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REVIEW

UNDER A COMPETITION FOR THE ACADEMIC POSITION OF "'ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR"'

AT SOFIA UNIVERSITY "'ST. KL. OHRIDSKI"

I. Analysis of the candidate's career profile.

The career profile of Chief Assistant Dr. lliana Vasileva Sazdova has demonstrated consistent and
stable academic development within an institution throughout her 20-year professional experience.
Starting her higher education as a biology student at Sofia University in 1999, the candidate followed
a clear academic trajectory - she graduated with a bachelor's degree as a biologist-molecular biologist
(2003), continued with a master's program inAnimal and Human Physiology (2005), and successfully
defended his PhD in the same field (2013). This educational path shows a focused specialization and
depth in the scientific field, which is the basis for the current application.

The professional development at Sofia University began in 2005 as an assistant professor and follows
the logical hierarchical progression: assistant professor (2005-2009), senior assistant (2009-2011)
and chief assistant professor (from 2011 to the present). pedagogical qualification (biology teacher,
2003), specialization in teaching at higher education institutions (2006) and numerous modern com-
petencies in statistical programming (R Programming, DataCamp courses), data protection (GDPR),
tumor immunology and e-learning.

The candidate's career profile is characterized by institutional devotion, continuous development and
adaptability to the modern requirements of the academic environment. The combination of funda-
mental biological education, specialized doctoral training in physiology, extensive teaching experi-
ence and modern technological skills creates a solid foundation for successfully occupying the aca-
demic position of Associate Professor. The twenty years of experience at Sofia University, of which
the last 14 years as a Chief Assistant, demonstrates readiness and competence to take on higher aca-
demic responsibilities.

I1. General description of the submitted materials for the competition.
The submitted documents correspond in number and type to the required ones, being duly arranged.

I11. Evaluation of the candidate's scientific works for the overall academic development.

Chief Assistant Dr. lliana Sazdova presents for evaluation a total of 23 scientific papers (22 refereed
and 1 non-refereed publication), which demonstrate consistent and multifaceted academic develop-
ment in the period 2007-2025. Out of a total of 22 refereed publications, 14 had an impact factor
with a total value of 49.67, giving an average impact factor of 3.55 per publication. The distribution
by quartiles shows a balanced profile: 33.3% publications in Q1, 19.0% in Q2, 14.3% in Q3 and
33.3% in Q4, which testifies to the candidate's ability to publish in both the most prestigious inter-
national journals and maintain constant scientific productivity.

Thematically, the portfolio covers seven main scientific areas: (1) Neuro-hormonal regulation of
the heart with a focus on obistatin and catecholamine signaling (6 publications); (2) Cyanottoxicology
and Effects of Algae Toxins (3 publications); (3) Nanotoxicology and biological effects of nanopar-
ticles (2 publications); (4) Redox stress and molecular mechanisms of aging (5 publications); (5)
Anticarcinogenic Therapy and Tumor Biology (2 publications); (6) Mitochondrial Enzymology and



Cell Metabolism (3 publications); and (7) Neurosciences and Ophthalmology (1 publication). Chron-
ological analysis reveals an evolution from basic physiological research to applied areas of high so-
cietal importance such as ecotoxicology, nanosafety, and anti-aging therapies. The candidate demon-
strates the ability for interdisciplinary integration and participation in collaborative research with
international partners, while developing her own scientific identity in the field of cardiovascular
physiology and redox biology.

IV. Evaluation of the monographic work or equivalent publications submitted for participation
in the competition for ""Associate Professor"

Chief Assistant Dr. lliana Sazdova presents for participation in the competition 19 scientific publi-
cations as equivalent to a monographic work, which fully meet the requirements for occupying the
academic position of Associate Professor. The presented papers were published in the period 2010-
2025 and demonstrate sustainable scientific development with growing international visibility and
recognition.

From a quantitative point of view, all 19 publications are in refereed and peer-reviewed international
journals, indexed in the prestigious Web of Science and Scopus databases, and 13 of them have an
impact factor with a total value of 46.5 units. Especially impressive is the quality of the journals
where the candidate publishes - 54% of the publications are in journals of the first quartile (Q1),
including high-ranking journals such as Antioxidants (IF 6.0), Molecular Medicine (IF 6.0), Mecha-
nisms of Ageing and Development (IF 5.3) and Toxins (IF 3.9-5.075). This distribution by quartile
(Q1: 54%, Q2: 23%, Q4: 23%) significantly exceeds the average standards for the position of
"associate professor” and testifies to the candidate's ability to conduct world-class research.

From a scientific and content point of view, the presented publications form a coherent research pro-
file in the field of physiology of excitable structures with a pronounced specialization in cardiovas-
cular physiology, redox biology and ecotoxicology. The monographic value of the set of presented
works is expressed in the systematic development of original experimental models, the discovery of
new molecular mechanisms and the practical application of the results in the field of biomedicine and
environmental protection. Scientific contributions are both fundamental in the understanding of
the cellular and molecular basis of heart function, and applied potential in the development of
new therapeutic approaches and the assessment of environmental risks, which fully justify the
award of the academic position of "*Associate Professor™.

The main contributions of Chief Assist. Sazdova are in the following areas:

1. Neuro-hormonal regulation of the frog heart

Dr. Sazdova's research reveals the mechanisms of action of obstatin on cardiac activity, establishing
that its positive inotropic effect is realized by activating the secretion of adrenaline by the autonomic
nerve endings. An original experimental model has been developed for the study of denervated car-
diac preparations, which allows distinguishing between neuronal and direct muscular effects. These
studies contribute to a better understanding of cardiovascular regulation and may find application in
the development of new cardiotropic drugs.

2. Physiological effects of algae toxins on heart function

The effects of cyanotoxins cylindrospermopsin and -N-methylamino-L-alanine (BMAA) on cardiac
function and autonomic regulation have been studied. BMAA was found to suppress sympathetic
regulation and disrupt adrenergic signaling, while cylindrospermopsin showed weaker effects. This



direction has important environmental and public health importance, as these toxins can enter the
food chain and threaten human health during mass algal blooms.

3. Study of nanoparticles and their biological impact

The effects of silver and graphene nanoparticles with different surface coatings on cardiac activity
have been studied. It was found that regardless of the shell, these nanoparticles have a positive ino-
tropic effect, but the larger size of the carbohydrate shell reduces toxicity. Graphene nanoparticles
cause cardiac arrhythmias by a dose-dependent mechanism. These studies are critical for the safety
of nanotechnology in medicine and industry.

4. Mechanisms of oxidative and reductive stress

Dr. Sazdova participated in pioneering research on reductive stress - a less studied phenomenon com-
pared to oxidative stress. The links between redox imbalance and endocrine-metabolic diseases, can-
cer and cardiovascular diseases have been studied. Concepts for therapeutic approaches using redox-
modulating agents have been developed. These studies open up new horizons for understanding the
pathogenesis of socially significant diseases and developing innovative therapies.

5. Physiology of Aging and Anti-Aging Interventions

The role of sirtuins (especially SIRT1) in the regulation of cellular aging and hormonal balance has
been investigated. The possibilities of using natural activators such as resveratrol, curcumin and oth-
ers to slow down aging have been explored. Nutritional interventions for endocrine disorders such as
Hashimoto's thyroiditis have been considered. This area has huge potential to improve the quality of
life of older people and develop personalized anti-aging strategies.

6. Methodological contributions

An original experimental model for the study of dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO) has been developed,
which reveals its own pharmacological effects at low concentrations. This finding has important
methodological significance because DMSO is widely used as a solvent in biomedical research and
can affect results.

Conclusion

Dr. Sazdova's research covers current interdisciplinary areas of high application importance - from
fundamental cardiovascular physiology to ecotoxicology and biosafety of nanotechnology. Her work
on reductive stress and aging is particularly innovative and has the potential to develop new thera-
peutic approaches for socially significant diseases.

V. Reflection (citation) of the candidate's publications in national and foreign literature
(publication image).

The publications of Chief Assistant Dr. lliana Sazdova demonstrate sustainable international recog-
nition with a total of 227 citations in the three main databases - 70 citations in Scopus, 62 in Web of
Science and 95 in Google Scholar, excluding autocitations and citations by co-authors. The H-index
of 5 in the three databases indicates a balanced citation profile, with the candidate having at least 5
publications with a minimum of 5 citations each.

The geographical and institutional analysis of the cited authors reveals wide international recognition
with citations from leading universities and research centers in the USA (Harvard University, Co-
lumbia University), Europe (universities in Germany, Italy, Poland, Slovenia), Asia (China, India,



Turkey) and other regions. It is especially important that 89% of citations are in international journals
with an impact factor, including prestigious journals such as Nature, Cell Death & Discovery, Anti-
oxidants, Molecular Medicine and Cancers, which confirms the high quality and relevance of the
research.

The thematic analysis shows the highest citations in the fields of redox biology and aging (32% of
citations), oncology and anticarcinogenic agents (24%), cyanotoxicology (21%) and cardiovascular
physiology (18%). The most cited publications are review papers on oxidative/reductive stress (over
20 citations), cyanotoxicity (15 citations) and anticarcinogenic potential of EF24 (12 citations),
which demonstrates the candidate's ability to create influential synthetic works with a long-term im-
pact on scientific fields.

The dynamics of citations shows an increasing trend with 67% of citations in the last 3 years, which
testifies to the relevance and continuous relevance of scientific contributions. The candidate's publi-
cation image is characterized by international visibility, interdisciplinary influence and ability to gen-
erate scientific interest in prestigious research circles, which justifies her academic development for
the position of Associate Professor.

V1. Complex, qualitative assessment of the educational, methodological and teaching
activities, incl. scientific supervision of students, PhD students, postgraduates.

The educational and methodological activities of Chief Assistant Dr. Iliana Sazdova demon-
strate sustainable professional development and a significant contribution to the educational
process in the Department of Animal and Human Physiology. During the five-year period
under review (2019-2024), the candidate maintains a solid workload with a total of 3246
hours, of which 2211 hours of classroom workload, showing flexibility in adapting to chang-
ing conditions. two specialized courses at the master's level - "Xenobiotics and Health" and
"Data Analysis", which reflect her scientific expertise in the field of ecotoxicology and mod-
ern methods for statistical processing of biological data.

Dr. Sazdova's active project activity significantly enriches her teaching competence and sci-
entific and managerial effectiveness. Over the past two decades (2006-2024), she has partic-
ipated in 12 scientific projects with different funding - from the NATO Employee Assistance
Program, the European Commission (including COST programs), the Research Fund at the
Ministry of Education and Science and the Research Fund at Sofia University. career partici-
pates as a member in international projects (NATO, 2006-2008; COST program, 2019-2023),
in recent years she has independently led 4 projects with internal funding from Sofia Univer-
sity (2019-2021), focused on experimental cardiovascular pharmacology in an amphibian
model. This project expertise in comparative physiology and experimental cardiology is di-
rectly reflected in the content of the disciplines taught, where current scientific achievements
and methodologies are integrated into the learning process, while providing students with the
opportunity to participate in real research activities.

The scientific and supervising activity covers a total of 8 successfully defended diploma the-
ses - 6 master's (2007-2024) and 2 bachelor's (2024), and their topics directly correspond to
the candidate's research interests in the field of cardiovascular physiology, nanotoxicology
and metabolic disorders. It is especially indicative that some of the supervised students (for



example, Desislava Krushovlieva) have become co-authors of international scientific publi-
cations, which testifies to the the high quality of scientific guidance and the ability to integrate
students into real-world research projects.

The interdisciplinary nature of the project participation - from molecular physiology (CART
peptides) to ecotoxicology (algotoxins) and biotechnology (sustainable utilization of bio-re-
sources) - demonstrates the candidate's broad scientific erudition and her ability to integrate
knowledge from different fields into teaching practice. Participation as a member of the Man-
agement Board in a European COST project (CA18240, 2019-2023) testifies to the interna-
tional recognition of her expertise and provides valuable international contacts that enrich the
learning content with current global trends in the biological sciences.

The continuous professional improvement through the acquisition of additional qualifications
in the field of statistical programming (R Programming, DataCamp courses), GDPR, written
communication and tumor immunology demonstrates the candidate's commitment to mod-
ernizing teaching methods and integrating modern technologies into the learning process.
The comprehensive assessment shows that Dr. Sazdova has the necessary competencies for
effective teaching and scientific guidance at the academic level of an associate professor,
successfully combining fundamental knowledge with applied aspects and modern methodol-
ogies.

V1. Critical remarks and recommendations.
I have no critical remarks.

VI11. Overall assessment of the candidate’s compliance with the minimum requirements
and quantitative scientometric indicators under the Regulations for the Development of
the Academic Staff of Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski"'. Kliment Ohridski'* and
the specific criteria of this competition

Based on the criteria set out in the Regulations for the Development of the Academic Staff of Sofia
University "St. St. Kliment Ohridski", as well as the additional requirements of the Faculty of Physics,
Chief Assistant Dr. Iliana Vasileva Sazdova fully meets the mandatory conditions and scientometric
indicators for occupying the academic position of Associate Professor.

Minimum for Candidate sum

Indicator group "Associat.e: achieved Preponderance
Professor
A (dissertation ""Doctor"") 50 pts. 50 pts. -
B (habilitation/publications) 100 pts. 116 p. + 16 pts.
D (publications outside the habilitation.) 200 pts. 239 p. +39 pts.
E (citations in WoS/Scopus) 50 pts. 148 p. +48 pts.

All minimum and additional requirements for the position of Associate Professor have been
met, and for the most part — significantly exceeded. Dr. Sazdova's scientific achievements —
the high number of articles in refereed journals, the significant citation rate and her leading
participation in publications — testify to an established scientific authority. Along with this,



her active teaching activity is impressive, reflected in many times exceeded classroom occu-
pancy.

Conclusion: Chief Assistant Dr. lliana Sazdova fully fulfills and significantly exceeds the
mandatory quantitative criteria and scientometric indicators of Sofia University *'St.
Kliment Ohridski*. Kliment Ohridski** and the specific requirements of the current
competition. This makes her perfectly suitable for occupying the academic position of
Associate Professor.

IX. Conclusion — meets / does not meet the mandatory and specific conditions and sci-
entometric criteria — for the academic position of ""Professor"'

Chief Assistant Dr. Iliana Sazdova fully meets all mandatory and specific conditions, as well as the
quantitative scientometric criteria defined in the Regulations for the Development of the Academic
Staff of Sofia University "St. Kliment Ohridski". Kliment Ohridski" and in the announcement of the
competition. Due to the proven scientific, methodological and teaching achievements and the signif-
icant exceeding of the minimum requirements, she is the appropriate candidate for the academic po-
sition of Associate Professor.

| strongly recommend the Scientific Jury to elect Chief Assistant Dr. lliana Sazdova to occupy the
academic position of Associate Professor.



