A brief History of the University of Oklahoma Michael F. Price College of Business

Connection with Bulgaria

In the early spring of 1990 the International Programs Office at the University of Oklahoma contacted the College of Business to indicate that USAID was searching for a business school to put on a two-week management seminar in Bulgaria.  The Director of International Programs asked if there were any faculty in business interested in doing so. 

A couple of us had to get out a map to find out where Bulgaria was.  It appeared it would be an interesting adventure so four of us said, “Yes, we are interested.”  We were awarded the contract and the seminar was set for June, 1990.

Only one of us had ever been to a communist country.  He gave us some idea of what to expect.  However we were not prepared for what we saw when we arrived.  To us it seemed like stepping backward in a time machine.  The cars, the buildings, telephones all seemed to be built using 1940s technology.  Then we noticed that when we walked down the streets the stores were all empty.

The seminar was held at a government lodge in Batak.  It was very nice.  The participants varied with some treating the time as a holiday, but many showing keen interest in learning business practice.  At this time most felt that a change to a market economy was imminent.  We were impressed by the strong desire of some of the people, but also that they had little knowledge of business practices that were so familiar to us.  We encouraged some of the best students to apply to attend our university.

After we returned to Oklahoma we received two applications from Bulgarian students to attend our Master of Business Administration program.  One had been a participant at the seminar in Batak.  We admitted both and were surprised when they turned out to be husband and wife (at this point we were unfamiliar with gender-based spelling of last names).  These students turned out to be exceptional.  Our faculty was uniformly impressed with their outstanding abilities and willingness to work.  We decided to try to attract more Bulgarian students.

In 1992 I returned to Bulgaria.  I attempted to meet with representatives of several universities, government officials, and representatives of educational foundations.  While everyone was nice, I wasn’t taken very seriously.  Nonetheless I was able to talk with a few potential students.

Back in Oklahoma I made it known on campus that I wanted to meet any visitor from Bulgaria.  Although there were not many, I did meet a dozen or so over the next few years.  I made it a point to correspond with them.  

Each year from 1992 to the present I returned to Bulgaria.  Our first graduates had also returned and I relied on them for help.  Slowly we made better contacts and each year we were able to attract at least one student.  Our persistence paid off and people decided we were serious.  We were able to talk with more and more potential students on each visit.

The students, of course, had no money.  So we put together a package of scholarship support and employment so the students could afford to come.  This was costly for the university and there was some resistance among the faculty.  However the students continued to be outstanding and soon there was support to bring more.  

Some faculty suggested we should broaden our reach beyond Bulgaria.  There were those who suggested we should move into Russia.  At a minimum, some thought we should pursue students throughout the Balkans.  However, in looking at the resources we had available we decided to concentrate them.  By concentrating on one country where we now had a good presence established we felt we could make a lasting impact that would reflect well on the University of Oklahoma.  It is our hope that in the long term this program will produce business and cultural benefits for the State of Oklahoma.  By concentrating resources we hope to be noticed.

In 1996 the benefits of attracting Bulgarian students to our MBA program were well understood by the faculty.  We made a major commitment of resources to the project and provided financial support for five new Bulgarian students.  To date, we have graduated seventeen Bulgarian students from our graduate programs and have ten currently enrolled. 

In 1999 we signed a joint agreement with the Fulbright Bulgarian-American Commission for Educational Exchange to cooperate in identifying outstanding potential students for our program.  We consider this a significant step in further increasing our reach to potential students.

The benefits of our program for the individual students we select is obvious.  For them it is a major change in the career opportunities that will be available to them.  But the Republic of Bulgaria also benefits.  Many of the students have returned to Bulgaria and are now making contributions to the development of the local economy.  For the most part our graduates have taken positions of significant responsibility and now share their knowledge with their colleagues.  Almost all of the Bulgarian graduates dream of returning home when economic conditions allow opportunities to use their skills.  When they do, our desire to make a significant impact will have been achieved.

