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L. BIOGRAPHICAL AND PROFESSIONAL PROFILE OF THE
DOCTORAL CANDIDATE

Neli Ivanova Ruseva was born in 1966 in Shumen, Bulgaria. She has extensive
professional experience combining pedagogical practice with administrative and media
activities, which has prepared her for scientific research in the field of social pedagogy.

She completed her secondary education at Nikola Yonkov Vaptsarov Vocational
Gymnasium in Shumen. She then continued her studies at Vela Blagoeva Post-Secondary
Institute for Preschool Teachers in Ruse, graduating as a pre-school teacher. Between 1995 and
1999, she obtained bachelor’s degrees in Social Pedagogy (Social Activities) and Special
Pedagogy (Oligophrenopedagogy) at Episkop Konstantin Preslavski University of Shumen.
Later, from 2016 to 2018, she earned a master’s degree in Special Pedagogy, with a
qualification in Diagnostics and Correction of Communication Disorders — Speech Therapist,
at the same university. From 2020 to 2023, she was a doctoral student in the Social Pedagogy
programme, under the supervision of Prof. PhD. Penka Kozhuharova, in the field of higher
education 1. Pedagogical Sciences, professional field 1.2 Pedagogy.

Her professional career began in 1987 as a teacher and later as principal of the 1 June
Kindergarten in Osenovets, Venets Municipality. Between 1995 and 2016, she worked in a
regional broadcast media outlet, progressing through various roles. In 20162017, she served
as editor at an electronic information media platform and as chief editor of the Top News block
at a regional broadcast media.

Since December 2017, she has been Chief Coordinator at the Center for Project Activities
of Episkop Konstantin Preslavski University of Shumen. In this role, she collects information
on programmes and projects, informs academic staff about relevant opportunities, and
maintains data on the University’s participation in national and international projects. She is
responsible for the accuracy of official documentation and the maintenance of the project
archive. Additionally, she serves as an authorized representative to the National Centre for
Information and Documentation, where she updates academic staff profiles, publications, and
scientometric indicators in the Research and Development Register and the Register of
Academic Staff.

Neli Ruseva has published five scientific works related to the topic of her dissertation,
demonstrating her engagement and expertise in social-pedagogical counselling and support for
adoptive families. She has a satisfactory command of Russian and English. Her social and
organizational skills, combined with her educational background and professional experience,



provide a solid foundation for her scientific awareness, particularly in the context of
pedagogical and social work with vulnerable groups.

II. PROCEDURAL GROUNDS

The procedure for awarding the PhD in Pedagogy to Neli Ruseva was initiated and
conducted in accordance with the Academic Staff Development Act of the Republic of
Bulgaria, its implementing regulations, and the Regulations for the Development of the
Academic Staff of Episkop Konstantin Preslavski University of Shumen. All institutional
orders regarding enrollment in the doctoral programme and the right to defend the dissertation
have been duly submitted.

Reports from a systematic authorship verification system confirm that similarity
percentages are well below the permitted thresholds. This indicates that the dissertation is
original, genuinely authored by the doctoral student, and contributes valuable insights to the
field of social work.

According to the provided statement on compliance with the national minimum
requirements under Art. 2B, paragraphs 2 and 3 of the Academic Staff Development Act, the
doctoral student has declared 100 points, exceeding the required 80.

The complete set of documentary evidence confirms Neli Ruseva’s formal eligibility to
complete the doctoral programme.

III. GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS AND ANALYSIS OF THE
DISSERTATION THESIS

The dissertation comprises 271 pages and follows the classical structure for this type of
research: introduction, three chapters, conclusion, bibliography, and appendices. The
bibliography includes 121 sources, of which 16 are digital. The remaining 105 consist of literary
and normative works, with 38 of them being foreign. The doctoral student demonstrates strong
scientific awareness of both Bulgarian literature addressing the topic and international research
on attachment and post-traumatic stress disorder in adopted children. Notably, she also shows
excellent professional knowledge and command of Bulgarian normative acts regulating the
adoption process.

The dissertation uses current data from the Agency for Social Assistance on adoptions for
the period 2022-2023. It also draws on the results of an empirical study based on four
questionnaire surveys. This approach demonstrates a balance between theory and practice. The
analysis is supported by authoritative publications, including I. Todorova-Lipcheva’s 2008
study Expectations and Behavior in the Contemporary Bulgarian Adoptive Family.

1. Analysis of the Introduction

The introduction clearly defines the research field. The author correctly notes that, until
the end of the 20th century, studies focused primarily on institutionalized children. In contrast,
processes within adoptive families and the dynamics of the post-adoption period remain a
relatively underexplored area.

The introduction also presents the research methodology and expected results. It logically
outlines the object and subject of the study, the aim of the dissertation, the main tasks, and
provides a brief review of relevant literature. Overall, the introduction effectively sets the stage
for the research presented in the dissertation.

2. First Chapter: “Adoption — Theory and Practice”

This chapter provides a solid theoretical foundation for the research. The doctoral student
conducts a thorough analysis of the normative framework and the deinstitutionalization
processes in Bulgaria. Particularly valuable is the section on “The Issue of Secrecy in Adoption
— a Basis for Social-Pedagogical Support”.

The student examines secrecy not only as a legal matter but also as a psycho-pedagogical
phenomenon that can hinder trust and attachment within the family. Factors contributing to



behavioral problems in children are analyzed, with a clear distinction between medical and
social-pedagogical determinants.

The chapter also explains in detail the components of relationships and attachment
between adoptive parents and children. This interaction is described as a “dance” between
parent and child (p. 80), demonstrating a nuanced understanding of dyadic mechanisms.

The main observation is that the descriptive part of this chapter is particularly extensive,
occupying approximately 45% of the total dissertation.

3 Second Chapter: “Research Methodology”

The methodological design of the study is highly professional. The object, subject, aims,
and tasks of the research are clearly defined. A detailed hypothesis is formulated and is subject
to verification.

The instruments used are diverse, extensive, and well-suited to the research objectives,
combining both quantitative and qualitative methods. The research period and sample are
substantial in size and scope, reflecting the sensitivity and complexity of the topic.

Four key respondent groups were studied: specialists, adoptive parents, adopted children,
and prospective adoptive parents. This approach provides a comprehensive understanding of
the problem.

The main observation is that the hypotheses are highly segmented, which requires careful
verification or disconfirmation.

4, Third Chapter: “Analysis of the Results from the Empirical Research...”

This is the most significant part of Neli Ruseva’s dissertation, presenting a detailed
analysis of data collected through questionnaires and interviews with four target groups. The
use of a comprehensive approach is notable, as it captures the opinions and experiences of all
key participants, providing a multifaceted and rich understanding of the problem.

The statistical methods (y*-test and Z-test) are appropriately chosen, allowing for both
quantitative measurement of trends and qualitative analysis of in-depth experiences. The results
are aimed at developing a specific model for supporting adoptive families, which has direct
practical application in social work.

Given the sensitivity of the topic and the individual perspectives of respondents, two
minor limitations should be noted: the relatively small sample of prospective adoptive parents
and the predominance of female respondents in the overall sample.

IV. RELEVANCE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE PROBLEMATIC

The problem addressed in Neli Ruseva’s dissertation remains highly relevant and
significant today. The deinstitutionalization process in Bulgaria continues, but progress is slow.
By the end of last year, only one-fifth of children deprived of parental care were registered for
full adoption. Many children with disabilities or older children wait for years without success.

Several non-governmental organizations emphasize that the reform has shifted focus from
closing institutions to prevention and support. However, systematic policies for post-adoption
adaptation are lacking, which often leads to unsuccessful reintegration and the risk of repeated
separation.

Few adoptive parents who navigate the complex adoption process receive professional
support, while children carry traumas from prior experiences that require specialized counseling
in attachment, identity, and emotional stability.

The dissertation proposes a support model that directly addresses these needs by reducing
anxiety, preventing crises, and strengthening families. This makes the research not only
theoretically valuable but also practically essential for effective child protection in Bulgaria.

V. SCIENTIFIC AWARENESS OF THE DOCTORAL STUDENT

The author demonstrates a strong command of the literature on the topic. Her theoretical
reflections are based on 121 sources, of which 98 are in Cyrillic and 17 in Latin script. The



bibliography includes classic works by Bowlby, Patton, and Felberg, as well as contemporary
Bulgarian authors such as Banova, Todorova-Lipcheva, and Taneva.

The topic is highly specialized and requires an overview of the legal framework governing
adoption procedures. The author is familiar with and applies eight specific legal norms
regulating adoption.

She also uses analyses and data from state institutions directly involved in the issue, such
as the Directorate for Children Deprived of Parental Care, the Agency for Social Assistance,
and Regional Departments for Social Protection. In addition, she draws on information from
non-governmental organizations, including the National Network for Children, the Bulgarian
Association of Adopted Children and Families, and the Childhood Coalition.

The dissertation also cites international standards, including the Convention on the Rights
of the Child and relevant European directives. This demonstrates an interdisciplinary approach,
integrating pedagogy, psychology, and social work.

VI. CONCEPTUALITY, EVIDENTIALITY, AND PRACTICAL SIGNIFICANCE
OF THE DEVELOPMENT

The dissertation is a complete, authorial work that introduces new perspectives on the
studied problem. The author successfully presents and argues her position with clarity and
conviction.

The dissertation is characterized by thorough analyses, specific evaluative insights, and
original contemporary reflections. It demonstrates a purposeful authorial approach and
maintains a clear scientific style.

The practical significance of the study is substantial. The research is conceptually
coherent, linking theory and practice, and contributes to the advancement of social pedagogy
by integrating both local and global perspectives.

VII. OBJECT, SUBJECT, AIMS, TASKS, METHODS, AND HYPOTHESES OF
THE EMPIRICAL RESEARCH

In the research methodology, the object, subject, aim, tasks, and methods are clearly and
precisely defined. The hypotheses are well formulated, derived as logical judgments, realistic,
and verifiable using the instruments proposed in the dissertation. The study employs diverse
and appropriate research methods, well suited to achieving its objectives.

VIII. RESEARCH DESIGN

The research was conducted over a period of nearly two years (2021-2023) and focused
on four target groups:

specialists in the field — 60 participants;

adoptive parents — 48 participants;

adopted children — 48 participants;

prospective adoptive parents — 14 participants.

The total number of participants was 170. Considering the specificity and sensitivity of
the topic, this is an impressive sample size.

The research design is characterized by a strict semantic organization. The conceptual
framework and methodological parameters are well justified. All components — aim,
hypotheses, tasks, object, subject, sample, criteria, and indicators — are clearly defined, aligned
with the topic, and consistent with each other.

The research methods are appropriately chosen, and the instruments are diverse and well
constructed. Data are accurately analyzed, presented with diagrams, and effectively support the
conclusions.

The dissertation proposes a model for social-pedagogical counselling aimed at preventing
family separations and strengthening bonds in adoptive families. This model is highly relevant
for supporting the success of the deinstitutionalization process.



IX. ASSESSMENT OF THE CONTRIBUTIONS
The contributions of the dissertation can be grouped into two main directions:
1. Scientific-theoretical contributions:

The conceptual framework of social pedagogy has been enriched by defining the specifics
of counseling within the triad child—parents—institutions in adoption.

Psycho-social risks associated with “the secrecy of adoption” have been systematized,
and the need for disclosure in a controlled and supportive environment has been theoretically
justified.

The relationship between public stigmas and intra-family dynamics in adoptive families
has been analyzed.

2. Practical-applied contributions:

A diagnostic instrument for studying the attitudes of the four target groups in the adoption
process has been developed and tested.

A model for social-pedagogical counseling has been proposed, which can be directly
implemented by various state and non-governmental organizations.

Specific guidelines have been derived for optimizing courses for prospective adoptive
parents, with a focus on managing expectations and coping with attachment crises.

X. ASSESSMENT OF THE PUBLICATIONS AND THE ABSTRACT

The abstract provides a concise summary of the main content of the dissertation. Its
structure is balanced and gives a clear overview of the doctoral student’s achievements. Neli
Ruseva’s publications demonstrate that the key results were made available to the scientific
community even before the defense.

XI. CRITICAL REMARKS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The dissertation’s high quality allows for several recommendations for future research,
which in no way reduce its academic merit:

1. Regarding the Model (section 3.2): It would be useful to detail the model with
specific work protocols for different age groups of children, from early childhood to
adolescence, as issues of identity vary fundamentally across ages.

2. Invariant indicators: Including standard constant indicators, such as type of
settlement and ethnic affiliation, could enrich and expand the understanding of attitudes and
relationships toward adoption within different sociocultural contexts.

3. Statistical analysis: While the Z-test was appropriately used, adding correlation
analyses between adoptive parents’ education and their readiness to disclose adoption secrecy
could provide additional valuable insights.

XII. QUESTIONS TO THE DOCTORAL STUDENT

1. How do you perceive the role of the social pedagogue as a mediator between the
biological family, if known, and the adoptive family, particularly in the context of disclosing
adoption secrecy?

2. Based on your data, what is the most critical period after adoption when the
family has the greatest need for external social-pedagogical intervention?
3 In your opinion, is it appropriate to define adoption as a “measure of protection,”

as stated in Art. 4, para. 1, item 3 of the Child Protection Act?

XIIl. CONCLUSION

Neli Ivanova Ruseva’s dissertation, Social-Pedagogical Counselling of Adopted Children
and Their Families, is a complete, relevant, and significant scientific study with a practical-
applied focus. It fully complies with the requirements of the Academic Staff Development Act
of the Republic of Bulgaria and the regulations of Episkop Konstantin Preslavski University of
Shumen. The doctoral candidate demonstrates deep theoretical knowledge and the he ability to
conduct independent scientific research.



The results of the study make a clear contribution to both pedagogical theory and practice.
No instances of plagiarism have been detected.

In view of the foregoing, I confidently give a positive evaluation and recommend that the
esteemed Scientific Jury award Neli Ivanova Ruseva the educational and scientific degree of
Doctor of Philosophy in:

Field of higher education: Pedagogical Sciences;

Professional field: 1.2 Pedagogy;

Doctoral programme: Social Pedagogy.

Date: 30.01.2026 REVIEWER: ... / .........
Place: Shumen /Assoc. Prof. PhDAN. Nikelov/



