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Abstract. The Bulgarian State Maturity Exam is the mandatory second-
ary school exit exam in Bulgaria. It plays asignificant role for both students and
their schools, forming a large percentage of students’ GPA. It is also used for
university applications both in Bulgaria and abroad, and the only public statistic
for ranking schools nationally. This paper surveys the format and logistics of
the exam and proposes three independent modifications adapted from the most
popular college admissions test in the U.S., the ACT. The first proposal aims to
expand the focus of the mandatory Bulgarian exam to measure reading, writing,
mathematics and science. The second looks in depth at the essay question of the
Bulgarian state exam and the negative effects it has on school curriculum, as
well as potential solutions. The third proposal examines the possibility of intro-
ducing multiple test dates and retesting, analyzing their contribution to greater
student performance.
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Introduction

Nearly 53,000 high school seniors sat down at 8 A.M. on May 20 to take
the Bulgarian state matriculation exam in 2019. Passing it would ensure a suc-
cessful graduation, and results would influence both university admissions and
high school rankings. The examination consists of a series of tests over consec-
utive days, the first one of which is mandatory for all: a four-hour Bulgarian
Language and Literature test for which students had effectively started prepar-
ing in their classes two years prior. | was one of the seniors taking the test on
that day, and I was lucky enough to have my results matter only slightly, as I
knew as | was going to university in the U.S. For me, the infamously outdated
format of the exam was only a mild annoyance, but for tens of thousands of
other students’ success on the test was key for their graduation and university
admission both in Bulgaria and the European Union.

The series of state maturity exams are commonly referred to as maturi
(singular matura). They are standardized tests that are based exclusively on the
content covered during the compulsory education curriculum in all Bulgarian
schools.) The exams are administered in two sessions, May-June and August-
September, with the latter being a make-up solely for those who failed their first
time (2111 students attended the latter session in 2019, according to newspaper
Sega). The two mandatory exams are Bulgarian and a second subject chosen
from alist of thirteen options, including Geography, Math, Philosophy, History,
Physics, Chemistry, Biology, English, Russian, German, Spanish and French.
Beyond that, students are free to sign up for additional subjects, usually to fulfil
requirements for specific university programs.

It seems that the matura results make the news every year by hitting new
historic lows. This is reflected in the distribution of grades in 2018 versus 2019,
as shown in Fig. 1 below. The average result on the Bulgarian matura in 2019
was just 50/100 (roughly equivalent to a low C in the U.S. system), as reported
by the newspaper Sega.l4) While this may be influenced by a variety of factors,
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in my conversations with high school seniors it appeared that taking the matura
itseff was a frustrating experience, even for those who performed well

Grades from Bulgarian Language & Literature Exam (%)
B 08
W o0

Fail Average Goad VeryGood  Excellent Excellent
6.00 (max)

Figure 1. Grades from Bulgarian Language and Literature exam (%)

The aim of this paper is to examine the structure and logistics of the
mandatory maturi and identify three practical ways of modifying it within the
existing educational framework. For reference, this paper will turn to the most
popular college admissions test in the U.S., the ACT. The ACT is a standardized
exam designed to evaluate college readiness by testing students in a broad range
of areas. While the ACT and its alternative, the SAT, are quite similar, this paper
focuses on the ACT because of its recent rise in popularity, as well as its well-
designed Science and Writing sections. The test was taken by 1.8 million 2019
graduates from the U.S. - 52 percent of the graduating class.?) While the primary
goal of the exam is to overcome the differences in funding, grading, and curric-
ula that exists between various states, a number of their key features would also
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be effective in the Bulgarian system, where the problem of fragmentation
doesn’t exist to the same extent.

The first modification that | will discuss is consolidating the two man-
datory maturi into a single exam that tests different subject areas. The ACT is
divided into four sections: English, mathematics, reading, and science reason-
ing, a mix that provides a balance and well-roundedness that is much needed in
the current state of the Bulgarian education system. The second modification |
propose is a redesign of Question 41 of the Bulgarian Language and Literature
test, which asks students to write an interpretive essay examining a specific
work of Bulgarian literature. The poem, short story or novel that the essay fo-
cuses on is randomly selected from the Literature syllabi of their junior and sen-
ior years, which negatively influences classes. The essay on the ACT, on the
other hand, presents students with an unfamiliar idea and explores broader social
themes, making it much harder to explicitly prepare for. The third modification
I discuss is a logistical one: the addition of multiple testing days. The May-
June session is the only chance most students get to take the test, which makes
it a significant source of test anxiety and impairs student performance. Having
the whole country take the test on a single date is also a resource-intensive lo-
gistical task, both for schools and the Ministry of Education. By allowing stu-
dents to retake the matura, the Ministry would make the test more accommodat-

ing and accessible.

Proposal # 1: holistic examination in Bulgarian, Mathematics and

Science
The focus of the maturi has always been relatively narrow, even with the
introduction of the second subject mandatory exam in 2012. Before that, the
only required test was Bulgarian Language and Literature.®) It consists of 41
open and multiple choice questions that cover Bulgarian grammar, spelling,
reading comprehension, as well as knowledge of prominent works of Bulgarian
literature _studied_in class. Bulgarian is the primary spoken and written language
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in the country, so proficiency in it is atop priority of the Ministry of Education,
especially considering the shrinking population of the nation and the dominance
of English in today’s globalized society. As described by researcher Tatyana
Angelova (2019), the main purpose of the matura in its current state is the eval-
uation of knowledge about the basic parts of speech and the rules that they fol-
low, as well as the skills required for communication using the language, like
narration, description, and expressing an opinion. Angelova (2017) contrasts
this with the goals of the international examinations PISA (Programme for In-
ternational Student Assessment) and PIRLS (Progress in International Reading
Literacy Study), the goal of which is the measurement of functional literacy. As
defined by UNESCO, functional literacy is the literacy required for the effective
function and development of a group or a community. The distinction between
functional literacy and the shallow language testing of the matura becomes clear
when looking at the Bulgarian performance on the PISA 2018 examination,
where the country’s score of 420 points was 67 points lower than the world
average.) As Angelova (2017) suggests, the matura needs to update its evalua-
tions to keep up with the contemporary educational context, as language profi-
ciency today is about much more than memorizing rules.

Perhaps the greatest issue with the mandatory Bulgarian matura is the
negative washback that it produces on Bulgarian classes in school. As defined
by Tatyana Angelova (2017), washback effect is the impact of testing on learn-
ing and curriculum design. The researcher points out numerous instances of neg-
ative washback caused by the matura, like the mismatch between the weight of
particular questions on the test and their importance in real life communication.
For example, one of the questions that focuses on grammar is worth 10 points,
even though it tests a limited set of arbitrary grammatical rules, like punctuation
and conjugation. A question that asks students to summarize an unfamiliar text,
on the other hand, is worth only 4 points, even though it tests essential reading
and comprehension skills. Since the matura is so closely tied to the material
taught_in Bulgarian_classes, there is also a broad negative washback on teaching
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practices and student attitudes toward the subject. Teachers feel pressure to pre-
pare students exclusively for the exam, since success on it is so important for
their GPA and school rankings. In my experience taking both Bulgarian and
English literature classes, the former were devoid of the passion and curiosity
that defined the latter, not because of the quality of the teachers or the material
itself, but because of their significantly different goals. While my Bulgarian
classes taught me to do well on the matura, my English classes taught me to
enjoy reading and think critically.

The specialized combination of Bulgarian and a second subject also
matches the Bulgarian and European higher education systems, where students
are locked into an area of study from the moment they apply. Part of the inten-
tion of having a mandatory second subject test is to allow students to use the
results as a part of university application in a relevant subject (ex. Mathematics
for computer science, Biology and Chemistry for a medical degree). That being
said, the choice of English as a second matura, while not a specific major re-
quirement, was the most popular in 2019, with 35% of test takers preferring it
out of the 13 options.>) This is perhaps a result of the increased exposure to
English among Bulgarian youth through media and the Internet.

While students are tested primarily on their language skills, the modern
economy demands a greater number of STEM graduates, as evidenced by a re-
quest from the Bulgarian Industrial Capital Association to the Ministry of Edu-
cation in 2019. The Association proposed the addition of a mandatory matura in
Mathematics, aimed at increasing the technical proficiency of graduates.®) The
Ministry’s response was that, while they are not planning on adding extra ex-
ams, they would seek other ways to promote student engagement in Mathemat-
ics, like competitions.

A holistic mandatory examination in the style of the ACT could be a
potential solution to the aforementioned problems. The ACT begins with a 45-

minute English section, which tests two broad skill areas - language rules and
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rhetorical skills. While the Bulgarian matura focuses on similar areas, the pri-
mary difference comes from the structure of the questions. Instead of having a
different example for each question (as is the case on the matura), the ACT
frames its problems within the context of five passages. This makes the test
closer to real-life reading and editing, asking about specific cases that build upon
a broader text.”) The second section of the ACT is Math, which is similar to the
Mathematics matura with its multiple choice questions. Implementing it in the
Bulgarian context would be simply a matter of integrating parts of the Mathe-
matics matura into the mandatory exam. The third section of the ACT is Read-
ing, which corresponds to questions 23-34 on the Bulgarian matura. The main
difference here is the depth of the material covered on the ACT. The ACT asks
40 questions on 4 texts (in the genres of prose fiction, social science, humanities
and natural science), while the matura has eleven questions on two texts (usually
non-fiction). Implementing a section similar to the ACT Reading that evaluates
comprehension skills would lead to a positive washback effect and improve the
otherwise below average reading performance of Bulgarian students, as evi-
denced by their PISA scores (Angelova, 2017). The last ACT section focuses
on scientific interpretation skills. Instead of testing students on their pre-existing
science knowledge or memorized facts, it involves reading data and charts, and
applying the scientific method.” This aspect of high school education is missing
both from the Bulgarian matura and science maturi, like Physics, Biology or
Chemistry. As the Ministry of Education aims to increase STEM competency
in students, adding a mandatory Science examination could be an incentive to
improve student performance in the area.®)

By expanding the scope of the mandatory matura, the Ministry of Edu-
cation can provide a broader, more effective examination that challenges stu-

dents with a variety of academic interests.
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Proposal # 2: the essay component

Question 41 of the Bulgarian Language and Literature test, which asks
students to write an interpretive essay examining a specific work of Bulgarian
literature, is notoriously the most challenging part of the matura. In 2019, stu-
dents had two hours to write up to 4 pages discussing the themes of “Reality and
fiction” in Elin Pelin’s short story Kosachi.?) Written in 1903, Kosachi is one of
the 91 works of Bulgarian literature that juniors and seniors study in class as a
part of their mandatory curriculum. In the case of Kosachi, students were pro-
vided with a one-page excerpt from the story (they are expected to have read the
rest). In her analysis of this year’s results, journalist Zornitsa Lateva® reports
that creating an original text proves to be the greatest challenge to seniors. 15%
of the test takers submitted a blank paper, while 6% simply copied the original
text word for word instead of writing about it. There are three key contributors
to this problem: the literature curriculum is outdated, the way it’s taught to the
test inhibits teaching, and the prompt inadvertently promotes cramming over
critical thinking.

The Literature curriculum, although comprised of national “classics,” is
simultaneously way too large in volume and not diverse enough in its themes
and representation. The 91 works on the matura syllabus include poetry, short
stories and nowvels from prominent Bulgarian authors from the 1860s to the
1950s. There are no texts from the last 70 years, and I’ve found it hard to relate
to the revolutionary sentiments of pre-liberation Bulgarians. There is only one
woman on the syllabus, the poet Elisaveta Bagriana. This all contributes to the
significant indifference that a lot of students feel toward their Literature classes
- the teaching is dry and abstract, and its only purpose becomes success on the
matura.

The essay section on the exam is also the main root of the previously
mentioned washback effect on classes. Since the quality of Literature education
is evaluated on a national level by the matura, teachers prioritize exam prepara-
tion_over reading._for_enjoyment or critical thinking. Instead of teaching us to
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analyze the texts on our own and write in our personal style, most of my Liter-
ature teachers focused on “feeding” us pre-existing interpretations. These were
usually written by expert philologists in a highly convoluted and inaccessible
style. Due to the sheer number of works we had to cover over the school year,
we often moved through the material too quickly, sometimes spending only 20
minutes on a piece. While teachers appreciate original thinking in class, the sys-
tem is set up in a way that actively discourages it. Students are often warned to
stick to writing only widely accepted ideas on the actual exam, since graders
might otherwise dismiss their arguments completely.

Finally, in its attempt to be fair, the writing component inadvertently
promotes mindless cramming. Basing the matura on a work of literature that is
part of the curriculum is good in theory, as it creates an equal opportunity for all
students, avoiding the biases that may influence social-based prompts such as
the ones on the ACT. However, it also makes preparing for the exam much eas-
ier, which brings its own set of problems. The most common strategy for the
writing component among high achieving students | talked to is pure memori-
zation. They memorize complete essays they write at home (or read on the in-
ternet) and then reproduce them on the exam. While memorizing 91 essays is
highly impractical, memorizing ageneral one for each author brings the number
down to 15 - easily achievable for a student who really wants a good score. In
the end, the exam encourages cramming more than thinking. Having the essay
prompt be a topic that is close to the class curriculum, but distinct enough to
stimulate original thinking, would be an achievable compromise between the
matura and the ACT.

Instead of making writing explicitly based on Literature class, a rede-
signed matura essay should test the argumentative skills of students ona prompt
that is unfamiliar, but relevant to their lives. The ACT Writing test does some-
thing similar by evaluating a student’s ability to present an original viewpoint
on a social issue.”) It provides test takers with a short prompt and gives them 40
minutes._to_write_their_essay. While a longer time limit (like the 2 hour one on
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the matura) would generally allow for a more nuanced and well-written text, the
ACT Writing section in its current state is a good indicator of writing and rea-
soning skills without being susceptible to the explicit memorization that plagues
the matura. As the topics on the ACT essay are grounded in real problems, they
are more relevant to students’ experience than literature analysis, which, alt-
hough undeniably valuable, can be harder to understand. The ACT Writing sec-
tion is optional (and costs extra), while the one on the matura is mandatory, at
least in theory. In practice, the overall scoring of the Bulgarian exam is struc-
tured in a way that allows students to pass even if they leave their essays blank
(Angelova, 2017). While students who do this would probably not get into top
universities, it is enough for them to graduate. Tatyana Angelova (2017) sug-
gests that this grading anomaly contributes to a negative washback effect, and
diminishes the key purpose of the essay - indicating the level of language com-
prehension. A successful redesign of the matura essay should move the exam’s

focus away from rote learning and promote critical thinking.

Proposal # 3: multiple testdates
Having everyone take the matura on a single day of the year makes for
a stressful experience for all parties involved. Seniors experience test anxiety
due to the high stakes, which in term affects their performance (McDonald,
2001). Classes are disrupted and students from lower grades stay at home, since
almost all schools become test centers to accommodate for the large volume of
test-takers. Teachers are scattered throughout their districts to serve as proctors;
in 2019, 10500 proctors were needed for the Bulgarian matura, a nearly 15
teachers to student ratio.19) The Ministry of Education also experiences frequent
logistical issues due to the scale of the examination, ranging from test errors to
misinformed center coordinators and failing online systems. All of these prob-
lems can be mitigated by offering multiple test dates over the course of several
months, and allowing students to retake the matura as many times as they want.
This_approach would_be similar. to the ACT, which offers up to seven test dates
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a year.!V) Having multiple dates would reduce the number of students taking the
test at once while simultaneously offer them more opportunities to perform to
their best ability.

A significant benefit of having the test spread over multiple dates for
students is the flexibility it gives them to plan their preparation and balance it
with school and life. It allows students who are ahead to take the test sooner and
get an early start on their university applications, while also allowing for extra
preparation time for those who need it. Multiple test dates would also dramati-
cally change the general preparation timeline, leading to decrease in the wash-
back effect on classes. In my last month of school, teachers focused exclusive ly
on matura preparation, assigning us sample tests for homework and revisiting
old topics instead of teaching us the new material they wanted to. If the matura
had been an ongoing examination over the whole year, our classes would have
been less influenced by its timeline.

The matura is also one of the few university examinations in Bulgaria
that is only offered on asingle date (though the matura is widely accepted, com-
petitive universities also have their internal exams). The entrance exam for the
Bachelor’s Program in Mathematics in Sofia University, for example, is offered
both in March and in June.’® It tests only the mandatory curriculum, and its
structure is based on the Mathematics matura.

An analysis of student performance onthe ACT highlights that students
generally increase their scores upon retesting.1®) But while higher scores overall
may look good on newspaper headlines, would retaking the test affect the valid-
ity of the scores? This is a concern, especially for a system like the SAT Score
Choice, which allows students to send only their highest grades on each section
to colleges. While retaking may boost scores, an analysis of college performance
shows that the ACT and the SAT’s predictive power remains the same even with
Score Choice (Roszkowski & Spreat, 2016). The effect of the date itself on stu-
dent performance is negligible, according to ACT researchers Camara & Al
len.1®) Student scores.in_late_April were generally higher by about 0.40 score
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points than those in February, which is not a significant increase.l®) By intro-
ducing retesting and a system similar to Score Choice, the Ministry of Education
will make the matura more accessible and less stressful for students without
compromising its statistical validity.

When it comes to organizing a test, there are a number of logistical ques-
tions that must be addressed. First is the question of testing fees. The matura,
unlike the ACT or the SAT, is administered at no charge to all students. Adding
a testing fee could incentivize students to take the test less times (or prepare
better), as well as stimulate schools to become test centers. However, it would
also perpetuate educational inequity, which the matura, as a standardized test,
seeks to minimize. That’s why the matura should be offered free of charge for
all students on all testing dates. Students should be able to retake the test as
many times as they want, limited naturally by their school graduation and uni-
versity admission timeline. The number of testing dates in particular depends on
the supply and demand of schools and the Ministry, and could be determined by
gradually increasing the options from year to year. A similar strategy could be
used for the number of testing centers.

The final point to consider when implementing multiple test dates is the
effect earlier examination will have on the matura syllabus. Being able to take
the exam in the September of your senior year means that the matura should not
be based so heavily on the curriculum of the final year of education. One option
is to focus the exam on material studied in previous years, or further detach it
from the class syllabus. Having multiple test sections like the ones outlined
above would contribute to that, as a more holistic examination would focus on

testing skills rather than specific knowledge.

Conclusion
Standardized tests are a powerful tool for policymakers and statisticians,
but their real audience is the students who are taking them. Tests should not be
seen as a nuisance_or a punishment, they should be a rewarding challenge that
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inspires students to show their best work. A poorly designed exam only leads to
anxiety and frustration, and never to useful results.

The maturi in their current state are far from ideal, and perhaps they
never will be. However, simply reporting falling scores each year does nothing
for education. Action needs to be taken not only in reworking the curriculum,
but also the way it is measured. Expanding the focus of the mandatory matura
would positively impact both classes and student skill sets, emphasising the
well-roundedness that is required for success in today’s economic climate. By
shifting the focus of the essay away from Bulgarian literature, the test will fur-
ther engage students and promote critical thinking instead of rote memorization.
Finally, offering multiple test dates and opportunities for retesting would posi-
tively affect student performance and create equitable testing conditions.

Bulgaria’s education system is in desperate need of a change. Brain drain
is one of the main contributors to the current demographic crisis in the country,
which has the world’s fastest shrinking population.1®) Reversing that trend starts
with good schools and passionate students, backed by a system ready to support

them.
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