
 

 

Together with my Colleague Kristina from Animus I am taken to the town of Aytos by Tanya, 

a local Animus staff member and supervisor for school teachers.  

Aytos lies about 50 km from the Black Sea town of Bourgas. Aytos is a middle sized town, in 

between a rocky, hilly landscape. It has a friendly feel to it in the summer. Despite being 

close to the many tourists resorts, it hasn’t been ‘gentrified yet’. Some even might view it as 

underdeveloped. Nonetheless, it offers parks, walking areas, small markets, playgrounds 

and terraces where people hang out with their family and enjoy a few drinks. There are a few 

small churches and mosques in the town. Especially in the summer heat and dryness, with 

herbs in the air and crickets playing their violins, it feels is very much like many Balkan or 

Mediterranean towns. 

 

We are here to conduct a workshop for young peer researchers (YPRs) at Hristo Belchev 

primary and middle school. The Hristo Belchev School has over 1000 students. Besides 

Aytos, they come from the surrounding villages and hamlets.  

  



 

 

They are from mixed descent, Bulgarian, Turkish and Roma. Although students live in a 

rural area, they seem well connected to the world through globalizing forces such as the 

internet, but also by growing up near the Black Sea, which is frequented by many 

international visitors.  

The children will become Young Peer Researchers, and will help us understand how their 

peers perceive healthy relationships. They form part of a larger group of children from Sofia, 

but also from urban and rural areas in Tanzania!  

In this first part of the research project, they will learn to understand what research is, 

define what relationships are and start to develop questions and research methods that 

they will use for the coming 18 months.   

They will be expected to develop a survey, and in time conduct interviews and focus groups 

amongst their peers. Participatory observation, photo elicitation and other methods are 

also expected. They will have quite some freedom in designing the research, and will be 

actively involved in the interpretation of the data.  

15 young people, 9 girls and 6 boys, ages 12-15 have gathered on this Monday morning, 

offering up the first days of their summer holidays. They have already been active in the 

project, designing posters and informing the school and their social environment about the 

project.  

 

  



 

 

We start with setting up the rules and do the exercise, “crossing the line”, in which each 

person stands on either side of the lines depending on their preferences, background and 

hobbies.  

The group are asked to determine what are good and bad aspects of relationships and 

which people are related to these traits. “Understanding, love, respect, freedom, peace, 

friendship, support, sympathy are mentioned; as are envy, violence conflict, disrespect, 

rudeness, confusion….” All traits are linked to all types of relationships although violence 

is particularly linked to boyfriends.  

After discussing a bit more about what relationships are and having them understand the 

purpose of the research, the children get straight to work to define questions they would 

like to ask their peers. The best most relevant questions are then selected to be put in a 

draft survey.   

The survey will be piloted and tested over the summer; a final survey will be ready by 

October 2017 and be administered to over 1000 children and youth throughout Bulgaria. 

The final survey will be expected to cover certain dimensions concerning relationships; 

family, friends, work, education, leisure time, school, social media, neighborhood. After 

receiving and analyzing the data the YPRs will be prepared to conduct focus group 

discussions and interviews with their peers.  

 

 

 



 

 

Under supervision of teachers, the children will also manage a Facebook group and forum 

on the “Healthy Relationship Research”. Over the summer, several meetings will be held, 

in which issues such as ‘ethics, gender, asking questions, stages of research and 

interviewing’ will be discussed.  

 

Aytos and environment  

Aytos is a town located in eastern Bulgaria some 30 kilometers from the Bulgarian Black 

Sea Coast. As of December 2009, the town has a population of 21,067 inhabitants.  

Aytos has a rich and long history dating back to antiquity. An old settlement [citation 

needed] founded by Thracian tribes, archaeological finds near the town testify that its 

existence dates back to the 5th century BC. As one person I met said: “Aytos is older than 

Amsterdam, Sofia or Paris, it was there before Christ. Many ancient sites and remnants are 

here. It’s small, but there is a deep sense of belonging here”.  

 

 

 

  



 

 

 
Project Deliberations  

We had a Talk with Dimo Parushev, Director of Nikola Y. Vaptsarov General Secondary School 121, 

With translator and teacher Zaravko Dimov-Teacher and Vanya from Animus, the YPR 

supervisor. 7 children from school 121 participate in the project as Young Peer Researchers.  

Dimo, the headmaster, was very welcoming, but wanted a serious talk. He found the project 

important, was excited about its possibilities, but also wanted to convey his skepticism 

about the project. “You (the EU) are too far ahead, we are too conservative and not ready 

for such rapid changes- he referred to child participation, speaking openly about 

relationships and sexuality, children doing research.  

 
At the same time he recognized that the school wasn’t able to provide wat kids needed 

nowadays and that these projects contribute their healthy development. “Children don’t 

want or feel they need the information we give them,” he said. “they take part in the project 

for two reasons: a creative reason and a more exotic reason.”   

We agreed that in this project, a slow, step by step approach is necessary, respecting the 

conservative nature of Aytos and traditional hierarchies in Bulgaria but also believing that 

positive changes are needed and possible and that children and teachers are ready for new 

responsibilities.   

 

We talked about the challenges and differences facing children today compared to past 

generations, with some of our conclusions giving more relevance to this Research Project: 

Children are freer and can go into many directions, have a lot of choices to make, so they 

need the skills and tools to make the correct choices and find the right sort of information.  

The Traditional Family Unit is less strong and seems to offer less meaning to the children. 

Values have changed; respect between parents and children nowadays means something 

different; parents don’t speak against their children, kids do against their parents. Parents 

will never find their own children are to blame for their mistakes, only other children are.  So 

children look for other people and build other relationships for support.  

This project could help us understand better what value children get from the ‘traditional 

family’ and what new mediators they have in their transition from childhood to 

adulthood.   

  



 

 

“What are the morals of the present young people, how can we understand them?” are 

some other things this research can answer.  
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