OPINION

by Assoc. Prof. Svetlana Nedelcheva, PhDD, Shumen University

Regarding the application of the following candidate for the academic position of
ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR, according to the Bulgarian legislation in Area of Higher
Education 1. Pedagogy in Professional Field 1.3 Pedagogy of teaching... (Methodology of
English language teaching). The procedure has been announced in the State Gazette dated 7
August 2020.

Candidate: Miroslava Nikolaeva Tsvetkova

1. Areas of scholarly interests of the candidate

Miroslava Nikolaeva Tsvetkova has a master's degree in English philology from Konstantin
Preslavsky University of Shumen. After graduating, she worked as a teacher for a short time
and then became a lecturer at Shumen University, where she continues to teach at present.
She has worked on a number of projects, one international organized by the British Council,
entitled “Intercultural training project for student teachers of English” (1997-1998), two
national, related to student internships and fourteen university projects. She specialized in
“Cultural relations and educational opportunities” at the University of Durham in 1998. In
2010 she participated in a symposium on foreign language learning at Aydin University in
Istanbul, Turkey on the topic: “New Trends and Innovations in ELT: Foreign Language
Acquisition: A Nightmare or A Pleasant Dream?”, and in 2012 she specialized in the use of
new technologies in foreign language teaching: “OLD WORLD? NEW WORLD? OUR
WORLD” with Jeremy Harmer as an invited lecturer (MA Applied Linguistics, University of
Reading, UK). In 2010 she successfully defended her doctoral dissertation Aspects of the
acquisition of the Present Progressive Tense in English (I-IV grade). The submitted list of
publications shows that the research interests of the candidate are directly related to the
acquisition of English as a foreign language. Of the 23 studies presented, 20 are in English
and 9 are presented at international conferences and seminars in Bulgaria and abroad. The
articles are published in specialized journals and conference proceedings.

2. Evaluation of candidate’s teaching experience

Miroslava Tsvetkova’s research offers methodological approaches that she applies in her
teaching work, such as the cognitive approach, which is a new perspective in foreign language
teaching. The author uses the results to create teaching materials, which make the presentation
of English grammar more casily accessible in the learning process. The created materials,
tests and exercises are in the field of early foreign language teaching and learning. They can
be used by BA and MA students in English Philology and Applied Linguistics, who are
trained for future teachers of English.

3. Evaluation of candidate’s research



The main contribution to Miroslava Tsvetkova’s scientific production is made by her
habilitation work Taxonomy of the English Constructions with ‘Be’ (Bulgarian Learners
‘Acquisition, Use and Errors). This is a comprehensive study of English constructions with
the verb ‘be’ and the taxonomic connections between them. It can be seen as a continuation
and upgrade of her dissertation, where she focuses only on the acquisition of the Present
Progressive Tense. The topic is very interesting but poses a number of challenges to the
author. The interest is aroused by the fact that all fields of knowledge, skills and attitudes are
involved for the implementation of a successful process of foreign language learning. The
principles of cognitive grammar are applied in the study for the purposes of foreign language
teaching, in particular for the acquisition of English constructions with ‘be’, in order to
achieve in-depth development of cognitive mechanisms and principles that motivate the
formation and use of language units.

The challenges are caused by the constant striving for development of foreign language
teaching methodology in Bulgaria. The emphasis is on the role of mental grammar as a
network of construction models and how it is presented in language use. The main motive that
the author points out for the choice of topic is the fact that there is a long debate between
linguists, who assume that language ability is the result of innate knowledge and those who
claim, on the contrary, that it is learned through experience. Tsvetkova’s research conducted
in the field of foreign language acquisition supports the notion that language knowledge arises
from language use.

Using the terms ‘nature’ and ‘nurture’ in symbiosis and cognitively related, the author
concludes as a result of long-term research that the cognitive approach “facilitates the
comparison of old and new knowledge, understanding of grammatical rules, memorization
and use of language ... In this way, it aims to turn students from passive recipients into active
constructors of knowledge” (Tsvetkova 2016: 126). This contributes greatly to explaining the
transition from the intermediate language to the target language by examining the nature of
linguistic representation and analyzing the types of errors with ‘be’ constructions made by
Bulgarians learning English as a foreign language.

The corpus includes test results of students aged 7-11, adolescents aged 12-15 and young
adults in the age-range of 18-37. The study focuses on the present and past forms of the verb
‘be’, in both active and passive constructions, but due to the large number of forms of the
verb, the scope of the study is limited to its use either as a copula or as a first auxiliary in
structures of two or three auxiliaries, preceding the full verb in the utterance. Therefore, the
corpus cannot be considered representative of all possible uses. The total number of English
constructions with ‘be’ in the learner corpus is 4816 and was manually assembled for the
purposes of the study.

The candidate has chosen appropriate methods and approaches to present the strong
connection between the acquired and new linguistic knowledge related to the English
constructions with ‘be’ at all language levels and proves that building a framework of
linguistic structures can reduce the errors of Bulgarians in using of constructions with ‘be’ in
English. The corpus approach, which the author applies, reveals a new perspective on the
analyzed material. The classification of errors allows the construction of effective methods for



increasing students’ grammatical competence. The quantitative approach is applied in
calculating the number and percentages of correct answers and different types of errors in the

English constructions with ‘be’.

The literature review on the issues of foreign language acquisition is comprehensive, but the
author cites more English than Bulgarian sources. Understandably, it is because Bulgarian
sources are more limited. In the introductory Chapter One, the key role of the terms
‘construction’ and ‘taxonomy’ is clearly emphasized. ‘Construction’ is used here in terms of
the cognitive approach and Construction grammar. ‘Taxonomy’ as a linguistic approach
considers English constructions with ‘be’ in their chronological order, according to the degree
of difficulty in ascending order as the analysis is based on the model of Bloom et al.’s
taxonomy (1956). A positive point of the study is that the author does not limit herself to the
pyramid model, but also uses the mandala proposed by Wilson (2017).

Chapter Two discusses the impact of the English verb ‘be’’s acquisition on language use. ‘Be’
is considered as a basic part of the predicate and not as a small part of the grammatical
structure, because the basic lexical classification of verbs, according to their functional
characteristics in the verb phrase, is applied and in this respect, they are defined as full and
auxiliary verbs.

Chapter Three shows the syntactic development of the English verb ‘be’ as a gradual process
and outlines the distinctive features of both the copula and the auxiliary verb. As their forms
are homonymous, they are often confused, which leads to errors in their acquisition by
Bulgarian learners.

Chapter Four presents empirical evidence in support of the taxonomy of English constructions
with ‘be’ and examines the systematic errors of learners to outline the nature of the linguistic
notions they have constructed. Since the verb paradigm and the use of different forms present
a significant difficulty and lead to many errors, the author tries to classify them to help the
process of language leaming.

The quantitative method is applied in determining the ratio of correct and wrong answers, as
well as the proportions of the different error types: errors in subject-verb concord; omission of
the auxiliary verb ‘be’; inversion errors in forming questions; errors in negative forms.
Additionally, the errors in declarative, interrogative and negative sentences are compared, as
well as the types of errors, according to the age factor and the level of proficiency of the
foreign language.

The section with conclusions summarizes the results of the study, which prove that language
is composed of constructions that share common properties and are closely related to the
symbolic connections between form and meaning, consistent relations between linguistic
elements and taxonomic connections. The author shows how linguistic representations at
different levels build the taxonomy of language constructions. The results prove the
hypotheses made initially.

The applications, which are 5 in number, present tests of learners of different age groups,
tables with quantitative data from the study and a semantic classification of adjectives used



with the verb ‘be’. This classification is not closely related to the objectives of the study and
remains outside its scope.

The author has attached a list of 22 articles and one study, seven of which are in the field of
cognitive linguistics and explore the enhancement of cognitive skills and knowledge in the
acquisition of grammatical constructions, in particular the constructions with the verb ‘be’ in
English. The submitted publications cover a period of 20 years which speaks of long-term
research.

4. Evaluation of candidate’s contributions

The contributions from the candidate's research are both theoretical and practical.
Theoretically, it contributes to the description of language structures, the acquisition of which
is a result of the interaction between linguistic, cognitive and pragmatic aspects of language
activities. In practice, the results of her research will help the use of taxonomy to explain
errors in the study of these constructions and to justify the construction of new knowledge,
based on what has already been learned. As an ultimate goal, in the future her habilitation
work can serve as a basis for building a methodology for successful teaching of constructions
with the verb ‘be’ in English.

With regard to the minimum requirements for holding the academic position of “Associate
Professor”, the candidate has met the quantitative indicators of the criteria. She has presented
ten citations, five of them in collective volumes and two in scientific journals, refereed and
indexed in some of the best academic databases.

5. Major critical notes and recommendations

My recommendation to Miroslava Tsvetkova is to publish her articles in refereed journals,
and more specifically in those that are known to the international scholarship, in order to
make her research accessible by the wider public, such as Applied Linguistics, Linguistics and
Applied Linguistics, Journal of Applied Linguistics and Professional Practice, but also the
Bulgarian journals Orbis linguarum and Foreign Language Teaching, which are suitable
given the numerous practical and applied aspects of her work.

CONCLUSION

On the basis of the submitted research papers, their significance, the scientific,
practical and applied contributions contained therein, I find it reasonable to propose the
candidate Miroslava Nikolaeva Tsvetkova for the academic position of “Associate
Professor” in the Department of English Philology in the professional field 1.3 Pedagogy
of teaching... (Methodology of English language teaching).
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