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General overview of the submitted materials

Neli Ivanova Ruseva is a full-time PhD candidate in the doctoral program Social
Pedagogy at the Faculty of Education of Shumen University. The PhD student has submitted a
dissertation, summary of the PhD thesis, five single-authored publications related to the topic
of the dissertation research, and the required documents for the administration the procedure.
The submitted set of materials contains all documents necessary for the dissertation defense
procedure, in accordance with the Act for the Development of the Academic Staff in the
Republic of Bulgaria, the Regulations for its Implementation and the Regulations for the
Development of Academic Staff of University of Shumen.

General characteristics of the dissertation work

A dissertation entitled “ Social-pedagogical counseling for adopted children and their
families” is presented. The structure of the study comprises an introductory, theoretical,
methodological, analytical, and concluding part, with a focus on the achieved results, organized
into an introduction, three chapters, a conclusion, a bibliography, and appendices, with a total
length of 271 pages. The theoretical framework of the problem is presented in the first chapter,
maintaining logical coherence and interdependence with the methodology, the analysis of
results, and the practice-oriented component developed in the second and third chapters. The
bibliography includes 121 sources, 97 of which are in Bulgarian.

The used sources are cited correctly, and no doubts arise regarding the originality of the
work. The abstract fully corresponds to the structure and content of the dissertation and reflects
the research results and the scientific contributions.

Relevance of the dissertation work

Providing an environment that encourages the development of an individual’s potential
and their full socialization has been a constant focus of scholarly inquiry in the field of
contemporary socio-pedagogical practices. Changes in the paradigm of child care — with an
emphasis on prevention, community-based support, the family environment, and the
minimization of residential care in the transition toward deinstitutionalization are now a reality,
and foster care and adoption have become established as key instruments of family-oriented
child protection. Today, despite the development of foster care, the number of children placed
in foster families remains lower than expected, and adoption continues to be a challenging
process, receiving public attention primarily as a legal act in a “delicate area”.



The dissertation presents a contemporary interpretation of the relationships and
interactions among adopted children, their parents, the immediate social environment, and the
institutions involved, within the context of a specific national psychology that still stigmatizes
adoptive families. It substantiates the need for a comprehensive, interdisciplinary, and
pedagogically oriented counseling model that takes into account the specificity of adoption as
a socio-pedagogical process requiring systematic support and scientifically grounded
interventions,

In this sense, within the context of a dynamically changing social-pedagogical everyday
reality, the relevance of the study is established and from a forward-looking perspective it
demonstrates numerous applied aspects.

Characteristics of the dissertation

The introduction presents the motives for choosing the dissertation research. The
relevance of the topic is substantiated in a well-argued manner. The PhD student has
conceptually systematized the research intentions with clearly formulated objectives, object,
and subject of the study. The stated tasks are arranged in a sequence that reflects the logic of
the dissertation. The formulated hypothesis clearly expresses the author’s position regarding
the need for long-term and systematic support for adopted children and their families.

In the first chapter, the theoretical foundations of the study are presented in two
subsections. Adoption is examined as an evolving social practice from different perspectives —
as an alternative form of family care and as a measure within the process of
deinstitutionalization, including its normative definition and regulation. A conceptual analytical
framework of the research subject is outlined within the contours of the “ethnological
paradigm” and from a “distanced emic” perspective, while maintaining scientific objectivity.

A comparison is made between the adaptation of biological and adopted children across
five parameters: Attachment and the development of trust; Identity and self-esteem; Emotional
stability and fear of abandonment; Adaptation to family structure and rules; Social challenges
and acceptance by others. Referring to a rich set of literary sources, the author systematizes the
main factors that contribute to emotional and behavioral problems in adopted children. Social
and cultural attitudes toward adoption are identified as well, which often remain an
underestimated factor in practice.

In the second paragraph of the first chapter, a multifaceted analysis of social-pedagogical
counseling is presented, with justification for the need for its systematic and long-term
application to strengthen adoptive families. In this part of the narrative, without referencing
literary sources, the doctoral candidate identifies five specific competencies that adoptive
parents should possess and seven qualities and competencies of professionals working with
adopted children. Because of this, it remains unclear whether these represent the author’s
personal perspective or an established set of skills and competencies in practice. The issue of
adoption confidentiality is discussed, emphasizing the need for openness and support to ensure
the child’s psychological well-being. The topic of attachment within the adoptive family is
thoroughly examined. The theoretical framework concludes with an analysis of support groups,
both as a form of socio-pedagogical counseling and as an important tool for sharing experiences
and providing mutual support.



Overall, a theoretical model has been developed, which is illustrated in the analytical part
of the dissertation. In several places, references are included that do not integrate smoothly into
the text, making them unnecessary.

The second chapter presents the conducted empirical study. Its objective, subject, and
research focus are clearly and precisely specified in accordance with those of the dissertation.
The sequence of the stated tasks is maintained throughout the study. The selected research tools
— survey, interview, and online research are carefully chosen and combined. The survey was
conducted among four groups of respondents: prospective adoptive parents, adoptive parents,
adopted children, and social service professionals. A separate questionnaire was applied to each
group with clearly defined criteria, based on which nine additional statistical hypotheses were
formulated. Interviews were planned and conducted with adopted children and adoptive
parents, accompanied by two further hypotheses. The questionnaires and interview questions
are correctly included at the end of the dissertation.

The third chapter presents the research results and analysis.

The data analysis is thorough and in-depth for each of the conducted surveys. The applied
methods for testing (Z-test for proportion and Chi-square goodness of fit test) of the nine
additional hypotheses are relevant to the research design and the characteristics of the empirical
data.

The text is supported by a sufficient number of diagrams, which, in turn, facilitate the
understanding of the obtained results. In the context of the research subject, I consider that the
number of people surveyed — 170 can be described as impressive and fully adequate for drawing
meaningful conclusions and making practical recommendations.

The research results are presented competently and comprehensively. The data from the
statistical analysis show that, for eight of the nine statistical hypotheses in the surveys and for
both additional hypotheses in the interviews, the research expectations are confirmed. Based on
this, conclusions have been drawn, and a “Model for Working with Adopted Children and Their
Adoptive Parents to Support and Strengthen the Family” has been proposed.

In the conclusion, practically significant summaries and seven recommendations are
presented, inviting further reflection. Only there, at the end (p. 212 of the Dissertation), does an
emotional engagement become evident, accompanying the research objectivity and
responsibility demonstrated throughout the dissertation. It makes a special impression the call
for precise wording in regulations and laws, which, while providing normative guidance, also
label.

The dissertation demonstrates a detailed understanding of the research problem. A
comprehensive approach has been applied to connect theoretical concepts, empirical data, and
practical solutions. The individual stages of the study are described thoroughly and objectively.
It reveals the PhD student’s ability to carefully and purposefully identify and analyze
relationships within a complex and “delicate” process such as adoption. The methods used are
combined in a way that provides a framework for future research and the optimization of
supportive processes in the parenting of adopted children. The formulated conclusions and
summary justify the applicability of the discussed issues in both pedagogical theory and
practice.



Contributions of the dissertation

After a subject-content analysis of the dissertation, I consider that there are scientific and
applied-scientific contributions. Among those formulated at the end of the abstract, one stands
out for its high theoretical and practical value and its potential for further research development:
“A model has been developed for long-term social-pedagogical counseling of adopted children
and their families, oriented toward the child and the family as an integrated system and aimed
at preventing emotional and behavioral difficulties” (p. 60, Abstract).

Conclusion

The PhD student demonstrates the ability to conduct independent scientific research. The
submitted dissertation is timely, contains scientific and applied-scientific results, and complies
with the requirements of the Act for the Development of the Academic Staff in the Republic of
Bulgaria, the Regulations for its Implementation, and the Regulations for the Development of
the Academic Staff of University of Shumen.

Based on the above, I give my positive assessment of the presented dissertation and I
propose to the honorable Academic Selection Committee to award Neli Ivanova Ruseva the
educational and scientific degree of Doctor in the field of higher education 1. Pedagogical
Sciences, professional field 1.2. Pedagogy.
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