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STEM Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics

STEP Systematic Tracking of Exchanges in Procurement

TVET Technical and Vocational Education and Training

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization
UTF Training Companies

VET Vocational Education and Training
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Executive Summary

This report was prepared under the Reimbursable Advisory Services (RAS) Agreement of February 12,
2020 (effective as of June 10, 2020), signed between the International Bank for Reconstruction and
Development (The World Bank), the Ministry of Education and Science (MES) of the Republic of
Bulgaria, and the Executive Agency ‘Operational Programme Science and Education for Smart Growth’
(OPSESG) of the Republic of Bulgaria with registration number ‘101-69/12.02.2020’. The RAS is
designed to support two activities: (a) public expenditure review in science, technology, and
innovation and (b) building evidence-based approach for the National Strategic Framework in
Education 2030. In relation to the second activity, the technical assistance is aimed at supporting the
Bulgarian Ministry of Education and Science in the development of evidence-based policies,
particularly in the implementation of the forthcoming education strategic framework, and in the
design of program options to include in the Operational Programme (OP) for Education under
preparation for the European Union (EU) financial period 2021-2027. This report focuses on
vocational education and training (VET) and lifelong learning (LLL) policy areas and offers a situation
analysis and recommendations for policy directions. It reflects the comments received from MES and
EAOPSESG as of February 25, 2021.

The report aims to provide the analytical basis for the development of future VET and LLL strategies,
priorities, and activities, including the design and implementation of EU-financed support to this
area. The report is a snapshot of the status and performance of the system to date and derives lessons
learned and recommendations from the assessment of previous programs in support of VET and LLL.
As such, it intends to support evidence-based decision-making, as recommended in a recent report by
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD).! It also aims to facilitate
addressing of feedback from the European Commission (EC) on a recent draft Operational Programme
Science and Education (OPSE), related to the need for the OPSE to be based on an analysis of
achievements and lessons learned.?

The analysis uses a systems approach to assess the policies, strategic foundations, and principal
dimensions that link investments to outcomes. The analysis started with a review of written
documentation and databases with quantitative and qualitative data from various sources including
the MES, the Executive Agency, the National Statistical Institute (NSI), Eurostat, CEDEFOP, OECD, and
the World Bank. Data collected through this initial review were complemented with information
provided during a series of consultations with staff from the MES and the Executive Agency and
additional databases and documentation provided by these institutions.

Vocational education and training

The current status and performance of the VET system was assessed along five dimensions: strategic
and policy framework, access and completion, equity in VET, quality and relevance, and financing and
governance. Each section includes references to lessons learned from relevant initiatives recently

1 OECD. 2019. Vocational Education and Training in Bulgaria: Governance and Funding. OECD Reviews of Vocational
Education and Training. Paris: OECD Publishing.
2 European Commission. 2020. Commission Services Observations Based on Draft OP Science and Education. EC Directorate
General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion.
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implemented; a summary of the key challenges identified; a review of the policy priorities identified
in the current policy-making process that relate to the issues analyzed in the section; and policy
directions recommendations, including examples of international good practice for further discussion
in the next stages of this technical assistance work.

There is a regularly updated strategic and policy framework for VET. VET fits into broader national
strategies and policies on economic development, education, and LLL. Beyond these, current strategic
documents specifically focusing on VET are the ‘Strategy for the development of VET in the Republic
of Bulgaria 2015—-2020’, the ‘Action Plan for the implementation of the strategy for the development
of VET in the Republic of Bulgaria 2019-2021’, and the VET Act.

The strategic and policy framework articulates broadly appropriate priorities, but with frequent
changes and lack of clarity on results framework and costing. The strategy highlights, appropriately,
the importance of dimensions such as demand responsiveness, flexibility, stakeholder participation,
and EU harmonization. The strategy then describes ten challenges and four priority impact axes to
help achieve this focus. Expected impact is described in rather general terms and has not been
translated into measurable indicators. The Action Plan 2019-2021 does include measurable indicators
at the activity level, but overall output and outcome indicators are missing. Overall, this makes it
difficult to assess progress in achieving the strategy. Additionally, we have no documentation showing
that sound cost estimates for implementing the strategy have been developed. The VET Act, like the
strategy, captures many of the key concepts of VET. However, the act was changed 27 times since its
adoption in 1999, which makes it difficult for all stakeholders to keep up with the changes.

Recent efforts to optimize the secondary VET school network were successful and should continue.
In recent years, the number of secondary VET providers steadily declined. Still, the network shows
signals of needed optimization again, considering among others that over 41 percent of VET students
are enrolled in classes in schools in small or very small towns.

The offer of post-secondary VET is minimal and may be expanded. Bulgaria’s 23 vocational colleges,
that provide post-secondary VET, comprise just over 5 percent of all VET schools. Especially
considering that an increasingly sophisticated and diverse economy will demand higher-level skills, it
can be reviewed if post-secondary VET should be expanded.

A crucial challenge for VET is the low student survival rate. Compared to general education, VET
performance is much worse and deteriorating, so specific attention to improving retention and
completion in VET is crucial. The dropout rate over the entire cycle of VET programs is over 21 percent,
much higher than in general education where the dropout rate was 8.5 percent.® Completion rates in
VET are much lower than in general education (75.5 percent in VET compared to 94.7 percent in
general education in 2017). In recent years, both dropout rates and completion rates in VET worsened
dramatically, while in general education these rates improved. This means that the survival rate and
internal efficiency of VET are substantially worse than in general education and require particular
attention.

3 This includes both dropouts in compulsory school education (ages 14-16) and ESL from non-compulsory education in
grades 11-12 (age above 16).
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The share of VET students is relatively stable at around half of the student population. The
government aims to increase the share of VET students but does not have a clear labor-market based
justification for this goal. Since 2005, approximately half of upper secondary education students were
enrolled in VET programs. The steady decline in the number of enrolled students (by almost 30 percent
between 2005 and 2016) broadly corresponds to the reduction seen in general education and to a
large extent reflects demographic trends. The VET Strategy aims to increase VET enrolment; however,
this ambition does not seem to be informed by data about the demand in the labor market for
secondary VET students compared to those with secondary general or higher education.

The share of VET students taught in general schools is increasing. Close monitoring is needed to
ensure that adequate teachers and infrastructure are available. The share of VET students enrolled in
VET classes in general schools has steadily increased, from 5.2 percent in 2015/16 to 12.5 percent in
2018/19. The rising shares of students enrolled in VET classes in general and united schools increase
the importance of monitoring to ensure that these schools have the appropriate teachers, technical
equipment to provide quality vocational education, and access to work-based training.

Students from households with lower socioeconomic status (SES) are strongly disadvantaged in
their progression and achievement. School segregation in Bulgaria continues to be an issue. Bulgaria
has one of the largest indexes of social segregation in schools* among all EU member states.®> The high
concentration of low performers from disadvantageous background could be a sign of serious
disparities in access to quality education provided by different schools. Students’ SES has a strong
influence on student progression and achievement. Apart from social segregation, the education
system demonstrates high level of academic segregation, triggered to a large extent by the system-
wide ability-based selection after grade 7.

There is a need to collect relevant data and use it to design evidence-based policies to mitigate the
disadvantages faced by students from low-status households and other causes of vulnerability.
Large inequities between students from households with different SES pose serious challenges to the
ability of the education system to provide equal opportunities and quality education to all. Yet, the
relationship between (on the one hand) SES and other types of vulnerability and (on the other hand)
participation and achievement in VET has not yet been adequately investigated and researched, which
makes it difficult to develop and implement adequate policies to reduce inequities.

There is ample scope to improve the collection, analysis, and use of labor market information to
improve the relevance of VET. Currently, data to assess the quality and relevance of VET are not
systematically collected and analyzed, which prevents evidence-based policy making. Various
initiatives to measure and project labor and skill demand have been conducted and are still ongoing
but have not yet resulted in a situation where reliable labor market data are effectively used as input
to guide decision-making on VET provision.

The process from developing the ‘List of Professions’ to developing and rolling out updated curricula
can be made simpler, faster, and more effective. The List of Professions, consisting of nearly 600
specialties, should be rationalized and updated (based on reliable labor market information). To speed

4 This index measures school segregation as the correlation between the SES of each student and the average SES of the
respective school.
5> Herrera Sosa et al. 2018.
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up the currently very slow process of developing new curricula, the process needs to be simplified and
implementation capacity strengthened.

VET remains mostly school based, and fewer than 10 percent of Bulgarian enterprises are involved
in VET. Efforts to increase work-based learning mostly focus on dual VET. Dual VET is considered the
‘gold standard’ in work-based learning and is an approach that is demanding on all stakeholders and
difficult to roll out at scale. Strong efforts are required to incorporate international best practices on
the topic and appropriately adapt these to the local context, to increase the likelihood of success.

The ageing of the teacher workforce in VET-specific subjects, combined with a low attractiveness of
the teaching profession for young specialists, poses serious challenges for VET schools. Schools in
regions with a higher concentration of poverty and in rural areas experience severe problems in
attracting new teachers in VET-specific subjects and finding replacements for the ageing VET-specific
teaching workforce, especially in technical and engineering subjects. Little is known of the technical
expertise of VET teachers. Teachers in VET subjects are exempt from acquiring the qualifying teaching
certificate that is required of teachers in general subjects. No data are available on the extent to which
VET schools are able to attract highly qualified trainers. CEDEFOP considers the professionalization of
teachers/trainers in VET a principal challenge of the VET system.

Compared to other EU countries, public spending in Bulgaria on education, and especially on VET, is
low. Since 2001, Bulgaria’s expenditures as share of gross domestic product (GDP) have been among
the bottom four EU countries. The share of the school education budget allocated to VET has fallen in
recent years, and VET spending relative to general education also seems to decrease. Municipal
spending plays a growing role in public VET spending. A rising (and fluctuating) share of the VET budget
also comes from external funds. From 2011 to 2018, the share of public VET spending from
municipalities more than tripled, to 37 percent, reflecting the ongoing transfer of ownership of part
of the VET schools from the central to local governments. The share of external financing of VET
spending rose from 0.8 percent in 2011 to 12.3 percent in 2018. In this period, there have been strong
fluctuations in the share of EU financing in total VET expenditures. EU funding for VET comes from the
OP ‘Science and Education for Smart Growth’ and the regional development-related OP ‘Regions in
Growth’. In 2014-2020, VET was supported by the OP ‘Regions in Growth’ for an amount of BGN 162.4
million. (EUR 83 million), under the procedure ‘Support for VET Schools in Bulgaria’. Under the OP
‘Science and Education for Smart Growth’ an amount of BGN 29.1 million was allocated to projects
that exclusively targeted VET. In addition, VET schools and students benefited from various other
projects under the OPSESG, but no data are available about the amount of these projects that was
targeted at technical and vocational education and training (TVET) (see also below).

The Impact of National Program (NP) and OPSESG Investments in VET

A total of ten NPs and six OPSESG investments in the 2014—2020 period were assessed. Some of these
were exclusively targeted at VET (‘fully targeting VET’), others targeted VET as well as general
education (‘partially targeting VET’). The programs were assessed on several key dimensions: basic
features such as duration and budget, the extent to which they addressed key policy challenges and
horizontal policy fields, effective targeting, and indicators and intervention logic. The key findings of
the assessment are in the following paragraphs.
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There has been political commitment and funding for VET. Authorities have succeeded in identifying
TVET-related priorities sector and, using a mixture of OPs and NPs, have allocated resources and
distributed funds across the sector to address these priorities.

NPs allocated more funds explicitly to VET than OPSE programs. Investments that exclusively
targeted VET amounted to BGN 29.1 million in the 2014-2020 period. Most of these funds were
channelled via NPs (62 percent) rather than OPs (38 percent).

Of the investments that partially targeted VET, it is unknown how much was allocated to VET
compared to general education. Investments in interventions that targeted VET as well as general
education amounted to BGN 339.0 million, of which the majority originated from NPs. It is unknown
which share of these funds benefited VET. None of the NPs and OPs had specific targets for VET in
terms of budgetary allocation or indicators.

NPs tend to be continued over a long period and do not achieve their purpose of short innovative
pilots to inform future reforms. NPs are expected to introduce innovations and be of short (annual)
duration.® In practice, however, this aim does not appear to be achieved. Of the ten NP series that
were reviewed, five had been under implementation for eight years or more.

The objectives and design of investments are broadly aligned with key policy objectives, especially
related to teachers. There is a strong emphasis on investing in teachers.

However, there is a concerning lack of clarity on how interventions will address early school leaving
and inequities in VET. Programs that exclusively target VET do not include substantive activities to
directly promote retention and equity (they rather assume an indirect impact of their interventions).
Direct interventions to address early school leaving and inequity are included in OPs and NPs that
partially target VET. However, for those investments, there is no information on the share of financing
for VET or specific activities or targets for VET.

There is no information on outcomes or impact. Information on the implementation of OPs and NPs
tends to be generic and concerns process and outputs rather than outcomes. Indicators are also
process and output oriented and do not measure outcomes, and no internal or external evaluation
reports are available for any of the reviewed interventions.

The incorporation of lessons learned from previous investments in the design of new projects
appears to be ad hoc rather than systemic. The possibility to build on lessons learned is clearly
hampered by the absence of evaluation reports. Where evaluations of relevant programs do exist, the
approach to ensuring that good practices and lessons learned are incorporated in the design of new
investments seems to be ad hoc.

The extent to which investments target horizontal policy fields is mixed, with quite a lot of focus on
teachers and quality and little on science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM),
climate adaptation, and on impact monitoring and evaluation. The fields ‘teachers and school
leadership’ and ‘education quality’ are well represented; most investments target teachers and

6 Source: Consultations with MES and EA representatives and World Bank team on NP ‘Modernization of VET’, September
18, 2020.
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foresee other activities to improve education quality, such as improving equipment and curricula.
Inclusive access to education is addressed. There is a relatively strong focus on digitalization, a modest
focus on STEM, and hardly any focus on climate adaptation. Unfortunately, none of the investments
targets the horizontal field of impact monitoring and evaluation.

Investments are broadly targeted to students, teachers, and schools in the VET system. There tends
to be no clear targeting of specific target groups, such as vulnerable students, and no explicit efforts
made to address regional disparities. OPs and NPs describe their target groups in broad terms, such
as ‘primary and secondary school students’ or ‘teachers’. None of the interventions explicitly targeted
particular regions. In some cases, particular subgroups are emphasized (such as ‘primary and
secondary school students, including those at risk of dropping out’). With some exceptions, it is often
not clear from program descriptions and indicators how these subgroups were targeted and if they
were effectively reached.

The intervention logic of investments can be substantially improved. Program objectives, activities,
and indicators can be better aligned, and the results framework should include relevant outcome
indicators. Indicators already tend to provide broad data on beneficiaries but can be better
disaggregated to capture VET-specific performance and reach of specific target groups.

Five priority goals of future reforms and interventions in VET. Based on the assessment of the current
performance of the VET system, it is proposed that any future strategies, reforms, and investments
prioritize five topics that were identified as substantial and persistent challenges of the VET system:

Improving retention and completion (reducing early school leaving)
Improving equity in access and completion

Improving responsiveness to labor demand

Strengthening teacher development and management

Improving access, quality, and relevance of work-based learning.

vk wnN R

Seven recommendations to strengthen the impact of future investments. The assessment of VET
interventions financed by NPs and the OPSESG resulted in the following recommendations:

1. Continue investing in VET to address key policy objectives in a well-targeted manner.

Strengthen investments to address the key challenge of early school leaving in VET.

3. For all investments that target both VET and general education, explicitly clarify the VET-
specific elements.

4. Improve the intervention logic and measure the impact of all investments.

5. Include a stronger targeting of vulnerable students, lagging regions, and priority occupations.

6. Establish sound data-gathering, processing, and reporting mechanisms to enable the planning
of VET-specific interventions and the allocation of resources.

7. Use annual NPs to finance short pilots and alternative programmatic approaches for longer-
term investments.

N
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Lifelong learning

LLL in Bulgaria, as in many other countries,” has been narrowly interpreted thus far, but adopting a
more holistic approach would provide significant benefits to Bulgaria. The analyses conduced for this
report revealed that LLL is widely understood (in practice) to refer to adult education and, in particular,
as continued VET. Yet, a more holistic approach to LLL appears suitable in times of rapid change and
uncertainty that have characterized the 21st century so far, including the current COVID-19 related
crisis and the challenges that Bulgaria is facing regarding demographic changes and an increasing
demand of higher and better-skilled workforce.

The adoption of a more holistic approach to LLL concerns three main adjustments. First, it would
entail the effective incorporation of the crosscutting features of LLL across all levels and settings of
education — that is, learner-centered and competence-based teaching. Second, it would require to
expand the focus of LLL beyond work-related adult training to emphasize more the importance of on
non-job related education and training, including opportunities for informal learning offered by
entities such as libraries and sports centers, among others. Third, the integration of these different
forms of learning into the education and training system and existing education pathways would
require careful assessment and possible reforms to ensure that they facilitate the creation of
individual learning pathways for all individuals.

Providers of LLL opportunities include the formal institutions of the education system as well as
nonformal providers. In the case of adults, most formal training is provided in VET Centers, of which
there are more than 900 in the country VET schools and VET Colleges® also offer trainings leading to
professional qualifications for adults. Yet, the main institutions offering work-related adult education
and training in Bulgaria are employers and mostly the training they offer is nonformal. However, a
recent World Bank enterprise survey found that only 20 percent of firms in Bulgaria offer formal
training to their employees.® Furthermore, according to the Bulgarian NSI data, it is companies with
more than 250 employees that offer more learning opportunities to their employees (78 percent of
them in 2015%); yet, only 0.2 percent of companies in Bulgaria are this big.!* A number of providers
of nonformal learning opportunities that are not directly job-related are present at the community
level, and adult education for completing basic education or raising literacy or numeracy skills is run
by schools. No registers of these providers were located, which suggests that this is an incipient and
marginal sector in the system and data on providers of nonformal and non-work related trainings,
such as those under the remit of the Ministry of Culture and the Ministry of Youth and Sport, are
collected and available, but appear to be disconnected from the LLL policy-planning sphere beyond
their mentions in related strategic documents.

7 UNESCO-ILL 2020. Embracing a Culture of Lifelong Learning. Contribution to the Futures of Education Initiative. Report: A
Transdisciplinary Experts Consultation. UNESCO-Institute of Lifelong Learning (ILL): Hamburg.

8 VET schools also provide education to under 16 year-old

9 World Bank. 2020. Bulgaria Public Expenditure Review, Draft July.2020]

10 Bulgarian NSI: https://www.nsi.bg/en/content/4925/enterprises-provided-cvt.

11 NSI, “Annual Data for Business Demography by size of the enterprise”
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The governance of the LLL sector in Bulgaria is complex and fragmented. The management of the
school and formal system is under the remit of the Ministry of Education, which is also responsible for
promoting LLL, setting strategic direction for all LLL related activities, and coordinating the
development of the State Educational Standards (SES).2 The SES set out the guidelines to ensure that
all education and training provided, including in community or in organizations from the labor market,
if their trainings are formal, comply with the quality and contents required for the degrees they grant.
Within the MES the Directorate of Vocational Education and Training is responsible for VET schools,
including those that offer courses targeted to adults, and the Directorate of Preschool Education and
Content manage adult literacy (or ‘second chance’) programs. d VET Centers, instead, are under the
remit of the National Agency for Vocational Education and Training (NAVET), which is under the remit
of the Council of Ministers. The NAVET issues VET Centres their licenses to operate and participates in
the development of SES by coordinating the sectoral councils, which prepare the first proposal of VET
SES and then submit them to the MES for their consideration. VET Centres, VET schools’ adults’
courses, and adults’ literacy courses, in turn, operate in close relationship with the Employment
Agency, at the MLSP.

There is a significant low level of public investment in adult training in continuing VET, especially
when compared with the rest of EU countries, whereas employers make most of the investments in
adults training. Public funds are channelled mostly via active labor market policies coordinated by
the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy (MLSP). While continuing VET in the secondary and post-
secondary levels is funded by the state, VET centers are mostly private, and training is self-funded by
the learners, by their employers, or, in some cases, it is financed by ESIF projects. In most cases,
individual trainees pay the costs of trainings in VET centers®®. The share of employers’ investments in
adult training is significantly high when compared to the rest of the EU countries. In 2015/16,
employers in Bulgaria financed 80 percent of adult trainings. In no other EU country, except for
Romania (86 percent), Luxembourg (85 percent), and Malta (82 percent), was the employers’ share in
investments in this policy area higher than in Bulgaria.

Public investment in LLL-related interventions consists of European funds, mainly European
Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF) and national funds. Money allocated for LLL-related
interventions increased from BGN 1049.3 million in the 2007-2013 programming period to BGN
1272.3 million in the 2014-2020 period. Yet, European funds have accounted for a significant portion
of the funds allocated for LLL-related interventions in Bulgaria for the past 13 years. Moreover, their
weight has increased in the current programming period when compared to the previous one, which
raises the question of whether it is possible to achieve policy sustainability in this area without EU
funds.

12 The Law on Preschool and School Education of Bulgaria from 2016 indicates that education is carried out according to
established State Educational Standards—formerly known as State Educational Requirements. These requirements are
formulated in terms of learning outcomes and comprise the study content, the type of school, the grading system, the
documentation of education, the textbooks, out-of-class and out-of-school activities, material, cultural and environmental
conditions, medical care, and medical and hygiene education rendered in schools and kindergartens. Sources: ELANI,
Literacy in Bulgaria, 2016; and experts’ interviews.

13 Analysis of the activity of the Centres for Professional Training and Centers for Information and Professional Orientation.
NAVET presentation, National Conference 2019 https://www.navet.government.bg/bg/media/Ref lovech analiz_CPO.pdf
(data from 2018) and European Center for the Development of Vocational Education, Vocational Education and Training in
Bulgaria, Short descriptions, 2018 (data fro 2016).
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The fragmentation of the governance of the LLL policy area precludes effective strategic planning,
implementation and monitoring of strategic priorities, including data collection. In 2014, in the
context of the start of a new financial period of ESIF, Bulgaria, like most EU MS, launched a new
National Strategy for Lifelong Learning (NSLL), which followed a previous one that covered the 2008—
2013 period. The differences in the focus and priorities adopted in these strategies denote an
expansion in the understanding of LLL at the level of strategic planning and offers a better-defined set
of indicators to measure progress toward the priorities set. However, the link between the actions
and objectives proposed with the indicators and targets selected was not made explicit in either
strategy.

Progress toward the targets set in the NSLL 2014-2020 has been modest if not null. The lack of
progress in these indicators is more concerning if it is considered that work towards improving in these
indicators had started already with the previous NSLL adopted for 2008-2013. Monitoring progress
toward the objectives and targets set in the NSLL is a challenging task due to the cross-sectoral and
inter-institutional character of the LLL policy area, and this may preclude policy learning and
adjustments as it may result in overload of tasks and difficulties to coordinate activities of staff mainly
allocated to other related educational and training units across relevant government bodies.
Fragmentation may also have precluded a design that clearly established how each proposed action
was expected to contribute to the achievement of the set goals and indicators.

Preschool year children learn from their environment and in nonstructured settings but attendance
to formal preschool education can be associated with better chances to become lifelong learners.
In Bulgaria, data confirm that the longer children attend preschool the better they perform at school.
By 2016, almost 80 percent of fourth graders had attended kindergarten for three or more years. This
group’s performance in reading skills was 75 points higher than those who had not attended.'® The
most critical contribution of preschool attendance toward good performance later at school is its
importance in levelling the ground for children whose first language is not Bulgarian. Hence, command
of the Bulgarian language is a key competence to pay attention to during preschool education as it
affects later performance in school and thus may influence dropouts and the acquisition of a key LLL
competence—learning to learn.

The high share of people in Bulgaria who leave education before completing lower secondary is a
key obstacle underpinning labor and skills shortages and precluding the adoption of an LLL attitude
in the country’s population. By 2019, almost 14 percent of those between the ages of 18 and 24 years
had left their studies without completing lower secondary education (International Standard
Classification of Education [ISCED] 0-2). This means that Bulgaria has at present the fourth highest
share of early school leavers (ESL) in the EU. The share of those between the ages of 25 to 34 who
have a low educational attainment is also higher in Bulgaria than in the EU. In 2019, in Bulgaria 18
percent in this age group had completed education up to ISCED level 2 or below and in the EU the
share was 15 percent. Those who have left education early are more prone to unemployment in
Bulgaria and are also less interested in working.

Skills shortages can be linked to low levels of educational attainment but also to the quality of the
skills of the labor force, which can be a consequence of poor acquisition of these skills through
education. Since 2012, the shares of 15-year-olds achieving poor performance in reading,

14 PIRLS 2016, p. 57.
17

BGO5M20P001-4.001-0008 "Provision of information and publicity activities of the Operational Programme Science and
Education for Smart Growth, evaluations and studies of Operational Programme Science and Education for Smart Growth
and preparation for the next programming period" under priority axis 4 "Technical Assistance" of the “Operational
Programme Science and Education for Smart Growth”



L SCIENCE AND EDUCATION
EUROPEAN UNION FOR SMART GROWTH
European Structural and Investment Funds

mathematics, and science have been increasing. Reading is the most critical area—from 2012 to 2018,
the share of young people without basic knowledge and skills related to reading increased by 6.1
percentage points. While competence-based teaching is a central piece of an approach to education
that seeks to equip students to become lifelong learners, a recent World Bank analysis of the
introduction of competence-based approaches into education in Bulgaria notes that this has not been
fully implemented in recent curricular reforms in the country. Furthermore, teachers’ training is one
of the pending challenges in Bulgaria to ensure the provision of quality education that is engaging and
thus instils a positive attitude toward learning.

Participation in learning activities of individuals who are between the ages of 25 and 64 is quite low
in Bulgaria. With a participation rate of only 2 percent in 2019, Bulgaria has the lowest levels of
participation of this age group in learning in the region apart from Romania, which has a low
participation rate for those of working age but older than 35 years—of those between 35 and 54 years
only 0.8 percent participated in 2019. Adults with low education attainment also have low
participation rates in education and training, which represent a key challenge in Bulgaria since they
represent the 17.4 percent of the working-age population (25-64) and demand of this level of skills is
decreasing in the country. Almost 60 percent of those with low educational attainment indicate that
cost is a major barrier to their participation in education or training.

Adults’ participation in formal education may take place in literacy and numeracy programs (or
‘second chance’ programs); in VET schools, colleges, and centers; and in higher education
institutions. Regarding second chance programs, data collection on the participation of adults in
‘second chance’ programs is not institutionalized in the Government of Bulgaria (GoB). Technical
reports of the OPSESG project for adult literacy ‘New Chance to Success’’® and the national budget
reports refer only to participation in this EU-funded project and depending on the source, the figure
varies from 7,774 to 8,579 participants. In VET Colleges, in school year 2019-2020 there were 658
students enrolled (all above 19 years old).'® In the same year, there were 514 adults (defined as 16
years old or above) enroled in trainings leading to a full professional qualification offered in adults
courses run by VET schools. Yet, most adults participate in training in VET Centers. In that same year
12,881 were enroled in VET Centres for full professional qualification. In addition, the majority of
adults take partial qualifications in VET Centres. In 2016 a total of 77,251 adults aged 25-64 years old
were enroled in any form of training in VET centres, including both full and partial qualifications. VET
centers have significantly more enrolments because they outnumber VET schools and have a a wider
territorial coverage; they offer a broader range of trainings, including for low educational attainment
levels of trainees, and many of the trainings they offer are of short duration. In both VET centers and
VET schools’ adult courses, most of the participant are aged 40 or above, whereas, as noted ealier, the
share of low skilled adults below 34 years old in Bulgaria is higher than in the EU on average, whereas
among those 35 or above the share of low skilled adults in equal or below EU average.

Most of adult education and training is acquired in nonformal settings. Yet, the low level of
participation among the unemployed in nonformal education and training is concerning. In 2016, the

15 Technical report, ‘A New Chance for Success’ Project, point 3: Indicators, reported value with accumulation, no date,
extracted June 2020.

16 NSI -- https://cuttly/ZcXQwzZ "Students in Programs after secondary education, Data on adults’ (defined as 25+)
participation in colleges by age have not been provided by the NSI.
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share of employed persons in nonformal education was 31.6 percent, but only 3.5 percent of the
unemployed participated. Employers provided most of the nonformal education and training and this
is confirmed by the high share of participants in nonformal learning who used these providers. Of the
total participants in nonformal learning in Bulgaria, 63.5 percent declared this. In contrast, only 1.7
percent participates in education or training organized by trade unions and 4.2 percent in those
organized by employers’ organizations. Bulgaria is the country with the highest share of all learners in
the EU who participated in nonformal education and training provided by employers.’

Available data show that the share of working-age people with low level of education in Bulgaria is
below the EU average, but since 2014, this share remained quite stable while in the EU it decreased
at a faster and steadier rate. Also, when comparing young adults’ populations, the share of those
between the ages of 25 and 34 who have a low educational attainment (i.e. that left school just as
they completed lower secondary education or before) is higher in Bulgaria than in the EU, at 18 and
15 percent®®, respectively by 2019. It is worth noting that the share of those aged 25-34 who attained
only lower secondary education or below in Bulgaria (18 percent) is higher than those aged 18-24,
who are 14 percent in 2019%. These relatively low levels of educational attainment in Bulgaria among
young adults, and especially among those between 25 and 34 years old, call for an increased focus on
second chance programs that can give them the opportunity to raise their educational attainment and
skills levels.

Specific studies have looked at a selection of adults’ skills in Bulgaria. Although educational
attainment is significantly but not perfectly correlated with skill levels, research has shown that lower
educational attainment of Roma and other ethnic groups leads to important skill gaps with ethnic
Bulgarians. Roma and individuals from other ethnic groups (who mostly identify themselves as
Turkish) had lower cognitive and socio-emotional skills than non-Roma. In turn, unemployed and
inactive individuals have significantly poorer cognitive skills as well as relational skills than those who
are working.? These findings highlight the importance of providing disadvantaged groups and those
out-of-employment opportunities for learning throughout life. The only data that are regularly
collected in Bulgaria on adults’ basic skills regards digital skills through the Digital Economy and Society
Index and the data show that Bulgaria ranked last or near last in most of the indicators.?

One of the biggest shortcomings in adult education is the lack of a comprehensive system for
teacher and trainers training and assessment. In addition to the challenges in the teaching profession
in general, teachers working with adults fall into the same professional category as the rest of the
teaching staff and, as it is in the case also for trainers working with adults in VET education (in VET
schools as well as in VET centers), not enough attention has been paid to the specifics of adult
education and the need for special qualifications for professionals working with vulnerable groups.
The low digital skills levels of the Bulgarian population also include teachers. Without adequate

17 AES 2016/Eurostat: trng_aes_170

18 Eurostat

19 Eurostat

20 World Bank 2016. The sudy was based on data collectd by the Bulgarian Longitudinal Inclusive Society Survey looking at
the population ages 18—65 and collected in 2013.

21 Digital Economy and Society Index 2020, Human Capital chapter.
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training in digital skills targeted to teachers it will be difficult to keep pace with development in the
world of work and prepare children and students for their future.

In line with the priorities identified for LLL in the current policy planning processes in the country,
the policy directions recommendations in this report are focused on adult education and training.
22 At the same time, the challenge is adopting a broader understanding of LLL than the current one in
the country since this would be beneficial for fostering a population inclined and prepared to learn
and relearn in rapidly changing contexts as technological changes continue to reshape the world of
work as well as everyday lives. The key recommendations are as follows:

1. Tofocus on the institutionalization of a coordinated governance structure in this policy area.
This entails building on the experience of the international, national, and regional networks
of LLL developed in recent years in the country and scale them up.

2. Tofocus on strengthening and further developing a system of career guidance. This takes on
board the preference, in current national policy making, to focus LLL on adult education and
on aligning skills with labor market needs but also incorporates the importance of school-age
years in fostering LLL.

3. To promote and support the offer of adults’ ‘second chance’ education opportunities. This
should be aimed at contributing to reduce the high share of ESL and of adults with low
educational attainment.

4. To develop a multipronged action plan for adult education and training. This
recommendation addresses the priority given to adult education and allows to bring together
in an articulated form the different challenges identified in these processes and in this section,
such as upskilling and reskilling with a focus on those who participate less and expansion of
non-work related education and training.

5. To improve data collection and reporting systems on adult education and training, adopting
a conceptually broad and inter-institutionally coordinated approach. This key
recommendation is embedded in the proposed multipronged action plan.

6. To pay special attention in designing actions for those who participate less—those above
the age of 35, with low education levels and the unemployed.

7. To increase flexibility of the education and training system especially by improving the
efficiency and functionality of the system for validation and recognition of prior knowledge,
which requires close interaction across the VET and general education sector as well as with
the Ministry of Labour and economic actors.

22 National Lifelong Learning Strategies for 2008-2013 and for 2014-2020; National Education Framework for 2021-2030
(adopted by Council of Ministers on 24th February 2021); Draft ESIF Operationa Programme for 2021-2027 as of October
2020; European Commission and Coucil Specific Country Recommendations (every June or July) and Country Reports on the
(every January or February) from January 2019 to May 2020; and interviews with relevant policy makers at the Government
of Bulgaria.
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To increase the support for adult second chance provision, as in key recommendation 3,
especially ensuring its sustainability and institutionalization beyond EU funds support.

To develop a methodology for QA for all adult education. This should be coordinated and
compatible with a QA methodology for VET and for general education and higher education,
so it can be used for adult education and training in a broad sense.

To regularly participate in international assessment such as PIAAC. This will offer the
possibility to identify better skills gaps in the population and develop comprehensive and
targeted approaches to address the skills shortages reported.

To train teachers and trainers serving in adult education programs. In particular the trainings
should give priority to digital skills acquisition for teachers and digitally based teaching
methods. Training teachers at both VET and general education sub-sectors to ensure they use
methods that encourage and motivate learners to learn for life is essential to mainstream a
holistic lifelong learning approach to education in the country.

To enhance the current system to align education and training with the labor market. This
should look beyond supplying employers with the qualifications and degrees needed and
include information on graduates’ satisfaction with the use of the skills learned. This could
build on actions that can be developed under the priority area noted above for the TVET sub-
sector regarding improving responsiveness to labor demand.
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Introduction

This report was prepared under the Reimbursable Advisory Services (RAS) Agreement of June 10,
2020, signed between the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (The World Bank),
the Ministry of Education and Science (MES) of the Republic of Bulgaria, and the Executive Agency
‘Operational Programme Science and Education for Smart Growth’ (OPSESG) of the Republic of
Bulgaria with registration number ‘/001-69/12.02.2020’. The RAS is designed to support two activities:
(a) public expenditure review in science, technology, and innovation and (b) building evidence-based
approach for the National Strategic Framework in Education 2030. This report is under the second
activity and part of the situation analysis of the education system. It focuses on vocational education
and training (VET) and lifelong learning (LLL). It reflects the comments provided by MES and
EAOPNOIR as of February 25, 2021.

The World Bank Systems Approach’s assessment methodology was used to make a structured
diagnostic of the education system and assess its orientation and ability to achieve the intended
national goals over the cycle of the last education strategy and operation program. It covers the
strategy and policy framework for each subsector, articulating both European Union (EU)-wide
objectives and Bulgaria’s main strategic direction. It examines the principal dimensions that, together,
determine the performance of the system in relation to access and completion, equity, quality and
relevance, and financing and governance. The analysis concludes with a discussion on past, current,
and future EU-financed support to the sector. Figure 1 describes the framework for the assessment.
Overall, the diagnostic is based on the following:

1. Review of outcomes based on the results framework of the previous strategy and assessment
of what was and was not achieved. This will include gap analysis, relevant comparisons,
efficiency and returns on investments, and perceptions.

2. Review of the effect of new policies and public actions during the last decade and the ability
to enhance the enabling conditions to improve education system outcomes.

3. Systematic review of programs and investments and implementation strategies during the life
cycle of the strategy and the OPSESG 2014-2020. This review will investigate program
formulation, identification and utilization of indicators, monitoring and evaluation methods
and processes, measuring of program impact on beneficiaries during the life of the process,
improvement processes, and assessment of implementation process at the different levels.

4. I|dentification of factors associated with progress or lack of it, lessons learned, and policy
recommendations.

The methodology of investigation and analysis behind this report include (a) relevant policy
documents, strategic frameworks, operational program (OP), relevant progress reports, studies and
papers; (b) interviews with local experts, focus groups and technical discussions with experts in the
Ministry of Education and the EA; (c) program evaluation and impact assessment (goals, processes,
and outcomes) documents based on available information; and (d) assessment of relevant political
economy dimensions and organizational commitment.
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Figure 1. Analytical conceptual framework for the assessment of the education system in Bulgaria
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Country context

Bulgaria entered the EU in 2007 and was consequently affected by the region’s economic crisis in
2010-2012. However, gross domestic product (GDP) growth has picked up since 2014 and accelerated
to 3.7 percent in 2016—2018, due in part to a dynamic export sector which took advantage of
improving external conditions and an expanded share in global trade. In 2019, it stood at 3.4 percent.
Bulgaria features a young, energetic local private sector that successfully competes internationally in
machine building, automotive parts, information technology, and outsourced business activities.

Traditionally an agricultural country, Bulgaria has shifted to a considerably industrialized country. The
agricultural sector only accounts for 3.6 percent of GDP and employs 7 percent of the workforce
(World Bank 2019). The main crops are sunflowers, tobacco, and wheat. The industry represents 23.8
percent of the GDP, and 30 percent of the workforce is employed in the industrial sector, estimated
to contribute to 14 percent of GDP (World Bank 2019). However, the most dynamic sectors are textile,
pharmaceutical products, cosmetic products, mobile communication, and the software industry. The
tertiary sector has more than doubled its contribution to the country’s economy since 1990,
accounting for 59.2 percent of the GDP and employing 63 percent of the workforce. Tourism is one of
the fastest-growing sectors, with more than 9.3 million tourists visiting the country in 2018,
accounting for 11.7 percent of GDP and 11 percent of total employment.

Overall, the Bulgarian economy still struggles with low employment and labor force participation.
Challenges are posed by a persistently low employment rate, which is among the lowest in Europe at
52 percent (see Figure 2). While this has steadily increased over time, it has slightly declined since late
2019. The national Europe 2020 employment target is 70 percent for the population ages 20-64. For
Bulgaria, low labor force participation means that out-of-the-labor-force working-age people do not
contribute to economic growth.
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Figure 2. Employment rate recorded between 2012 and 2020 in Bulgaria
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Source. https://tradingeconomics.com/bulgaria/employment-rate, 2020.

Bulgaria has a population of 7 million, with 76 percent living in the urban area, which is expected to
decrease by 0.5 million until 2030 and by 1 million until 2050, according to Eurostat, requiring a better
balance between policy reforms in education and the economy. Bulgaria’s population has been
declining significantly in the last two decades, mostly attributable to a low birth rate and emigration,
and is ageing rapidly. The dependency ratio in Bulgaria in 2020 is 47.3