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Teaching English in Bulgaria
I would like to start my  brief  overview  of  the topic  “Teaching English in Bulgaria”  with a short excursion into our not too distant past, since the case of  Bulgaria is quite  different from the situation in the countries our partners come from.  Bulgaria, unlike the Netherlands, Turkey or Malta, is a former communist country. We  spent 45 years of our  recent history (1944–1989) on the wrong side of the Iron Curtain and the Berlin Wall.  Those were the years of the Cold War which divided Europe into the capitalist West and the Communist East. The division still exists, albeit on a different level. The Communist East was dominated by the USSR and the  Soviet  Communist  Party  which ruled the so called socialist camp by local communist parties and governments . The two camps were hostile to each other  yet  they somehow  managed to coexist peacefully. Nonetheless, they were in fierce competition for power, domination, supremacy and control in economy, politics, education, science, and culture. In the socialist camp, a huge propaganda machine was set in motion to curb western influence and spread communist/Marxist  ideology  all over the world. A reciprocal propaganda machine operated in the West as well. In Eastern Europe, the communist ideology permeated   the whole domain of culture, education, science, literature and art.  Education and science were priorities, because 1) education was a major tool of ideological indoctrination  of  the population and political propaganda, and  2) science was harnessed to win the competition with the West. The standards of both education and science were high: almost  zero illiteracy, a large network of schools and universities all over the country, an impressive number of  college graduates,  highly qualified and internationally known scholars and scientists. 
        This is very briefly the political and ideological  backdrop  of  foreign language teaching  back in those days. The Russian language reigned supreme; studying  Russian  was compulsory from middle school to the end of high school and even at the university. Teaching and learning western languages was not encouraged yet was not banned either. French and German were more popular than English. At school, in the upper grades, western languages were part of the curriculum but on a fairly limited scale. One could learn French, German or English by  taking  private lessons. However, from the 1960s onward, the situation changed for the better because of the expanding  needs  of  ideological  propaganda  and the ongoing competition with the capitalist West. Also, the communist party elite wanted good education and good life for their children, and they were well aware of the higher standards of education and life in the West. Therefore, they created new opportunities in this regard by opening language secondary schools first in Sofia, then in the big cities. Admission was not easy and consisted of two phases – pre-selection according to ideological criteria (mainly the political background of parents) and a test in Bulgarian for those applicants that qualified. The children of  the top level Party functionaries, the top crust, enjoyed certain privileges; there were special  quotas for regular party members as well. Thus, after the 1970s, a number of  language  secondary schools – English, German, French – were opened first in Sofia then in Plovdiv,  Burgas, Varna, Ruse . Today their number is over 40 and they still operate very successfully. It should be noted that nowadays  learning a foreign language is a high priority and most schools, both public and private, offer training in even more than one foreign language.
         The English language secondary schools offer intensive study of  English. Before 1989, it was predominantly British English. Most subjects (biology, chemistry, physics, history ) were taught in English often by native speakers. Textbooks, however, were written by Bulgarian authors (politically reliable university professors and teachers). Texts were very carefully selected to present the socialist lifestyle in a positive light, on the one hand, and the capitalist world  in critical terms. Classical works dominated the reading lists at the expense of contemporary authors. Thus, the study of  English had a literary rather than  socio-cultural context. The emphasis was placed on grammar and formal vocabulary rather than on the living everyday language people spoke and used for communication. Paradoxically enough, the standards of teaching and learning were quite high.
          After 1989, the Berlin Wall was torn down and the Iron Curtain was lifted.  Totalitarian communism collapsed and Bulgaria  (along with all countries in Eastern Europe)  embarked on a long transition to market economy  and democratic institutions . All kinds of reforms were put in place and education was no exception. New education laws, new curricula, new methods, and new disciplines were introduced on a large scale both at school and university level. Private schools were opened, foreign language centres proliferated including  unlimited opportunities for study and travel abroad.  In 2007, Bulgaria became a full-fledged member of the EU and began integrating itself into the common  European educational framework. Great opportunities were created for collaboration with  language learning institutions in Europe and the US through joint training programs; exchange of  experts and expertise  in teacher training and retraining; curriculum development; introducing new methods of  language teaching and learning, especially the communicative approach; teaching integrated skills, intercultural literacy, use of ICT tools etc. 

      Over the last  decades, interest in English has grown exponentially.  Over 80% of  Bulgarian  students study  foreign languages; 87% of them study English. Why?
1) Today English is the second or third most popular language today after Mandarin Chinese and  Spanish; the inner circle of  native speakers amounts to  350 – 400 mln people;  the outer circle of  non-native speakers is estimated at 1.5 bln. Over 1 bln are currently learning English. This trend is expected to continue  another  10 – 15 years. 

2) English is the lingua franca in business, politics, diplomacy, aviation, education, the Internet and social networks, and entertainment. English words are massively  infiltrating other languages, although it has borrowed words from over 120 languages. Bulgarian makes no exception to the rule. The English language offensive is related to globalization. To oppose the lexical invasion, anti-globalist trends to reclaim national  languages from English have emerged, e.g. in France, Norway, Brazil etc. In Bulgaria, this trend is still rather weak. 
According to recent statistics,77% of  the Europeans  start learning English at an early age; in the upper  grades, 94% of students in EU have English classes; in some countries (Malta, Sweden; the  Netherlands; Luxembourg) the percentage is 100. At this year’s matriculation exam in Bulgaria 14,000 students out of 40,000 chose English as a preferred subject.
3) For various reasons, some economic, others related to the desire to obtain better quality

education, a great many young Bulgarians prefer to study abroad and work abroad; over 
60,000 students are now studying in Europe – Germany, UK, Scandinavia etc.  At the same time, to respond to the demand of  English training, lots of opportunities have been offered: hundreds of private English language schools and centres  have been opened . Some of them work in collaboration with West-European universities (Oxford University, Cambridge, University, University of Westminster etc) and are authorized to administer tests and grant certificates from A1 to C2 levels (TOEFL, IELTS, SAT, ESOL, FCE, CAE, CPE etc). Teachers use teaching methods, techniques  and tools in line with the latest world trends, including  textbooks and resources published by  such renowned institutions as Oxford University, Cambridge university , ETS etc. Materials about British and American culture are available at public and school libraries or can be bought at bookshops.  At the basis of the new methodology is the communicative approach of teaching and learning, the emphasis on oral skills, team work, intercultural literacy, use of multimedia and ICT technology and suchlike innovations. There are plenty of opportunities for studying English at summer schools in the UK, for student  exchanges, teacher training and retraining etc.

       The  main goals of our project “Creating an Innovative Platform of  Communication and Teaching in a Digital Society” are fully in tune with the latest trends in foreign language teaching. Their successful implementation, contingent on the productive efforts and dedication of the four international teams, will contribute to the professional enhancement of language teachers and in turn will upgrade the level of their students’ language proficiency, general culture, and critical thinking. 
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