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Report on a visit made to the Social Care  
Home for children with mental disabilities in the village Gorski Senovets 

and the Angel Karalichev High school of Strajica, Bulgaria 
4 November 2009 

 

 This report aims to inform the Council of Europeôs Commissioner for Human Rights and 
other persons and organisations interested in childrenôs rights and education rights on 
the good practices which take place in the Strajica municipality.    

The visit to the Gorski Senovets home and the Angel Karalichev high school was 
organised with the aim of uncovering good practices which exist in Bulgaria concerning 
inclusive education.  Conducting visits to witness good practices of inclusive education in 
action has proven to be a very persuasive tool for government officials and decision 
makers in many other countries and it was hoped that this could achieve a similar result 
in Bulgaria.  Invitations were sent out to the Ministry of Education, Youth and Science, 
the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy, and the State Agency for Child Protection, for 
their participation on the visits.  It was proposed that they designate two or three persons 
to attend the visit and that all costs, including transport and food, would be borne by the 
organisers of the visit.  We encountered several challenges in attracting the interest of 
the Ministries.  The Ministry of Education went so far as to request an explanation in 
writing of the relevance of their participation on the visit.  Despite providing them with 
written information on how important it was for the Ministry of Education to implement 
inclusive education and to stay abreast of good practices of inclusive education in 
Bulgaria, they declined to nominate any representatives.  In the end, only one 
government representative of the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy attended the visit. 

 
Participants: 

¶ Elena Manasieva, state expert from the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy; 

¶ Marise Wattle, Specialist in early childhood intervention for children with disabilities;   

¶ Elsabé Louw, co-founder of the Lora Foundation; 

¶ Ann Schutte and Noémi Kiry Ambrus from the Mental Disability Advocacy Centre 
(MDAC); and 

¶ Maria Nikolova and Gabriela Galabova from the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee 
(BHC). 

 
 
Social Care Home for Children with Mental Disabilities, Gorski Senovets 

 
We drove three and a half hours through the snow-capped mountains and rolling hills 
from Sofia to the Social Care Home for Children with Disabilities in the village Gorski 
Senovets, near the town of Strajica. The home was so remotely located that even roads 
were unmarked and a van came to meet us at a petrol station to direct our way for the 
final 10 minutes of the journey. The director, Bistra Boteva, welcomed us. The home 
itself was bright, cheerful and warm on such a cold day.  
 
Ms Boteva told us that the home had been in operation since 1980 and provided 
services to a total of 37 children. Most children are aged 3-18 years old, but a few are 
over 18. Only 6 of these children attend some form of school, and the rest are educated 
within the care home itself. Those children who are less mobile reside on the ground 
floor as there are no elevators within the home. 

http://www.lorafoundation.co.za/
http://www.mdac.info/
http://www.bghelsinki.org/index.php?lg=en
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The company Radisson Hotels and Resorts has been providing funding for the home for 
10 years. The hotel takes one euro from every client to donate to the home. Clients 
receive cards and presents from the children as a sign of gratitude.  
 
First studio 
This was a room for less mobile children most of whom were in wheelchairs or other 
mobility devices. There were seven children in this room and four staff. We were told 
that the wheelchairs had been donated. One child with Down Syndrome had only 
learned to walk since he arrived at the home; previously there had been no one to take 
care of him and teach him this. In an adjoining room we met the therapist. Although 
there was a lot of rehabilitation equipment available, we were told that there were no 
longer any staff working there who had been trained on how to use it.  
  
We were informed that although virtually all of the children had parents, only a few of 
them received visits from their parents; at most children were visited twice a year. Ms 
Boteva said that regrettably it is difficult to contact parents and encourage them to visit. 
 
Second Studio 
We then witnessed a pottery class, attended by 5 children and 1 teacher. Some of the 
children were in wheelchairs, but they were all animated and engaged in the activity of 
imprinting leaves onto wet clay with rolling pins. The room was decorated with the 
beautiful artwork which had been created in the past. Elsabé spotted a child who she 
recognised from a previous care home, Dobromirtsi, which had been closed down in 
2006. He was able to communicate, and she told us that when she had known him he 
had been unable to speak. 
 
Cooking class 
The children in this kitchen were making sandwiches and singing. The smiley faces with 
which they decorated the bread reflected the smiling faces of the children themselves. 
 
Laundry Room 
Three children were learning sewing and practical household lessons. One child was 
helping to iron the laundry and another was working on an embroidery pattern. 
 
Natural materials 
Next we saw the classroom where lessons about natural materials were held. Although 
the teacher was absent that day, the tactile nature of lessons was easily observable. On 
the walls were examples of shells and seeds which had been glued onto wood. Ms 
Boteva said that they also fixed broken toys in this class. It was explained that in this 
way the learning of the children was linked to the purpose of their contribution to the 
running of the home. 
 
Medical room 
A dentist visits the home once per week. There are 4 nurses employed, and at least one 
is present at all times. This is a legal requirement. In the village there is a doctorôs 
assistant, who comes in the home twice a week. The nearest hospital is 45km away in 
Gorna Oriahovitza city.   
 
Upstairs Studio 
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An art class was taking place here with the more able-bodied children. Elsabé 
recognised another child from the Dobromirtsi home. We were told that one of the 
children had arrived with his teeth completely rotten, but that now three of his adult teeth 
had come through. In an adjoining room, a child got very upset when we entered, as she 
though we were bringing lunch and we entered empty-handed, thus disrupting her 
routine. She banged her head on the wall and then threw herself on the floor and 
banged her head on the floor. The staff dealt with the situation in a calming and 
professional manner. 
 
Discussion with the director 
Ms Boteva expanded upon the progress made for children in her institution and the 
barriers which still hindered it. Four of the staff had recently been to Vienna to receive 
training on children with multiple disabilities. Usually a trainer would come from an NGO 
based in Vienna to give the staff training, but on this occasion the trainer had donated 
part of her salary in order to give them that experience. Ms Boteva told us that it was 
very difficult to get specialist staff to come and work in the home because its location is 
very inaccessible and the pay is low.  
 
From 1 June 2009, a half-way home was opened for eight of the children, in order to 
enable them to live more independently. The half-way home is 80% funded by European 
Union PHARE programme (the Programme of Community aid to the countries of Central 
and Eastern Europe) and 20% funded by the government.  
 
Ms Boteva does not wish to accept any more children into the institution. Her dream is to 
one day run the Social Care Home for Children with Disabilities as a day care centre 
only, and to have all the children housed in smaller residential units. In this way, the 
children can become more confident, independent self-reliant. In the house which 
already exists, the children can cook for themselves, and sometimes visit the shops to 
buy bread and milk. They have their own laundry area. A speech therapist visits 
regularly.  
 
Ms Boteva spoke of Milen who is 20 years old and used to be a resident of the home. 
After returning from school for a period one summer he refused to go back.  Ms Boteva 
decided to put him in a ôhelping schoolô and arranged for him to live in a family 
environment. He started to live with a woman who taught him to get the bus by himself. 
This took one year. In time he could also make his own breakfast and choose his own 
clothes. He commenced a two-year course to become a chefôs assistant. He now works 
as a chef at the home and has been donated a house in the village, which is being 
renovated with the help of the institution. He lives there independently.  
 
This success story is sure to be only one of many to emerge from this well-run, 
welcoming and cheerful home. Ms Boteva is to be congratulated for her optimism and 
hard work which allows the lives of the children she cares for to be happy and fulfilling. 
 
ñAngel Karalichevò High school, Strajica 
 
We had a meeting with the head teacher and several other teachers who were in direct 
contact with the two children from the home who attended school here. The aim was to 
discuss the problems the teachers were facing in integrating the children. Their view was 
that the priority for these two children was socialising with their peers, and that this came 
above the need for them to learn their lessons. The children have a social worker with 
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them and if they are finding the class too difficult they can leave the room and go 
elsewhere. The teachers adapt the timetable to suit the child, but only in so far as 
restricting it according to the childôs capabilities. Maths in particular was not seen as a 
suitable class for such a child. The teachers favoured art, music and sports for these 
children, which may mean that they are excluded from taking part in more fundamental 
subjects.  

Although this does not fit in with the ideal of inclusive education, it must be recognised 
that these children were not given the opportunity to attend school until they were six 
years old, and clearly they had not been given the opportunity to benefit from the merits 
of early intervention for education. 

The teachers believe that the children can fit into daily school life without being isolated 
and that the experience can help them to cope better in real life. In their opinion, the 
social element of childrenôs learning is the most important aspect. Communicating with 
children who are without disabilities can help them to relate to others, become confident 
and thereby achieve more. The children attending the school had been informed of the 
arrival of the new children in advance. The school received no complaints from parents 
about the presence of children with mental disabilities in the school. No incidents of 
bullying had been reported, and in fact, the other children showed themselves to be very 
helpful.  

There was an issue raised about children from the home who had been assessed and 
deemed suitable for special school only. The certificates they received from the 
assessment commission stated that they may only go to a special school. Ms Boteva 
wanted the children re-assessed.  

The teachers said that they found classes unpredictable and hard to control. Given that 
they have never received formal training, they said they learned only from their mistakes 
and their intuition. They have applied for funding for training purposes. The teachers also 
expressed that the set school curricula is so full that they cannot devote time to 
individuals who may need extra help. They also felt that psychologists and speech 
therapists were needed to assist children in the school.  

Ms Botevaôs idea was to have special classes within the main school with special 
education teachers. This means that the children could receive a tailored education and 
yet spend recreation and meal times with their peers. Although this goes against the 
philosophy of inclusive education, it may be an effective alternative for children who 
have entered tardively into a mainstream school. 

Conclusion  

 
This visit to the Home and school made it clear that there is no lack of enthusiasm 
amongst the staff and teachers who work with these children.  Children are making 
significant progress because they are given concrete opportunities to build their skills in 
view of leading an independent life in the community.  It was evident that the children 
enjoyed the activities and were benefitting from their practical nature.  It must be said 
that the Home, which is a state-run institution, is an exception because it receives 
considerable funds from private donors which is not the case for most childrenôs 
institutions in Bulgaria.  Thanks to the initiatives of the director, private funding is 
subsidising this Home which has raised the living standards to an acceptable level of 
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care and given the possibility to invest in important skills workshops for the children.  It is 
also thanks to the initiatives of the director that children are given an opportunity to 
attend a mainstream school.  It is unfortunate and untenable that in order for institutions 
to provide children with the proper care environment, activities, and educational 
opportunities with a long-term view of their development, state-run institutions must 
depend on private funding.  Equally untenable is the fact that childrenôs development 
and education are made conditional upon the efforts of one individual, in this case Ms 
Boteva.  Regrettably, there are not enough individuals in childrenôs institutions and in the 
community with the same nature and ambition to make this possible everywhere.  
Clearly, the institutional care model is unsustainable: efforts should be focused on 
deinstitutionalisation and priority given to children growing up in family settings or 
smaller group homes. 
 
With respect to the school, it was encouraging to learn that there was no resistance 
coming from the community, including parents of children attending the school, nor from 
within the school itself to welcome children with special learning needs into their 
mainstream classrooms.  However, the educational approach taken with respect to 
these children cannot be deemed to be inclusive.  Although the teachers fully recognise 
and support the merits of social inclusion of the children and the learning of social skills, 
the educational aspect is limited.  It is acknowledged that this cannot be qualified as a 
fault of their own; despite the good will and motivation to include the children, without 
appropriate educational resources and training provided to the teachers and the school 
as a whole, it is certain that true inclusive education will not be achieved.  Further, the 
importance of early childhood education as an integral element to inclusive education 
cannot be overemphasised, and the example of these children is illustrative of this.  The 
hurdles which children face in their learning could have been minimised if they had been 
given educational opportunities from an early age instead of only recently.  Unless 
support and guidance is provided to the school, the progress achieved by children in the 
Home will be undermined.  This support and guidance must come from the Ministry of 
Education, Youth and Science, and must consist of a comprehensive plan to engage all 
stakeholders- not only schools, teachers, families, and childrenôs institutions, but also 
medical professionals who are often the first point of contact for parents of children with 
disabilities.   
 
Many lessons can be drawn from this case in point.  Good practices are possible and 
existent in Bulgaria.  Yet, however great may be the good will and effort on the part of 
one Home, one school or one community, this cannot provide all children across 
Bulgaria with the maximum array of opportunities to develop to their fullest potential.  It is 
the responsibility of leaders and decision-makers within the government to ensure that 
all children benefit from a caring and stimulating home environment, and that all children 

are given a quality and thus an inclusive education.  This must be placed as a priority on 
the political agenda and resources appropriately allocated to make it a reality.  Because 
the most important lesson learned from this visit was that children do thrive from such 
opportunities.  
 
 
For further information, please contact mdac@mdac.info or bhc@bghelsinki.org  

 

 

mailto:mdac@mdac.info
mailto:bhc@bghelsinki.org
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Exterior of the school 

 

 
Playground on the school grounds 
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Wall display in the natural materials classroom 

 

 
Artistic sandwiches created by the children 

 


