diary, as evidence of the 

aforementioned problems, are provided as follows. 

“When I tried to involve them by asking questions about the possible meaning of the 

paratext of the Easy Read book, I only obtained silence… nobody wanted to speak” 

(teacher diary, 25/06/18); 

 “They don’t know how to communicate with me and to express themselves in English in 

fact I can’t understand what they wish to say most of the times” (teacher diary, 26/06/18); 

“They never speak in English among themselves... I’ve never heard one word in English 

during the whole lessons… they don’t even try to do so” (teacher diary, 27/06/18); 

 “Most of them don’t speak in English at all… it seems that they prefer avoiding speaking 

English because they simply don’t have the words… I can perceive their feeling of 

inadequacy, their wish to make their communication effective and the sense of deep 

discouragement when they don’t manage to do so” (teacher diary, 20/11/18); 

 “When I asked them to tell me some basic information about their life, like their age, 

nationality or hobbies, most of them could answer me through standard phrases, which 

have been obviously learnt by heart… it seemed to me that they were forced to repeat and 

memorise those expressions in English, but I’m sure that they don’t even know the meaning 

of what they were saying” (teacher diary, 23/11/18). 

The last didactic activity of the second teaching period in School A and School B 

aimed at developing the students’ writing skills through the code conversion method. They 

were asked to write a haiku poem based on two illustrations taken from the Easy Read book 

“One Hundred Poems” (see Appendix H for the illustrations used) and then discussed about 

their writings in groups. The results obtained were particularly poor. Some meaningful 
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extracts from the teacher diary are here reported in order to provide insight into the main 

difficulties encountered by the students and the teacher as well. 

“The writing activity was a total disaster... nobody managed to write an entire haiku 

poem… some students wrote few words or phrases which looked meaningless to me, while 

the majority of them did not write anything at all… I felt totally discouraged because I 

perceived that none of my students was willing to do the activity” (teacher diary, 21/11/18); 

“All the students who tried to write the haiku poem showed huge difficulties with writing 

in English, especially regarding spelling skills” (teacher diary, 23/11/18); “I noticed that 

they often mix up the Latin with the Cyrillic alphabet… sometimes I think they are simply 

not ready to write in English (teacher diary, 21/11/18); 

“I tried to teach them the correct spelling, but I didn’t have enough time… after some 

minutes, most of them kept on making the same mistakes… I felt powerless” (teacher diary 

23/11/18). 

Students’ disinterest in writing activities, probably due to their lack of writing skills and to 

significant spelling problems, and the teacher’s difficulty with attempting to teach her 

students such skills via the haiku poems are the main themes which emerge from the teacher 

diary analysis. 

 

4.3.3 Vocabulary activities 

Vocabulary activities were generally effective, although some challenges were encountered. 

The battleship game, for instance, was characterised by difficulties with understanding its 

correct procedure, showing serious problems of communication with both the students and 

with the English teacher:  

“I was not able to explain either verbally or non-verbally how the battleship game works… 

Neither the students nor the English teacher understood what they were asked to do… I 

tried every means of communication, but unfortunately nothing worked… the final result 

was that I had to skip the activity” (teacher diary, 27/06/18). 

The vocabulary activity based on the TPR and the flashcards, instead, was in general 

successful. The majority of the students showed themselves excited about moving around 

the classroom and learning English via such a kinesthetic modality. The major challenge 

regarded the phoneme-grapheme correspondence of the English words, as the teacher diary 

shows:  

“It seemed that they could understand and recognize the words orally, by listening to them, 

but when asked to find the corresponding written form of the same word, they looked 

confused, bewildered… most of the times I had to point at the correct word to help them” 

(teacher diary, 26/06/18). 

The last observation which emerges from the teacher diary is that most of the students 

showed a marked tendency to effectively associate pictures with words, and pictures with 

paragraphs, demonstrating excellent visual memory and intuitive skills (see § 3.10.1 and § 

3.11.2 for the vocabulary activities). As I write in the teacher diary:  

“The scaffolding techniques and the pictures were really effective, they guessed the right 

word very easily” (teacher diary, 25/06/18); 

 “They showed good skills at matching new vocabulary to the corresponding pictures and 

good understanding when I tried to let them discover the meaning of some words” (teacher 

diary, 22/11/18). 
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4.4 Learning environments 

The following section will analyse the various elements of the learning environments in 

which my English lessons took place. A series of challenging factors with regard to both the 

physical setting and the predominant social and psychological atmosphere of the classrooms 

will be presented. 

 

4.4.1 Classroom setting 

According to Maugeri (2017), the different types of disposition and locations of the teacher 

desk and of the students’ school desks within the classrooms have a significant impact on 

students’ motivation in order to start to learn a foreign language. Choosing a specific 

classroom layout reflects the teacher’s view of learning, of teaching and the way in which 

she wants to conduct her lessons. 

Referring to the same terminology used by Maugeri (2017) in his study, my English 

lessons were conducted in a physical setting which can be named as a horse-shoe space 

model. “It is a circular space suitable for a communicative approach which aims at the 

development of communicative competence in the foreign language. It is useful for 

promoting both individual and creative work and pair work and cooperative learning” 

(Maugeri, 2017, p. 77; translated by the author). The physical conditions of the classroom, 

therefore, were supposed to support and enhance the students’ communicative competence 

and the general interaction student-student and teacher-student, especially because the 

majority of the didactic activities designed had to be carried out cooperatively or in pairs. 

The teacher diary analysis reveals that the horse-shoe space model was not that effective; 

on the contrary, it caused two major difficulties while teaching. Firstly, the aforementioned 

disposition is never used in ordinary English classes with the two teachers (see § 5.3.2), who 

prefer a classroom space model centred on the teacher desk. As a consequence, the students 

were not used to learning through this classroom space model, and they found themselves 

in a totally new learning environment. The second issue concerns the correct 

implementation of the horse-shoe space model, which failed to be a supportive teaching 

procedure, as some fragments of the teacher diary show: 

“The school desks were not disposed in a circle, but in an undefined shape which was 

changing from time to time. Sometimes it was a sort of circle, then it became a square, and 

in the end, total chaos which I couldn’t control” (teacher diary, 25/06/18); 

“The students were moving and changing their seats all the time… probably they didn’t 

like that layout or simply, they are not used to it” (teacher diary, 21/11/18);  

“I tried to put the desks in a circle, but I simply didn’t manage to do so… I think that most 

of the cooperative learning activities did not work that well also because of this layout, it 

was not effective” (teacher diary, 22/11/18); 

 “I don’t think that this attempt of a circular layout enhanced student-student interaction” 

(teacher diary, 23/11/18). 

From the excerpts above, it is apparent how influential the layout of a classroom can be in 

terms of effectiveness of the didactic activities, of classroom interaction and of actual 

learning. 
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4.4.2 Socio-psychological setting 

By the term socio-psychological setting of the classroom, I mean the general classroom 

atmosphere during the English lessons, the interaction among the students and the teacher 

and the students, and the general students’ motivation and interest in the didactic activities 

proposed. The teacher diary offers significant insight concerning this topic because it shows 

how and to what extent the components of the learning environment influence the teaching 

and the learning process. 

Concerning the general climate of the classrooms in which I taught, in both School A 

and School B, the analysis of the teacher diary shows mainly quite negative outcomes. 

Although I attempted as much as possible to create an enjoyable, cheerful, interactive and 

cooperative environment through the didactic activities, it would seem that I did not manage 

to achieve the pre-established goals. Some meaningful parts of the teacher diary are here 

presented in order to show this issue. 

“I always have the same feeling which is quite hard to describe in words…I felt a sense of 

hostility coming from my students throughout the whole lesson, a climate of discomfort 

and unease when I had to teach them… I felt that they didn’t want me as a teacher, but I 

don’t know why” (teacher diary, 27/06/18); 

“I don’t know how to react to this environment, how to change it in such little time (teacher 

diary, 28/06/18); 

 “When I entered the classroom, I immediately sensed a negative climate made of 

difficulties, in which everyone was on their own” (teacher diary, 22/11/18). 

The feelings here described are so subtle and within the teacher’s inner perceptions that they 

are very difficult to describe in words. It is, however, important to present them as 

significant findings because they are mentioned several times throughout the teacher diary, 

especially at the beginning of the teaching experience, when neither the teacher nor the 

students knew each other. This demonstrates that the general climate of the classroom and 

the students’ attitudes towards the teacher can become a challenging factor which 

potentially hinders effective teaching. 

The second issue which arises from the teacher diary is the type of classroom 

interaction among the students and between the teacher and her students, mainly from a 

social perspective. As I already highlighted in § 4.2.2, cooperative learning activities, for 

instance, were complicated tasks to accomplish for the majority of my students because 

there was a lack of respect, collaboration, and social and psychological safety in the 

classrooms. When these ideologies and values are missing, the teaching and learning 

processes are likely to be ineffective, if not detrimental. The teacher diary analysis also 

underlines the fact that most of the students tend to be aggressive and hostile towards their 

peers, and in some sporadic cases towards the teacher as well. It was frequent, indeed, that 

several students started to argue in a very lively manner, to scream violently and suddenly. 

It is obvious that these type of interactions did not contribute to the actual implementation 

and efficacy of the learning activities, and created great difficulties with teaching. Some 

meaningful extracts of the teacher diary clearly explain the issue. 

“I was surprised when I saw how aggressive most of the students are among themselves… 

it seems that they don’t like one another” (teacher diary, 27/06/18);  

“When they started arguing and screaming I really didn’t know what to do… some of them 

were so noisy and disrespectful that I couldn’t stay focused on the activity I was doing” 

(teacher diary, 28/06/18);  



Eleonora Pannacci -  Teaching English to minority students in Bulgaria: an outsider’s perspective 

 

89 
 

“Two pupils categorically refused to work together to do the activity. They tried to explain 

to me why, but I could not understand them… however, I could see a sort of scorn in their 

faces” (teacher diary, 28/06/18); 

 “Two pupils started screaming at me in a language that I couldn’t understand and they 

didn’t let me speak or take the control back… I was shocked because I didn’t expect such 

behaviour towards me” (teacher diary, 20/11/18). 

A further issue to underline is the students’ motivation and interest in the didactic 

activities. As already mentioned in § 4.1, I found it complicated and sometimes tiring to 

keep my students’ attention, concentration and motivation during all the English classes. In 

the teacher diary analysis, the terms “demotivation” and “disinterest” on the part of the 

students in regard to the activities appeared several times, showing another challenging 

factor.  

Yet it seems that the new and “out-of-the-box” teaching materials managed to catch 

the students’ initial attention and to ignite their curiosity, which, however, tended to fade 

very quickly as the lesson went by. It would appear that they generally perceived the Easy 

Read books used for the lessons positively. At the initial stage, they showed interest, 

surprise, wonder, and the willingness to accomplish the tasks. However, that willingness 

did not prove to be sufficiently powerful and consistent in order to deal with all the phases 

of every activity, resulting in growing demotivation and disinterest. As a consequence, 

feelings of frustration, demotivation, powerlessness, and discouragement on the part of the 

teacher were frequent and overwhelming. Some fragments taken from the teacher diary are 

here presented in order to give a tangible and vivid representation of this challenging factor 

while teaching. 

“It was my first lesson with the students today and they immediately showed surprise and 

interest in the Easy Read book and in the innovative activities. Some of them also tried to 

make questions about the book cover… I felt satisfied… maybe fifteen minutes after the 

beginning, the majority of them looked tired, disinterested, almost bored” (teacher diary, 

25/06/18);  

“I wish I could simply stop and run away from the classroom” (teacher diary, 26/06/18); 

“Some children were particularly hyperactive and showed difficulties with focusing on the 

activities for a long time” (teacher diary, 27/06/18);  

“It seemed to me that anything which is scholastic becomes boring after ten minutes” 

(teacher diary, 28/06/18); 

 “They can’t keep focused for more than three minutes, they get distracted very easily… 

after a while they didn’t want to do anything I was proposing” (teacher diary, 20/11/18); 

“I felt discouraged and demotivated, I didn’t know what else I could do to catch their 

attention” (teacher diary, 20/11/18); 

 “I struggled to calm them down and to create a pleasant learning environment” (teacher 

diary, 23/11/18). 

 

4.5 Time management 

“It took much more time than I expected to complete every activity” (teacher diary, 

25/06/18); 

 “I finished the learning unit, but not in the way I wanted because I was running out of 

time” (teacher diary, 26/06/18);  
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“I didn’t manage to do all the things I had planned to do… I didn’t have enough time” 

(teacher diary, 27/06/18);  

“As usual, I didn’t have enough time to do all the activities I wanted to do” (teacher diary, 

28/06/18); 

 “Once again I didn’t realise that time was running out, so I had to rush to complete the 

whole learning unit” (teacher diary, 20/11/18); 

 “Forty minutes are not enough for the lessons with my students… is this because I cannot 

teach properly?” (teacher diary, 23/11/18);  

“After this teaching experience, I’ve realised that a teacher hardly ever manages to do all 

the things she wants to do in only one lesson” (teacher diary, 23/11/18). 

Time management was a significant difficulty when teaching English to the students. 

Problems concerning an (un)balanced distribution of the learning activities throughout each 

lesson appeared very frequently. It seems that most of the students needed much more time 

than I had planned in order to fully understand and complete all the activities. 

The main cause of this issue could be ascribed to my limited teaching experience and to the 

fact that I did not have the possibility to sufficiently get acquainted with my students before 

the actual teaching. As a consequence, I probably designed the activities for “ordinary 

classes” from a majority language, rather than for multilingual students. After this 

experience, I realised that when working with minority students with a language other than 

the one of instruction, teachers should take into account the fact that they need far more time 

for detailed explanations and to assure that they can fulfil every task. 

 

4.6 The Easy Read books and the didactic activities 

The challenging factors when teaching English to minority students in Bulgaria are 

manifold. The analysis of the teacher diary, however, also gives positive signals about the 

potential effectiveness of the Easy Read books as main teaching material and of the didactic 

activities proposed, based on the affective-humanistic approach. 

The students showed particular interest and curiosity towards the books and many of 

the didactic activities, especially at the beginning of every English lesson. This suggests that 

the Easy Read books and the affective-humanistic approach could be an appropriate 

pedagogical modus operandi for this specific category of learners. As already mentioned in 

§ 4.4.2, however, the students’ motivation and involvement tended to be quite meagre since 

it was not extended over the whole lesson, but only at the initial stage of every learning 

activity. This leads us to believe that there were both certain shortcomings due to my own 

teaching and that determined teaching practices and methods usually implemented by the 

two English teachers could have influenced the outcomes of the English lessons in question. 

These issues will be discussed in detail in § 5. 

Enthusiasm and excitement were also showed by the two English teachers, who seemed to 

be positively surprised at seeing their students’ level of involvement in the activities, as 

some extracts of the interviews with them show:  

“Yes, they definitely liked the lessons… I think they were surprised at seeing something 

different from their textbook. It was something new, so they were willing to try it out” 

(Teacher A, 22/06/18); 

 “I think that the students liked the lessons much more than mine, they looked more 

involved, motivated, and excited” (Teacher B, 13/11/18). 
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Both teachers also expressed their wish to integrate the Easy Read books into regular 

English classes, agreeing on the fact that they could be a valuable alternative to the textbook 

which they usually employ:  

“I would like to use these books in my classes to see if I can teach them better, if they can 

be more motivated” (Teacher A, 22/06/18); 

 “I think that this book was effective for them because the text was not too long [referring 

to the haiku poems], so they could focus on few words and concepts… it was more 

attainable” (Teacher B, 13/11/18). 

The two teachers also showed interest in the follow-up activities based on the books, saying 

“I really liked the activities, they were wonderful” (Teacher B, 13/11/18). 

It is interesting to notice a sort of opposition between my perceptions and feelings about the 

outcomes of the didactic activities and the students’ motivation and involvement depicted 

in the teacher diary, and the two teachers’ opinions about my English lessons. The two 

teachers observed mainly positive results and feedback from the students, whereas the same 

activities were perceived quite negatively in the majority of the cases by the teacher-

researcher. This provides evidence of the fact that some positive results took place, although 

exiguous. It also shows that probably, ordinary English classes with these students are 

usually characterised by even more inadequate and unsatisfactory didactic activities, 

teaching materials and learning environments than the ones in which I taught. 

Table 6 summarises the main findings which attempted to answer the two research 

questions, reported in the previous sections of the chapter. The data are mainly taken from 

the teacher diary. The table lists the most challenging factors when teaching English to 

minority students in Bulgaria, it then describes the reasons why they were perceived as 

particularly difficult, and finally, it provides an infographic concerning the general students’ 

involvement in the didactic activities and the extent to which they managed to complete 

each of them. These two latter aspects are measured through a scale composed of dots which 

goes from one to five. One dot is the minimum score assigned to one challenging factor; 

five dots is the highest score. The “level of involvement” and the “level of completeness” 

items are not included in the challenging factors which do not directly refer to the didactic 

activities. 
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Table 6. The main findings. 

Challenging teaching factor Why challenging? Students’ involvement 

in the activities 

Level of completeness 

of the activities 

Mixed classes Heterogeneity in learning styles, 

needs, foreign language skills, 

mother tongue, personality traits 

and cultural backgrounds. 

  

Shared reading Difficulty with involving all the 

students and keeping their 

attention while reading. 

 

 
 

 

Individual reading The majority of the students 

were not able to read 

individually, showing scares 

reading skills. 

 

 

 

 

Cooperative learning 

methodology 

The students showed difficulties 

with working together to 

accomplish the tasks. Lack of 

an effective interaction student-

student. 

 

 

 

 

Ludic methodology Generally, this methodology did 

not boost the students’ self-

confidence to use English 

during the activities.  It created 

initial involvement and 

motivation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Error correction and 

type of feedback 

It was difficult to pinpoint the 

most effective type of feedback 

to give. The implicit and output-

based feedback was not 

effective. 

  

Listening and reading 

comprehension activities 

The students had difficulties 

with understanding the content 

of the books and the tasks they 

had to complete. Better results 

were achieved in some of the 

reading comprehension 

activities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Speaking and writing 

activities 

The students lack basic writing 

skills. They are not self-

confident enough to speak in 

English and they tend to speak 

by rote phrases and words. 

Total lack of communicative 

competence. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Vocabulary activities The students generally achieved 

better results in vocabulary 

activities. They show good 

visual memory skills. 

 

 

 

 

Classroom setting The horse-shoe disposition of 

the classroom did not support 

communication in the FL. The 

students were not used to it; 

hyperactivity of some of the 

students did not support this 

layout. 

  

Socio-psychological 

environment 

Lack of social and 

psychological safety in the 

classroom. Sporadic motivation 

and interest in the activities. 

  

Time management Frequent imbalance between the 

time available and the planned 

learning activities. 
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5. Discussion 

The reasons for my results from the schools can be ascribed to two different sources. On the 

one hand, the weaknesses characterising my own teaching have been identified as “intrinsic” 

causes, which will be discussed later in the chapter. On the other hand, the classroom 

observations conducted in both schools, and the interviews (see § 3.6.2 and § 3.6.3) indicate 

that there are also “extrinsic” causes which are likely to have had an impact on the results. 

The data used are taken from field notes, interviews and the teacher diary. The last section 

suggests possible research directions concerning similar learning and teaching contexts. 

 

5.1 Shortcomings of my teaching 

The primary source which needs to be investigated in order to discuss the main findings is 

related to the inevitable shortcomings and limitations of my own teaching. 

Firstly, my limited teaching experience surely influenced the results of the didactic 

activities and of both teaching and learning processes. I taught as an intern English teacher, 

therefore, the numerous difficulties which I have presented in the previous chapter were 

quite predictable. As I have not yet reached a durable and solid experience in teaching, 

especially in highly heterogeneous classes such as the ones in the two Bulgarian schools, I 

encountered several challenges, which in some cases, I could not manage in the most 

appropriate ways. Another important aspect to take into account is, however, the fact that I 

did not have the opportunity to know deeply the specific characteristics of each class from 

the linguistic or the socio-cultural point of view. Every learning unit and the whole teaching 

approach were designed basically without having knowledge of the students. The interviews 

with the two English teachers provided me with some basic information which did not prove 

to be sufficient. This issue inevitably caused many complications which affected the results. 

The main shortcomings are here listed as follows: 

 I was not completely aware of the students’ level of competence in English. As a result, I 

probably designed learning activities which were not attainable for the majority of the 

students. Moreover, I did not expect that the students lacked even basic literacy skills in the 

foreign language, such as spelling problems and more general issues concerning writing and 

reading. As a result, the writing activity implemented during the second teaching period (see 

§ 3.11) was totally unsuccessful, for instance, probably because it was too demanding and 

therefore demotivating for the students. 

 I took for granted that all the students were able to read and comprehend whole chapters of 

the Easy Read books, used in the first teaching period (see § 3.10). The teacher diary 

analysis, instead, showed that they achieved better outcomes in activities regarding the 

haiku poems, which are made of three short lines only. As a consequence, it is also likely 

that a considerable amount of the input provided was not sufficiently comprehensible. 

 As Balboni (2014, p. 55) says “individual characteristics, especially the combination among 

the different characteristics of a person, can support or make the acquisition process even 

more difficult or slower” (translated by the author). The students’ foreign language learning, 

therefore, became even more difficult because I did not know each student’s learning styles, 

personality traits, foreign language competence, and attitudes, despite the fact that I 

attempted to design different types of activities. This did not allow me to diversify and 

stratify the various learning activities, as Caon (2016) highly recommends in mixed classes 

as such. For the same reason, I could not create heterogeneous groups for the cooperative 

learning activities, which turned out to be quite ineffective. 
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 Lastly, I do not know the students’ first languages. Although knowing the students’ 

languages is not essential for teaching a foreign language, this created some problems when 

teaching. As their English proficiency was low, they tended to speak in another language 

most of the time. They also attempted to explain to me their difficulties or to participate in 

the learning activities in a language other than English which I could not understand. As a 

result, I did not know how to help them or how to make myself clear. This linguistic factor 

might have affected the effectiveness of the teaching and learning process. 

 

5.2 The teachers’ role during the English lessons 

Another aspect which influenced the learning outcomes of the didactic activities is the role 

that the two English teachers assumed during my lessons. The teacher in School B allowed 

me to conduct the learning unit as I wanted, giving me complete freedom and without 

putting me under pressure. Instead, the role of the English teacher in School A was perceived 

as very oppressing, intrusive, and irritating, as I write in the teacher diary: 

“She was interrupting me all the time… every word I was trying to say in English was 

immediately translated into Bulgarian by the teacher” (teacher diary, 26/06/18); “she thinks 

that I’m one of her students; sometimes she doesn’t even let me start speaking that she’s 

already there translating, speaking in Bulgarian so loudly that I couldn’t hear my own 

voice” (teacher diary, 27/06/18); 

 “She was really annoying today, it was hard to do what I wanted also because of her” 

(teacher diary, 20/11/18);  

“She’s always tried to lower the level of the activities, to make them even simpler… I think 

it’s because she doesn’t believe they can do it” (teacher diary, 21/11/18). 

The teacher’s intrusiveness probably is due to her willingness to support me during the 

lesson, thinking of acting for “my sake”. On the contrary, the role that she played became 

particularly counterproductive, impacting on the concrete effectiveness of the didactic 

activities and on the natural continuation of the lesson, which was, instead, rather 

intermittent. 

Moreover, from the analysis of the teacher diary, two issue arises: firstly, the teacher is used 

to implementing the grammar-translation method to teach English; secondly, her tendency 

to explain every activity in Bulgarian and to lower the level of difficulty of the tasks shows 

that she does not believe sufficiently in her students, that she never challenges them, as she 

does not set high expectations for her students. These issues will be discussed in more detail 

in § 5.3.4 and § 5.4. 

 

5.3 Bulgarian teaching approaches and methods 

I taught English in the two Bulgarian schools for a short period of time. I found myself in 

pre-existing deeply-rooted teaching practices, methods and approaches in regard to foreign 

language education which are likely to have influenced the outcomes of my learning 

activities and the general effectiveness of the Easy Read books. It is, therefore, necessary to 

discuss them in the following sections. 

 

5.3.1 Views on education and knowledge 

From the field notes collected during the classroom observations in both schools, a very 

traditional and conservative view of education and teaching clearly emerged, as also 



Eleonora Pannacci -  Teaching English to minority students in Bulgaria: an outsider’s perspective 

 

95 
 

confirmed by the author of the Easy Read books and international expert of education Dr. 

Sabira Ståhlberg: “The teachers are in general conservative and stick to their traditional 

teaching methods and approaches, because they have always taught like this, and they have 

not much possibility or motivation to experience other ways. This is also the way many 

parents expect them to teach the children, which limits the use of new methods.” (Interview, 

20/06/18). 

The description of such a way of thinking provided by Caon (2016) seems to fit the 

Bulgarian educational situation perfectly. According to Caon, teachers who adopt this view 

of foreign language education make three assumptions which are never present in real 

learning environments, especially in mixed classes as the ones here discussed. First, 

knowledge is only transmissive, meaning that it directly goes from the teacher to the 

students, who are seen as empty boxes to fill. Secondly, the communicative interaction 

between the teacher, who is the only owner of knowledge, and the students is always 

supposed to be optimal, taking for granted that the teachers will consistently be understood 

by their students. Thirdly, every student is able to comprehend and process autonomously 

complex information. 

 Very similar ideas were observed during the English classes in the two schools. It 

would appear that there is no place for a more constructivist view of teaching and learning, 

which is one of the founding principles of modern pedagogy. While constructivism “gives 

value to the interpersonal and intrapersonal dimension of the learner” (Caon, 2016, p. 13; 

translated by the author), the Bulgarian teachers do not consider their students’ personal 

experiences, beliefs, affective and learning needs. Research (Caon, 2016) has demonstrated 

that these aspects influence students’ memorisation of new information and their whole 

learning process. 

It is not surprising that both English teachers, when asked about constructivism in the 

interviews, explicitly said that they had never even heard of this term, confirming what has 

been said in § 2.1.1 in regard to the general lack of up-to-date and modern teaching 

approaches characterising the Bulgarian education system. When asked about whether there 

is a difference between being educators and teachers, Teacher A said: “I don’t think that a 

teacher is an educator of the whole person, the parents are responsible for that… I have to 

teach English, which is another thing” (Interview, 22/06/18). The correspondence between 

what was reported by the Finnish-Bulgarian joint project on the same issue (see § 2.5.1) 

more than twenty years ago, and what was observed in School A and School B is 

noteworthy, and it would seem that very little has changed, which is not surprising. Bulgaria 

does not invest much in education (see § 3.1.1 and European Commission, 2019 for further 

discussion about Bulgarian expenditure on education).  

Another interesting comparison between the modern view of education and the one 

proposed by the two Bulgarian teachers can be made. According to Balboni (2014), the so-

called didactic action space is constituted by the constant and direct interaction between the 

foreign language and its culture, and the student, as shown in Figure 12. The teacher should 

take on the role of mediator in order to help link these two dimensions, put on an equal level. 

In other words, the teacher should only be an element of the LASS (Language Acquisition 

System Support). Figure 13 shows the non-existent interaction between the student and the 

foreign language, which was observed in all the English classes. The aim of the teachers is 

that of transmitting their knowledge (mainly grammatical and morphological rules, as we 

will see in § 5.3.2) to the students, who have to be ready to process and memorise it 

autonomously. 
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Figure 12 (left). Diagram representing the didactic action space model by Balboni (Balboni, 

2014, p. 28). 

Figure 13 (right).  Interaction between teacher, student and the foreign language in School A 

and School B. 

Although both teachers affirm their relationship to the students is “friendly and based 

on mutual respect” (Teacher B, Interview, 13/11/18), my field notes show a different 

situation. It would seem that in most cases both teachers used a direct and strong form of 

authority, which often tended to be authoritarian. They often had to raise their voices to 

catch the students’ attention and they rarely gave autonomy and power to the pupils. It is 

remarkable to notice another similarity with what was reported in the Finnish-Bulgarian 

joint project concerning the same topic (see § 2.5.2). 

The observations drawn from the field notes lead us to believe that the deeply-rooted 

conservative pedagogical conceptions of the two teachers might have played an important 

role in my teaching as well. The following sections will provide further evidence supporting 

this hypothesis. 

 

5.3.2 Prevailing teaching approach and practices 

From the field notes, it emerges that the grammar-translation method is the only teaching 

approach implemented by the English teachers. The main features of this approach are 

described by Balboni (2014) and are exactly the same used during the English lessons 

observed: “the focus is on form, i.e. pronunciation and grammatical rules, the lexicon is 

presented through lists… which are not contextualised. Nearly all the work is focused on 

written language; translation is the founding technique… student’s motivation, learning 

pace, and features are disregarded; the teacher is a prophet” (pp. 29-30; translated by the 

author). 

When I observed the lessons, the teachers were mainly concerned with translating every 

single word from English into Bulgarian and vice versa. The students did not seem to 

comprehend the meaning of the lesson content in most of the cases. As far as the lexicon is 

concerned, both teachers used to make their students repeat by rote specific phrases or lists 

of words, which were mainly decontextualized and taken from the textbook. 

Meaningful communicative exchanges never took place and the students clearly 

showed a total lack of communicative competence in the foreign language. As already 

reported in § 4.3.2, they were not able to express themselves in English, but simply speak 

in a “parrot-like” and unauthentic manner, as they are taught to do. These observations are 

endorsed by the interviews conducted with the English teachers, who say: “I often translate 

verbs and words from Bulgarian to English and the other way around” (Teacher A, 

Interview, 22/06/18); “I help them to use the dictionary and to make the exercises on the 

textbook” (Teacher B, Interview, 13/11/18). This is the answer by one of the teacher when 

asked in which ways he helps his students to overcome their major difficulties. 
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It is important to underline these observations about the teachers’ approach because, as Caon 

(2016, p. 69), explains, “the development of linguistic competence is also strictly connected 

with the teaching methodology adopted by the foreign language teacher. The methodology, 

indeed, could be exclusive or inclusive and make a difference as far as foreign language 

competence concerns” (translated by the author). Learning through this teaching approach 

inevitably leads to the poor language and communicative skills which characterise most of 

the students whom I taught. 

It is also interesting to observe that the two English teachers encountered certain 

difficulties which are really similar to the ones that I described in § 4.1, concerning the great 

heterogeneity of the students. When they assigned some exercises from the textbook to 

complete, for instance, I noticed that they found it challenging to follow and assist every 

student, for the same reasons which I explained in § 4.1. As a result, while very few students 

obtained the teacher’s consideration, the majority of them were left by themselves. 

The analysis of the audio-recordings of the English lessons observed provides a clear 

picture of the two teachers’ practices. Figure 14 shows the average teacher and student 

talking time during the lessons, highlighting a considerable predominance of the teacher 

over the students. Figure 15 and Figure 16 instead represent the amount of time spent 

speaking in English and in Bulgarian, by the teacher and by the students respectively. With 

regard to the students’ talking time, the category “Bulgarian” includes all the languages 

other than English. Indeed, as all the minority students are at least bilingual. Dr. Sabira 

Ståhlberg is clear about this issue: “they [Roma and Turkish minority students] have a 

practical approach to languages… A Romani conversation in Bulgaria usually contains 

code-switching on all levels of language, from phonetic to semantic, in several languages. 

Those Roma who speak Romani or Turkish often use different language elements from 

Bulgarian, mainly lexical” (Interview, 20/06/18). The graphs reveal that in both teacher and 

student talking time, Bulgarian takes over the use of English during the lesson most of the 

time. These data might explain the students’ poor speaking skills in English observed during 

my teaching experience, as they are rarely encouraged to use it. 

Foreign language teaching would seem to be mainly, if not entirely, focused on the teacher. 

The English classes seemed to be designed according to the lecture model. They are 

markedly verbal and unidirectional, from the teacher to the students. This way of teaching 

“drastically reduces the possibility that the students participate actively in the learning 

process” (Caon, 2016, p. 69; translated by the author). 

The same concept is shown when the type of error correction used by the teachers is 

analysed. From the field notes, it emerged that the only type of feedback given to the 

students is explicit and input-based, using Ellis (2006) as a point of reference. In most of 

the cases, the students were constantly interrupted by the teacher as soon as they were 

starting to speak in English. Every attempt was directly and roughly cut off. Moreover, the 

teachers also tended not to give any metalinguistic explanation in English or Bulgarian about 

the mistake which had just been made. This way, the students are likely to repeat the same 

mistakes, as they did during my lessons (see § 4.2.4) since they are not told why they were 

mistaken. This attitude is likely to create affective filters (Krashen, 1982) and to undermine 

the students’ self-esteem and motivation. It could also explain the reasons why the majority 

of the students have very poor speaking skills in the foreign language. 
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Figure 14 (left). Teacher and Student Talking Time during the English lessons observed in 

School A and School B. 

Figure 15 (middle). Teacher Talking Time in English and in Bulgarian during the English 

lessons observed in School A and School B. 

Figure 16 (right). Student Talking Time in English and in Bulgarian during the English lessons 

observed in School A and School B. 

 

The two teachers, when asked whether and how they usually plan their lessons, 

answered: 

“The experience helps me for teaching without preparation because I know the plan” (Teacher A, 

Interview, 22/06/18). 

“The first part is about the revision of the last lesson; then I introduce them to the new lesson by 

explaining the title [of the learning unit of the textbook]; then, I provide support for the students 

who do not understand vocabulary; then I explain the main part of the lesson, then I make them do 

some exercises [in the textbook], then I make some questions in order to test the new knowledge; 

lastly, I assign them the homework for the next time” (Teacher B, Interview, 13/11/18);  

From these excerpts of the interviews, it is clear that there is not any lesson planning on the 

part of the teacher, and probably that they have never changed their way of teaching, which 

has been the same for years. It would also appear that the English textbook is regarded as 

the only teaching method by the two teachers. The class follows exactly the same structure 

of a specific learning unit of the textbook. This is even more surprising when I discovered 

that both teachers are aware of the fact that “the textbook is too difficult for them… I know 

that they do not understand it” (Teacher A, Interview, 22/06/18); “their level of English is 

lower than the one of the book… they would need another type of textbook” (Teacher B, 

Interview, 13/11/18). 

 As a direct consequence, a considerable amount of the input provided by the teachers in 

English seemed not to be either comprehensible or meaningful to their students. While 

observing in the classroom, it was very perceptible that the students were not 

comprehending what the teachers were telling them. Beyond being not sufficiently 

understandable, the English input was exactly the same for the whole class. As Caon (2016) 

explains, it is pivotal to diversify and tailor the input provided in the foreign language 

according to the different characteristics and abilities of the students, as the input will never 

be comprehensible to all the students and at the same time. From the interviews, it also 

appears that the two teachers ignore their students’ specific learning approaches and the 

need to modify several aspects of their teaching practices. In a few words, it would seem 

that they do not apply any teaching strategy, nor do they practice any kind of self-reflection 

about their own teaching practices, which is typical of action research. 
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The classroom setting during my English lessons followed the so-called horse-shoe 

space model (see § 4.4.1). On the contrary, all the English lessons observed were 

characterised by a physical layout which is centred around the teacher desk. Maugeri (2017) 

defines this type of layout “aseptic, suitable for the lecture-type teaching model… it 

supports traditional and individual learning … It tends to raise negative and refusal emotions 

in the student. The teacher desk is the only didactic point of reference… this space model, 

therefore, does not enhance communicative lesson… this kind of classroom layout is not 

very effective for the student’s performance” (p. 77; translated by the author). Despite the 

fact that there is coherence between the classroom setting and the Bulgarian teachers’ 

teaching approaches, such classroom layout does not promote either communicative or 

cooperative learning activities, which in fact, were never implemented in the lessons 

observed. This is another element which might have influenced the relatively unsuccessful 

outcomes of the cooperative learning activities designed by the teacher-researcher. 

The last point which was observed is about the social and psychological atmosphere 

in the classrooms, which “acts on the students’ emotional and cognitive system, raising in 

them feelings of enjoyment, well-being and willingness to participate to the classroom 

activities or, conversely, of contrast and discomfort, which invalidate the pupil’s behaviour, 

attitude and achievement” (Caon, 2016, p.82; translated by the author). The reflections in 

the teacher diary show that very similar socio-psychological learning environments were 

found in the English lessons observed. As discussed in § 4.4.2, the interaction both among 

the students and between the English teacher and the students seemed to be marked by 

intolerance, disrespect, and verbal aggressiveness.  

In one of my lesson, some pupils started to scream and to verbally attack one another 

in front of impassive teachers. They appeared to be unable to deal with these difficult 

situations and tended to neglect them, as they are just “some childish fights…it happens 

every day with my students” (Teacher A, informal conversation). From these reflections, it 

is clear that there is a lack of social and psychological safety in the classrooms, which did 

not support the effectiveness of my teaching and of the didactic activities which I proposed. 

It is likely that the students, being used to this kind of learning environment, social 

behaviours and attitudes, simply reiterated their usual behavioural and social patterns during 

my teaching as well, leading to the difficulties described in § 4.4.2. 

 

5.3.3 Training and upgrading 

The interviews with the English teachers give valuable explanations about the reasons why 

they still adopt their conservative teaching approach and practices. 

The main issue is that they lack modern and up-to-date pre- and in-service training which 

could give them the opportunity to teach English in different ways. When I asked them 

whether they knew pedagogical concepts and methodologies, such as the ludic didactics, 

the cooperative methodology or the shared reading methodology, they clearly answered that 

they had not any ideas about these concepts. They are, however, aware of their need to 

receive modern training and to get acquainted with innovative teaching methods, as they 

say: “I would need to have more training about the development of the mentality of my 

students, the technology and the new way for teaching in the modern society” (Teacher B, 

Interview, 13/11/18); “I would like to attend up-to-date training, but I don’t know if there is 

any… I don’t remember the last time I attended workshops or training about teaching” 

(Teacher A, Interview, 22/06/18). The two teachers also added that they would need specific 

training about how to teach this category of learners, i.e. multilingual minority students 

whose mother tongue is not Bulgarian. 
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They both also admit that sometimes they do not know how to respond to their students’ 

learning needs and how to help them overcome the great difficulties that they have due to 

their low proficiency in Bulgarian (see also § 5.4 on this issue). Moreover, both of them do 

not know their students’ mother tongue and culture, a fact which increases their teaching 

problems.  A further explanation about this matter is provided by Dr. Sabira Ståhlberg: 

“Bulgarian teachers are not used to working autonomously, they have always been told what 

to do, and there are many officials and bureaucrats who tell them how they should work. 

This top-down approach does not support the teachers or the development of their skills, 

especially in small towns or villages. A change in attitudes would help train them about 

innovatory practices and give them the chance to learn about multilingual practices” 

(Interview, 20/06/18). 

Another important fact to mention is that both of the teachers declared that they would 

urgently need upgrading in regard to their linguistic competence in English, as Teacher B 

affirms: “I feel that my English needs to be improved because I don’t remember many 

things” (Interview, 13/11/18). As already mentioned in § 3.4.2, both teacher’s competence 

in English seemed to be too low from the beginning and it caused various misunderstandings 

and communication problems during my teaching experience. Moreover, it is important to 

note that Teacher A is an elderly woman who should be already retired. It is therefore 

predictable that her teaching practices tend to be quite outdated.  

In short, the field notes and the interviews lead us to believe that there is lack of knowledge 

and competence regarding both the foreign language and the basic pedagogical notions 

about foreign language education on the part of the teachers. These data confirm the ones 

provided by PIRLS (2016) about the quality of teaching in the Bulgarian education system 

(see § 2.1.2) and the ones reported by the Finnish-Bulgarian joint project in § 2.5 about 

similar topics. They also provide a plausible explanation of the reasons for the low level of 

English language proficiency.  

 

5.4 Mutual demotivation and disinterest 

From the classroom observations in the two schools, general and persistent demotivation 

and disinterest in the learning activities proposed by the English teachers were noticed. As 

already said in § 4.4.2 in regard to my own teaching experience, it would seem that the 

majority of the students tended not to stay focused on the content of the lessons for a long 

time. From the analysis of my field notes, it emerged that the students were not sufficiently 

interested and motivated, not only in the specific English classes observed but in school in 

general. 

As discussed in § 1.3, there are several different causes which highly influence Turkish and 

especially Roma participation in mainstream education and their general low school 

achievement. As described in § 1.1.1, widespread poverty, which affects nearly all the 

minority students concerned, has an impact on the students’ motivation, interest and 

participation in the school activities. The existence of this problem is confirmed by both 

teachers, who say: “they travel all the time to somewhere during the school year… their 

school attendance is irregular because they usually follow their parents’ and families’ 

business” (Teacher A, Interview, 22/06/18); “most of them are poor and their families 

usually ask them to work” (Teacher B, Interview, 13/11/18).  

The teachers also affirm that most of the children do not receive enough family support 

during their educational process, “these children don’t have a solid family who supports 

them” (Teacher B, Interview, 13/11/18). Research studies which show the paramount 

importance of the family involvement in the student’s educational process have already been 
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discussed in § 1.2.7. These two intertwined factors lead to minority students’ early drop-out 

of school before completing compulsory education and to poor school achievement. 

Another aspect affecting the minority students’ disinterest and demotivation in school 

is being unable to achieve the objectives of the didactic activities proposed. This is mainly 

due to a linguistic difficulty. As explained in § 1.3, they are multilingual whose mother 

tongue is different from Bulgarian, the mandatory language of instruction. Bilingual 

education has never been taken into consideration by the Bulgarian education system, as 

Amalipe confirms: “all students have to study in Bulgarian language [sic], they can use their 

mother tongue in extracurricular activities, but not in the national curriculum. In schools, 

teachers are obliged to teach in Bulgarian only” (Interview, 19/06/18; see also § 2.3 about 

this topic).  

It is, therefore, not surprising to discover that the majority of the students struggle to 

obtain a satisfactory school achievement, not only as far as English concerns, but in all 

school subjects, especially in the Bulgarian language, as Teacher A confirms: “I know that 

they don’t speak Bulgarian at home… they have serious issues with writing and reading in 

Bulgarian because they never speak it outside school” (Interview, 22/06/18). This is a 

problematic issue, as the two English teachers are used to implementing the grammar-

translation method as the main approach and the textbook as the main methodology. 

 As a consequence, the input provided by the teacher is comprehensible neither in English 

nor in Bulgarian because most of the students lack basic literacy and comprehension skills 

in both languages. The final result is that “they usually lag behind from the start, therefore, 

they lose motivation in going to school, as they do not understand what is said or read” 

(Ståhlberg, Interview, 20/06/18). When the learning objectives are nearly impossible to 

attain for the students, it is quite predictable that they are likely to lose motivation, self-

esteem and self-efficacy. Despite the fact that both teachers are aware of the linguistic 

difficulties with which their students have to deal, they affirm that none of the two schools 

has ever arranged extra-curricular activities in and about the students’ mother tongue or 

about providing them with additional support to enhance their proficiency in Bulgarian. 

As already highlighted in § 5.3.2, the two English teachers regard the textbook as the 

main teaching method to use during their lessons. Every lesson is, therefore, designed 

according to the different learning units and didactic activities of the textbook, which 

alternates English with Bulgarian. The teachers conduct all their lessons in the same way, 

always following the same procedure. Every lesson which I observed was based on the 

textbook, resulting particularly demotivating, uninteresting, and monotonous. It seemed that 

the activities did not instil pleasure, enjoyment and curiosity in the students. It inevitably 

created, instead, only profound boredom and disinterest, as Balboni, cited in Caon (2016, p. 

20), confirms: “doing the same exercises, the same activities reduces pleasure and produces 

boredom” (translated by the author). The lack of stimuli in the teachers’ practices is also 

reflected in the use of visual aids and technologies to teach English. Teacher B affirms: “I 

use sometimes short videos. I find something that I prefer on the internet, on Youtube, for 

instance” (Interview, 13/11/18), Teacher A says that she has never used the IT room or any 

other technological devices to teach, firstly because it does not concern her subject; secondly 

because she is not able to use them. They never used any of the available technologies, such 

as the IT room, or any other visual support in any of the English lessons observed. Moreover, 

the potential benefits of the board, for instance, was poorly exploited. In most of the cases, 

it was used only to copy decontextualized lists of words or expressions from the textbook. 

My classroom observations depict a clear teaching and learning context in which positive 

emotions and attitudes towards the foreign language and motivation are constantly torn 

apart. 
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Demotivation and disinterest characterise not only the minority students but also the 

two English teachers, who seem to have quite negative attitudes and prejudices towards their 

students. Carrasquillo and Rodriguez (2002, p. 13) have found that “teachers’ perceptions 

of minority students affect their academic performance… teachers are the primary source 

of encouragement and support”. The teachers, therefore, should be the first ones who have 

to believe in their students’ abilities and potentialities, and to put as much effort as possible 

in order to support them and to achieve positive learning outcomes. They “become 

significant others in students’ life experiences in terms of the classroom climate, attitude, 

instruction, assessment, grades and awards” (Carrasquillo & Rodriguez, 2002, p. 11), and 

they potentially have a crucial role in increasing or reducing their students’ self-esteem, 

self-efficacy and self-confidence when learning a foreign language. The poor school 

achievement of the majority of the students could also be ascribed to the teacher’s lack of 

trust or of positive expectations towards them, as endorsed by Caon (2016, p. 21), who 

writes: “when the student believes that he is not able to accomplish a learning task… he will 

do it in a rush, without reflecting on it, he will surrender at once, he will tend to avoid that 

obstacle or he will resist it” (translated by the author). 

The interviews and the field notes written during the classroom observations in School A 

and School B lead us to believe that the two teachers harbour negative attitudes and 

stereotypes towards their minority students, confirming what has already discussed in § 1.2 

which dealt with the widespread discrimination towards Roma across Europe and in 

Bulgarian society. The aforementioned hypothesis has been drawn according to various 

elements identified in the data available and which are here listed as follows. 

 The interviews with the Bulgarian non-profit organisation Amalipe and with the 

international expert Dr. Sabira Ståhlberg confirmed that discrimination towards Roma is 

very common in every aspect of the society, as some excerpts show: “prejudice comes from 

everybody, by teachers, by doctors, it’s in all fields” (Amalipe, Interview, 19/06/18); 

“teachers are usually Bulgarian, they usually have prejudices against Roma and Turks and 

this is very widespread in Bulgarian society … they are not motivated, they don’t want to 

be there but they have to”. (Ståhlberg, Interview, 20/06/18). 

 The general feelings of demotivation, frustration and resignation are also confirmed by the 

two teachers, who say: “I don’t feel really motivated to teach here anymore… I also think 

that we [teachers] are not paid enough for our job, which is really hard” (Teacher A, 

Interview, 22/06/18); “I often thought to quit this job because of the many difficulties and 

frustrations when I do not see any results from them [the students]” (Teacher B, Interview, 

13/11/18). These perceptions seem to be based on the fact that the teachers believe that their 

students refuse to receive the education they would like to give them: “the things that make 

me feel more frustrated are when you want to give the knowledge for the people who don’t 

want it” (ibid.). 

 Another remarkable fact is that both of the teachers call all their students by using the term 

“Gypsy”, which has assumed nowadays a negative connotation and which does not 

represent the heterogeneity of the numerous Roma communities who live in Bulgaria (see 

§ 1.1.1). This leads to believe that they are not particularly sensitive to their students’ 

different cultural and familial backgrounds. 

 When I asked the teachers for more information about their students’ characteristics, such 

as their linguistic and cultural backgrounds, both of them were not able to sufficiently satisfy 

my requests. From the interviews, it would seem that they do not know the mother tongue, 

their culture and their family backgrounds, as they say: “I’m not sure about their mother 

tongue… I don’t know which language they usually speak, but it’s not Bulgarian” (Teacher 

A, Interview, 22/06/18); “I rarely speak with their families, I don’t know many of my 
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students’ parents” (Teacher B, Interview, 13/11/18). This is an important shortcoming in 

their teaching because research has often highlighted the importance “to be aware of the 

diverse ethnic and linguistic groups, personalities and characters present among students… 

[teachers] must be empathic in order to understand and be sensitive to the students’ socio-

cultural and linguistic make-up and needs” (Carrasquillo & Rodriguez, 2002, p. 16). 

 It also seems that the two teachers are resigned to the fact that these children are hopeless, 

that they cannot improve because “they don’t want to learn and to be educated, they cannot 

get better… their families don’t value education, it’s part of their culture” (Teacher A, 

Interview, 22/06/18). It appears that they tend to ascribe the causes of the students’ 

demotivation and low school achievement solely to culture and traditions, without 

questioning their own teaching practices and cultural bias. This aspect is even more 

emphasised when asked about their students’ major difficulties with learning. These are 

their answers: “the big difficulty is that they are lazy students who don’t try for nothing 

[sic]” (Teacher B, Interview, 13/11/18); “they are lazy, they are not interested in learning 

English and in school in general… they simply can’t keep focused, they can’t learn, they 

don’t remember anything that I teach them” (Teacher A, Interview, 22/06/18). Teacher A 

also expressed similar opinions to me during her classes in front of the students because 

“they don’t understand [her] in English” (Teacher A, informal conversation). It is clear that 

they do not believe in their students’ capabilities and this inevitably influences the learning 

process. 

The discussion above has highlighted significant aspects which probably influenced 

the results of my teaching experience. It has also shed light on the pre-existing and deeply-

rooted social, cultural and pedagogical drawbacks, which characterize the two Bulgarian 

schools in which this case study took place. 

When the students are used to such learning environments, teaching practices, and socio-

cultural attitudes, it is likely that they will find it difficult and destabilising to effectively 

adapt to a totally new approach, like the one which I proposed in my English classes. It can 

also be hypothesised that, as long as the different aspects persist, it seems challenging to 

effectively integrate the Easy Read books, or any books, within the affective-humanistic 

approach into regular teaching practices. 

 

5.5 Future research directions 

The present case study has shed light on three main issues. Firstly, there has been certain 

limited positive reactions regarding the effectiveness of the Easy Read books as teaching 

materials and to the minority students’ level of involvement in the didactic activities 

designed upon them, which should not be underestimated. Such signals came both from the 

majority of the students and from the two English teachers, who showed enthusiasm and 

wish to be able to use such books in their regular teaching practices.  

Secondly, the current teaching approaches and methodologies regularly implemented by the 

English teachers need to be modified and adjusted to up-to-date foreign language education 

methods for effective learning to take place. Thirdly, it has also emerged that a great number 

of the students in question urgently need to develop basic literacy skills, such as reading, 

both in English as a foreign language and in Bulgarian, the language of instruction. 

In the light of such findings, possible future research directions could be addressed to 

experimenting the association between the regular use of the Easy Read books during 

Bulgarian and English classes and the concept of extensive reading. Such a way of learning 

could be profitable for learning both English as a foreign language and Bulgarian as a second 
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language, since some Easy Read books are available in these two languages (see § 3.8). The 

founding principles of extensive reading are three: “learners read material that is easy to 

understand; learners read as much as possible; learners choose what they want to read” 

(Nation & Waring, as cited in Tennant, 2017, p. 26).  

Extensive reading, in stark opposition to intensive reading, is based on the fact that 

learners should voluntarily self-select a massive amount of easily comprehensible and 

engaging books. In such a way, extensive reading is supposed to encourage learners’ 

autonomy, to boost their motivation towards reading, as they freely choose what to read, to 

increase their self-confidence and sense of self-efficacy, and to reduce or eliminate the 

affective filter. The final learning objectives of extensive reading are: focusing on meaning, 

rather than on the form of the language; building “the learners’ fluency, reading speed, 

general comprehension of reading texts [and] practising the skill of reading itself” (Waring, 

2011, p. 3). 

Although the benefits of extensive reading methodology in regard to learning second 

and foreign languages are still debated (Krashen & Mason, 1997), there have been several 

research studies (Krashen & Mason, 1997; Krashen, 2003; Amritavalli, 2007) which show 

highly positive results regarding to second/foreign language learning and for learners of any 

age, educational level, language proficiency, and socio-economic status.  

Particularly interesting for this case study is the large-scale longitudinal study 

conducted by Elley and Magubhai (1983) in eight rural schools in the Fiji Islands with 

students from nine to eleven years old, learning English as a second language. The pupils 

who participated in the extensive reading programme outperformed the control groups in 

reading comprehension and vocabulary tests. They also showed, to a lesser extent, gains in 

related skills, such as writing and speaking abilities. Elley (2000) also describes in detail 

other extensive reading programmes experimented in many developing countries, such as 

Sri Lanka, Pakistan, Singapore, Solomon Islands, Singapore, and Niue, proving that “a rich 

diet of high interest reading materials has produced powerful language benefits for children 

learning in a second language, in developing countries, in a context where books are scarce, 

and teachers not highly educated” (p. 250). Such socio-cultural and teaching and learning 

conditions are somewhat similar to the ones characterizing the minority students in Bulgaria 

described in this case study. 

This could give empirical support to start to design and carry out large-scale longitudinal 

research studies which investigate on the possibility to have similar benefits with 

multilingual minority students in Bulgaria, when implementing extensive reading 

programmes. 

As already discussed in § 2.4, the provision of multilingual, bilingual and mother 

tongue education is of paramount importance not only for foreign language learning and for 

better school achievement, but also for their general cognitive growth. Although the current 

Bulgarian educational system does not allow bilingual education (see § 2.3), further research 

studies on the potentially positive outcomes of such education for this category of learners 

in Bulgaria are highly recommended. In particular, the dual immersion model for all, 

explained in § 2.4.2, is regarded as the most suitable bilingual programme to investigate 

further. 

As the minority students of this case study are multilingual and come from diverse 

linguistic and cultural backgrounds, the last suggestion about possible future research topics 

on this topic is the integration of the so-called dual language identity texts. Cummins et al. 

(2005) describes in detail such alternative teaching practice, which has been experimented 

with several multilingual learners in various Canadian schools. Identity texts “can be 

written, spoken, visual, musical, dramatic, or multimodal combinations [and] are positive 
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statements that students make about themselves” (p. 40). They are “different from standard 

school assignments … [because] the assignment is cognitively challenging, but students can 

choose their topics. They decide how they will carry out the project and are encouraged to 

use the full repertoire of their talents in doing so” (ibid.). When written, the multilingual 

students usually write their identity texts both in their mother tongue and in the language of 

instruction. Such practice has several benefits, e.g. acknowledging the students’ prior 

experiences and linguistic and cultural backgrounds; facilitating “the flow of knowledge, 

ideas, and feelings between home and school and across languages” (p. 42); increasing 

cognitive and affective growth of the students; their “transfer of knowledge and skills across 

languages” (p. 43); boosting their motivation and engagement towards literacy. 

It would be interesting to conduct research studies which integrate dual language identity 

texts into regular instruction with minority students in Bulgaria in order to verify whether 

similar positive results can take place.   

 

Conclusion 

The present case study attempted to answer two main research questions regarding teaching 

English as a foreign language to minority students, mainly Roma and Turkish children, in 

Bulgaria. As explained in § 3.1.1, the first research question aimed at determining the most 

challenging factors which characterise the teaching of English to this specific group of 

learners. The second research question wanted to investigate whether and how the Easy 

Read books and the didactic activities created upon them can be effective teaching materials, 

according to two criteria. Such effectiveness was measured in terms of students’ average 

level of involvement throughout all the activities, and the extent to which the students were 

able to complete the various activities proposed by the teacher-researcher.  

The analysis of the soft data collected through the teacher diary shed light on several 

difficult aspects when teaching English to minority students in Bulgaria. As discussed in § 

4, I encountered many difficulties in nearly all the didactic activities of both teaching 

periods. Such difficulties are due to different factors, which include the highly heterogeneity 

of the classrooms, some of the teaching methodologies implemented during the lessons (e.g. 

the cooperative learning methodology, the shared reading, and the ludic methodology), the 

physical classroom setting (see § 4.4.1), and the socio-psychological learning environments, 

which seemed not to be particularly suitable for effective learning to take place (see § 4.4.2). 

It would also seem that the majority of the students show very precarious communicative 

and linguistic skills in English which are likely to have prevented them from effectively 

carrying out most of the activities proposed, especially the ones which aimed at developing 

writing and speaking skills. Vocabulary activities, however, appeared to be generally more 

effective.  

The teacher diary also revealed that there were some positive signals of interest in the 

Easy Read books and in the didactic activities on the part of both the majority of the students 

and of the two English teachers involved in the research. The students’ motivation, however, 

appeared to be weak, unsteady and not sustained throughout the whole English lessons. As 

already mentioned above and as summarised in Table 6 in § 4.6, the students’ general level 

of achievement of all the didactic activities was quite poor and unsatisfactory. In particular, 

speaking and writing activities seemed to be the most demanding ones for the students.  

Other soft data drawn from the interviews and the field notes written during classroom 

observations gave an insight into possible explanations which might have influenced such 

results. The current ordinary teaching approaches and methodologies implemented by the 

English teachers, e.g. the grammar-translation method, lack of sufficient English 
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proficiency, and lack of knowledge of modern and up-to-date teaching practices in foreign 

language education, might be one of the elements which influenced the main findings 

described in § 4. The usual learning environments, the general climate of demotivation from 

the majority of the students, due to economic, socio-cultural and economic causes, and the 

quite negative attitudes shown by the teachers towards their students constitute additional 

matters of concern. It also emerged that the general education currently being offered to 

minority students in Bulgaria is influenced by institutional problems. The lack of financial 

investments in education from Bulgarian institutions (see European Commission, 2019) 

seems not to provide the teachers with opportunities to act in different ways, such as in-

service training and upgrading concerning modern pedagogical practices. In addition, the 

shortcomings of my own teaching, such as limited professional experience in the field and 

limited time in order to get acquainted with the students’ learning needs and characteristics, 

also contributed to these results. As far as these kinds of learning environments and 

educational practices persist, it seems very difficult to successfully integrate Easy Read 

books and innovatory didactic activities based on the affective-humanistic approach into 

regular instruction.  

The results are, therefore, quite disappointing. Taking into consideration the Bulgarian 

socio-cultural and economic context in which the minority students, especially Roma, are 

(see § 1), the current Bulgarian education system which seems not to give space to bilingual 

education and to interculturalism in general (see § 2.3), and the specific economic, socio-

cultural and language difficulties which distinguish minority students in Bulgaria (see § 

1.3), such results generally met my expectations.  

As foreign language education for minority students, especially for Roma children, 

not in only in Bulgaria but throughout Europe, has been rarely investigated so far, this 

research has thrown light on such issues, which deserve to be studied further. This case 

study could be regarded as the starting point in order to conduct large-scale longitudinal 

studies which aim at understanding which pedagogical orientations could effectively 

enhance multilingual minority students’ education according to their specific cultural, social 

and linguistic backgrounds. It has also offered an alternative perspective in regard to Roma 

culture, traditions and their relationship to education, which are often judged by majority 

populations through a deeply-rooted cultural bias.  

This research is a case study, whose results are therefore not generalizable, as they 

describe the particular educational context in which the study took place (see § 3.5.2). As it 

followed the qualitative paradigm, the main findings were drawn from soft data, i.e. the 

teacher diary, the field notes written during classroom observations, and the interviews (see 

§ 3.6). The two research questions were answered according to the point of view of the 

author, who assumed the role of researcher and English teacher simultaneously. For these 

reasons, the results here provided do not derive from objective knowledge and are therefore 

widely disputable. In addition, my limited professional experience in the field of foreign 

language education, the limited time available in order to conduct the study and the 

relatively small sample selected for it are important factors to take into consideration when 

interpreting the findings and their possible implications for the discipline.  

This case study provides some future research directions (see § 5.5). It would be 

interesting to conduct large-scale longitudinal studies with multilingual minority students 

which combine the regular use of the Easy Read books as didactic materials to teach English 

as a foreign language with extensive reading programmes. The results could give an insight 

into the effectiveness of extensive reading programmes in schools with multilingual 

students who live in deprived circumstances, not only in Bulgaria but across Europe. Studies 

which investigate further the pivotal role of bilingual education for such minority students 

are also considered of paramount importance. Finally, studies focused on the integration of 
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dual language identity texts (§ 5.5) into regular instruction for multilingual minority 

students would be of interest for research in foreign language and intercultural education.  
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Appendix A.  Cover and illustration of Chapter 1 taken from “Philip on the ship” 

(Ståhlberg, 2016) and used during the first teaching period, summer 2018. 
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Appendix B. Chapter 1 taken from Philip on the ship (Ståhlberg, 2016) and used during 

the first teaching period, summer 2018. 
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Appendix C. Cloze activity used in the first set of didactic activities during the first 

teaching session, summer 2018. 
 

Grandma – wish – birthday – lit – wish for – talk – blow – huge cake – Dad – relatives- 

horses – coming – sofa – smell – gets angry – strawberries – girls- candles – coffee 

 

My name is Philip. 

Today is my               . 

I love cakes.       

Mum has baked a                 . 

It has a lot of whipped cream and                 . 

 

On top are small candles 

which I soon can       . 

Immediately after that 

I will            them out. 

Then I can make a wish. 

I             for…. 

 

No, I am not going to tell you! 

You are not allowed to tell before 

what you        ! 

 

I have a big party today 

and all our               are invited. 

They all sit around the table 

and                   . 

 

Grandmother and grandfather are 

sitting on the       . 

Dad is making         for the guests. 

 

- Philip, talk to your cousins, 

Mum says to me. 

 

I have five cousins 

and they are all         . 

They are terribly boring. 

What should I talk to them about? 

 

They like          

and talk only about horses. 

and they smell of horses. 

 

Ugh! I can’t stand horses 

And most of all I dislike 

the         of them. 

 

I don’t want to talk to my cousins. 

I want to speak to             . 
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She is Dad’s mum. 

- Grandma is on her way, says            . 

The train is late. 

 

I like Grandma, 

because she understands me. 

Grandma never mopes or               . 

But where is she? 

 

The doorbell rings.       

Grandma is              ! 

- Now, get the cake, Mum calls. 

- Philip, lit the candles on the cake, 

Dad says. 

I fetch a box with matches 

and lit the              . 

 

- Such nice candles, Grandma says. 

Blow them out and           something!    
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Appendix D. Matching activity used in the second set of didactic activities during the 

first teaching session, summer 2018. 
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Appendix E. The battleship activity used in the second set of didactic activities 

during the first teaching session, summer 2018. 

 

  

To wish 

 

 To talk 

To 

blow 

out 

 

To lit 

To 

come 

To 

smell 

To get 

angry 

 

Birthday 

 

       

 

Cake 

       

 

Relatives 

       

 

Horses 

       

 

Grandma 

       

 

Candles 

       

 

Strawberries 
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Appendix F. Chapter 2 taken from “Philip on the ship” (Ståhlberg, 2016) and used 

during the first teaching period, summer 2018. 
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Appendix G. Titles for each paragraph of the second set of didactic activities during 

the first teaching period, summer 2018. 

 

 

“Philip blows out the candles” 

“Philip wants a puppy” 

“Philip cannot have a dog” 

“Philip and Grandma go on holiday by ship” 

“Philip hugs Grandma and thanks her”. 

“Philip’s relatives guess what he wants for his birthday” 

 

 

 

Appendix H. Pictures used in the second set of didactic activities during the second 

teaching period, autumn 2018, taken from “One hundred poems” (Ståhlberg, 2017). 
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Appendix I. The teacher diary. 
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Appendix J. Categories of observation for the field notes. 
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Appendix K. Observational schedule to measure Teacher Talking Time and Student 

Talking Time in English and Bulgarian during the lessons observed in School A and 

School B. 

 

  

Teacher Talking Time 

(seconds) 

 

Student Talking Time 

(seconds) 

 

English 

  

 

Bulgarian 

  

 

 

Appendix L. Informed consent for the four interviews. 

Interview Consent Form 

Research title: Teaching English to minority students in Bulgaria: an outsider’s perspective 

Research investigator: Eleonora Pannacci, Ca’ Foscari University of Venice, Faculty of  

Language Sciences, Department of Linguistics and Comparative Cultural Studies 

Research Participants Name: 

 

The interview will take two hours. There are no anticipated risks or discomforts related to 

this research, but you have the right to stop the interview or withdraw from the research at 

any time. 

This consent form is necessary to ensure that you understand the purpose of your 

involvement and that you agree to the conditions of your participation. Would you therefore 

read the accompanying information sheet and then sign this form to certify that you approve 

the following: 

 the interview will be recorded and a transcript will be produce, 

 the transcript of the interview will be analysed by Eleonora Pannacci as research 

investigator, 

 access to the interview transcript will be limited to Eleonora Pannacci and academic 

colleagues and researchers with whom she collaborates as part of the research process, 
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 any summary interview content, or direct quotations from the interview, that are made 

available through academic publication or other academic outlets will be anonymized so 

that you cannot be identified, and care will be taken to ensure that other information in the 

interview that could identify yourself is not revealed, 

 the actual recording will be destroyed after the publication of the dissertation, 

 any variation of the conditions above will only occur with your further explicit approval. 

Quotation Agreement 

I also understand that my words may be quoted directly. With regards to being quoted, 

please put a check mark next to any of the statements that you agree with: 

  

I wish to review the notes, transcripts, or other data collected during the research pertaining 

to my participation.   

I agree to be quoted directly. 

 I agree to be quoted directly if my name is not published and a made-up name (pseudonym) 

is used. 

 I agree that the researchers may publish documents that contain quotations by me. 

 

By signing this form I agree that: 

1. I am voluntarily taking part in this project. I understand that I don’t have to take part, and 

I can stop the interview at any time; 

2. The transcribed interview or extracts from it may be used as described above; 

3. I have read the Information sheet; 

4. I don’t expect to receive any benefit or payment for my participation; 

5. I can request a copy of the transcript of my interview and may make edits I feel necessary 

to ensure the effectiveness of any agreement made about confidentiality; 

6. I have been able to ask any questions I might have, and I understand that I am free to 

contact the researcher with any questions I may have in the future. 

Eleonora Pannacci 

 

Participant’s signature                                                                                     Date 

 

Appendix M. Interview questions – Dr. Sabira Ståhlberg (20/06/2018). 

A. The Easy Read books and the Easy Read methodology 

What are Easy Read books? 

What are their main characteristics? 

How long have you been working in this field? 
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Why are Easy Read books different from mainstream books? 

In which languages are they written? Why? 

What are the features that make the Easy Read books an effective pedagogical tool to learn 

foreign languages? 

Who are the Easy Read books for? 

What is the role of illustrations in the Easy Read books? 

What is the role of paratext in Easy Read books? 

What are the main objectives of the Easy Read Bokpil project? 

What are the main themes of Easy Read books? Why did you decide to deal with these 

topics? 

Which skills can a reader of the Easy Read books improve the most and why? 

What the criteria to classify the Easy Read books into three levels are? Who defined them? 

B. The Easy Read books in schools 

What does Easy Read mean in your opinion? 

Why did you decide to use the Easy Read method to write these books? 

What are the advantages and disadvantages of the Easy Read method? 

How, when and where did you come up with the Easy Read Bokpil project? 

How would you evaluate the results of this project from the beginning until now? 

Who are your collaborators? 

Are the Easy Read books used in schools as teaching materials to learn foreign languages? 

What is the students’ reaction to the Easy Read books? Do they enjoy reading and using 

them at school? 

Are the students encouraged to read them outside school? 

Do you think that using the Easy Read books in foreign language education is known enough 

across Europe? 

Should using the Easy Read books turn into a mainstream teaching approach integrated with 

the school national curricula? 

Do you think that Easy Read books would be effective for any kind of learner? 

C. The Easy Read books in Bulgaria 

How would you describe the situation concerning the Easy Reads in mainstream schools in 

Bulgaria? Is it known by teachers and school institutions? 

What are the main problems which affect Roma children’s education in Bulgaria and which 

prevent the Easy Reads from being used in your opinion? 

Do you think that the Easy Read books and, more in general, the Easy Read approach could 

be effective for the two main national minorities, i.e. the Roma and the Turks? 
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How could minority students in Bulgaria benefit from an educational point of view by 

learning through the Easy Read books? 

Could the Easy Read books be used in order to involve minority children’s parents and 

families in the overall educational process in your opinion? 

Have you used the Easy Read books in this challenging educational context with minority 

students? If yes, when and how? How would you evaluate this experience? 

In which ways should the Easy Read books be implemented in minority children’s foreign 

language education in Bulgaria? 

Do you think that foreign language teachers in Bulgaria are sufficiently prepared and trained 

in order to implement effectively the Easy Read? Why? 

 

Appendix N. Interview questions – the English teachers (22/06/2018 and 13/11/2018). 

Personal data 

A. Teaching experience and the school 

Education: when and where did you study? 

How long have you been teaching in this school? 

How many classes do you teach English? Which grade are they? How many times per week? 

Is there a library in the school? When and how do the students have access to it? How many 

books are there and in which languages? 

Do you think that you have enough and proper classroom facilities in your school? 

B. The students 

How many students are there in the school at the moment? Which kind of school is it? 

Describe your students in regard to their age, their ethnicity and their native language. 

At what level is your students’ English proficiency? 

What are your students’ main difficulties in English? Which skills are the most challenging 

to them? 

Do you think that your students are motivated enough to learn English? Why? 

What supports and what prevents your students from learning English at school in your 

opinion? 

What are the main socio-economic factors that influence their learning and education in 

general? 

How would you define your relationship with the students? 

What is your students’ language proficiency in Bulgarian, i.e. the language of schooling? 

Do you think that their low proficiency in Bulgarian affects their English learning? How? 

Do you think that the provision of bilingual education would improve their foreign language 

learning? 

Are your students’ parents involved enough in the educational process in your opinion? 
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Do you think that they are interested in their children’s education? 

What are the main factors that influence your students’ education? What are their main 

difficulties in your opinion? 

Do your students have the possibility to do extracurricular activities in and about their 

mother tongue and their culture? 

Do you think the national curriculum for English is appropriate for these minority students? 

Why? 

Do you think that minority students need another kind of textbook and national curriculum 

designed upon their needs and specific features? 

C. Teacher’s training and knowledge of English 

Do you think that teachers working with minority students in Bulgaria need a specific 

training? Why? 

Do you feel that you need extra trainings in order to improve your teaching? 

Have you participated in workshops/seminars about new teaching methods in the last years? 

If yes, which ones? 

Do you feel that your English skills need upgrading? Why? 

D. Teaching practices and methods 

Which English textbook do you use with your students? 

Did you choose the textbook to use or was it imposed by national standards or by local 

school authorities? 

Do you think that the textbook is an important point of reference in your teaching? 

Have you ever used different learning materials for your students apart from the textbook? 

What materials? 

Do you use only the English textbook as teaching material? Why? 

How do you usually prepare every English lesson? What are the main phases? 

How do you help them overcome your students’ difficulties with English? 

Which approach do you usually use in your teaching? 

Do you usually translate English words and sentences into Bulgarian and vice versa in your 

lessons? 

Have you changed your teaching approach over the years? How? 

How do you assess their English learning and how often? 

Have you used the ludic methodology in foreign language education? Have you ever used 

it? 

Have you used the shared book methodology as a way of acquiring languages? 

Do you think it is important to integrate technology in teaching and learning English? Why? 

Is there an IT room in the school? Do you often use it for your English lesson? 

 Are the students encouraged to read and use the library? 
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E. Teacher’s motivation and attitudes 

Do you feel motivated to teach English in this school and to your students? 

What is your attitude towards your students? What do you think about them as students? 

Do you think that teachers are in general feel motivated to teach minority students? 

What do you find hardest and most stressful about being an English teacher in your 

educational context? 

What makes you feel frustrated in your teaching? Why? 

Appendix O. Interview questions – Amalipe Centre for Interethnic Dialogue and 

Tolerance (19/06/2018). 

A. The Amalipe organisation 

Personal data 

How many people work in Amalipe Centre? 

How long has your organization been working as a non-profit organization? 

B. The Amalipe projects in Bulgaria 

Have you created projects for teaching English to Roma students? 

Were the classes about Roma folklore and culture functional and effective for the children? 

Have you created courses or supportive extracurricular activities in Bulgarian for Roma 

children? Why? 

How successful are the projects that you have been carrying out throughout Bulgaria in 

order to involve more Roma children’s parents in their educational process? 

C. Roma education in Bulgaria 

What is the role of Roma mediators in the Bulgarian schools? Are they indispensable for 

the children’s success in school? Why? 

Do you think that the school national curriculum is appropriate for minority students in 

Bulgaria? Why? 

Do you think that the provision of bilingual education could be a solution in order to enhance 

Roma children’s overall education? 

How does the phenomenon of school segregation affect Roma children’s education? 

How would you evaluate the Law for preschool and school education in terms of 

appropriateness and inclusion of Roma children in the Bulgarian mainstream education? 

What is the role of parents for the success of Roma children in school in your opinion? 

What is the role given by parents to education? Why is it not valued enough? 

D. Bulgarian teachers’ attitudes and motivation 

What are the main causes of prejudices and stereotypes towards Roma that do exist in the 

Bulgarian society in your opinion? 

Have you noticed negative attitudes, demotivation and prejudices on the part of the teachers 

towards Roma students during your educational projects? 


