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Executive summary

Educational Burden

Wellbeing as a
on Families

Binding Constraint

Emotional wellbeing directly
determines children’s ability to learn,
not just how they feel.

Learning support has shifted from
schools to households, placing
disproportionate pressure on families

Education responses that do not with limited capacity.
integrate psychosocial support risk
limited impact in protracted crisis
settings.

Structured academic support is needed
to rebalance this responsibility.

Critical Gap in Lack of
Math Confidence Creative Outlets
Repeated disruptions are Engagement depends on safe,
compounding learning loss in relational learning environments, not
cumulative subjects, especially access alone.
mathematics during the transition to

In-person settings consistently foster
stronger participation than remote-
only modalities.

secondary education.
Targeted catch-up and confidence-
building support are essential to
prevent long-term disengagement.

This assessment was commissioned by NRC Ukraine and implemented by Scruples Research to inform NRC’s
strategic decision-making on education programming and integration of psychosocial support by examining
the interlinkages between children’s psychosocial wellbeing and their learning outcomes. Rather than focusing
solely on learning loss as an academic outcome, the assessment highlights how emotional wellbeing, learning
conditions, and support systems shape children’s ability to engage meaningfully in education.

The study provides a diagnostic and contextual analysis, drawing on primary qualitative and quantitative
data to examine patterns, perceptions, and relationships in children’s learning experiences and wellbeing
under conditions of protracted displacement, insecurity, and disrupted access to education. Conducted across
the North, East, and South of Ukraine, the assessment focused on displaced and at-risk children aged 6-17
years, with specific geographic coverage in Khersonska, Mykolaivska, Sumska, Dnipropetrovska, Zaporizka, and
Kharkivska oblasts. These locations reflect varying levels of conflict exposure and service availability, allowing
the findings to inform differentiated programming responses. The assessment was designed to support NRC’s
efforts to ensure that education programming remains relevant, inclusive, and responsive in a context marked
by protracted displacement, insecurity, and disrupted access to learning.

According to UNICEF’s Better Learning and Skills brief drawing on PISA 2022 data, Ukrainian students have
experienced learning setbacks equivalent to approximately half a year of schooling in science, around one
year in mathematics, and up to two years in reading compared to pre-war benchmarks.! These losses are

1 UNICEF, Programme Brief 2025: Better Learning and Skills, 2025, Ukraine, https://www.unicef.org/ukraine/en/me-

dia/53936/file/2025_Better%20Learning%20and%20Skills%20brief.pdf.pdf
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more pronounced among girls, children in rural areas, and learners from lower-income households, and are
compounded by continued reliance on disrupted learning modalities and repeated interruptions to in-person
schooling. This broader evidence base provides an important backdrop for understanding the learning confi-
dence gaps and psychosocial pressures identified through this assessment.

The assessment also examined both the extent of learning loss in foundational skills, particularly literacy and
numeracy, and the psychosocial needs of children affected by displacement and ongoing stressors related to the
war. Findings consistently indicate that emotional distress, disrupted routines, and reduced learning confidence
act as binding constraints on educational engagement, even where enrolment is maintained. Using NRC’s key
wellbeing indicators and domains, including emotional distress, social connectedness, and sense of safety, the
study explored how children’s mental and emotional wellbeing intersects with their ability to engage in learning
and achieve educational outcomes. This framing supports a shift from access-focused metrics toward under-
standing meaningful participation in learning. Particular attention was paid to identifying trends and regional
variations across the assessed oblasts, recognising the differentiated impacts of conflict intensity, displacement
patterns, and service availability on children’s experiences.

The findings of this assessment are intended to serve a dual purpose. Internally, they directly inform the design,
adaptation, and prioritisation of NRC’s education, psychosocial support (PSS), and teacher support program-
ming, strengthening the integration of wellbeing-sensitive approaches within education interventions. Exter-
nally, the assessment contributes to broader knowledge generation within the Education sector by providing
evidence to inform proposals, policy dialogue, and advocacy efforts related to children’s learning and wellbeing
in Ukraine. By generating context-specific, evidence-based recommendations, the assessment aims to support
NRC and other stakeholders in addressing learning loss while simultaneously responding to the psychosocial
needs of children in both emergency and recovery-oriented education programming.

Sumska

Kharkivska

Dnipropetrovska

Mykolaivska

Zaporizka

Khersonska
'\." A

6 Executive Summary



Key Findings

Confidence by Subject

Younger (6-11)

Adolescents (12-17)

Adolescents (12-17)

H Math Confidence Reading Confidence

¢ Emotional distress disrupts learning readiness more than lack of motivation: 87% of adolescents report
thatlearning becomes easier when they are in a good emotional state, highlighting the central role of psycho-
social wellbeing in educational engagement. While most adolescents remain motivated to study, emotional
distress, including anxiety, fatigue, and irritability, directly undermines their ability to concentrate, complete
tasks, and retain information. Teachers and school counsellors consistently note that disengagement is situ-
ational rather than attitudinal, driven by insecurity, repeated interruptions due to air raids, and cumulative
stress. This finding underscores that learning challenges in the current context are not primarily rooted in
lack of interest, but in children’s reduced emotional capacity to engage under prolonged crisis conditions.

¢ Homework has shifted learning responsibility from schools to households, deepening inequities: 67%
of adolescents and 56% of younger children report that completing homework is difficult without external
support, reflecting a significant shift of educational responsibility from schools to households. These difficul-
ties intensify in hromadas located approximately 30 to 50 km from the frontline, where 75% of adolescents
report struggling with homework, compared to lower rates in less affected areas. Teachers and caregivers
report that limited time, emotional exhaustion, and subject-specific constraints, particularly in mathematics,
reduce families’ ability to provide consistent academic support, increasing inequities in learning outcomes
despite similar levels of school enrolment.

¢ Mathematics confidence is disproportionately affected by cumulative disruption: Only 37% of adoles-
cents report feeling confident in mathematics, compared to 80% who report confidence in reading, identi-
fying mathematics as the subject most affected by cumulative learning loss. Nearly one-third of adolescents
report low confidence in mathematics, with a further 32% expressing uncertainty. Teachers and school
counsellors link this decline to repeated disruptions, missed foundational content, and increased academic
pressure during the transition to lower secondary education. This pattern demonstrates how cumulative
subjects are particularly vulnerable to prolonged instability, with confidence erosion becoming more pro-
nounced as children progress through grades.

¢ Play and creative activities enable emotional regulation and re-entry into learning: 96% of children
aged 6 to 11 report that fun or playful activities help them feel emotionally better, and 92% report that
learning becomes easier afterward, confirming the strong enabling role of play in learning recovery. Among
adolescents, 61% agreed that activities such as sports, music, arts, or clubs helped them feel and learn better,
while the link to learning ease was more conditional. Adolescents’ agreement that learning became easier

Executive Summary 7/
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after activities ranged from 44% to 60% depending on proximity to the frontline, and strong agreement that
activities improved mood ranged from 29% to 45%, with lower intensity closer to the frontline. Teachers,
counsellors, and I/NGOs education staff consistently describe play as a regulation and re-engagement mech-
anism that supports readiness to learn, rather than as a non-essential or recreational add-on.

Online attendance often masks disengagement, while physical presence supports learning: Teachers
and I/NGOs education staff across all KIIs describe online learning as associated with the lowest levels of
engagement, often referred to as symbolic attendance, where children are logged in but disengaged. In con-
trast, in-person learning, both in schools and shelters, is consistently associated with higher participation,
stronger peer interaction, and improved comprehension. Although shelter-based learning is constrained by
noise, overcrowding, and limited infrastructure, teachers and humanitarian education staff still perceive it as
more effective than online-only modalities, underscoring the importance of physical presence and relational
connection in sustaining learning during emergencies.

Children with disabilities face a persistent gap between enrolment and meaningful participation: Chil-
dren with disabilities consistently experience a gap between enrolment and meaningful participation, with
teachers, counsellors, and I/NGOs education and protection staff reporting that frequent air raid interrup-
tions, inconsistent adaptations, and reduced support as children age significantly undermine learning pro-
gression. Online learning often requires continuous caregiver mediation, while inclusive classroom practices
and assistive resources are unevenly available across locations. These barriers become more pronounced in
adolescence, when academic expectations increase but tailored support often decreases, reinforcing educa-
tional inequities under emergency conditions

Executive Summary



Key Recommendations

Short Term Recommendations

1. Strengthen Wellbeing-Integrated and Playful Learning Recovery Approaches:

Across age groups, repeated interruptions, sleep disruption, and anxiety reduced children’s ability to con-
centrate, retain information, and persist with learning tasks, with effects most pronounced in cumulative
subjects such as mathematics. Playful, activity-based, and interactive approaches emerged as effective mech-
anisms for learning recovery by stabilising emotional and cognitive readiness and enabling children to
re-engage with learning tasks.

Objective:

Enhance learning recovery and sustained engagement by integrating MHPSS-sensitive practices into teach-
ing and catch-up education, while using playful, gamified, and activity-based approaches to reduce stress,
rebuild confidence, and restore children’s cognitive and emotional capacity for learning.

Lead: National and Local Authorities, Schools

Support: UN Agencies, I/NGOs and local civil society organisations working with children

Actions:
— Priority actions:

* Train teachers and facilitators in wellbe- » Strengthen referral pathways between edu-
ing-sensitive classroom practices that com- cation actors and specialised MHPSS pro-
bine SEL, basic PFA, and playful pedagogy, viders to ensure that children experiencing
enabling them to recognise distress, regu- sustained distress or functional impair-
late classroom stress, and adapt teaching ment receive timely, appropriate support
approaches accordingly. beyond the classroom.

e Adapt curricula and catch-up classes, par- » Establish targeted group-based support
ticularly for cumulative subjects such as classes for at-risk children, combining aca-
mathematics, into more playful, gami- demic catch-up with structured psychoso-
fied, and interactive formats (e.g. learning cial and play-based activities that support
games, problem-solving challenges, collab- emotional regulation, peer interaction, and
orative tasks). confidence-building.

— Enabling actions:

* Establish peer homework groups or clubs * Support I/NGOs and local partners to
to create solidarity among children and deliver complementary catch-up education
strengthen peer interaction and learning and recreational activities through commu-
routines. nity centres, safe spaces, and online plat-

forms, particularly in frontline, rural, and
displacement-affected areas.
Indicative indicators:
* % ofteachers/facilitators trained in wellbe- * % of participating children reporting
ing-sensitive and playful pedagogy increased learning confidence and reduced
learning-related stress

2. Strengthen Inclusive Access and Meaningful Participation for Children with Disabilities:

For children with disabilities, repeated disruptions, modality shifts, and reduced individualised support
undermined meaningful participation despite continued enrolment. Reliance on caregiver mediation
increased as structured support diminished, particularly as academic demands rose with age. Adapted
materials, predictable routines, and continuity of individualised support emerged as critical conditions for
sustaining engagement and learning, rather than access alone.
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Objective:
Close the gap between formal enrolment and real learning for children with disabilities, whose engagement
is fragile under frequent interruptions and inconsistent support.

Lead: National and Local Authorities, Schools

Support: UN Agencies, [/NGOs and specialised disability and inclusive education organisations

Actions:
— Priority actions:

Provide adapted learning materials and
assistive resources (accessible formats,
structured supports, predictable rou-
tines) to reduce dependence on constant

Train teachers and facilitators in inclu-
sive, disruption-sensitive strategies (how
to maintain participation during alarms,
shelter transitions, and modality shifts).

caregiver mediation, especially in online
learning.

—— Enabling actions:
« Establish targeted support for adolescents with disabilities, recognising the reported drop in support
as academic expectations rise (e.g., individual learning plans, learning assistants, adapted assess-
ment approaches).

Indicative indicators:
* % of children with disabilities receiving .
adapted learning materials

Attendance and participation rates of chil-
dren with disabilities during learning dis-
ruptions

Medium Term Recommendations

10

1. Strengthen Caregiver Support as a Stabilising Component of Education Response:

Periods of disrupted schooling transferred instructional and emotional regulation responsibilities from
schools to households, increasing reliance on caregivers to explain content, manage distress, and maintain
routines. While this support enabled some children to remain engaged, its effectiveness varied by household
capacity and contributed to uneven learning experiences. Targeted caregiver guidance and system-level
measures that reduced reliance on household substitution emerged as necessary to prevent widening dis-
parities and caregiver overload.

Objective:

Reduce caregiver stress and increase household capacity to support children’s routines and emotional reg-
ulation, recognising families’ central role in learning continuity under crisis conditions.

Lead: UN Agencies, I/NGOs

Support: National and Local Authorities, Schools, local civil society organisations

Actions:
— Priority actions:

Deliver parenting and caregiver support
sessions focused on routines, reassurance,
motivation, and managing school-related
stress at home.

—— Enabling actions:

Provide practical “what to do after an inter-
ruption” guidance (sleep disruption nights,
missed lessons, anxiety spikes) for caregiv-
ers supporting younger children.

Executive Summary



* Map existing caregiver support services » Establish caregiver support groups / refer-
and referral pathways within education, ral mechanisms for those experiencing
protection, and MHPSS systems. high strain, especially in frontline and dis-

placement-affected communities.
Indicative indicators:
* % of caregivers reporting improved capac- * Reduction in reported caregiver stress
ity to support children’s learning routines related to schooling disruptions

2. Improve Engagement of Children through Upgrading Shelter Conditions:

Learning environments characterised by crowding, noise, and poor ventilation constrained attention,
increased fatigue, and reduced sustained engagement, even when attendance was maintained. Shelter-based
learning supported continuity but limited depth of participation under these conditions. Improvements to
physical learning environments emerged as an enabling factor for concentration and emotional regulation,
rather than a peripheral infrastructure concern.

Objective:
Increase meaningful participation (not only attendance) by adapting teaching and learning conditions to
reduce fatigue, isolation, and passive engagement, especially in shelters.

Lead: National and Local Authorities, Schools

Support: UN Agencies, I/NGOs, Shelter and WASH actors

Actions:
— Priority actions:

* Identify shelters used for learning pur- * Upgrade shelter learning conditions where
poses where conditions negatively affect feasible (lighting, ventilation, seating, noise
children’s concentration and participation. mitigation, structured layout) to improve

. concentration and reduce irritability dur-

ing shelter-based learning.
— Enabling actions:

* Conduct an assessment through a participatory approach to give children, teachers and parents/
caregivers to define minimum learning-friendly standards for shelter-based education spaces, along
with the experts.

Indicative indicators:

o # of shelter learning spaces upgraded to * % ofchildren reporting improved ability to
meet minimum learning-friendly stand- concentrate during shelter-based learning
ards

Long Term Recommendations

1. Advocate for Wellbeing-Sensitive and Inclusive Teaching:

Children’slearning engagement and readiness were consistently shaped by emotional regulation, perceived
safety, and supportive teacher-student interaction, while teachers were increasingly required to respond
to emotional needs alongside instruction. Wellbeing-sensitive pedagogy, inclusive practices, and sustained
teacher support therefore emerged as system-level conditions for maintaining learning engagement over
time, rather than as individual or short-term adaptations.

Objective:

Strengthen the education system’s ability to respond to protracted crisis by mainstreaming wellbeing-sen-
sitive pedagogy, inclusive education, and teacher wellbeing support.

Executive Summary 11



Lead: National and Local Authorities, Teacher Training Institutions

Support: UN Agencies, I/NGOs, academic institutions, civil society organisations

Actions:

— Priority actions:
Use evidence from this review to advocate for the integration of SEL-informed and wellbeing-sen-
sitive teaching approaches within education policy and planning discussions.

— Enabling actions:

Review existing pre-service and in-service
teacher training curricula to identify entry
points for wellbeing-sensitive and inclusive
education components.

Integrate wellbeing-sensitive pedagogy and
inclusive education modules into pre-ser-
vice and in-service teacher training pro-
grammes.

Indicative indicators:

Inclusion of wellbeing-sensitive and inclu-
sive teaching approaches in teacher train-
ing curricula

Establish sustained models for teacher
supervision, peer learning, and staff-care
to reduce burnout and maintain protective
teacher roles over time.

Strengthen inclusive education resourcing
to ensure children with disabilities receive
sustained support through adolescence.

Teacher retention and wellbeing indicators
over time

2. Sustain Adolescents’ Motivation and Future Orientation Through Structured Support Pathways:
Among adolescents, repeated disruption and academic pressure reduced confidence in planning and pro-
gression, leading many to adopt shorter and more cautious time horizons rather than disengage from edu-
cation. Structured guidance, mentorship, and embedded life-skills support emerged as relevant mechanisms
for sustaining motivation and engagement by restoring direction and agency under uncertainty..

Objective:
Protect adolescents’ aspirations by reducing pressure, strengthening coping, and supporting realistic future
planning under uncertainty.

Lead: Schools, UN Agencies, I/NGOs

Support: National and Local Authorities, youth/children-focused organisations, counselling and guidance
services

Actions:
— Priority actions:

* Integrate structured life skills components

(goal-setting, study organisation, managing
academic stress) into education program-
ming for adolescents.

Establish mentorship and guidance mech-
anisms (teacher-led, counsellor-supported,
or partner-supported) to help adolescents

—— Enabling actions:
Identify and capacitate teachers, counsellors, or partner organisations to deliver mentorship and

guidance support to adolescents.

Indicative indicators:

% of adolescents reporting improved cop-
ing with academic pressure

plan within shorter, realistic time horizons
without disengaging.

Improve peer-support and youth-led
engagement structures in schools and com-
munities to rebuild connectedness, reduce
isolation, and reinforce collective coping.

% of adolescents demonstrating sustained
engagement in education pathways
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background

Since the beginning of the full-scale invasion on 24 February 2022, Ukraine has faced a protracted humanitarian
crisis driven by insecurity, destruction of civilian infrastructure, and repeated displacement, with sustained
impacts on essential services and social systems.? In 2025, the Humanitarian Needs and Response Plan (HNRP)
estimated that 12.7 million people in Ukraine were in need of humanitarian assistance across sectors, including
children and their education and MHPSS needs, reflecting the continuing scale of the needs.?

Education continuity has also required major adaptation, including the expansion of protected learning spaces
such as underground or shelter-based classrooms in high-risk cities and oblasts, illustrating how education
delivery increasingly depends on security infrastructure.* In frontline and high risk areas, safety requirements
and shelter access have become practical determinants of learning modality, contributing to uneven opportu-
nities for sustained in person learning and exacerbating disparities across regions and communities.® The use
of explosive weapons in populated urban areas and increased intensity of attacks has also driven a significant
rise in child casualties and localised school closures in 2025, further limiting safe access to education in heavily
affected eastern and southern oblasts.®

As a result, education has become among the sectors most heavily affected, as hostilities and air-raid alerts
interrupt schooling, force shifts between in-person, hybrid, and remote learning, and reduce children’s expo-
sure to consistent instructional time and stable learning routines.” Attacks on education have also caused exten-
sive damage to learning infrastructure, limiting access to safe and functional school buildings and increasing
reliance on temporary or alternative learning arrangements. According to Ministry of Education and Sci-
ence (MoES) Save Schools Tracker reports cumulative impacts across education institutions and, as of its latest
update, records 3,676 damaged and 394 destroyed education institutions nationwide (across categories such as
schools, kindergartens, TVET and higher education).® In frontline and high-risk areas, safety requirements and
shelter access have become a practical determinant of learning modality, contributing to uneven opportunities
for sustained in-person learning and exacerbating disparities across regions and communities.®

At the same time, children’s learning challenges are closely intertwined with psychosocial wellbeing, as pro-
longed stress, insecurity, displacement, and disrupted routines can undermine concentration, motivation,
engagement, and confidence in learning.’® The mental health burden on children has been described as reach-
ing crisis levels: assessments and studies in 2025 found high rates of psychological distress among children,
with displaced and frontline populations disproportionately affected.!*

2 OCHA, Ukraine Humanitarian Needs and Response Plan (HNRP), 2025, Ukraine. https://www.unocha.org/publica-
tions/report/ukraine/ukraine-humanitarian-needs-and-response-plan-2025-january-2025-enuk

3 Ibid.

4 Le Monde, Underground classrooms in Kharkiv (illustrative adaptation reporting), 7 Sep 2025, Ukraine. https://

www.lemonde.fr/en/international/article/2025/09/07/ukrainian-students-return-to-school-in-kharkiv-s-underground-class-
rooms_6745110_4.html

5 UNICEF, Ukraine Humanitarian Situation Report No. 57; Press Releases and Humanitarian Action for Children 2026,
2025, Ukraine.

6 Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), Ukraine: reports on civilian casualties and attacks on
infrastructure, 2025, Ukraine.

7 Tbid.

8 Ministry of Education and Science, Save Schools Tracker, Ukraine. Accessed in 12 December 2025. https://saveschools.
in.ua/en/

9 EdTech, Resilient by Design: Ukraine’s EdTech Emergency Response, September 2025, Ukraine.

10 EdTech, Resilient by Design: Ukraine’s EdTech Emergency Response, September 2025, Ukraine.

11 Ukrainian Red Cross Society, Mental health needs assessment, 2025, Ukraine.
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Within this evolving environment, integration of education and MHPSS programming is crucial as those both
are interlinked and impactful in individual future aspects for those children but as well as the future of Ukraine
through strengthening safety, connectedness, and supportive learning environments for displacement-affected
and at-risk children.

1.2 NRC's Education Programming in Ukraine

The war in Ukraine has profoundly disrupted children’s access to quality education and stable social environ-
ments. Displacement, prolonged insecurity, and exposure to trauma have deeply affected children’s ability to
learn, to socialise, and to emotionally recover. Many children are now out of school, while those who remain
enrolled often face fragmented curricula, overstretched teachers, limited psychosocial support, and few oppor-
tunities for meaningful engagement. These disruptions have compounded learning losses and exacerbated
distress, leaving a generation of children at risk of being left behind academically and emotionally.

In response to these challenges, the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) Ukraine has placed its Education Core
Competency (CC) in Ukraine at the forefront. Its programming focuses on ensuring that vulnerable, war-affected
children and adolescents have access to safe, quality, and inclusive learning opportunities. In 2025-2026, NRC
aims to reinforce the learning and well-being of children affected by the war through a mix of structured formal
and non-formal education initiatives, teacher well-being interventions, and psychosocial support delivered
through the Better Learning Programme (BLP). This includes fostering a sense of hope for the future and ena-
bling them to become more active contributors to their communities

1.3 Purpose and Scope of the Assessment

This assessment was commissioned by NRC Ukraine and implemented by Scruples Research to elaborate the
relationship between children’s psychosocial wellbeing and their learning outcomes in the context of protracted
displacement and ongoing conflict. The primary purpose of the assessment was to generate robust and action-
able evidence to support the design, adaptation, and advocacy of NRC’s Education programming, ensuring it
remains relevant, inclusive, and responsive to the needs of displaced and at-risk children. For the 2025-2026
programme cycle, this assessment is intended to be used by NRC Ukraine to guide strategic programming
decisions, including: (i) geographic targeting; (ii) education delivery modalities (in-person, shelter-based, and
blended); (iii) the definition of NRC’s minimum package for wellbeing-integrated learning recovery, includ-
ing age, gender and subject-responsive activities for children; (iv) NRC’s priorities for inclusive education for
those disadvantaged and marginalised children; (v): necessary teacher and caregiver support that should be
integrated into the programming; and (vi) potential ways to support and coordinate with national and local
authorities, and schools in the targeted geographic areas.

The assessment focused on children aged 6-17 years residing in the North, East, and South of Ukraine, with spe-
cific geographic coverage in Khersonska, Mykolaivska, Sumska, Dnipropetrovska, Zaporizka, and Kharkivska
oblasts. Although the study team intended to include Donetska oblast, this was not feasible due to significant
access constraints resulting from ongoing attacks and shelling, which limited the ability to conduct safe and ethi-
cal data collection, as well as participants’ willingness to engage under these conditions at the time of the review.
It elaborated both the extent of learning loss, particularly in foundational literacy and numeracy skills, and
the psychosocial needs of children affected by displacement, insecurity, and disruption to formal education. In
doing so, the assessment served a dual function: informing internal programmatic decision-making within NRC
in its education programming and contributing to broader knowledge generation to support evidence-based
discussions and advocacy within the Education sector. For NRC Ukraine, this external positioning supports
coherent advocacy and donor engagement by clearly articulating why access-focused education responses are
insufficient without attention to wellbeing, learning conditions, and meaningful participation.
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To achieve its overall purpose, the assessment was guided by the following objectives:

12
13

Assess the level of learning loss in literacy and numeracy among displaced and at-risk children close to
the frontline and frontline areas;

Analyse children’s psychosocial needs using NRC’s key wellbeing indicators and domains, including emo-
tional distress, social connectedness, and sense of safety, drawing on NRC’s child wellbeing frameworks
and psychosocial support programming, including the Right to Wellbeing initiative!? and the Better
Learning Programme? ;Identify trends and regional variations in learning outcomes and wellbeing
across the North, East, and South of Ukraine;

Provide key findings to support external stakeholders’ understanding of children’s education and well-
being needs, informing proposals, policy dialogue, and advocacy within the Education sector; and
Generate evidence-based recommendations to adapt and strengthen NRC’s education, PSS), and teacher
support programming.

https://www.righttowellbeing.org/

https://www.nrc.no/campaign/blp/trauma

Children's drawings reflect a consistent association between emotional safety, relational support, and meaningful
engagement in learning.
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Physical presence and teacher interaction remain key enablers of meaningful learning under disruption.
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2. Methodology

2.1 Assessment Design

The assessment was designed using a mixed-methods approach, combining qualitative and quantitative data
collection techniques to examine the relationship between children’s psychosocial wellbeing, self-efficacy, and
learning outcomes. The analytical framework was grounded in the understanding that children’s emotional
states, sense of safety, and social connectedness directly influence their motivation, attention, and confidence in
learning, which in turn shape educational engagement and outcomes. Therefore, findings should be considered
as a reflection of children’s learning readiness, engagement, and perceived ability to progress, rather than as
direct measures of academic attainment.

Assessment Desk

Design Review Klis FGDs Surveys Storytelling

Integrated Analysis

Rather than measuring academic performance through formal testing, the design explored how learning loss
and learning confidence across subjects are influenced by wellbeing, support systems, and contextual factors.
Learning loss is therefore used analytically to describe perceived setbacks or accumulated strain in learning
trajectories, as reported by children, caregivers, and teachers and triangulated across data sources. The assess-
ment distinguished between different but interrelated dimensions of children’s learning experiences under
crisis conditions. Disruptions to learning, such as alarms, displacement, shortened lessons, and shifts between
in-person, shelter-based, and online modalities, were understood as learning disruption, referring to breaks
in continuity, routine, and instructional processes. Learning confidence was examined as a distinct construct,
capturing children’s self-reported perceptions of their ability to engage with learning, understand lessons, keep
up with subjects, and concentrate across different learning environments.

Primary data collection methods included KIIs with internal and external stakeholders, FGDs with children
aged 12-17 and parents/caregivers, self-efficacy surveys with children aged 6-17, and storytelling activities with
children aged 6-11 and children with disabilities. KIIs targeted NRC Education programme staff and external
actors, including the Education Cluster, relevant national and local authorities, teachers, school counsellors,
and other school staff. These methods enabled the assessment to capture both measurable trends related to
learning and wellbeing and in-depth qualitative insights into children’s lived experiences, coping strategies,
and support environments.

A comprehensive desk review was conducted as a foundational component of the assessment design, which
included a range of documents, including the NRC’s country and Education strategies, as well as recent assess-
ments and research conducted in Ukraine that examine the impact of the war on children’s well-being, access
to education, and learning outcomes. Particular attention was given to existing evidence on the relationship
between children’s psychosocial wellbeing and learning, which directly informed the analytical framework
linking well-being domains, self-efficacy, and educational engagement. The review informed the assessment
framework, refinement of core questions, and the design of qualitative and quantitative tools by identifying evi-
dence gaps requiring further exploration. Please refer to “Annex 2” for the detailed list of desk review resources.
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The assessment prioritised children’s self-reported experiences of learning and wellbeing over formal academic
testing. Quantitative tools captured perceptions of confidence, ease of learning, and ability to concentrate, while
qualitative methods explored how these perceptions were shaped by emotional wellbeing, support systems,
and learning environments. This design allowed the study to identify patterns of engagement, difficulty, and
perceived progress across contexts, while recognising that children’s confidence and motivation are critical
intermediaries linking wellbeing and learning outcomes.

The design of this assessment supports a strong understanding of how children’s emotional wellbeing, learn-
ing conditions, and support environments shape their engagement with education in Ukraine based on their
proximity to the frontline. As such, the findings are well suited to informing programmatic decisions related to
learning readiness, participation, modality choice, and the integration of psychosocial support within education
interventions. At the same time, the assessment does not aim to quantify academic learning loss in terms of
grade-level equivalency or test-based performance, as it does not include formal academic assessment. Find-
ings should therefore be interpreted as indicative of patterns, constraints, and enabling factors influencing
children’s learning experiences, rather than as precise measures of academic attainment.

To ensure methodological rigour, the assessment followed a structured six-phase process comprising inception,
tool refinement, data collection, data cleaning and processing, analysis and quality assurance, and reporting.
During the inception phase, the assessment team worked closely with NRC to refine the scope, research ques-
tions, sampling approach, and ethical considerations. Please refer to “ ” for the assessment matrix.

A participatory and child-centred approach was central to the assessment design. Youth facilitators previously
engaged through NRC’s Youth Needs Assessment were re-engaged to support FGDs with children aged 12-17,
under the close supervision of senior Scruples researchers. Before fieldwork commenced, the youth facilitators
participated in a three-day intensive training delivered by senior qualitative researchers. The training refreshed
core participatory research principles and ethical standards while strengthening skills in facilitation, group
dynamics management, conflict resolution, probing, and the use of open-ended questions. Additional emphasis
was placed on research with children and adolescents, child safeguarding, children’s engagement, handling
sensitive information and disclosure, data protection, informed consent, and responding to ethically challeng-
ing situations. Facilitators were also oriented on the specific FGD tools developed for this assessment, enabling
them to guide discussions confidently while maintaining research integrity and participant safety.

This participatory approach positioned young people not only as data collectors but as active contributors
to shaping discussions, drawing on their lived experiences and contextual knowledge. The process fostered
ownership over the research and contributed to the facilitators’ professional development by strengthening
transferable research and facilitation skills. The adaptive design allowed facilitators, with support from senior
researchers, to refine their approaches based on real-time field learning, ensuring that the study remained
responsive to children’s perspectives and community dynamics. Activities with children aged 6-11 and with
children with disabilities were conducted exclusively by senior researchers with expertise in child protection
and child-friendly, play-based and storytelling methodologies, ensuring age-appropriate and safe engagement.

Ethical research protocols were strictly applied throughout. Informed consent from parents/caregivers and
assent from children were obtained prior to children’s participation. Data were collected through audio record-
ings and detailed documentation, with alternative note-taking methods used where recording was not appro-
priate. Following fieldwork, data cleaning and processing involved quality checks, anonymisation of sensitive
information, and organisation of transcripts for analysis.

The data analysis phase applied a thematic analytical approach, combining quantitative descriptive analysis
with qualitative interpretation. Findings were disaggregated by age, gender, displacement status, disability sta-
tus, and geographic location. Thematic coding was used to identify recurring patterns and relationships across
wellbeing, self-efficacy, and learning outcomes. For FGDs, a consensus-based coding approach was applied,
whereby responses were recorded as reflective of group consensus when no dissenting views were expressed.
Gendered and intersectional differences were systematically examined, and triangulation across data sources
and stakeholder groups was used to validate findings and identify converging or diverging perspectives.

The assessment was implemented across the North, East, and South of Ukraine, with geographic coverage in
Sumska, Dnipropetrovska, Zaporizka, Kharkivska, Mykolaivska, and Khersonska oblasts. To examine how expo-
sure to insecurity shaped children’s experiences, wellbeing, and future orientation, the analysis incorporated

18 Methodology



proximity to the frontline as a key contextual variable, along with age groups, genders, displacement statuses,
disability statuses, and learning modalities, as well as representation from urban, rural, and frontline con-
texts. Marginalised groups, including children with disabilities, were meaningfully included, and facilitation
approaches were adapted to ensure safe and inclusive participation, including gender-segregated discussions
where appropriate.

Locations were categorised into three distance-based bands—1-30 km, 30-50 km, and more than 50 km from
the frontline—to reflect differing levels of exposure to hostilities, disruptions, and security-related stressors.
This approach allowed for comparison across contexts experiencing varying degrees of risk, instability, and
interruption, while remaining accessible for interpretation across sectors.

Distance estimates were based on open-source intelligence data from DeepStateMap** (as of 4th December,
2025) and calculated from the administrative centre of each hromada included in the dataset. Given that hro-
madas cover large geographic areas, distances should be interpreted as approximate indicators of exposure
rather than precise measurements for individual households or settlements. To examine how varying levels of
insecurity shaped children’s experiences, the analysis incorporated proximity to the frontline as a contextual
exposure variable. Locations were grouped into distance bands (1-30 km, 30-50 km, and more than 50 km from
the frontline) based on open-source intelligence data from DeepStateMap, calculated from the administrative
centre of each hromada. This approach enabled comparison across areas experiencing different degrees of dis-
ruption and security-related stress, while recognising that distance serves as an approximate indicator rather
than a precise measure of individual risk. The categorisation was used to explore graduated patterns of impact
on wellbeing, learning engagement, and future orientation, rather than to draw binary distinctions between
safe and unsafe locations.

Under this classification, hromadas located within 1-30 km of the frontline represented areas of highest expo-
sure to active hostilities, frequent air raids, shelling, or immediate displacement risk. This group included
locations such as Nikopolska, Khersonska, Kostiantynivska, Dariivska, Novovorontsovska, Kushuhumska, Tav-
riiska, Novooleksandrivska, Zaporizhska, Kunievska, and Myrivska, spanning Khersonska, Zaporizhka, Dni-
propetrovska, and Kharkivska oblasts. Although the study team intended to include Donetska oblast, this was
not feasible due to significant access constraints resulting from ongoing attacks and shelling, which limited the
ability to conduct safe and ethical data collection and affected participants’ willingness to engage under these
conditions at the time of the review. These areas were characterised by heightened instability and repeated
disruption to daily life and schooling.

Hromadas situated 30-50 km from the frontline were classified as moderately exposed contexts, where direct
hostilities were less frequent but insecurity, alerts, and indirect impacts remained significant. This group
included locations such as Vorozhbianska (Sumska oblast), Pisochynska (Kharkivska oblast), Apostolovska,
Kryvorizka, and Matviivska (Dnipropetrovska and Zaporizhka oblasts), as well as Mykolaivska and Galit-
synivska (Mykolaivska oblast). These areas often experienced fluctuating security conditions, contributing to
uncertainty and intermittent disruption.

Locations categorised as more than 50 km from the frontline represented comparatively lower-exposure con-
texts, where security conditions were generally more stable, though still affected by the broader impacts of the
conflict. This group included Okhtyrska, Konotopska, Burynska, and Novoslobodska (Sumska oblast); Chuhuiv-
ska, Slobozhanska, and Kolomatska (Kharkivska oblast); Slavhorodska and Verkhivtsevska (Dnipropetrovska
oblast); and Voznesenska (Mykolaivska oblast). While not immune to disruption, these locations experienced
fewer direct interruptions and greater continuity in schooling and daily routines.

By grouping locations in this way, the analysis aimed to capture graduated patterns of impact rather than binary
distinctions between “safe” and “unsafe” areas. This categorisation supported a more nuanced understanding of
how sustained exposure to insecurity influenced children’s wellbeing, engagement with education, and future
orientation across different geographic contexts. Please refer to “ » for the detailed list of study locations.

Throughout this assignment, the assessment team was committed to the “Do No Harm” principle and followed
these guidelines for data collection around data protection, confidentiality, and collecting data from study par-
ticipants. At the same time, a gender-sensitive and inclusive approach was intentionally embedded across the

14 https://deepstatemap.live/en
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assessment design and implementation to ensure that diverse perspectives were meaningfully represented.
This commitment informed not only participant selection but also the development of research tools, data col-
lection processes, and analytical approaches. Marginalised groups, including children with disabilities, were
deliberately included to ensure their experiences were reflected in the findings. To promote gender inclusivity,
the assessment ensured balanced representation across genders in FGDs, engaging girls and boys from dis-
placed and host communities across both urban and rural settings. Facilitation approaches were designed to
create safe and inclusive spaces that enabled participants to share their experiences openly, including through
gender-segregated FGDs where appropriate to support discussion of sensitive topics. Youth facilitators received
dedicated training on gender-sensitive research practices, including identifying and mitigating bias, applying
gender-responsive questioning techniques, and ensuring that discussions captured the varied realities and
intersectional experiences of children and adolescents.

The assessment adhered to NRC’s data protection policies, international ethical standards, and General Data
Protection Regulation (GDPR)* principles where applicable. Informed consent was obtained from all partici-
pants before data collection, with clear explanations of the study’s purpose, the voluntary nature of participa-
tion, data confidentiality measures, and the right to withdraw at any time. Personally identifiable information
was not recorded, and all data were securely stored using encrypted digital systems with access limited to
authorized research personnel. Special attention was given to safeguarding sensitive information, particularly
when engaging youth from displaced and vulnerable communities, by implementing anonymization techniques
in data processing and ensuring that identifying details were excluded from reporting. The assessment design,
tools, sampling, and analysis aligned with international quality standards, including the British Overseas NGOs
for Development (BOND) Evidence Principles', and generated SMART, actionable recommendations to inform
NRC’s education programming and advocacy efforts.

QUALITATIVE COMPONENT QUANTITATIVE COMPONENT
Kils Stratified Sampling — Self-Efficacy Surveys (6—17)
FGDs *  95% Confidence Level
+  Storytelling * 5% Margin of Error
Age Distribution
Ensured diversity across: *  50%»6-11
+  Age groups * 50%»12-17
Gender Structured representation ensured
Displacement status across.
Disability status Age
Gender

+  Learning modality

Geographic location Displacement
+ Disability

. Location

Target Oblasts

+ Hromada Selection » School Identification » Security & Accessibility Check » School
Managers Contacted » Parents & Children Informed » Consent & Assent

15 General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). https://gdpr-info.eu/
16 General British Overseas NGOs for Development (BOND). Evidence Principles. 2018.
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Sampling framework and participant selection

Sampling and implementation approaches were tailored by method. Purposive sampling was
applied for KIIs, FGDs, and storytelling activities to ensure inclusion of displaced and at-risk children
and to capture diverse perspectives across age groups, genders, displacement statuses, disability
statuses, learning modalities, and geographic contexts. For the quantitative component, self-efficacy
surveys with children aged 6-17 applied a stratified sampling approach, designed to achieve a

95% confidence level with a 5% margin of error at the aggregate level, while ensuring structured
representation across key characteristics, including age, gender, displacement status, disability
status, and geographic location, as feasible within each site. Surveys were evenly distributed across
two age cohorts, with half administered to children aged 6-11 and half to adolescents aged 12-17,

as well as locations, enabling age-disaggregated analysis of wellbeing, self-efficacy, and learning-
related outcomes. The overall sampling frame and site selection were developed and refined through
a stepwise process led by Scruples’ field coordinators in close coordination with NRC Education
managers. Field coordinators first identified target oblasts and hromadas, after which specific schools
were selected based on accessibility, security conditions, and their relevance for potential future NRC
education support. The schools included in the assessment were not NRC-supported at the time of
data collection but were schools that NRC was interested in supporting should contextual conditions
allow.

Following site selection, field coordinators identified contact information for school managers
through local administrations or education departments. School managers were then contacted

by the study team and provided with clear information on the research objectives, ethical
considerations, and participant selection criteria. With the support of school management, the
study team subsequently reached out to children and parents/caregivers to invite participation.
Parents and caregivers were contacted through school administrations to support informed consent
processes and coordination of participation.

For surveys, data collection modalities varied based on children’s learning arrangements. For
children attending school in person or under hybrid modalities, surveys were administered with

the support of teachers in school settings. For children studying remotely, telephone-based surveys
(CATI) were conducted to ensure inclusion while maintaining safety and accessibility. Surveys were
administered in Ukrainian by trained enumerators under the supervision of senior researchers, with
additional explanation or assisted administration provided where needed, particularly for younger
children and children with disabilities.

FGDs were conducted with children aged 12-17 and parents/caregivers. To ensure inclusion of
children from multiple schools within the same oblast but across different hromadas, FGDs with
children were conducted online. Online FGDs were designed to be child-friendly and age-appropriate,
incorporating interactive elements and light gaming-based activities to support engagement,
attention, and active participation in a virtual environment. Group composition was age-appropriate
and gender-sensitive, and gender-segregated discussions were used where appropriate to support
safe participation and discussion of sensitive topics.

Storytelling activities were conducted with children aged 6-11 and with children with disabilities.
Given the younger age group, storytelling activities were conducted primarily in person using
child-friendly, play-based methodologies to support expression and comfort. Online storytelling
sessions were conducted only with children with disabilities who, together with their parents/
caregivers, requested remote participation due to heightened security concerns related to ongoing
shelling or due to physical mobility constraints or their preference in feeling comfortable and
safe. All storytelling activities were conducted exclusively by senior researchers with expertise in
child protection and child-friendly methodologies to ensure age-appropriate, safe, and inclusive
engagement.

Participation across all methods was voluntary. Informed consent from parents/caregivers and assent
from children were obtained prior to engagement, and participants could decline to answer any
question or withdraw at any time without consequence. Refusals were respected without follow-up
or pressure, and no reasons for refusal were recorded. Where refusals or withdrawals occurred,
replacement participants were identified using the same method-specific criteria, purposive criteria
for KIIs, FGDs, and storytelling activities, and the relevant strata for surveys, to maintain balance
across age, gender, displacement status, disability status, and geographic location, while upholding
safeguarding, confidentiality, and “Do No Harm” principles.
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As a foundational step in the assessment, the assessment conducted an extensive desk review prior to the design
of data collection tools and the planning of fieldwork. This process was essential to ground the assessment in
existing evidence, strengthen methodological coherence, and ensure alignment with the Terms of Reference
(ToR). In total, 32 documents were reviewed, including strategic frameworks, assessment reports, research
studies, Education Cluster meeting minutes, strategies and plans, and evidence briefs related to education, child
wellbeing, and displacement in Ukraine.

The desk review served multiple purposes. First of all, it informed the development of the assessment matrix by
refining the core research questions and ensuring consistency with NRC’s strategic priorities. It also guided the
design of qualitative and quantitative data collection tools by identifying key evidence gaps requiring further
exploration through KlIs, FGDs, storytelling methods, and self-efficacy surveys. It also ensured contextual rel-
evance by incorporating lessons learned and analytical insights from prior studies into the overall assessment
methodology. Information extracted from reviewed documents was systematically documented to support
verification and triangulation during the analysis phase, while informational gaps that were identified during
the desk review were elaborated through primary data collection.

The review focused on several interrelated thematic areas. These included the extent of learning loss result-
ing from disrupted access to formal education, particularly gaps in foundational literacy and numeracy skills
and existing efforts to support learning recovery. It also examined children’s psychosocial wellbeing, with
attention to emotional distress, exposure to trauma, social connectedness, peer relationships, and perceptions
of safety in learning environments. Access and inclusion constituted another key focus, exploring patterns of
participation in education among internally displaced children, returnees, and host community children, with
particular emphasis on barriers faced by children with disabilities and other marginalised groups, including
Roma children. In addition, the desk review examined protection-sensitive education approaches, including
the integration of psychosocial support, child safeguarding, and conflict-sensitive practices within education
settings, as well as the role of caregivers, community educators, and protection actors in supporting children’s
learning and wellbeing.

Documents reviewed included, but were not limited to, NRC’s country strategy and education strategy, recent
assessments and research conducted in Ukraine by governmental and non-governmental actors on the impact
of the war on children’s education and psychosocial wellbeing, and global and context-specific evidence exam-
ining the relationship between children’s wellbeing and learning outcomes. This body of literature informed
the conceptual framing of the assessment, particularly the analytical linkages between wellbeing domains,
self-efficacy, and educational engagement.

By synthesising findings across these sources, the desk review directly informed the development of data col-
lection tools, ensuring that primary data collection addressed priority information gaps not sufficiently covered
by existing evidence. For example, limited disaggregated data on how psychosocial distress affects learning
motivation across different age groups and displacement contexts shaped the inclusion of relevant questions
into the tools. Similarly, gaps in evidence on caregiver support and inclusive education practices informed the
design of FGDs with parents/caregivers and KlIIs with teachers and school counsellors.

Triangulation was embedded throughout the assessment design. Findings from the desk review were system-
atically cross-checked against primary data collected from children, caregivers, educators, and institutional
stakeholders to validate emerging trends and identify convergences or discrepancies between documented
evidence and lived experiences.

The desk review was treated as an ongoing process rather than a one-off exercise. Additional relevant doc-
uments were reviewed throughout the assessment period to ensure that the analysis remained current and
responsive to the evolving context. While the desk review provided a strong evidence base, gaps in up-to-date,
disaggregated data, particularly related to learning loss and psychosocial wellbeing in frontline and recently
affected areas, reinforced the importance of primary data collection to complement existing knowledge and
strengthen the evidence base for NRC’s education programming and advocacy.
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2.1.2 Training of Youth Facilitators
and Validation Workshops

Scruples Research applied a participatory and adaptive study design that places communities, and particularly
children and youth, at the centre of shaping the processes that directly affect them. This approach ensured
that youth are not only engaged as respondents but also as active facilitators, contributing to community-level
knowledge generation and strengthening the sustainability of outcomes through civil society engagement and
future programming.

As part of the previous “Youth Needs Assessment!”” conducted for NRC Ukraine by Scruples, eight youth facil-
itators in each target region were trained to support the research process. These youth facilitators, under
the guidance of a senior Scruples researcher, led FGDs with children aged 12-17. Their involvement ensured
peer-to-peer engagement, fostering more open and relatable discussions. However, youth facilitators were not
directly involved in activities with children aged 6-11, as this younger age group requires advanced technical
skills and child-centred approaches (such as play-based methods and games). These activities will be conducted
exclusively by Scruples’ senior researchers with expertise in child protection and child-friendly research meth-
odologies.

Before fieldwork begins, the youth facilitators received an additional round of training covering the following
topics:

Training Agenda

Introduction to the assessment and role of youth facilitators
Principles of research with children, child safeguarding

Ethical principles, and community engagement

Effective facilitation skills and managing group dynamics
Conflict resolution, probing, and use of open-ended questions
Data protection, informed consent and assent, and confidentiality
Familiarisation with FGD tools and field simulations

Field safety, communication, and reporting Protocols

Table T Youth Facilitator Training

Youth facilitators also engaged in the validation and sense-making process. Following the initial data analysis,
Scruples organised validation workshops with youth participants, including the trained facilitators. These work-
shops used a Thematic Clustering and Sense-Making approach, where preliminary findings were presented,
clustered into key themes, and collaboratively interpreted. By involving youth in both implementation and
validation, this participatory approach led to deeper insights, actionable recommendations, and outcomes
that reflect diverse perspectives. It also built the capacity of young facilitators to engage in future research and
community initiatives, strengthening local ownership and sustainability.

2.1.3 Key Informant Interviews

The KIIs were guided by semi-structured interview protocols, focusing on the perspectives of key stakeholders
involved in, or directly knowledgeable about, children’s education and psychosocial wellbeing in the context
of the ongoing war in Ukraine. In total, approximately 20 KIIs were conducted to capture a diverse range of
internal and external perspectives on learning loss, wellbeing needs, and system-level responses within the
Education sector. Each KII followed a semi-structured guide consisting of 10-12 open-ended questions and

17 NRC Ukraine, Youth Needs Assessment, 19 June 2025, Ukraine. https://www.nrc.no/resources/reports/youth-needs-as-
sessment-in-ukraine
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lasted approximately 45 minutes. Interview guides were tailored to the roles and expertise of each respondent
group to ensure relevance and depth, while maintaining consistency across core thematic areas.

A purposive sampling approach was applied to ensure balanced representation across geographic locations,
gender, and professional roles, enabling the assessment to capture both strategic and operational insights.
Informants were selected based on their institutional responsibilities, decision-making roles, and direct engage-
ment with education delivery, coordination, or support services for children. This approach ensured inclusion
of perspectives from policy, coordination, programme implementation, and school levels, while capturing var-
iations across regions.

Key informants included internal NRC Education programme team members; external education actors such
as Education Cluster representatives, I/NGOs, and CSOs working in education; national and local education
authorities, and education practitioners, including teachers and school counsellors. This diversity of respond-
ents enabled triangulation between institutional, coordination-level, and frontline perspectives. Please refer
to “Annex 3” for the detailed list of KIIs.

While core themes, such as learning loss in literacy and numeracy, children’s psychosocial wellbeing, and the
interaction between wellbeing and learning outcomes, were consistently explored across all interviews, ques-
tions were adapted according to respondents’ areas of expertise. For example, national and local authorities
provided insights into education policies, governance challenges, and system-level constraints under wartime
conditions; Education Cluster members and humanitarian actors reflected on coordination mechanisms, ser-
vice gaps, and response priorities; and teachers and school-based professionals shared grounded observations
on classroom-level learning disruptions, children’s emotional and behavioural challenges, and practical strat-
egies used to support students’ learning and wellbeing.

The KIIs aimed to generate in-depth insights across several key areas, including:

*  Observed patterns and drivers of learning loss from the perspective of those implementing, supervising,
or supporting education programmes;

» Stakeholder perceptions of how the full-scale invasion has affected children’s psychosocial wellbeing,
including emotional distress, social connectedness, and sense of safety;

* Barriers, enabling factors, and regional variations influencing both learning outcomes and wellbeing;

« Existing systems, policies, programmes, and resource gaps at national, regional, and school levels; and

* Evidence to inform the adaptation of NRC’s education, PSS, and teacher support programming, including
coordination and policy-related implications.

Sampling and analysis were further informed by a contribution analysis approach, enabling the assessment to
examine how different actors, interventions, and contextual factors contribute to observed outcomes related
to children’s learning and wellbeing. This approach strengthened triangulation between internal NRC perspec-
tives, external stakeholder insights, and primary data collected from children and caregivers.

All KIIs were conducted by senior qualitative researchers with extensive experience in humanitarian and edu-
cation-focused research. Interviews were audio-recorded with informed consent and transcribed verbatim to
support rigorous qualitative analysis. In cases where recording was not feasible, detailed notes were taken to
ensure accuracy and completeness. KII findings were triangulated with data from FGDs, surveys, storytelling
activities, and the desk review to strengthen the validity and depth of the assessment findings.
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2.1.4 Focus Group Discussions

FGDs were guided by semi-structured discussion guides with open-ended questions and focused on capturing
in-depth perspectives on children’s learning experiences, psychosocial wellbeing, and the interaction between
the two. In total, 12 FGDs were conducted across the six targeted oblasts, Khersonska, Mykolaivska, Sumska,
Dnipropetrovska, Zaporizka, and Kharkivska, to ensure geographic diversity and representation of contexts
affected by displacement, insecurity, and ongoing disruption to education.

Target Group Age Group No.of FDGs Location
1 Children 1217 1
Khersonska
2 Parents/Caregivers Adults 1
3 Children 1217 1
Mykolaivska
4 Parents/Caregivers Adults 1
5 Children 12-17 1
Sumska
6 Parents/Caregivers Adults 1
7 Children 1217 1
Dnipropetrovska
8 Parents/Caregivers Adults 1
9 Children 12-17 1
Zaporizka
10  Parents/Caregivers Adults 1
11 Children 1217 1
Kharkivska
12 Parents/Caregivers Adults 1

Table2 List of FGDs.

In each location, two FGDs were conducted: one mixed-gender FGD with girls and boys aged 12-17, and one
FGD with parents and caregivers of children aged 6-17. This structure enabled the assessment to capture both
adolescents’ direct perspectives and caregivers’ complementary insights into children’s learning challenges,
psychosocial wellbeing, coping mechanisms, and support needs across different age groups. Each FGD included
6-8 participants and was guided by 10-12 semi-structured, open-ended questions, allowing for thematic con-
sistency while remaining responsive to emerging issues during discussions.

FGDs with children aged 12-17 explored key themes including experiences of learning disruption and learn-
ing loss; confidence, motivation, and self-efficacy in learning across subjects; emotional distress and stressors
related to displacement and insecurity; peer relationships and social connectedness; perceptions of safety in
learning environments; and the role of teachers, parents, and schools in supporting both learning and wellbe-
ing. FGDs with parents and caregivers focused on observations of children’s learning progress and emotional
wellbeing, household-level stressors, parental support strategies for learning recovery, and perceived gaps in
education and psychosocial support services. Caregiver discussions were structured to capture age-differenti-
ated perspectives, ensuring that variations between younger (6-11) and older (12-17) children were reflected
in the analysis.

The decision not to conduct FGDs directly with children aged 6-11 was deliberate and grounded in ethical,
methodological, and contextual considerations. Children in this age group have limited capacity to articulate
complex experiences related to wellbeing and learning outcomes within a group discussion format. In addition,
safety and security risks, particularly in locations exposed to ongoing shelling and attacks, made convening
FGDs with younger children inappropriate. Practical considerations, including shorter attention spans and
the limited effectiveness of online FGDs for this age group, further informed this decision. Instead, younger
children’s perspectives were captured through age-appropriate storytelling activities, and these findings were
triangulated with FGDs conducted with parents and caregivers to provide complementary insights into chil-
dren’s wellbeing and learning challenges.
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A participatory approach underpinned the FGD methodology. FGDs with children aged 12-17 were co-facilitated
by one trained youth facilitator and one senior Scruples researcher, combining peer-to-peer engagement with
professional oversight to strengthen trust, ethical safeguards, and data quality. FGDs with parents and caregiv-
ers were facilitated exclusively by senior Scruples researchers, given the sensitivity of discussions related to
caregiving, stress, and child wellbeing.

A quota-based sampling approach was applied to ensure balanced representation across gender, displacement
status, and geographic location, including both urban and rural settings. Participants included displaced chil-
dren and caregivers, those at risk of displacement, and host community members, enabling the assessment to
reflect a wide range of experiences. Gender balance was actively promoted in mixed FGDs with adolescents,
and facilitation approaches were adapted as needed to ensure inclusive participation and respectful dialogue.

To ensure methodological rigour and ethical integrity, all youth facilitators involved in FGDs completed com-
prehensive pre-fieldwork training covering participatory research principles, safeguarding, informed consent,
data protection, gender-sensitive facilitation, and the management of group dynamics and sensitive discussions.
Senior Scruples researchers were present throughout all FGDs to provide real-time support, ensure adherence
to ethical standards, and maintain consistency across locations. FGD findings were triangulated with data from
Klls, surveys, storytelling activities, and the desk review, strengthening the validity and depth of the assessment
findings.

26 Methodology



2.1.5 Self-Efficacy Surveys

Self-efficacy surveys were administered to capture a broad, quantifiable picture of children’s psychosocial
wellbeing and learning outcomes. This component complemented FGDs, KlIs, and storytelling activities by pro-
viding measurable insights into children’s confidence, motivation, and perceived ability to engage in learning
and manage everyday challenges.

302 self-efficacy surveys were conducted with children aged 6-17 attending NRC-supported learning spaces
across the North, East, and South of Ukraine, with geographic coverage in Khersonska, Mykolaivska, Sumska,
Dnipropetrovska, Zaporizka, and Kharkivska oblasts. Surveys were evenly distributed across two age cohorts,
with half administered to children aged 6-11 and half to adolescents aged 12-17, enabling age-disaggregated
analysis.

Oblast No. of Surveys Oblast No. of Surveys

Khersonska 26 Mykolaivska 25
Kharkivska 25 Khersonska 24
Dnipropetrovska 25 Dnipropetrovska 23
Zaporizka 26 Kharkivska 26
Mykolaivska 25 Zaporizka 26
Sumska 26 Sumska 25
TOTAL 153 TOTAL 149
Table 3 List of Surveys Conducted with Children Aged 6-11 Table 4 List of Surveys Conducted with Children Aged 12-17

Self-efficacy surveys were selected as a child-appropriate and non-intrusive method for assessing wellbeing
and learning-related confidence. Rather than exploring potentially distressing experiences, the surveys focused
on children’s own perceptions of their abilities, motivation, and confidence in managing learning tasks. This
strengths-based approach allowed children to reflect on their needs and capacities in a safe and supportive
manner, while minimising the risk of harm or emotional distress. Survey tools were carefully adapted to age,
language, and local context to ensure accessibility for younger children and relevance for adolescents.

A stratified sampling approach was employed to ensure statistical reliability and representation across key
demographic variables. Children were stratified by age group (6-11 and 12-17), gender, displacement status,
and geographiclocation. This approach supported systematic coverage of subgroups within the overall sample,
enabled disaggregation of findings, and facilitated identification of regional and group-specific trends. The
sample size was calculated to meet a 95% confidence level with a +5% margin of error for the defined study
population, allowing for reliable estimation of patterns within the surveyed group. These statistical thresholds
were applied within a structured but context-specific sampling frame, shaped by security constraints, access
considerations, and the study’s focus on locations and schools NRC considers to implement its education pro-
gramming. As a result, while probability principles informed the sample design, the survey was not intended
to produce nationally representative estimates. Instead, findings provide robust, indicative insights into trends,
differences, and relationships among children in the study locations by its proximity to the frontline areas.

Survey data collection was conducted digitally using Kobo Toolbox, supporting secure data storage, confidential-
ity, and timely analysis. Enumerators administering the surveys were trained in child-sensitive and trauma-in-
formed approaches and adhered to strict ethical and safeguarding protocols. Informed consent from parents/
caregivers and assent from children were obtained prior to participation, and surveys were administered in
safe, child-friendly environments that ensured privacy and comfort.

By embedding self-efficacy surveys within a trauma-informed and child-centred framework, the assessment
generated robust quantitative data that strengthened understanding of how children’s wellbeing, self-percep-
tions, and learning outcomes intersect. Survey findings were triangulated with qualitative data from FGDs, KIIs,
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and storytelling activities to inform evidence-based recommendations, supporting NRC in adapting education
and psychosocial support programming to be more responsive, inclusive, and effective for displacement-af-
fected children.
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2.1.6 Storytelling

Storytelling activities were used to capture the perspectives of younger children and marginalised groups whose
experiences are often difficult to elicit through conventional discussion-based approaches. In total, 10 storytell-
ing activities were conducted as part of the assessment. Six sessions were implemented with children aged 6-11
across the six target oblasts, Khersonska, Mykolaivska, Sumska, Dnipropetrovska, Zaporizka, and Kharkivska,
while an additional four storytelling activities were conducted with children with disabilities, including two
sessions with children aged 6-11 and two with adolescents aged 12-17.

Target Group Age Group  No. of Storytelling Location
1 Younger children 6-11
2 Younger children 6-11 Khersonska
Mykolaivska
3 Younger children 6-11 Sumska
8 :
4 Younger children 6-11 Dnipropetrovska
Zaporizka
5 Younger children 6-11 Kharkivska
6 Younger children 6-11
7 Children with disabilities ~ 6-11 Khersonska
12-17 Mykolaivska
Sumska
2 Dnipropetrovska
Zaporizka
Kharkivska

Table 5 List of Storytelling

Storytelling was selected as a child-centred and inclusive method that allows children to express their expe-
riences, emotions, and perspectives through narrative, play, drawing, and other creative techniques, rather
than relying solely on verbal explanation or abstract reasoning. This approach is particularly appropriate for
children aged 6-11, who may have limited capacity to articulate complex links between wellbeing, learning
challenges, and educational disruption in structured group discussions. It is also more accessible for children
with disabilities, whose communication needs and preferences may not be adequately accommodated through
standard FGDs or surveys.

The use of storytelling also reflected ethical and contextual considerations. Given the prevailing safety and
security situation in the target locations, convening FGDs with younger children was found risky, and online
FGDs were assessed as unsuitable due to shorter attention spans and limited engagement. In addition, parents
and caregivers were found reluctant to allow younger children to participate in group discussions. Storytelling,
therefore, provided a safer, more flexible, and age-appropriate alternative that prioritised children’s comfort,
agency, and protection.

Storytelling sessions were designed to create a safe and supportive environment in which children could express
their views on their daily lives, learning experiences, emotional well-being, feelings of safety, and sources of
stress or support. Facilitators used open-ended prompts and creative tools to encourage expression without
directing or influencing children’s responses. Sessions were facilitated by senior researchers with expertise in
child protection, inclusive research practices, and trauma-informed approaches, ensuring that activities were
conducted ethically and sensitively.

The objectives of the storytelling activities were to capture children’s own perspectives on well-being and
learning in ways that respect their developmental stage; provide a meaningful channel for disadvantaged and
marginalised children, including children with disabilities, to share experiences that may otherwise remain
underrepresented; and generate rich qualitative data that complements and deepens insights obtained through
FGDs, KlIs, and self-efficacy surveys. Findings from storytelling activities were triangulated with data from
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parents and caregivers, educators, and institutional stakeholders to build a holistic understanding of children’s
learning and psychosocial needs.

By integrating storytelling into the assessment design, the research team ensured that the voices of younger
children and marginalised groups were included in an ethical, creative, and age-appropriate manner. This
approach strengthened the inclusivity and depth of the assessment and enhanced the validity of findings related
to the relationship between children’s well-being and learning outcomes.

Security and Modality Constraints for FGDs with Children: Due to safety and security risks in several target
locations, FGDs with children were conducted online rather than in person. While in-person engagement is
generally preferable for building rapport, particularly with children, the assessment team adapted the FGD
tools to be child-friendly and interactive in an online format. Sessions incorporated multiple age-appropriate
engagement techniques and digital tools to sustain attention and encourage participation. Senior researchers
and trained youth facilitators closely monitored group dynamics and participant wellbeing throughout the
sessions. Although the online modality may have reduced opportunities to observe non-verbal interaction and
spontaneous peer dynamics, the discussions generated consistent and detailed insights into children’s shared
experiences, perceptions, and priorities.’® The findings derived from FGDs are therefore well suited to informing
programmatic design, prioritisation, and strategic planning, while offering more limited insight into micro-level
interactional behaviours that would require sustained in-person observation.

Challenges in School Identification and Participant Recruitment: During the recruitment phase, the assess-
ment team encountered difficulties accessing accurate contact information for a significant number of schools,
as records within national systems were often outdated or incorrect. To address this, researchers proactively
visited local education departments and schools to obtain updated contact details and to engage directly with
school management. This additional step enabled effective coordination and recruitment of participants, but it
extended the time required for field preparation and may have constrained the pool of schools initially consid-
ered for inclusion. While recruitment constraints may have affected the timeline and resulted in some delays,
the schools in necessary locations as per their proximity to the frontline were included without any issues.
Therefore, findings provide robust indicative insights for programme design across the selected locations and
informative for the programme design, prioritisation, and comparative analysis across these locations.

Limited Access to Some Key Informants: Engaging certain key informants, particularly some of the rep-
resentatives of international and national non-governmental organisations and governmental institutions,
proved challenging due to limited responsiveness. The assessment team conducted multiple follow-ups through
email and phone communication to facilitate participation. When informants remained inaccessible, the team
replaced the informant in close coordination with the NRC Ukraine team. Gaps in key informant participation
may have reduced representation of certain institutional perspectives; however, triangulation with school-
level actors, caregivers, and children ensured that core operational and experiential insights were sufficiently
captured to guide programming decisions.

Despite these limitations, the use of multiple data collection methods and triangulation across KIIs, FGDs, self-ef-
ficacy surveys, storytelling activities, and desk review findings strengthened the overall robustness of the assess-
ment. The mitigation measures applied ensured that key patterns and trends related to children’s wellbeing and
learning outcomes were consistently captured across regions and stakeholder groups.

18 Please note that Scruples’ digital data collection tools previously received approval by the ethics committee of the
Overseas Development Institute (ODI).
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Insights gathered in the field were systematically analysed and translated into the evidence presented in the following section.
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3. Findings

3.1 Children’s Current Engagement with the School

IN-PERSON
LEARNING

Learning Engagement Spectrum

Children’s engagement with schooling during the full-scale invasion remained characterised by persistence
rather than stability. Survey findings, FGDs with adolescents (12-17), and KlIIs with younger children (6-11)
and children with disabilities, consistently showed that most children continued to participate in learning,
yet the depth, continuity, and quality of that engagement varied significantly by age, location, and learn-
ing modality. Engagement was therefore not uniform, but shaped by the interaction between children’s
willingness to learn which is the result of children’s well-being and the structural conditions under which
learning took place.

Taken together, these patterns have direct implications for education programming. They indicate that sustain-
ing enrolment alone is insufficient to ensure meaningful learning, and that programme effectiveness depends
on aligning modality choice, intensity of support, and teaching approaches with children’s emotional readiness
and learning conditions. In practice, these points to the need to prioritise in-person or group-based modalities
where feasible, adapt instructional intensity during periods of disruption, and ensure that teachers have the
capacity and time to support emotional regulation alongside academic instruction. It also highlights the impor-
tance of reducing reliance on household-mediated learning, which can be supported by the UN Agencies, I/
NGOs, and local CSOs through their tailored informal education activities and ensuring that learning recovery
approaches explicitly address confidence, continuity, and relational support rather than content acceleration
alone.
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Perceived confidence

( )
I feel happy and motivated
when I learn new things in school

70% 65%
60%
50%

37%
40% 30% 3204 !
30% 24%
20%

0
10% 3% — 0 3%
0% f—
Strongly agree Agree Neutral Do not agree Do not agree at
much all
M 6-11 years old 12-17 years old

Table 6  Children feeling happy and motivated learning new things in school

Among younger children (6-11), engagement with schooling was strongly and positively anchored in emotional
experience. Survey findings showed that almost all younger children associated learning with positive emo-
tions: 65% strongly agreed and a further 32% agreed that they felt happy and motivated when learning new
things at school, leaving only a small minority expressing uncertainty. These responses indicated children’s
positive relationship with learning, improving their emotional well-being as well.

Meanwhile, older children’s (12-17) engagement with learning remained closely tied to emotional experience
rather than academic self-assessment. Most of the adolescents continued to associate learning with positive
motivation: 67% reported feeling happy and motivated when learning new things at school with 30% strongly
agreed and 37% agreed, showing a positive engagement with learning activities. At the same time, 24% selected
a neutral position, suggesting ambivalence rather than disengagement, while only 9% expressed low agreement.
This distribution indicated that, for most adolescents, learning retained motivational value, even as emotional
and contextual factors increasingly influenced how consistently this motivation translated into active partic-
ipation.

A comprehensive UNICEF-UNESCO study on mental health and psychosocial support in Ukraine’s education
system documented that widespread symptoms of anxiety, stress, sleep disturbance, and emotional exhaustion
among school-aged children, particularly in those frontline areas.’ Prolonged exposure to insecurity directly
impairs attention, memory, and emotional regulation, learning difficulties are closely linked to psychosocial
strain rather than lack of motivation. As a result, UN representatives reported previous techniques not being
sufficient for the improvement of children’s wellbeing as accumulated stress cannot be handles with basic
relaxation and breathing exercises anymore.

Findings showed a similar pattern with adolescents overwhelmingly recognising the mood as a central con-
dition for learning, highlighting that engagement was not only a cognitive process but also an emotional one.
When asked whether learning became easier when they felt positive or in a good mood, 87% of adolescents

19 UNESCO, Mental health and psychosocial support in Ukrainian education - Comprehensive study of the service
system, 22 May 2025, Ukraine. https://reliefweb.int/report/ukraine/mental-health-and-psychosocial-support-ukrainian-educa-
tion-comprehensive-study-service-system-enuk
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directly linked emotional well-being with learning effectiveness with 49% strongly agreed and 38% agreed.
Only 5% expressed disagreement, while 8% selected the neutral midpoint. These FGDs with adolescents across
multiple oblasts provided important context for this pattern. They described remaining enrolled and present
in school but experiencing fluctuating levels of engagement depending on emotional state, fatigue, and stress.
Many explained that when they felt anxious, exhausted, or unsettled, learning felt significantly harder, even if
they wanted to engage. Conversely, when they felt calm or supported, they were more able to concentrate and
participate meaningfully.

“If my head is not calm, I can’t really learn, even if I try.”
(Boy, 12-17 years, FGD, Kharkivska)

Reinforced by the KIIs with teachers and counsellors adolescents’ participation and motivation were strongly
influenced by emotional readiness. Teachers observed that students often appeared attentive and compliant,
but their ability to absorb new material varied significantly depending on mood and stress levels. Several
teachers described spending increasing amounts of time stabilising students emotionally before learning could
effectively begin, particularly after disrupted nights or stressful events.

Importantly, these findings suggested that older children’s engagement with school was not undermined by
a lack of motivation or interest in learning. Instead, engagement became conditional, shaped by emotional
well-being and the broader environment in which learning took place. Adolescents did not disengage from
school; rather, their capacity to benefit from learning fluctuated in response to how safe, calm, and supported
they felt at the time. Supported by the caregivers in Kharkivska? and Zaporizka oblasts?, children often asked
for reassurance when completing tasks and expressed worry about “getting things wrong,” even when they
remained willing to try. In contrast, in Mykolaivska oblast??, particularly in hromadas where in-person schooling
was more consistent during the data collection period, caregivers and teachers reported more stable learning
routines that supported children’s confidence, even when gaps remained.

Among older children (12-17), overall confidence levels were slightly higher, yet FGDs revealed sharper diver-
gence by location. Adolescents in Kharkivska and Zaporizka oblast described remaining present in lessons
while feeling disconnected from academic progress, particularly in cumulative subjects such as mathematics
and physics. In Mykolaivska and Dnipropetrovska? oblasts, adolescents more frequently described being able
to “follow the programme,” which teachers attributed to fewer modality shifts and more predictable schedules.

Stakeholders across oblasts consistently emphasised that reduced confidence reflected structural learning con-
ditions rather than diminished effort. Repeated interruptions and shortened instructional time undermine skill
consolidation, leading children to doubt their academic competence even when engagement remains high.*

“They want to learn, but after so many interruptions they are no longer sure they understand.”
(KII, Counsellor, School, Zaporizka)

This showed that children’s learning confidence was not primarily undermined by lack of motivation, but by
emotional strain and cumulative disruption. Confidence declined as learning gaps widened, particularly in
sequential subjects such as mathematics. Adolescents remained willing to engage, but their ability to benefit
from learning fluctuated with stress and instability. This highlighted the need for learning recovery approaches
that rebuild confidence gradually rather than accelerate content delivery alone. It also pointed to the impor-
tance of combining academic catch-up with emotional regulation and supportive feedback.

Homework and reliance on adult support

Homework functioned as a critical filter determining whether engagement extended beyond attendance, with
clear variation by age and location. Among younger children (6-11), 56% reported that homework was difficult
without help. This challenge was most acute in hromadas located approximately 30-50 km from frontline, in

20 Chuhuivska hromada.

21 Nooleksandrivska and Kushuhumska hromadas.

22 Mykolaivska, Galitsynivska and Voznesenska hromadas.

23 Slavhorods'ka and Verkhivtsevs'ka hromadas.

24 Finn Church Aid, Education Needs Assessment: Chernihiv, Kharkiv, Poltava Regions, November-December 2024,
Ukraine.
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Sumska and Kharkivska oblasts, where 60% of younger children reported difficulty completing homework
independently. Caregiver FGDs in these locations highlighted that intermittent disruptions prevented children
from developing consistent study routines, while not triggering the intensive adaptations observed in chroni-
cally affected frontline hromadas.

Those hromadas close to the frontline in Sumska oblast?, caregivers described spending significant time re-ex-
plaining lessons, often without clear guidance from schools due to shortened or cancelled classes. In contrast,
caregivers in Kharkivska oblast? reported higher expectations from schools for independent homework com-
pletion, which placed additional strain on families when lessons were disrupted.

Among older children (12-17), reliance on adult or external support was reported as 67% highlighting difficulty
in completing homework without help, rising to 75% in the same 30-50 km band to the frontline. Adolescents
in these locations described struggling to manage assignments independently after interrupted classes, while
caregivers reported increased stress and conflict at home as academic demands intensified along with other
responsibilities.

Teachers and education actors noted that online and hybrid modalities effectively transferred instructional
responsibility to households, a dynamic that disproportionately affected families with limited time, digital
access, or subject knowledge. According to Finn Church Aid, prolonged reliance on home-based support risks
entrenching inequalities in learning outcomes, particularly for children in unstable learning environments.?’

This demonstrated that homework increasingly determined whether learning extended beyond attendance.
Disrupted instruction and modality shifts transferred learning responsibility from schools to households. This
amplified inequities for families with limited time, capacity, or resources, especially in frontline-adjacent hro-
madas. These findings pointed to the need to reduce homework burden during disruption periods. They also
highlighted the importance of clearer guidance and structured catch-up support that does not rely heavily on
caregiver mediation.

Peer and teacher interaction

Peer and teacher interaction played a critical role in shaping whether children’s engagement translated into
meaningful participation, particularly for older children (12-17). Survey findings showed that while a majority
of younger children (6-11) reported receiving help from friends when they did not understand something (74%),
this support was less consistent among older children, where only 63% reported similar peer assistance. This
decline was especially evident in those locations close to the frontline, highlighting how repeated interruptions
and modality shifts reduced informal peer exchange.

Children in these locations described online and hybrid learning as limiting spontaneous interaction across
oblasts, with lessons becoming more individualised and task focused. Older children noted that when learn-
ing moved online or alternated frequently between formats, asking peers for help felt more difficult or less
immediate, increasing isolation for those who struggled academically. Caregivers reinforced this observation,
particularly for adolescents, noting that children were less likely to discuss schoolwork with classmates outside
formal lesson time.

Teachers and school administrators across Kharkivska, Zaporizka, and Chernihivska oblasts explained that
hybrid classrooms instructional delivery by requiring teachers to simultaneously manage in-person and remote
learning, resulting in fragmented instructional attention and reduced capacity for real-time monitoring of
student engagement and comprehension. This modality limited opportunities for timely clarification, peer
interaction, and collective problem-solving, which are particularly critical for older students facing increased
curricular complexity and cumulative learning demands. This reduced opportunities for clarification and col-
lective problem-solving, which are especially important for older students facing cumulative learning demands.

25 Okhtyrska and Konotopska hromadas.

26 Chuhuivska hromada.

27 Finn Church Aid, Education Needs Assessment: Chernihiv, Kharkiv, Poltava Regions, November-December 2024,
Ukraine.
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According to the Kyiv School of Economics (KSE), reduced interaction in mixed-modality learning environ-
ments is associated with weaker engagement and lower perceived academic support, particularly among older
pupils.?®

“When lessons are online, children stop helping each other the way they used to.”
(KII, Teacher, School, Kharkivska)

This showed that peer interaction and teacher availability were central to meaningful engagement, particularly
for older children. Online and hybrid modalities reduced informal peer exchange and constrained teachers’
ability to monitor understanding. As a result, learning difficulties were more likely to go unnoticed or unre-
solved. This underscored the value of prioritising interactive learning environments where peer support and
timely feedback were possible. It also pointed to the need to support teachers in managing engagement across
modalities.

Modality and subject prioritisation

Learning modality consistently shaped the depth of children’s engagement across all assessed oblasts. Offline
learning was described by children, caregivers, and stakeholders as the most supportive format for sustained
engagement, particularly reported in Mykolaivska and Dnipropetrovska oblasts?, where schooling was more
stable compared to other study locations close to the frontline. In these locations, children reported clearer
explanations, easier opportunities to ask questions, and stronger relational connection with teachers, all of
which supported active participation.

“At school, you understand faster because you can ask right away.”
(Girl, 12-17 years, FGD, Mykolaivska)

According to all interviewed teachers, school counsellors and those I/NGOs representatives, learning modality
has been a decisive factor shaping the quality of and engagement with the education for children. While access
to education has largely been maintained, stakeholders stress that how learning is delivered fundamentally
determines whether engagement is meaningful or merely procedural. Among these stakeholders, there was a
strong consensus that offline, in-person learning, even when conducted in shelters, supports higher engagement
than fully online provision. According to 83% of I/NGO representative and teachers, physical presence allows
for emotional atonement, immediate feedback, and relational connection, which are critical for sustaining
engagement under conditions of stress.

“When children are physically present, you can see immediately when they are lost, scared, or
tired, and you can react.”

(KII, Education Project Manager, INGO, Dnipro)

(KII, Counsellor, School, Mykolaivska)

Fully online learning was reported to be the one with the lowest engagement and learning outcomes. Teachers
described that students remained logged in while disengaging cognitively, keeping cameras off, multitasking,
or treating lessons as background noise. Several teachers characterised online attendance as symbolic rather
than substantive. Furthermore, according to I/NGOs representatives, particularly in the frontline areas, online
learning often functions as a mechanism for maintaining administrative contact rather than facilitating learn-
ing, particularly when connectivity is unstable and children are emotionally overwhelmed.

“They are online, but they are not with you.”
(KII, Education Project Manager, INGO, Dnipro)

These findings are support by VoxUkraine, estimating that that air-raid alerts result in the loss of approximately
10-20 full school days per academic year in heavily affected regions, with eastern and southern oblasts expe-
riencing the highest disruption.®® Rather than complete school closure, these repeated alerts fragment lessons,

28 Kyiv School of Economics, Perceptions by Pupils of Grades 4-7 of the Educational Process, September 2025, Ukraine.
29 Lavhorods'ka and Verkhivtsevs'’ka hromadas.
30 VoxUkraine, Lost Lessons Due to Air Raid Alerts: How Many — and What Can Be Done?, 17 April 2025, Ukraine.

https://voxukraine.org/en/lost-lessons-due-to-air-raid-alerts-how-many-and-what-can-be-done
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shorten instructional periods, and undermine continuity, reinforcing patterns of learning disruption described
by children and teachers across the assessed locations.3!

Children in Kharkivska, Sumska, and Zaporizka oblasts described online learning as requiring high levels
of self-regulation, which many found difficult to sustain over time. FGDs with children in Kharkiv indicated
that online lessons often resulted in passive participation, with children remaining logged in but struggling to
maintain attention, particularly during longer sessions or after interruptions. Caregivers confirmed that online
learning increased dependence on adult mediation, especially for younger children, and amplified fatigue for
older children.

Shelter-based learning emerged as an intermediate modality. Children in Khersonska®? and Zaporizka oblasts
described learning together in shelters as more engaging than online formats due to physical co-presence and
peer contact. At the same time, caregivers, teachers and counsellors across oblasts noted that environmental
conditions, noise, crowding, limited space, and poor ventilation, reduced concentration and increased irritabil-
ity, limiting sustained engagement. Despite these constraints, shelter-based learning is consistently described as
preferable to fully online learning, primarily because it restores human interaction and peer presence.

This demonstrated that learning modality strongly shaped engagement depth and comprehension. In-person
and shelter-based learning supported relational connection and immediate clarification, even under con-
strained conditions. Fully online learning, combined with repeated interruptions, fragmented instructional
time and reduced effective participation. These findings reinforced that access alone was insufficient to ensure
learning. They pointed to the need to prioritise safe in-person provision where possible and adapt instruction
for cognitively demanding subjects during disruption.

Engagement of children with disabilities

For children with disabilities, engagement was shaped by a pronounced gap between formal access to schooling
and meaningful participation. Barriers to meaningful participation for children with disabilities were con-
sistently identified as frequent disruptions and alarms, instability of learning routines, limited availability of
individualised and adapted support, reduced opportunities for one-to-one attention, heavy reliance on car-
egiver mediation, and the constraints of learning modalities, particularly shelter-based and online learning,
that are poorly adapted to children’s needs. These barriers interacted cumulatively, making engagement sen-
sitive to even minor disruptions and undermining learning continuity despite formal enrolment. Teachers in
Kharkivska, Zaporizka, and Khersonska oblasts consistently reported that frequent alarms and continuation
of the classes in shelters rapidly undermined learning readiness for these children. Caregivers and teachers
explained that disruptions were particularly destabilising for children with disabilities because changes in
routine, transitions to shelters, and shortened lessons often led to distress, loss of focus, or withdrawal from
learning activities. Caregivers described how even short disruptions could negate an entire day’s learning,
making engagement fragile.

The, heightened insecurity has exacerbated pre-existing barriers by disrupting educational routines and limit-
ing access to specialised and inclusive support services. An INGO representative which provides children with
disabilities with informal education services noted that even minor instability disproportionately affects their
engagement in education. Across FGDs with caregivers and KIIs with teachers, counsellors, inclusive education
specialists, and representatives of /NGOs and UN Agencies repeatedly highlighted the loss or inconsistency of
individualised support, reduced time for one-to-one attention, and the absence of adapted approaches during
emergency or shelter-based learning as key barriers to sustained participation. School teachers further cau-
tioned that reduced participation is often misattributed to children’s capacity or motivation, when in reality it
reflects systemic failures to adapt learning environments under crisis conditions.

31 Ibid.
32 Dariivska and Novovorontsovska

38 Findings



As emphasised by an inclusive education specialist working for local authorities, children with disabilities
remain meaningfully engaged in schooling only insofar as education systems adapt to their needs. Where indi-
vidualised support, predictable routines, and inclusive practices are in place, engagement is sustained; where
these conditions are absent, participation becomes superficial and unsustainable. Informants stressed that
when schools were unable to maintain predictable structures or provide tailored support due to insecurity,
children with disabilities were often present in class but unable to engage meaningfully. This underscored the
urgent need to strengthen inclusive education responses in crisis-affected settings.

Online learning was identified as particularly more challenging for children with disabilities. FGDs with car-
egivers of children with disabilities highlighted that their children’s participation in online classes depended on
continuous adult mediation, including helping them remain focused, repeating or clarifying teachers’ instruc-
tions, supporting transitions between tasks, and assisting with emotional regulation during lessons. Caregivers
explained that without this level of direct, ongoing support, their children with disabilities often disengaged,
became overwhelmed, or were unable to follow lessons, making learning fragile and inconsistent. Many car-
egivers emphasised that sustaining this level of support was difficult over time, particularly in contexts of
insecurity, displacement, or household stress. Also, in Khersonska and Zaporizka oblasts, caregivers reported
limited access to specialised services and assistive resources, further constraining children’s engagement. Sup-
ported by the interviewed teachers in Kharkiv, online format shifting the responsibility almost entirely onto
families increased the responsibility of caregivers significantly. Particularly those with children with disabilities
experienced challenges the most.

According to teachers, while younger children with disabilities sometimes received more targeted support in
early grades, assistance tended to decrease as children grew older, while academic expectations increased.
This imbalance was reported to heighten disengagement risks for adolescents with disabilities, particularly
in unstable learning environments. This reduction in support, combined with more complex curricula, was
reported to heighten disengagement risks for adolescents with disabilities, particularly in unstable and fre-
quently disrupted learning environments.

KIIs with teachers further confirmed that these challenges were particularly pronounced for children with
disabilities, noting that online learning limited their ability to provide individualised attention, adapt pacing
or instruction in real time, and monitor understanding or engagement. Teachers described how when students
with disabilities struggled during online lessons, there were few practical options to intervene, especially when
cameras were turned off or connectivity was unstable. Teachers in Kharkivska oblast additionally noted that
online learning shifted responsibilities typically held by teachers or learning assistants onto caregivers, increas-
ing caregiver burden and deepening inequalities in children’s ability to participate meaningfully.

Despite these challenges, national administrative data indicated that nclusive education has continued to
expand in Ukraine. According to the Ministry of Education and Science of Ukraine, as of 1 January 2025, 47,610
children with special educational needs (SEN) were enrolled in inclusive classes within general secondary
education, supported by 33,397 inclusive classes nationwide. An additional 15,297 children with SEN were
enrolled in 7,658 inclusive preschool groups, alongside the operation of 700 Inclusive Resource Centres across
the country.®® While these figures demonstrate sustained progress in formal access to inclusive education, the
findings above illustrate that enrolment alone does not ensure meaningful participation or learning continuity
for children with disabilities.

This showed that for children with disabilities, engagement remained highly fragile under crisis conditions.
Formal enrolment did not ensure meaningful participation when routines were disrupted and support was
inconsistent. Learning modalities that lacked adaptation placed disproportionate responsibility on caregivers.
These findings highlighted the need to strengthen inclusive education responses during emergencies. They also
underscored the importance of predictable routines, individualised support, and continuity of adaptations as
academic demands increased with age.

33 Ministry of Education and Science of Ukraine, “Statistical Data on Inclusive Education,” Operational data as of 1
January 2025, Kyiv, Ukraine. https://mon.gov.ua/osvita-2/inklyuzivne-navchannya/statistichni-dani
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3.2 Children's Well-being as a Foundation for
Learning Outcomes and School Engagement

Confidence to Engage

@ Wellbeing Stabilisation |—

I— Ability to Concentrate I—

Learning Recovery Begins with Emotional Regulation

Learning Retention

Children’s emotional and psychosocial well-being shapes their readiness to engage with learning and benefit
from education. According to the study findings, emotional regulation, perceived safety, and physical restora-
tion consistently emerged as foundational conditions for attention, comprehension, and persistence in learning.
These findings have direct implications for education programming and the integration of psychosocial support:
learning recovery depends first on children’s ability to regulate emotions and attention, making emotional
regulation, sense of safety, and sleep-related fatigue the most immediate wellbeing dimensions to prioritise
within education responses. Programmes that focus on curriculum coverage without stabilising these foun-
dational conditions are unlikely to achieve sustained learning gains. In practice, this underscores the need for
education interventions that integrate structured psychosocial support into daily learning routines, prioritise
predictable schedules and emotionally supportive classroom practices, and equip teachers to recognise and
respond to emotional dysregulation as a barrier to learning readiness. However, the findings also suggest that
brief or low-intensity psychosocial techniques alone are increasingly insufficient in the face of chronic stress
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and prolonged anxiety, underscoring the need for organisations to strengthen and adapt psychosocial activities
and approaches so that they meaningfully support children’s regulation, recovery, and sustained engagement
over time.

Well-being as the foundation of education

Children’s emotional and psychosocial well-being emerged as a primary condition shaping their ability to
engage with learning on any given day. Survey findings, FGDs, Klls, and desk review evidence consistently
showed that children’s capacity to listen, concentrate, understand instruction, and persist with learning tasks
was directly mediated by emotional state, sleep quality, and cumulative exhaustion. Learning difficulties were
therefore not primarily academic in origin but reflected children’s capacity to regulate emotions and attention
under sustained stress.

( )
When I feel sad, nervous, or anxious,
it is difficult to pay attention in class
60%
50%
50% 42%
40% 37% 350,
30%
20% 15%
10% 5% 6% 6%
Y = 3% 0%
0% —
Strongly agree Agree Neutral Do not agree Do not agree at
much all
M 6-11 years old 12-17 years old
& J

Table 7  Children’s attention span when they feel sad, nervous or anxious

A child quietly concentrates on her drawing, immersed in a of focused and Créigaming.,
*%
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Among younger children (6-11), the link between emotional state and learning readiness was almost same
across locations. Survey data showed that 97% agreed that when they felt happy, learning became easier, and
the same proportion reported feeling happy and excited when learning new things at school. At the same time,
emotional distress created immediate learning barriers: 92% reported difficulty listening in class when feeling
sad, nervous, or anxious, and 83% reported difficulty understanding the teacher when worried. These patterns
were consistently reflected in KIIs with younger children across oblasts, where children described learning as
becoming “hard” on days when they felt worried, scared, or emotionally unsettled, even when lessons contin-
ued as planned.

According to KIIs, younger children experienced well-being as situational and externally shaped. Emotional
shifts were frequently triggered by air raid alerts, changes in routine, a teacher’s tone, tension at home, or con-
fusion during lessons. Because emotional regulation skills were still developing, children relied heavily on adult
support to calm down and re-engage. Where caregivers and teachers provided reassurance and predictability,
emotional dips were often temporary. Where such support was limited, disengagement could persist across the
school day. This was supported by the Save the Children’s Education Needs Assessment conducted in Mykolaiv,
younger children’slearning in conflict-affected contexts is particularly sensitive to emotional safety and routine
stability, as distress directly disrupts attention and memory formation.

“When I'm happy, I understand faster. When I’'m worried, everything is hard.”
(Girl, 6-12 years, KII, Kharkivska)

When I feel positive or in a good mood,
it is easier for me to learn
60%
49%

50%

40% 38%

30%

20%

10% il

0% ] I
High Easy Easy Neutral Difficult Highly Difficult

Table 8 Children’s learning when they feel positive or in a good mood

Among older children (12-17), emotional well-being influenced learning through more cumulative and less
visible mechanisms. Survey findings showed that while positive emotional states supported learning for most
adolescents, it was less impacting than younger children: 87% agreed that when they feltin a good mood it was
easier to learn, while only 8% responded neutrally. At the same time, emotional distress disrupted learning in
real time for a substantial proportion: 65% reported difficulty paying attention or understanding the teacher
when feeling worried, sad, or anxious. FGDs with adolescents in Zaporizka and Kharkivska oblasts suggested
that emotional strain was often experienced as chronic rather than acute, resulting in emotional fatigue and
reduced cognitive bandwidth rather than overt distress.

34 Save the Children, Education Needs Assessment Report: Mykolaiv City, April 2023, Ukraine.
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Survey statement Age group 1-30 km 30-50 km 50+ km

6-11 92% 94% 96%
When | feel in a good mood, learning feels easier

12-17 85% 86% 90%
When | feel worried, sad, or anxious, | find it difficult to 6-11 95% 1% 0%
pay attention in class 12-17 65% 60% 55%
When | feel worried, sad, or anxious, | find it difficult to 6-11 88% 83% 80%
understand the teacher 12-17 70% 63% 55%

Table 9  Matrix on the children’s wellbeing and learning by proximity to the frontline

Frontline proximity intensified these dynamics across both age groups. Among younger children living 1-30
km from the frontline, 95% reported difficulty listening in class when distressed, compared to 90-91% further
from 30 kms distance. Difficulty understanding the teacher when worried reached 88% in this group. Among
adolescents, the share reporting that worry made it difficult to understand the teacher reached 70% in the same
distance band, compared to 55% in locations 50+ km away. These gradients indicated that emotional strain
translated directly into learning disruption, even when schooling continued. Similarly, children in frontline
and second-line oblasts consistently experience heightened anxiety and reduced emotional recovery, limiting
their readiness to engage cognitively by the Zelenska Foundation.*

This demonstrated that children’s emotional and psychosocial well-being functioned as a foundational con-
dition for learning, directly shaping attention, comprehension, and persistence across age groups. Learning
difficulties were therefore primarily driven by emotional strain, sleep disruption, and cumulative exhaustion
rather than academic capacity alone, with frontline proximity intensifying these effects. Younger children’s
engagement was especially sensitive to immediate emotional safety and adult reassurance, while adolescents
experienced more chronic emotional fatigue that reduced cognitive bandwidth over time. These patterns indi-
cated that learning recovery efforts that focus only on curriculum coverage risk missing the primary barriers to
engagement. An education approach that prioritises emotional regulation, predictable routines, and integrated
psychosocial support as prerequisites for effective learning and recovery.

Impact of a good night sleep

Sleep emerged as one of the most decisive yet least visible determinants of children’s well-being and learning
capacity. Among younger children, 98% reported that when they slept well, learning and school became easier.
Caregivers and teachers linked disrupted sleep to irritability, reduced concentration, and emotional volatility,
particularly following nights with frequent air raid alerts. Younger children were described as especially sensi-
tive to night-time disruptions, often waking frightened and struggling to re-regulate emotionally the following
day.

“Children sleep, but they don’t rest.”
(KII, School Psychologist, Khersonska)

Similar findings were found for those older children (12-17) as well. More than 82% agreed that sufficient sleep
made school easier, and 84% reported that sleeping properly was important for understanding and perfor-
mance that day. Neutral responses were markedly lower for sleep-related items than for mood-related items,
suggesting that adolescents perceived sleep as a practical precondition for learning rather than an abstract
well-being concept across oblasts. FGDs with older children in Khersonska, Kharkivska and Sumska oblasts
described chronic hypervigilance at night, resulting in cumulative exhaustion rather than episodic tiredness.
Supported by school counsellors, children in both age groups across these frontline regions experience contin-
uous hypervigilance, where even periods of relative calm fail to produce restorative rest. Night-time shelling,
drone activity, and air raid alerts are reported to fragment sleep cycles, leaving children fatigued before the
school day begins. These prolonged sleeping disruptions in frontline areas were found significantly undermin-
ing the attention, working memory, and emotional regulation during the school day as per Save the Children.3¢

35 Olena Zelenska Foundation, Index of the Future: Professional expectations and development of adolescents in
Ukraine, 2024, Ukraine.
36 Save the Children, Education Needs Assessment Report: Mykolaiv City, April 2023, Ukraine.
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“You sleep, but not really. Your head is always on.”
(Boy, 16 years old, FGD, Kharkivska)

Teachers and counsellors working in frontline schools explained that children’s nervous systems remain ori-
ented toward survival, constraining attention span, memory consolidation, and curiosity, core foundations of
meaningful learning. As one psychologist noted, “When a child is in survival mode, learning becomes secondary.
You can teach, but the brain is protecting itself first” (KII, Counsellor, School, Zaporizka).

Younger children were described as particularly vulnerable to the immediate effects of sleep disruption. Accord-
ing to school counsellors, insufficient rest manifested in emotional volatility, tearfulness, anxiety, reduced toler-
ance and aggression in some cases, all of which interfere with learning readiness and outcomes. Verified by the
teachers, this cumulative sleep deprivation directly undermined children’s attention, memory, and emotional
control. Teachers describe students struggling to stay focused, becoming irritable, or disengaging rapidly during
lessons, particularly in cognitively demanding subjects.

“After a bad night, small children cannot regulate themselves at all.”
(KII, Counselor, School, Mykolaivska)

Among younger children, girls were more likely than boys to report difficulty listening or understanding instruc-
tion when anxious or worried. Findings suggested that girls more often internalised distress, while boys more
frequently expressed emotional strain through irritability or disengagement. According to War Child, such
gendered coping patterns reflect socialisation and expectation rather than inherent differences in emotional
sensitivity.%’

Meanwhile, among adolescents, counsellors observed a different pattern. Teenagers often attempt to compen-
sate for disrupted nights by studying late or staying connected to lessons despite exhaustion. School leaders
note that this results in chronic fatigue rather than recovery, with cumulative effects on motivation and mental
health. In heavily affected areas further reported that prolonged exposure to insecurity has generated delayed
and cumulative patterns of disengagement, particularly among adolescents. While these older children initially
demonstrated resilience and sustained participation, counsellors observe a gradual erosion of motivation, ini-
tiative, and emotional presence over time, described not as resistance but as emotional withdrawal. Frontline
proximity further shaped how children prioritise their engagement, with INGO representatives noting that
students in highly insecure contexts increasingly narrow their focus to what they perceive as strictly neces-
sary, passing exams or meeting minimum requirements, while disengaging from broader learning processes.
This disengagement was interpreted not as disengagement by choice, but as a rational coping strategy under
sustained crisis conditions, as per some informants.

Across all age groups and locations, physical well-being and exhaustion further constrained learning readiness.
94% of younger children (6-11) overwhelmingly reported that homework became harder when they did not
feel well, while 78.5% of adolescents reported the same. Stakeholders linked physical discomfort to cumulative
fatigue, stress-related somatic symptoms, and prolonged screen exposure in online learning. At the same time,
reduced energy levels function as a critical intermediary between chronic stress and declining educational
engagement among children and adolescents.®

Children’s emotional and psychosocial well-being, shaped by anxiety, worry, sleep disruption, and exhaustion,
operated as a direct gatekeeper of learning. Children’s difficulties in school were therefore not primarily indic-
ative of disengagement or lack of motivation, but reflected their capacity to regulate attention and emotions
under sustained insecurity. Addressing learning outcomes in such contexts requires recognising well-being as
an integral component of educational participation rather than a parallel or secondary concern.

Sleep functioned as a critical and often overlooked foundation for children’s learning readiness, directly shap-
ing attention, emotional regulation, and cognitive capacity across age groups. Night-time insecurity and chronic

37 War Child, Invisible at the Frontline: Disability and Childhood in Wartime Ukraine - Needs and Barriers Faced by
Children with Disabilities and their Families in War-affected Communities of Ukraine, April 2025, Ukraine. https://reliefweb.
int/report/ukraine/invisible-frontline-disability-and-childhood-wartime-ukraine-needs-and-barriers-faced-children-

disabilities-and-their-families-war-affected-communities-ukraine-april-2025-enuk
38 Olena Zelenska Foundation, Index of the Future: Professional expectations and development of adolescents in
Ukraine, 2024, Ukraine.
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hypervigilance fragmented rest, leaving children fatigued before the school day began and limiting their ability
to engage meaningfully, even when schooling continued. Younger children were particularly vulnerable to
immediate emotional dysregulation following poor sleep, while adolescents experienced cumulative exhaustion
that gradually eroded motivation and emotional presence. It also showed that learning difficulties are closely
linked to physiological stress and survival-oriented responses rather than disengagement or lack of effort.
Therefore, integration of PSS into education programs was found highly crucial.

Subject-specific engagement, confidence, and learning strain

Children’s emotional and psychosocial well-being translated into clearly differentiated patterns of confidence
across subjects, with mathematics emerging as a consistent point of vulnerability from an early age and intensi-
fying during adolescence. Survey findings showed that while many children reported some level of confidence
in both reading and mathematics, the strength and stability of that confidence varied substantially by subject
and age group, reflecting different cognitive demands and sensitivities to disruption.

This pattern aligns with broader evidence from Ukraine indicating that subjects requiring sequential learning
and continuous scaffolding, such as mathematics, are more vulnerable to interruption, fragmented attend-
ance, and reduced instructional clarity in crisis contexts.? During the periods of remote and hybrid schooling,
learners were more likely to maintain engagement with language-based subjects than with cumulative STEM
subjects, particularly where instructional continuity was compromised.*

I believe I am good at reading

50%
45%
40% 34%3 6%
35%
30%
25%
20%
15%

10% 7%
4%
0%
3

2 1 0

45%440

14%14%

M 6-11 years old 12-17 years old

Table 10 Children feeling confident in reading

Among younger children (6-11), confidence in reading was relatively strong and consolidated. Almost half
of children (45%) strongly agreed that they were good at reading, while a further 34% agreed, indicating that
reading skills were generally perceived as secure. However, one in five children (22%) reported low or no
confidence, signalling early pockets of vulnerability. KIIs with children in Kharkivska and Sumska oblasts
suggested that reading was perceived as more forgiving of interruptions, allowing children to re-engage even
after missed lessons.

39 EdTech Hub, Resilient by Design: Ukraine’s EdTech Emergency Response, 2025, Ukraine. https://doi.org/10.53832/
edtechhub.1122
40 Ibid.
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“In math and physics, if you miss one step, everything collapses.
Many children simply cannot follow anymore.”
(KII, Teacher, School, Dnipropetrovska)

Similar patterns were reported by the older children (12-17) as well. Among those, the survey data revealed a
sharply polarised confidence profile between reading and mathematics. Confidence in reading was relatively
strong: 44% of adolescents strongly agreed that they were good at reading, and a further 36% agreed, meaning
that 80% expressed positive confidence. Only 6% expressed low or no confidence (responses 0-2), while 14%
selected a neutral position, suggesting uncertainty rather than disengagement. This distribution indicated that
reading skills remained a relatively secure for most adolescents, even under prolonged disruption.

Although both children aged 6-11 and 12-17 reported having higher confidence in reading, language-related
classes, including Ukrainian language and literature, were also described as challenging, particularly in online
settings where reading-heavy instruction dominates as per teachers across locations. Teachers noted that
reduced reading fluency, vocabulary gaps, and diminished attention span undermine engagement, especially
among adolescents. Interestingly, English was often described as retaining higher engagement level by teachers
as well, giving the sense of brighter future as a possibility.

»

“English still gives them a sense that the future exists.
(K11, School Leader, Mykolaivska)

I believe I am good at mathematics
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Table 11 Children feeling confident in mathematics

By contrast, confidence in mathematics among younger children was noticeably more fragile. Only 34% strongly
agreed that they were good at maths, while a larger proportion (44%) expressed more tentative confidence by
agreeing rather than strongly. At the same time, 23% reported low or no confidence in mathematics. This has
shown that mathematics is perceived more challenging, starting from the younger ages. Over the years, this has
shown an increasing trend. KIIs with younger children illustrated how missed explanations and interruptions
quickly undermined confidence in maths, where children felt they needed to understand “everything in order”
to continue.

“If I miss one step, then I don’t know what to do next.”
(Boy, 12-17 years, FGD, Sumska)
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Confidence in math showed decreasing trend compared to reading for those older children as well. Only 17%
of adolescents strongly agreed that they were good at mathematics, and 20% agreed, meaning that just 37%
expressed positive confidence overall. At the same time, 31% expressed low confidence (responses 0-2), and
32% selected the neutral midpoint, indicating widespread uncertainty. This pattern showed that for many
adolescents, mathematics had become a domain of ambiguity, hesitation, or insecurity rather than confidence.
Also, children generally disengage with these subjects once they fear of catching up, which often manifests as
silence, avoidance, or emotional withdrawal rather than behavioural disruption. School counsellors noted that
repeated experiences of confusion and perceived failure contribute to anxiety and self-doubt, further reducing
children’s willingness to engage.

FGDs with adolescents in Kharkivska and Zaporizka oblasts provided critical context for this distribution.
Adolescents consistently described mathematics as difficult to catch up independently after missed lessons,
particularly because concepts build sequentially and mistakes feel highly visible. Neutral responses were often
explained not as indifference, but as uncertainty, students attended classes but were unsure whether they
“really understood” the material. Reading, by contrast, was described as more forgiving of interruptions, allow-
ing adolescents to re-engage even when concentration fluctuated.

Caregivers reinforced this interpretation, noting that adolescents were more likely to avoid mathematics home-
work or delay starting it, while approaching reading tasks with greater confidence. Teachers and school counsel-
lors explained that mathematics was more sensitive to emotional strain, fatigue, and fear of failure, particularly
in online or hybrid settings where immediate clarification was limited. Prolonged stress and disrupted learning
conditions disproportionately undermine confidence in cumulative subjects such as mathematics, while read-
ing skills show greater resilience over time.

This demonstrated that learning strain and declining confidence were unevenly distributed across subjects,
with cumulative subjects such as mathematics emerging as a consistent point of vulnerability from an early
age and intensifying during adolescence. Confidence in mathematics eroded more rapidly under disruption
because missed steps, limited clarification, and fear of failure accumulated over time, while reading remained
more resilient to interruption. Emotional strain and fatigue further amplified these subject-specific differences,
particularly in online and hybrid modalities where immediate support was limited. As a result, disengagement
in mathematics often manifested as avoidance and uncertainty rather than overt resistance or lack of effort.
These patterns pointed to the need for targeted, confidence-building support in cumulative subjects, paced
instruction, and learning recovery approaches that explicitly address fear of failure alongside academic gaps.
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3.3 Support Systems and Coping Mechanisms

Children’s capacity to cope with prolonged disruption, insecurity, and learning-related stress was shaped pri-
marily by their coping mechanisms. Across age groups, findings showed that children relied on a combination
of play and creative activities, family and peer relationships, and teachers support to regulate emotions, restore
focus, and sustain engagement with schooling. These support systems functioned as critical protective factors,
buffering the effects of anxiety, fatigue, and disrupted routines. At the same time, the findings showed that
repeated disruptions to schooling increased children’s reliance on household-level support, particularly for
emotional regulation, maintaining attention, and completing learning tasks outside formal instruction.

Although household support had improved children’s ability to “cope with school,” it could not replace struc-
tured instruction, timely feedback, and targeted support, particularly for younger children, children with dis-
abilities, and adolescents struggling in cumulative subjects. Where schooling shifted online or became highly
interrupted, the burden of maintaining attention, explaining content, and regulating distress was repeatedly
transferred to caregivers, effectively making learning contingent on household capacity. Therefore, activities
thatreduce dependence on caregiver mediation, such as structured catch-up and small-group learning support
(including homework support sessions), clearer teacher-to-home communication on expectations during dis-
ruption periods, and the provision of guided learning materials that children could use more independently
should be considered under NRC’s education programming, along with the UN Agencies, other I/NGOs, and
CSOs. It also highlighted the value of integrating classroom-based psychosocial support approaches that engage
teachers and caregivers in predictable routines and child-regulation strategies, rather than expecting families
to carry these functions alone. At the same time, several constraints fell beyond what UN Agencies, I/NGOs, and
CSOs could deliver through project-level activities alone. The findings, therefore, also lent weight to advocacy
with education authorities and partners on measures that reduced structural transfer of responsibility to house-
holds, including realistic workload and homework expectations during disruption, strengthened availability of
school-based support services (counselling and inclusive support), and continued investment in safe learning
infrastructure that enabled more consistent in-person or group-based learning.

Referral & Targeted Support
Structured Activities & Routine

Teacher Guidance & Relationships

Peer Interaction & Belonging

Safe Learning Environment

Layers of Support for Children’s Coping and Engagement
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Play, creative activities, and structured “fun” as emotional regulation and learning enablers

'a )
Taking part in activities such as sports, music,
arts, or clubs helps me feel and learn better
70% 65%
60%
50%
40% 29% 31% 28% 31%
30%
20%
10% 4% S S
0% -
Strongly agree Agree Neutral Do not agree Do not agree at
much all
M 6-11 years old 12-17 years old

Table 12 Children feeing and learning better after activities

Play and creative activities emerged as one of the most consistently effective coping mechanisms for children
across both age groups, functioning as a primary means of emotional regulation and a gateway back into learn-
ing. Survey findings among younger children (6-11) showed significantly high endorsement of play-based cop-
ing: 96% reported that playing, drawing, or engaging in fun activities helped them feel better, 95% reported an
improvement in mood, and 92% agreed that learning became easier after participating in such activities. These
exceptionally high levels indicate that, for younger children, play was not an auxiliary activity but a central
mechanism through which emotional balance and learning readiness were restored. These exceptionally high
levels indicate that, for younger children, play was not an auxiliary activity but a central mechanism through
which emotional balance and learning readiness were restored.*

»

“If a child starts drawing or acting again, learning can follow.
(KII, Representative, INGO, Dnipro)

Among adolescents (12-17), endorsement remained strong as well with some differences, reflecting devel-
opmental differences and higher emotional load. 61% agreed that activities such as sports, music, arts, or
clubs helped them feel and learn better. The larger share of neutral responses among adolescents, particularly
regarding whether learning became easier, suggested that while activities reliably improved emotional state,
their translation into academic ease was more conditional, shaped by stress levels, activity quality, and regular-
ity, compared to the younger children. The larger share of neutral responses among adolescents, particularly
regarding whether learning became easier, suggested that while activities reliably improved emotional state,
their translation into academic ease was more conditional, shaped by stress levels, activity quality, and regu-
larity, compared to the younger children.*

41 UNICEF, Child-Friendly Spaces in Emergencies, 2020, Global; War Child, Healing Classrooms, 2021, Global.
42 INEE, Psychosocial Support and Social and Emotional Learning in Emergencies, 2022, Global.
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After participating in fun activities,
I feel better in mood
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Table 13 Perceived impact of play on emotional wellbeing among children aged 6-11, by distance from the
frontline -45

Frontline proximity significantly shaped the intensity of these effects rather than overall access. Among younger
children, the proportion who strongly agreed that play helped them feel better was lowest in areas 1-30 km
from the frontline (63%), compared to 68% in 30-50 km areas and 74% in locations 50+ km away. This pattern
suggests that while playful and recreational activities remain available and valued, their capacity to improve
children’s mood is more limited in contexts of constant exposure to attacks and security threats. For children
living close to the frontline, repeated alarms, shelling, and uncertainty act as continuous emotional triggers,
making it more difficult for them to experience sustained emotional relief, even when engaging in supportive
activities. According to UN representatives, activities that previously helped children feel better are now less
effective for those in high-exposure areas, as prolonged and cumulative stress has led to more entrenched emo-
tional distress and, in some cases, more severe psychosocial difficulties. As a result, although children continue
to participate in and benefit from play-based activities, improvements in mood are harder to achieve and less
pronounced among those facing chronic insecurity.
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After participating in fun activities,
I feel learning becomes easier
100% 88% 91% 94%
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Table 14 Perceived impact of play on learning among children aged 6-11, by distance from the frontline

A similar gradient appeared in perceptions that learning became easier after play, with agreement lowest near
the frontline (88%) and highest further away (94%). This pattern indicated that chronic stress did not negate
the value of play, but dampened children’s ability to fully emotionally recover through it. Similar to the factors
described above in relation to children’s wellbeing, persistent exposure to insecurity also appears to constrain
the extent to which play-based activities translate into improved learning experiences. For children living close
to the frontline, ongoing stress and repeated disruption reduce their capacity to concentrate, sustain attention,
and experience learning as easier, even when engaging in supportive and recreational activities.
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After participating in these activities,
I feel my mood improves.
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Table 15 Perceived impact of play on emotional wellbeing among children aged 12-17, by distance from the
frontline

As observed among younger children, frontline proximity shaped the intensity of adolescents’ emotional
response to activities rather than their overall participation. Among adolescents, the proportion who strongly
agreed that activities helped improve their mood was lowest in areas 1-30 km from the frontline (29%),
increased slightly in areas 30-50 km away (31%), and was highest in locations 50+ km from the frontline (45%).
This indicates that, similar to younger children, activities remain relevant and engaged with across all contexts,
but their emotional impact is increasingly constrained closer to the frontline. For adolescents, this constraint
appears more pronounced, reflecting greater difficulty in achieving meaningful emotional relief from activities
under sustained stress, even when participation continues.
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Table 16 Perceived impact of play on learning among children aged 12-17, by distance from the frontline

A similar pattern to that observed among younger children was evident in adolescents’ perceptions that learn-
ing became easier after activities, though with overall lower levels of agreement. Agreement that learning
became easier was lowest in frontline areas (51%), declined further in areas 30-50 km from the frontline (44%),
and increased in locations 50+ km away (60%). As with younger children, this suggests that chronic stress does
not eliminate the perceived value of activities, but limits their capacity to translate into improved learning read-
iness. For adolescents in particular, the cumulative effects of prolonged insecurity appear to further constrain
concentration and sustained engagement, making it harder for activities to function as effective bridges back
to learning in high-exposure contexts.

KIIs with those aged 6-11 and FGDs with children aged 12-17 provided critical context for these patterns. Chil-
dren described play and creative activities as spaces where fear, tension, and fatigue temporarily receded,
allowing them to “reset” emotionally. Younger children emphasised sensory and imaginative play, while adoles-
cents highlighted activities that provided autonomy, identity, and relief from academic pressure. Importantly,
children did not describe these activities as distractions from learning, but as prerequisites for being able to
concentrate and try again.

“After drawing, my head is calm. Then I can do homework.”
(Girl, 12-17 years, FGD, Sum)

Teachers and school counsellors reinforced this interpretation, noting that play and extracurricular activities
supported emotional regulation, peer connection, and motivation, particularly when integrated consistently
rather than delivered as short-term events. Moreover, play based and creative activities function as essential
psychosocial buffers under crisis conditions, but their effectiveness diminishes when exposure to stress is con-
tinuous and opportunities are irregular.*?

However, the study findings still showed that play and creative activities were among the most powerful posi-
tive coping mechanisms available to children, supporting both well-being and learning engagement. Although
frontline proximity reduced the depth of their impact, and older children required more structured and mean-
ingful activities for emotional relief to translate into learning benefits, the activities improved their overall
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well-being, motivation for engagement and resilience significantly. This underscores the importance of sus-
tained, age-appropriate, and context-sensitive activity-based support, particularly in high-stress settings.

Overall, play and creative activities functioned as one of the most effective mechanisms for emotional regulation
and re-engagement with learning across age groups. For younger children, play consistently restored emotional
balance and learning readiness, while for adolescents its impact was more conditional and depended on struc-
ture, relevance, and regularity. Frontline proximity did not eliminate the value of play, but it reduced the depth
and durability of its emotional and learning benefits under chronic stress. These findings showed that play
supported learning not as a diversion, but as a prerequisite for concentration and motivation. Thus, sustained,
age-appropriate, and context-sensitive play and creative activities, particularly in high-stress settings,sustained,
age-appropriate, and context-sensitive play and creative activities, particularly in high-stress settings, should
be integrated as core elements of education and psychosocial responses.

Family and friends’ support

Family and close social relationships emerged as a central pillar of children’s coping capacity, functioning
both as emotional anchors and as practical learning scaffolds.* Findings across both age groups showed that
most children relied on parents or caregivers for support with schoolwork, which was reported to be beyond
academic assistance to include emotional regulation, reassurance, and routine-setting, particularly under con-
ditions of repeated disruption.
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Table 17 Perceived parental support in learning among children aged 6-11, by distance from the frontline

Survey findings strongly confirmed the central role of parental support in younger children’s learning processes.
Among children aged 6-11, 98% reported that they could ask their parents for help when doing homework, and
92% felt that their parents understood their homework and supported them in a way they needed. This shows
that caregiver support is crucial component of learning for younger children, particularly in disrupted learn-
ing environments.Furthermore, this was closely aligned with earlier findings on limited independent learning
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capacity at this age, confirming that caregiver involvement was structurally embedded in children’s learning
process rather than an occasional fallback. Younger children described parents as helping them “understand,”
“remember,” and “stay calm,” indicating that emotional reassurance and task clarification were often insep-
arable. Teachers and counsellors across locations agreed thatparticularly those younger children are more
dependent on their caregivers’ support in participating online classes, completing their homework, etc.

“Without an adult next to them, online lessons simply don’t work for young children.
They need the support of their caregivers much more.”
(KII, Counsellor, School, Khersonska)

FGDs with caregivers in Kharkivska, Sumska, and Zaporizka oblasts illustrated how this support operated in
daily life. Caregivers described sitting with children during online lessons, re-explaining tasks after interrup-
tions, and helping children refocus following air raid alerts or nights of poor sleep. For many younger children,
the presence of a familiar adult was described as a prerequisite for being able to engage with learning at all,
particularly in unstable learning modalities.

“If my mom is next to me, I'm not scared to try.”
(Girl, 6-11 years, KII, Kharki)
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Table 18 Perceived parental support in learning among children aged 12-17, by distance from the frontline

Among adolescents (12-17), family support remained highly relevant but shifted in form. Survey findings
showed that while a large majority of adolescents (79%) reported being able to ask their parents or caregivers
for help with homework, this was notably lower than among younger children (98%), indicating a gradual
reduction in direct reliance with age. In addition, only 66% of adolescents felt that their parents understood
their homework and were able to help effectively, compared to 92% among children aged 6-11, highlighting a
clear age-related decline in perceived academic support capacity. This shift reflects both adolescents’ increasing
curricular complexity and growing expectations of independent learning, alongside caregivers’ more limited
ability to support advanced academic content, particularly in cumulative subjects such as mathematics and
science. Supported by FGDs, this support was less about direct subject assistance and more about emotional
encouragement, motivation, and stress management. Adolescents described parents as helping them “not give
up,” “stay organised,” or “calm down,” particularly during periods of academic pressure or emotional overload.
This shift reflected both adolescents’ growing independence and caregivers’ more limited capacity to support
complex academic content, especially in mathematics and science.
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Frontline proximity shaped the intensity and necessity of family support rather than its presence. In frontline
areas, children across both age groups described heavier reliance on caregivers to manage fear, anxiety, and
concentration difficulties, often before learning could begin. Caregivers in these areas reported spending more
time on emotional regulation than on academic support, particularly after nights with shelling or frequent
alarms. In contrast, families in areas further from the frontline described a more balanced division between
emotional and academic support, suggesting that insecurity amplified the emotional load placed on families.

As per teachers, the lower secondary grade is a difficult transitional period in which student engagement often
drops sharply, particularly around Grade 5. Teachers and counsellors highlighted this stage as especially chal-
lenging because students face increased academic demands, must adapt to learning from multiple teachers, and
receive less individual attention, changes that are further compounded by the broader context of disruption
and insecurity.

At the same time, lower secondary students are seen as more self-aware than younger children, yet they have
not developed the coping strategies typically observed among older adolescents. Teachers and counsellors
stated that this gap contributes to rising anxiety, avoidance behaviours, and reduced classroom participation
during this stage, especially in cumulative subjects where learning builds over time and gaps can quickly widen.

Peer and friend support complemented family support, particularly for adolescents. FGDs showed that ado-
lescents relied on friends for emotional validation, shared understanding, and normalisation of stress. Peer
conversations helped reduce feelings of isolation and reinforced the sense that difficulties were shared rather
than individual failures. However, access to peer support was uneven. Prolonged online learning, displacement,
and security restrictions limited informal peer interaction, particularly in frontline-adjacent and rural areas,
reducing the availability of this coping mechanism for some adolescents.

Caregiver FGDs and KlIs with teachers, and counsellors consistently highlighted the limits and strain of fami-
ly-based coping systems. Parents described emotional exhaustion, uncertainty about how best to support learn-
ing, and difficulty balancing children’s needs with economic stress and their own well-being. Single caregivers
and households supporting multiple children reported particularly high pressure. Many teachers, and coun-
sellors across oblasts noted that while family support remained a powerful protective factor, prolonged reli-
ance on households to absorb both educational and psychosocial roles risked deepening inequalities between
children, depending on household capacity. Those families have become central actors in children’s learning
and well-being under crisis conditions without sufficient guidance or relief mechanisms, making it much more
challenging for caregivers to provide their children with the necessary support.

Findings highlighted that family and close social relationships functioned as a central coping and learning sup-
port system for children across age groups, particularly under disrupted and insecure conditions. For younger
children, caregiver presence was often a prerequisite for emotional regulation and learning engagement, while
for adolescents, family support shifted toward motivation, reassurance, and stress management rather than
direct academic help. Frontline proximity intensified reliance on families by increasing emotional load, while
simultaneously limiting caregivers’ capacity to provide sustained support. Peer relationships complemented
family support for adolescents, but access to peer interaction was uneven and often constrained by displace-
ment and online learning. As a result, the findings underscored the importance of reducing overreliance on
caregivers by strengthening peer-based and school-based support structures, and by providing targeted guid-
ance and relief mechanisms to support caregivers’ wellbeing and capacity under prolonged crisis conditions.

Teachers’ support as a stabilising and protective factor

Teachers emerged as one of the most consistent and trusted sources of support for children, functioning as both
educational guides and emotional stabilisers under conditions of prolonged disruption. Survey findings across
both age groups showed that a strong majority of children perceived teachers as available and supportive,
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reinforcing the role of schools as key protective environments even when learning modalities and routines
were repeatedly interrupted.

97% of younger children (6-11) agreed that they knew their teachers were always there to help them.For younger
chidren, teachers functioned as a primary source of safety, reassurance, and emotional regulation within the
school environment. KIIs with younger children in Kharkivska, Sumska, and Dnipropetrovska oblasts showed
that teachers were frequently described using affective terms such as “kind,” “patient,” or “calming,” with
children explicitly linking these qualities to their ability to feel safe, ask questions, and remain engaged during
lessons, particularly following interruptions or distressing events.

Among adolescents (12-17), perceptions of teacher support remained positive but were less uniform.

agreed that their teachers were always there to help them, indi-
cating that teacher support remained a significant coping resource even as students became more independent.
However, compared to younger children, adolescents showed a lower reliance on teachers in terms of coping
mechanisms although they all across oblasts valued teachers who acknowledged difficulty, allowed questions
without judgement, and demonstrated flexibility in response to stress and learning gaps. Where such relational
support was present, adolescents reported feeling more able to persist with learning despite anxiety or fatigue.

Frontline proximity shaped how critical teacher support became rather than whether it existed. In frontline
areas, children across both age groups described teachers as playing a key role in helping them regain calm
and focus after air raid alerts or disrupted nights. As per FGDs across locations, teachers’ tone, pacing, and
willingness to pause or adapt lessons were repeatedly cited as factors that made continued learning possible.
In areas further from the frontline, teacher support was described as more academically focused, reflecting
lower baseline emotional distress.

Caregiver FGDs reinforced the protective role of teachers, particularly for families experiencing high levels
of stress. Parents described teachers as providing structure, predictability, and emotional containment that
children could not always receive at home, especially when caregivers themselves were exhausted or anxious.
For some households, teachers were described as the only adults outside the family consistently checking in
on children’s well-being.

At the same time, KIIs with teachers and counsellors highlighted the limits and fragility of this support role.
Teachers reported absorbing increasing emotional labour alongside instructional responsibilities, often without
sufficient training or psychosocial backing. This strain was most pronounced in frontline and rural schools with
limited access to specialised support services. Teachers have increasingly functioned as first-line psychosocial
responders in crisis-affected education systems, despite significant risks of burnout.*

Teachers emerged as the core of stability within children’s learning environments, providing emotional con-
tainment and continuity alongside instructional support in highly disrupted contexts. Younger children in
particular relied on teachers as sources of safety and reassurance, while adolescents benefited from relational
flexibility, recognition of learning difficulty, and non-judgemental support that enabled them to persist despite
anxiety and fatigue. In frontline areas, the emotional role of teachers became even more pronounced, as they
helped children regain calm and focus following air raid alerts and disrupted nights. At the same time, the find-
ings revealed the growing emotional and psychosocial burden placed on teachers, especially where access to
specialised support was limited. These dynamics underlined the importance of investing in teacher wellbeing,
psychosocial capacity, and supportive working conditions to sustain their protective role without exacerbating
burnout.
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3.4 Children's Aspirations and Envisioning Future

Despite prolonged disruption, insecurity, and repeated interruptions to schooling, children continued to express
a strong future orientation, with education remaining central to how they imagined their lives ahead. Across
both age groups, findings showed that children did not disengage from aspirations or abandon hope; instead,
theyrecalibrated their expectations and ambitions in ways that reflected their lived realities. Children’s visions
of the future were shaped less by abstract long-term planning and more by a desire for stability, continuity, and
the possibility of learning without fear or interruption. In this context, education functioned simultaneously as
a source of hope and a measure of uncertainty, particularly as children balanced optimism about the future with
awareness of present challenges. Echoed by teachers, school counsellors and I/NGO representatives, children
were found “careful with hope,” maintaining belief in education while limiting how far ahead they allowed
themselves to think in order to manage emotional vulnerability.

Education as a foundation for future hopes

98% of younger children (6-11) strongly believed that education would help them in the future was. Only 2% of
children aged 6-11 reported not agreeing that much, showing less hope in education. This strong future orienta-
tion existed even among children who reported difficulties with concentration, emotional distress, or disrupted
learning in the present, suggesting that younger children were able to separate their current experiences from
their longer-term hopes. This pattern was strongly reflected in FGDs with older children and KIIs with younger
children, who consistently framed their hopes in terms of “school like before,” uninterrupted lessons, and feel-
ing safe in class, rather than specific future achievements

For many, school symbolised normality, safety, and the promise of growing up like before rather than a concrete
pathway to a specific career. As noted by caregivers and teachers, younger children rarely questioned whether
education itself was worthwhile; instead, their concerns focused on how school felt emotionally, whether they
could concentrate, feel calm, and enjoy learning across oblasts.

Furthermore, 82% of both younger girls and boys strongly agreed that school would help them in the future.
Both girls and boys have shown strong sense of stability and hope in education without any significant changes
in both genders.
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Table 19 Belief that education will help them in the future, among children aged 6-11, by distance from the
frontline

Some differences were also observed based on proximity to the frontline as per survey results. Among children
aged 6-11 living within 1-30 km of the frontline, 69% strongly agreed that going to school would help them in the
future, while the remaining children expressed more moderate agreement (31%). Strong agreement increased
further among children living 30-50 km from the frontline, reaching 88%, before decreasing slightly to 77%
in locations more than 50 km away. While overall agreement remained consistently high across all distance
bands, these patterns indicate that children living closer to frontline areas were less likely to express strong
future-oriented confidence in education, instead clustering more heavily in moderate expressions of hope.
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aspirations
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Table 20 Differentiated response priorities by proximity to the frontline
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This suggested that constant exposure to insecurity and instability does not eliminate younger children’s belief
in the value of education, but tempers the strength and certainty with which that belief is held. For children in
frontline areas, ongoing disruptions and safety concerns appear to narrow how the future is imagined, limiting
the extent to which education can function as a stable anchor of long-term hope. As a result, although school
continues to represent an important source of meaning and aspiration, children living closer to the frontline
may articulate future-oriented expectations in more cautious or constrained terms, reflecting the cumulative
impact of prolonged insecurity on motivation and outlook.

“I want to have a future, but I don’t know how far I can plan.”
(Girl, 12-17 years, FGD, Khersonska)

( )
I believe going to school will help me in the future.
60% 530
50% 46%
41%
0,
40% 38%
30 250 20
0
0 230/0 210/0
20%
0
. 12% 9%
’ 0% . 2%
0% —
1-30 km 30-50 km 50+ km
B Strongly agree Quite agree Do not agree much  ® Do not agree at all
| & J

Table 21 Belief that education will help them in the future, among children aged 12-17, by distance from the
frontline

Among older children (12-17), aspirations related to education remained present but were more unevenly artic-
ulated, particularly in contexts of heightened insecurity. Overall, 71% of adolescents living within 1-30 km of the
frontline agreed that going to school and learning would help them achieve their future goals, including 46%
who expressed strong agreement and 25% who quite agreed. Across locations, belief in the value of education
was broadly maintained; adolescents living closer to the frontline were less likely to express strong agreement
and more likely to report neutral or uncertain views, indicating reduced certainty rather than disengagement.
In contrast, increasing distance from the frontline was associated with a higher proportion of older children
expressing stronger optimism about education’s role in their future.

Interestingly, agreement that school would support future goals was lowest among adolescents residing 30-50
km from the frontline, at 53%, compared to 71% among those living within 1-30 km and 77% among those
living more than 50 km away. This non-linear pattern suggests that adolescents in moderately affected areas
may experience heightened uncertainty, balancing exposure to disruption with expectations of progress that
remain fragile. Similar to patterns observed among younger children, adolescents residing in areas exposed to
lower levels of insecurity and attacks demonstrated stronger future-oriented beliefs, while those living under
more unstable and insecure conditions expressed comparatively lower levels of confidence in education as a
pathway to the future.
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When compared to younger children, adolescents demonstrated markedly lower optimism overall: approx-
imately one in four adolescents (23-47%, depending on location) reported either neutral or negative views
regarding the contribution of education to their future. This reflects adolescents’ greater awareness of their
surroundings, prolonged exposure to war-related stressors, and deeper engagement with news and information
about the conflict. As noted by caregivers, teachers, and counsellors across oblasts, this heightened awareness
often translated into reduced motivation and more cautious future expectations, with adolescents focusing
more on short-term continuity and uncertainty rather than long-term aspiration.

Education is worthwhile despite difficulties
o0 45%
45%
40%
350/0 330/0
30%
25%
20[}/0 180/0
15%
10% 50
0
5%
o, ]
Strongly agree Agree Neutral Do not agree
|\ J

Table 22 Belief that education is worthwhile despite difficulties

When asked whether continuing education was worthwhile despite difficulties, 45% strongly agreed, and 33%
agreed, resulting in 78% expressing positive agreement with this statement. Only 5% expressed low agreement,
while 18% selected the neutral midpoint, again reflecting hesitation rather than rejection. Together, these find-
ings suggest that adolescents largely maintained motivation and belief in education, even under strain, but that
uncertainty remained a significant feature of their outlook. Rather than abandoning aspirations, many adoles-
cents appeared to be holding onto education cautiously, valuing its importance while questioning their ability
to fully benefit from it under current conditions. Supported by the FGD findings with adolescents, they showed
a consensus around the idea of stability, having regular lessons, seeing teachers and friends, and feeling safe
enough to enjoy learning. Education was understood less as an achievement goal and more as a reassuring con-
stantin an uncertain environment. Teachers and school counsellors noted that adolescents increasingly carried
a sense of responsibility for their future that exceeded their emotional capacity. Education was perceived not
only as a pathway to opportunity, but also as a burden that required constant effort under difficult conditions.
This tension between hope and pressure shaped how adolescents envisioned their future, leading many to adopt
cautious or conditional aspirations rather than abandoning ambition altogether.

Caregivers and teachers confirmed that younger children rarely questioned the value of education itself.
Instead, adults observed that children’s main concerns related to how school felt emotionally, whether they
could concentrate, feel calm, or enjoy being there, rather than whether learning was worthwhile. This reinforces
the interpretation that, for younger children, aspirations were intact but dependent on emotional safety and
routine.
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According to counsellors, the more children have understanding in their surroundings, the less motivated they
get about their future and education’s positive impact. Furthermore, exam years reported to be intensifying
stress and narrow engagement to exam-relevant subjects, while broader curiosity and participation decline.
As per counsellors, older children also have higher awareness of risk, loss and perception of uncertainty that
contributes to emotional distancing as a protective strategy.

Across both age groups, children’s aspirations reflected a careful balance between hope and realism. Younger
children tended to express broad, emotionally driven hopes linked to safety and normality, while adolescents
articulated more pragmatic and sometimes constrained visions of the future. In neither group was there evi-
dence of widespread disengagement or loss of aspiration. Instead, children adjusted how far ahead they looked
and how confidently they spoke about the future, depending on their age and emotional resilience.

Many interviewed teachers, school counsellors and NGO representatives highlighted that sustaining children’s
aspirations required more than maintaining access to education. It depended on creating learning environ-
ments that felt safe, predictable, and emotionally supportive. When children felt overwhelmed or insecure,
their ability to imagine a positive future narrowed, even if their belief in education remained. The prolonged
uncertainty does not erase hope, but it reshapes it into shorter, more cautious horizons.

Education continued to function as a powerful source of hope and meaning for children across age groups,
even under sustained disruption and insecurity. For younger children, belief in education remained strongly
intact and emotionally driven, closely tied to feelings of safety, normality, and routine rather than to long-term
achievement. Among adolescents, aspirations persisted but became more cautious and conditional, shaped
by heightened awareness of insecurity, learning gaps, and uncertainty about the future. Frontline proximity
and prolonged stress narrowed how far ahead children felt able to plan, without eliminating their belief in
education’s value. These findings highlighted the importance of sustaining safe, predictable, and emotionally
supportive learning environments so that education can continue to anchor hope without becoming an addi-
tional source of pressure or burden.

Future Aspirations of Children

Across both age groups, children’s aspirations were anchored first and foremost in a desire for safety, predict-
ability, and the restoration of ordinary life. Before speaking about professions or long-term achievements, chil-
dren consistently framed the future through what was currently missing: uninterrupted sleep, stable schooling,
and days not structured around fear or alertness. Aspirations therefore reflected not abstract ambition but an
embodied response to prolonged insecurity, where “the future” was imagined as the return of calm routines
that would make learning, relationships, and everyday life feel possible again. Supported by the teachers and
school counsellors, across frontline oblasts, children rarely spoke about until they felt confident
that daily life itself could stabilise. As one school counsellor explained, children needed
which only emerged when routines felt predictable and safe.

For younger children (6-11), this aspiration for normalcy was expressed in concrete, everyday terms. Children
described wanting to go to school to have lessons that were not interrupted by alarms, and to
play outside without adults being afraid. In frontline areas, the future was often defined less by what children
wanted to become and more by what they wanted to stop happening—noise, danger, sudden interruptions,
highlighting how conflict reshaped baseline expectations and made stability itself feel like a meaningful goal.
Caregivers and school teachers confirmed that younger children rarely questioned the value of education itself;
instead, their aspirations were closely tied to emotional experience, whether school felt calm, friendly, and safe.
Teachers noted that when these conditions were present, children’s curiosity and imaginative thinking quickly
resurfaced. protective strategy.
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Among adolescents (12-17), aspirations for safety and normalcy were articulated in more layered and reflective
ways. Teenagers described wanting to live without constant anticipation of disruption and to plan weeks or
months ahead without fear that circumstances could suddenly change. Safety was framed not only as physical
protection but also as psychological relief, being able to concentrate, prepare for exams, and imagine adulthood
without continuous recalibration. In this sense, older children were found operating with a shortened time
horizon, particularly in frontline areas as per school counsellors and I/NGO representatives. Rather than a lack
of ambition, this was interpreted as protective realism: adolescents deliberately limited long-term planning to
avoid emotional disappointment in an environment where plans were frequently disrupted.

Education occupied a central yet deeply ambivalent role in both younger and older children’s aspirations.
Children consistently framed schooling as the primary pathway to stability, opportunity, and independence,
particularly in a context where insecurity narrowed other avenues. At the same time, education was described
as carrying pressure and uncertainty, especially among adolescents who feared that disruption, learning gaps,
and emotional exhaustion might limit their future options. For these adolescents, engagement with education
required sustained effort under conditions of repeated interruption, fluctuating learning environments, and
uncertainty about future outcomes. Many described the challenge of maintaining motivation, concentration,
and commitment while adjusting expectations in response to ongoing instability. This strain was described as
constant mental fatigue, reduced confidence in one’s abilities, difficulty sustaining attention over time, and a
tendency to narrow aspirations to shorter time horizons as a way of managing uncertainty. This tension was
most visible among older children in exam years, who often described investing effort while simultaneously
questioning whether it would be “enough,” reflecting the emotional cost of carrying educational responsibility
under unstable conditions.

Children’s aspirations reflected a careful balance between hope and realism, shaped strongly by age, insecurity,
and the conditions under which learning was experienced. Younger children’s aspirations remained broad and
emotionally driven, rooted in belonging, safety, and the promise of a “normal” childhood, while adolescents
articulated more conditional and constrained visions of the future that depended on stability and functioning
systems. Across both age groups, aspirations were sustained rather than abandoned; however, where insecurity
remained high and disruption continued, children’s future thinking narrowed to shorter horizons, underscor-
ing that sustaining aspirations required not only access to education but environments that felt safe, predict-
able, and emotionally supportive.

Children’s future aspirations were shaped less by long-term ambition and more by a desire for safety, pre-
dictability, and the restoration of ordinary life under prolonged insecurity. For younger children, hopes were
emotionally grounded and closely tied to calm routines and positive school experiences, while adolescents
articulated more cautious and conditional aspirations influenced by heightened awareness of disruption and
uncertainty. Education remained central to children’s visions of the future, but for older children it increasingly
carried both hope and pressure, particularly in exam years. Rather than disengagement, adolescents adopted
shorter planning horizons as a protective response to repeated instability. Therefore, It is important to provide
children with reduced uncertainty and increased emotional safety in their learning which can enable children
to imagine the future without bearing disproportionate psychological burden.

Patterns in adolescents’ responses indicated that future-oriented thinking was shaped less by long-term ambi-
tion and more by the immediate challenge of navigating education under sustained uncertainty. Rather than
articulating concrete career trajectories, many adolescents emphasised staying engaged with school, managing
academic pressure, and maintaining a sense of direction despite frequent disruption. This suggested that the
primary constraint for adolescents was not an absence of aspiration, but reduced confidence in their ability to
plan and progress within unstable conditions.
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The analysis suggested that when adolescents were unable to translate their hopes into tangible next steps,
engagement with education became increasingly fragile over time. Instead of withdrawing outright, many
adolescents were found to remain formally enrolled while progressively narrowing their effort, emotional
investment, and willingness to persist through academic difficulty. Sustained uncertainty and pressure, par-
ticularly around examinations and transitions, appeared to contribute to avoidance of demanding subjects,
reduced confidence in one’s own progress, and a gradual emotional distancing from learning. Over time, this
pattern was understood to weaken the durability of learning engagement and to place learning recovery at risk,
especially during key transition stages where guidance, reassurance, and a sense of direction were most needed.

Within this context, education responses that provided relational continuity and structured guidance appeared
particularly relevant. Approaches centred on: (1) structured guidance and counselling support that helped
adolescents navigate education pathways and exam-related stress; (2) mentorship or trusted-adult models that
provided continuity, encouragement, and goal-setting support; (3) peer-based modalities (youth clubs, group
sessions, or facilitated peer support) that reduced isolation and normalised stress responses; and (4) life-skills
and social-emotional learning activities embedded in education that strengthened self-regulation, coping, and
decision-making alongside learning. These approaches aligned with established Education in Emergencies
(EiE) good practice on integrating psychosocial support within education delivery and with adolescent-focused
models that paired learning continuity with skills-building and guidance. Furthermore, programming options
that reduced cognitive load and restored a sense of agency were likely to be more relevant than interventions
framed only around long-term aspirations, particularly for those adolescents experiencing repeated disrup-
tions during their exam years. This could include targeted academic support linked to key transition points
(e.g., exam preparation, catch-up in cumulative subjects), structured extracurricular activities that supported
regulation and belonging, and clear referral pathways for adolescents showing persistent distress. These ele-
ments reflected a realistic package of adolescent support that combined learning recovery with psychosocial
stabilisation, rather than treating them as separate tracks.
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4. Conclusion and
Recommendations

The full-scale invasion of Ukraine has profoundly disrupted children’s educational experiences, reshaping
not only how learning takes place but also how children emotionally and cognitively engage with schooling.
Ongoing insecurity, repeated displacement, air raid interruptions, and prolonged reliance on remote or hybrid
modalities have created an education environment characterised by instability rather than disengagement.
While most children remain formally connected to school, their participation is increasingly fragile and con-
ditional, highly dependent on emotional state, learning modality, and the predictability of daily routines. This
is particularly evident among adolescents, whose engagement fluctuates in response to being more aware of
their surroundings and the impact of the war, further stress, anxiety, and perceived learning gaps rather than
a lack of motivation or interest in education. The findings demonstrate that learning and wellbeing are insep-
arable in the current context. Emotional distress, manifesting as anxiety, irritability, withdrawal, or fatigue,
directly affects children’s ability to concentrate, complete homework, and retain information. Transitional
stages, cumulative subjects (notably mathematics), and modality shifts amplify these challenges, leading to
declining confidence as children progress through grades. These patterns reflected a wider system-level risks
identified in OECD analysis on recovering lost learning opportunities in Ukraine, which highlights that cumu-
lative learning loss, particularly in sequential subjects such as mathematics, requires targeted remedial and
accelerated learning, supported by teacher capacity development and curriculum prioritisation, to prevent
long-term and unequal learning setbacks.** Complementing this, the World Bank’s LEARN framework posi-
tions learning recovery as a core component of national recovery, emphasising that remedial learning must
be paired with sustained investment in teacher support, safe learning environments, and system capacity to
ensure recovery efforts are equitable and durable.*’

Homework has increasingly shifted responsibility onto households, exacerbating inequities for families with
limited time, capacity, or resources, particularly in hromadas closer to the frontline. Children with disabilities
face compounded barriers, where enrolment does not consistently translate into meaningful participation or
learning progression, especially as support structures weaken with age.

At the same time, the report identified clear protective factors that support re-engagement and learning recov-
ery. Structured play, creative activities, and positive peer interaction function as critical regulation mechanismes,
enabling children to “reset” emotionally and “re-enter”learning spaces. Supportive teacher relationships, pre-
dictable routines, and opportunities for interactive, inperson engagement significantly enhance children’s con-
fidence and participation. Learning in shelters, while constrained, is consistently perceived as more supportive
than online-only modalities, underscoring the importance of physical presence, relational connection, and
immediate feedback in sustaining engagement under crisis conditions.

What children, caregivers, and teachers consistently express is not a rejection of education, but a need for
learning environments that acknowledge distress, reduce pressure, and rebuild confidence, particularly
through playful, supportive, and inclusive approaches. In this context, NRC is well positioned to respond stra-
tegically, drawing on its expertise in education in emergencies, child protection, and integrated programming.
By strengthening the integration of education and MHPSS, addressing cumulative learning loss through well-
being-sensitive and playful catch-up approaches, and prioritising inclusion for children with heightened vul-
nerabilities, NRC and other education actors can play a critical role in restoring children’s capacity to learn,
participate, and sustain hope in protracted crisis settings.

46 OECD, Recovering lost learning opportunities in Ukraine: Key education policy strategies, 21 pril 2023, Ukraine.
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/recovering-lost-learning-opportunities-in-ukraine-key-education-policy-strategies
c10085eb-en.html

47 Ibid.
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This can be achieved by focusing on the following interconnected priority areas, aligned with NRC’s education
and child wellbeing objectives:

» Strengthening wellbeing-sensitive education approaches that equip teachers and facilitators to respond
to distress while maintaining learning continuity.

¢ Addressing cumulative learning loss, particularly in mathematics and other sequential subjects, through
playful, confidence-building catch-up support delivered in schools, community centres, and online.

* Reducing inequities in learning support, including homework burden, modality access, and participa-
tion for children with disabilities and those living closer to the frontline.

* Creating safe, supportive learning spaces that integrate play, peer interaction, and referral pathways for
children requiring specialised MHPSS support.

These areas collectively reflect NRC’s commitment to enhancing children’s wellbeing, sustaining engagement in
education, and supporting recovery-oriented learning pathways under conditions of prolonged crisis.

4.1 Short Term Recommendations

1. Strengthen Wellbeing-Integrated and Playful Learning Recovery Approaches:

Across age groups, repeated interruptions, sleep disruption, and anxiety reduced children’s ability to con-
centrate, retain information, and persist with learning tasks, with effects most pronounced in cumulative
subjects such as mathematics. Playful, activity-based, and interactive approaches emerged as effective mech-
anisms for learning recovery by stabilising emotional and cognitive readiness and enabling children to
re-engage with learning tasks.

Recommended Action Lead Actor

Evidence from Findings

National & Local Authorities,
Schools

Emotional distress reduces
learning readiness

Emotional distress directly
affects concentration,
homework completion, and
retention

Train teachers in wellbeing-
sensitive and playful pedagogy
(SEL + PFA + interactive
methods)

Mathematics confidence Schools / I/NGOs
declines due to repeated
disruptions and missed

foundational content

Adapt math catch-up into
playful, gamified, confidence-
building formats

Cumulative subjects (math)
most affected

Establish group-based Schools / NGOs
academic + psychosocial

support classes

Fragile participation despite
enrolment

Participation increasingly
conditional on emotional state
and modality

2. Strengthen Inclusive Access and Meaningful Participation for Children with Disabilities:

For children with disabilities, repeated disruptions, modality shifts, and reduced individualised support
undermined meaningful participation despite continued enrolment. Reliance on caregiver mediation
increased as structured support diminished, particularly as academic demands rose with age. Adapted
materials, predictable routines, and continuity of individualised support emerged as critical conditions for
sustaining engagement and learning, rather than access alone.

Recommended Action Lead Actor

Problem

Enrolment # meaningful
participation

Evidence from Findings

Support weakens with age;
modality shifts undermine
continuity

Caregiver mediation increasing  Online learning increases

reliance on caregivers

Provide adapted materials & Authorities / Schools

structured supports

Train teachers in inclusive,
disruption-sensitive strategies

Schools / Disability actors
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4.2 Medium Term Recommendations

1. Strengthen Caregiver Support as a Stabilising Component of Education Response:

Periods of disrupted schooling transferred instructional and emotional regulation responsibilities from
schools to households, increasing reliance on caregivers to explain content, manage distress, and maintain
routines. While this support enabled some children to remain engaged, its effectiveness varied by household
capacity and contributed to uneven learning experiences. Targeted caregiver guidance and system-level
measures that reduced reliance on household substitution emerged as necessary to prevent widening dis-
parities and caregiver overload.

Problem Evidence from Findings Recommended Action Lead Actor
Homework burden shifted to Disrupted schooling transferred Deliver caregiver guidance UN Agencies / NGOs
households instructional responsibility to sessions & routine support
families tools
Uneven household capacity Learning continuity varies by Establish caregiver support NGOs / Local Authorities
family resources groups & referral pathways

2. Improve Engagement of Children through Upgrading Shelter Conditions:

Learning environments characterised by crowding, noise, and poor ventilation constrained attention,
increased fatigue, and reduced sustained engagement, even when attendance was maintained. Shelter-based
learning supported continuity but limited depth of participation under these conditions. Improvements to
physical learning environments emerged as an enabling factor for concentration and emotional regulation,
rather than a peripheral infrastructure concern.

Problem Evidence from Findings Recommended Action Lead Actor
Shelter conditions reduce Crowding, noise, poor Upgrade shelter learning Authorities / Shelter actors
sustained engagement ventilation reduce spaces (lighting, layout,
concentration ventilation)
Attendance maintained but Shelter learning supports Define minimum learning- Authorities / NGOs
depth limited continuity but not full friendly shelter standards

participation
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4.3 Long-Term Recommendations

* Advocate for Wellbeing-Sensitive and Inclusive Teaching:

Children’slearning engagement and readiness were consistently shaped by emotional regulation, perceived
safety, and supportive teacher-student interaction, while teachers were increasingly required to respond
to emotional needs alongside instruction. Wellbeing-sensitive pedagogy, inclusive practices, and sustained
teacher support therefore emerged as system-level conditions for maintaining learning engagement over
time, rather than as individual or short-term adaptations.

Evidence from Findings Recommended Action Lead Actor
Learning & wellbeing Emotional regulation shapes Mainstream wellbeing-sensitive  Authorities / Teacher Institutes
inseparable engagement & progression pedagogy in teacher training
Teacher strain rising Teachers increasingly respond  Establish sustained supervision Authorities / Education system
to emotional needs & staff-care models

e Sustain Adolescents’ Motivation and Future Orientation Through Structured Support Pathways:
Among adolescents, repeated disruption and academic pressure reduced confidence in planning and pro-
gression, leading many to adopt shorter and more cautious time horizons rather than disengage from edu-
cation. Structured guidance, mentorship, and embedded life-skills support emerged as relevant mechanisms
for sustaining motivation and engagement by restoring direction and agency under uncertainty.

Evidence from Findings Recommended Action Lead Actor
Adolescents adopt shorter time Repeated disruption reduces Integrate life skills & structured  Schools / NGOs
horizons confidence in planning mentorship
Confidence erosion in Academic pressure amplifies Establish guidance & peer- Schools / Youth actors
transition phases disengagement support structures
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5.3 Annex 3: Assessment Matrix

Data Collection Methods

Sources of Information

Assessment Questions

Demographics

Demographics

1. 1. What is the extent of learning
loss among children aged 6—17 in the
target oblasts?

74

Assessment Sub-questions

Age, Gender, Location.

Displacement Status, Disability Status
and Education Level

1.1. What are children’s literacy and
numeracy levels by oblast?

1.2. How do learning outcomes differ
between 6—11 and 12-17 age groups?
1.3. Are there subject differences
beyond Ukrainian and mathematics
(e.g., science, foreign language)?

1.4. How do frequent school
interruptions (air alarms,
displacement) quantitatively affect
learning time and progress?

1.5. Do children demonstrate
confidence in problem-solving,
creativity, or other skills beyond core
subjects?

1.6. Are there oblast-level/urban vs.
rural differences and those in the
frontline? If yes, what are those?

Indicators/Criteria to Explore

Reported demographics

Reported demographics

Literacy/numeracy scores.
Subject-specific difficulties.
Differences by oblast, age, and gender.
Hours of classes lost due to security
events and their correlation with
academic results.

Self-reported confidence in creativity
and problem-solving tasks.

Surveys with children aged 6-11
Surveys with children aged 12-17
Storytelling with children with
disabilities and aged 6-11.

FGDs with children aged 12-17

FGDs with parents/caregivers
Storytelling with children 6-11

KlIs with the NRC education
programme team, external
stakeholders, including the Education
Cluster, relevant national and

local authorities, teachers, school
psychologists/counsellors, and other
relevant school staff.

Surveys with children aged 6-11
Surveys with children aged 12-17
FGDs with children aged 12-17
FGDs with parents/caregivers
Storytelling with children with
disabilities and aged 6-11.

Surveys with children aged 6-11.
Surveys with children aged 12-17.
Storytelling with children with
disabilities and aged 6-11.

FGDs with children aged 12-17.
FGDs with parents/caregivers.

Klls with the NRC education
programme team, external
stakeholders, including the Education
Cluster, relevant national and

local authorities, Teachers, school
psychologists/counsellors, and other
relevant school staff.

Children aged 6-11

Children aged 12-17

Children with disabilities
Parents/Caregivers

NRC Education Team

Education Cluster

Relevant National and Local
Authorities,

Teachers, school psychologists/
counsellors, and other relevant school
staff

Children aged 6-11
Children aged 12-17
Children with disabilities
Parents/Caregivers

Children aged 6-11.

Children aged 12-17.

Children with disabilities
Parents/caregivers.

NRC Education Team.

Education Cluster.

Relevant national and local authorities.
Teachers, school psychologists/
counsellors, and other relevant school
staff.
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Assessment Questions

Assessment Sub-questions

Indicators/Criteria to Explore

Data Collection Methods

Sources of Information

2. How do children experience
psychosocial well-being domains
(emotional distress, social
connectedness, sense of safety)?

3. What is the relationship between
learning loss and psychosocial well-
being?

Annexes

2.1. What types of distress, anxiety, or
depression symptoms are reported?
What are the factors causing that?
2.2. How connected do children feel to
peers, teachers, and families?

2.3. Do children show symptoms like
sleep disturbances, nightmares, or
psychosomatic issues (e.g., stomach
pain, headaches)?

2.4. Do children report positive peer
relationships (having friends, feeling
accepted)?

2.5. Are there oblast-level/urban vs.
rural differences and those in the
frontline? If yes, what are those?

3.1. How does emotional distress
affect literacy/numeracy outcomes?
3.2. How does a sense of

safety influence attendance and
engagement?

3.3. Do children with higher well-being
scores perform better academically?
3.4. How is motivation to study linked
to stress, fear, or depression?

3.5. Are children with stronger coping/
resilience skills performing better in
learning tasks?

3.6. Do supportive teacher-student or
peer relationships improve academic
motivation?

3.7. Are there oblast-level/urban vs.
rural differences and those in the
frontline? If yes, what are those?

Frequency of stress, sadness, sleep
problems, aggression, withdrawal.
Peer connectedness and loneliness.
Prevalence of trauma-related
symptoms.

Levels of hope, confidence, and
motivation.

% reporting positive peer relationships.

Reported correlation between test
performance and well-being.
Reported engagement vs distress
levels.

Reported relationship quality
indicators linked to academic
engagement.

Surveys with children aged 6-11.
Surveys with children aged 12-17.
Storytelling with children with
disabilities and aged 6-11.

FGDs with children aged 12-17.
FGDs with parents/caregivers.

KlIs with the NRC education
programme team, external
stakeholders, including the Education
Cluster, relevant national and

local authorities, Teachers, school
psychologists/counsellors, and other
relevant school staff.

Surveys with children aged 6-11.
Surveys with children aged 12-17.
FGDs with children aged 12-17.

Klls with the NRC education
programme team, external
stakeholders, including the Education
Cluster, relevant national and

local authorities, Teachers, school
psychologists/counsellors, and other
relevant school staff.

Children aged 6-11.

Children aged 12-17.

Children with disabilities
Parents/caregivers.

NRC Education Team.

Education Cluster.

Relevant national and local authorities.
Teachers, school psychologists/
counsellors, and other relevant school
staff.

Children aged 6-11.

Children aged 12-17.

NRC Education Team.

Education Cluster.

Relevant national and local authorities.
Teachers, school psychologists/
counsellors, and other relevant school
staff.
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Assessment Questions

Assessment Sub-questions

Indicators/Criteria to Explore

Data Collection Methods

Sources of Information

4. How do learning and well-being
differ by gender?

5. How do displacement and
vulnerability status affect learning and
well-being?

6. How are children with disabilities
experiencing learning and well-being?

76

4.1. Do boys and girls show different
patterns in academic performance?
4.2. Do boys and girls report different
psychosocial needs or coping
strategies?

4.3. Do gender roles/expectations
(e.g., household chores, parental
pressure) influence study time or
stress?

4.4. Are there oblast-level/urban vs.
rural differences and those in the
frontline? If yes, what are those?

5.1. Do displaced children perform
differently from host community
peers? What barriers do IDPs face
compared to non-displaced?

5.2. How does instability of living
arrangements (collective sites,
frequent moves) affect continuity of
learning and peer connections?
5.3. Are there oblast-level/urban vs.
rural differences and those in the
frontline? If yes, what are those?

6.1. What barriers do children with
disabilities face in remote and offline
learning?

6.2. How are psychosocial needs
different?

6.3. What specific adaptive aids
(textbooks, devices, tactile materials)
are missing, and how does this hinder
learning?

6.4. How do children with disabilities
experience peer inclusion/exclusion
and its impact on their confidence?
6.5. Are there oblast-level/urban vs.
rural differences and those in the
frontline? If yes, what are those?

Gender-disaggregated learning
results.

Gender-specific well-being
experiences.

Gendered division of time and
responsibilities.

Reported differences between IDP and
host community children.

Impact of access to services, safe
spaces, and devices.

Self-reported and caregiver-reported
challenges.

Peer integration levels.

Reported learning performance is
linked to accessibility.

Surveys with children aged 6-11.
Surveys with children aged 12-17.
FGDs with children aged 12-17.
FGDs with parents/caregivers.

Surveys with children aged 6-11.
Surveys with children aged 12-17.
Storytelling with children with
disabilities and aged 6-11.

FGDs with children aged 12-17.
FGDs with parents/caregivers.

Klls with the NRC education
programme team, external
stakeholders, including the Education
Cluster, relevant national and

local authorities, Teachers, school
psychologists/counsellors, and other
relevant school staff.

FGDs with parents/caregivers.
Storytelling with children with
disabilities.

Klls with the NRC education
programme team, external
stakeholders, including the Education
Cluster, relevant national and

local authorities, Teachers, school
psychologists/counsellors, and other
relevant school staff.

Children aged 6-11.
Children aged 12-17.
Parents/caregivers.

Children aged 6-11.

Children aged 12-17.
Parents/caregivers.

NRC Education Team.

Education Cluster.

Relevant national and local authorities.
Teachers, school psychologists/
counsellors, and other relevant school
staff.

Children with disabilities
Parents/caregivers.

NRC Education Team.

Education Cluster.

Relevant national and local authorities.
Teachers, school psychologists/
counsellors, and other relevant school
staff.
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Assessment Questions

Assessment Sub-questions

Indicators/Criteria to Explore

Data Collection Methods

Sources of Information

7. What is the relationship between
the teachers’ capacity and teaching
modality with children’s learning and
well-being?

8. What role do parents/caregivers
play in supporting their children’s
learning and well-being?

Annexes

7.1. How does teacher well-being and
burnout affect student outcomes?
7.2. What strategies do teachers use
to support children’s learning and well-
being? How confident are teachers

in supporting children’s learning and
psychosocial needs?

7.3. Which teaching methods (games,
projects, group work vs. textbooks)
improve both motivation and
psychosocial well-being?

8.1. How do parents support their
children with homework, online
classes, or catch-up learning?

8.2. What coping strategies do parents
use to reduce children’s stress or
anxiety?

8.3. How does parental stress,
displacement, or lack of resources
affect their ability to help children
learn? What kind of support do
parents say they need to better help
their children?

8.4. What expectations or pressures
do parents place on children (e.g.,
academic performance, household
chores), and how does this influence
well-being?

Correlation between teaching style
and child motivation/engagement.

Differences in engagement and stress.

Teacher stress and workload are
reported. Availability of training and
confidence in psychosocial support.

Frequency and type of parental
support for learning (help with
homework, finding devices, creating
study routines).

Types of emotional support provided
(encouragement, calming, routines,
play).

Levels of parental stress and its
perceived effect on children.
Parent-reported barriers (lack of skills,
devices, time, stress).
Parent-reported needs for support
(training, psychosocial help, material
aid).

Klls with NRC education programme
team, external stakeholders, including
Education Cluster, relevant national
and local authorities, Teachers, school
psychologists/counsellors, and other
relevant school staff.

Surveys with children aged 6-11 and
12-17 (asking about parental help at
home).

Storytelling with children with
disabilities.

FGDs with parents/caregivers.

FGDs with children aged 12-17

Klls with the NRC education
programme team, external
stakeholders, including the Education
Cluster, relevant national and

local authorities, Teachers, school
psychologists/counsellors, and other
relevant school staff.

NRC Education Team.

Education Cluster.

Relevant national and local authorities.
Teachers, school psychologists/
counsellors, and other relevant school
staff.

Parents/caregivers.

Children aged 6-11.

Children aged 12-17.

NRC Education Team.

Teachers, school psychologists/
counsellors, and other relevant school
staff.
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Assessment Questions Assessment Sub-questions Indicators/Criteria to Explore Data Collection Methods Sources of Information

9. What protective factors help 9.1. Do extracurriculars and creative Participation in extracurriculars, safe Surveys with children aged 6-11. Children aged 6-11.
children cope and learn despite activities improve psychosocial well-  spaces, and the reported impact in Surveys with children aged 12-17. Children aged 12-17.
disruptions? being and engagement in learning? IF engagement and learning. Storytelling with children with Children with disabilities
yes, how and why? Self-reported coping and resilience disabilities and aged 6-11. Parents/caregivers.
9.2. Which activities (arts, sports, strategies. FGDs with children aged 12-17. NRC Education Team.
. . . . Education Cluster.
group work) improve both mood Role of positive peer/teacher FGDs with parents/caregivers. Relevant national and local authorities
and readiness to learn? What coping relationships in resilience KlIs with the NRC education Teachers, school psychologists/ .
mechanisms do children themselves programme team, external counsellors, and other relevant school
describe? stakeholders, including the Education  gt4ff.
+ Do children express hope and future Cluster, relevant national and
aspirations, and how does this affect local authorities, Teachers, school
their learning motivation? psychologists/counsellors, and other

relevant school staff.

5.4 Annex 4: List of Key Informants

No. Stakeholder Category Organization/Institution Position Name and Surname Contact Information Location Language
Spoken
1 Internal Stakeholder NRC Ukraine Education Project Manager Tamara Ishchenko tamara.ishchenko@nrc.no Dnipro English/Ukrainian
2 Internal Stakeholder NRC Ukraine Education Project Manager Iryna Kuzmenko iryna.kuzmenko@nrc.no Kyiv English/Ukrainian
3 Internal Stakeholder Implementing partner Coordinator of Educational Olga Voytyuk voytyuk@potribnitut.org Kherson Ukrainian
(NGO) Programs
4 External Stakeholder Education Cluster Coordinator of South Cluster Tetiana Rodionova trodionova@unicef.org Kyiv English/Ukrainian
5 External Stakeholder MHPSS Technical Working ~ Co-Chair Viktor Vus vvus@InternationalMedicalCorps.org  Kyiv English
Group
6 External Stakeholder Teachers/School Teacher Nadia N/A Khersonska Ukrainian/Russian
Psychologists/Counsellors/ oblast,
Other Relevant School Staff Khersonskyy
rayon,
Khersonska

hromada
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Stakeholder Category

7 External Stakeholder
8 . External Stakeholder
9 . External Stakeholder
10 . External Stakeholder
11 . External Stakeholder
12 . External Stakeholder
Annexes

Organization/Institution

Teachers/School
Psychologists/Counsellors/
Other Relevant School Staff

Teachers/School

Psychologists/Counsellors/
Other Relevant School Staff

Teachers/School

Psychologists/Counsellors/
Other Relevant School Staff

Teachers/School

Psychologists/Counsellors/
Other Relevant School Staff

Teachers/School

Psychologists/Counsellors/
Other Relevant School Staff

Teachers/School
Psychologists/Counsellors/
Other Relevant School Staff

Position

Psychologist

Teacher

Deputy Director for Educational

Work

School Social Worker

Deputy Director for Educational

Work

Teacher

Name and Surname

Yulia

Svitlana

Margaryta

Nina

Nadia

Svitlana

Contact Information

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

Location

Kherson-

ska oblast,
Beryslavskyy
rayon, Novo-
vorontsovska

hromada

Mykolaivska
oblast,
Mykolaivskyy
rayon,
Halytsynivska

hromada

Mykolaivska
oblast,
Mykolaivskyy
rayon,
Mykolaivska

hromada

Sumska
oblast, Sum-
skyy rayon,
Vorozhbian-

ska hromada

Sumska
oblast, Kono-
topskyy rayon,
Burynska

hromada

Dnipropetro-
vska oblast,
Kamyanskyy
rayon, Ver-
khivtsevska

hromada

Language

Spoken

Ukrainian/Russian

Ukrainian/Russian

Ukrainian/Russian

Ukrainian/Russian

Ukrainian/Russian

Ukrainian/Russian
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13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

Stakeholder Category

External Stakeholder

External Stakeholder

External Stakeholder

External Stakeholder

External Stakeholder

External Stakeholder

External Stakeholder

External Stakeholder

Organization/Institution

Teachers/School
Psychologists/Counsellors/
Other Relevant School Staff

Teachers/School

Psychologists/Counsellors/

Other Relevant School Staff

Teachers/School
Psychologists/Counsellors/
Other Relevant School Staff

Teachers/School

Psychologists/Counsellors/
Other Relevant School Staff

Teachers/School

Psychologists/Counsellors/
Other Relevant School Staff

Teachers/School

Psychologists/Counsellors/
Other Relevant School Staff

Local Education Authorities

NGO

Position

Teacher

Psychologist

Teacher

Deputy Director for Educational
Work

Psychologist, Inclusive Resource

Center

Psychologist, Inclusive Resource
Center

Head of Education Department

Child Fund

Name and Surname

Viktoria

Svitlana

Natalia

Tetiana

Natalia

Olena

Olena

Tetiana Tsuman

Contact Information

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

e.v.kazannikova@gmail.com

info@childfund.org.ua

Location

Dnipropetro-
vska oblast,
Synelnikivskyy
rayon,
Slavhorodska

hromada

Zaporizka
oblast, Zapor-

izkyy rayon

Zaporizka
oblast, Zapor-
izkyy rayon,
Tavriyska

hromada

Kharkivska
oblast, Chuhu-
ivskyy rayon,
Chuhuivska

hromada

Kharkivska,
Izyumskyy
rayon, lzum-

ska hromada

Zaporizka
oblast,
Zaporizkyy
Rayon, Kus-
huhumska

hromada

Zaporizka

oblast

Kyiv

Language

Spoken

Ukrainian/Russian

Ukrainian/Russian

Ukrainian/Russian

Ukrainian/Russian

Ukrainian/Russian

Ukrainian/Russian

Ukrainian/Russian

Ukrainian/Russian
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5.5 Annex 5: List of Study Locations and Categorisation

1-30 km

Location

SUMSKA OBLAST
Burynska

Novoslpbodska N
Okhtyrska

Vorozhbianska
Konotqpska - -
KHARKIVSKA OBLAST
Kolomaftska

Chuhuivska
SIobozhanska

Kunievska

Pisochynskaya
DNIPROPETROVSKA OBLAST
Slavhorodska

Myrivska

Nikopolska
Verkhivtsevska

Kryvorizka

Apostolovska
ZAPORIZKA OBLAST
Kushuhumska

Tavriiska
Novooleksandrivska

Matviivska
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Location

Shyrokyvska

Vilnianska

Zaporizhska
MYKOLAIVSKA OBLAST
Mykolgiyska

Galitsynivska

Voznesgnska - o
KHERSONSKA OBLAST
Khersonka

Dariivska
Novovorontsovska

Kostiantynivska

1-30 km

Xe1)

XD
_X(~9)
_X(~9)

X(~1)

30-50 km
X3

X (~a6)
 X(~49)

50+ km

X2
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5.6 Annex 6: Location-Based Key Findings

1. Eastern Ukraine - Location-Based Findings

LOCATIONS

While children largely remain enrolled in school, engagement is fragile rather than stable, as emotional
strain and repeated disruptions undermine learning confidence, whereas more stable routines and
fewer modality shifts support stronger confidence and continuity of engagement.

Repeated air-raid alerts and shelter transitions fragment lessons into shorter, incomplete learning
episodes, undermining continuity even when schooling remains operational.

Learning modality strongly shapes engagement and support dynamics:

+ Online and hybrid learning shift instructional responsibility from schools to households, increasing
reliance on caregiver support for homework and emotional regulation,

+ Reduces peer interaction and informal academic support, and

Fragments teachers’ attention and ability to monitor understanding in real time.

Engagement and aspirations are most uneven and fragile due to partial disruption combined with
higher expectations of continuity

In-person learning enables deeper engagement through immediate feedback and relational connec-
tion, decreasing learning loss and fragmentation.

For children with disabilities, engagement is particularly fragile under online and hybrid learning, as
disrupted routines and limited adapted support reduce teachers’ capacity to provide one-to-one atten-
tion, contributing to increased learning loss.

While children largely remain enrolled in school, engagement is fragile rather than stable, as emotional
strain and repeated disruptions undermine learning confidence, whereas more stable routines and
fewer modality shifts support stronger confidence and continuity of engagement.

Emotional distress (anxiety, distress, worry, fatigue) directly undermines attention and comprehen-
sion, manifesting as heightened emotional sensitivity among younger children and chronic cognitive
fatigue among adolescents.
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LOCATIONS

Night-time insecurity and chronic hypervigilance disrupt sleep, leading to cumulative exhaustion that
undermines emotional regulation and learning readiness, especially among adolescents.

Cumulative learning disruption disproportionately affects mathematics, where repeated interruptions
erode confidence and lead to avoidance rather than disengagement, with effects most pronounced
closer to the frontline.

Reading and language subjects are more resilient to disruption than cumulative STEM subjects
across locations, with resilience most consistently sustained in 50+ km contexts due to greater
instructional stability.

Play and creative activities function as one of the most effective coping mechanisms supporting
emotional regulation and learning readiness across age groups, along with its impact in reducing
learning loss and improving psychosocial wellbeing. While for younger children, play consistently
restores emotional balance and enables re-engagement with learning, it also supports well-being of
adolescents, but translate into learning gains only when structured and regular.

Play and psychosocial activities remain valued but are less effective in producing sustained emotional
relief due to continuous exposure to stressors.

As schooling becomes disrupted, reliance on caregivers for emotional regulation and learning support
increases, with frontline proximity intensifying the emotional burden on families and shifting caregiver
roles from academic assistance toward emotional containment, particularly for adolescents.

Peer support remains an important coping mechanism for adolescents, providing emotional valida-
tion and shared understanding; however, its availability and effectiveness are constrained by online
learning, displacement, and reduced informal interaction, particularly in frontline and second-line
areas.

Teachers increasingly function as first-line emotional stabilisers rather than primarily instructional
actors, reducing time and capacity for teaching.

Teachers increasingly absorb psychosocial responsibilities alongside instruction, heightening risks of
strain and burnout.

While children across age groups continue to believe in the value of education, the strength and
certainty of future-oriented confidence are reduced under sustained disruption, with hope expressed
more cautiously and unevenly.

Children living in more stable learning environments express stronger and more consistent confidence
in education’s future value, with education perceived as a reliable pathway for continuity, opportunity,
and longer-term planning.

Younger children’s hopes are emotionally driven and anchored in safety and normality across loca-
tions, but where disruption is higher these aspirations narrow to immediate calm and routine.
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LOCATIONS KHARKIVSKA DNIPROPETROVSKA ZAPORIZKA

Adolescgnts articulate more cautious and conditional aspirations, with planning horizons becoming vy v VAR VIR EAVEE EVEN SR VA BV VR
progressively shorter.

In less predictable learning environments, educational pressure increases, leading many adolescents,
. - . o . . v v v v v v v v v v v v v
especially in exam years, to narrow their aspirations as a protective coping response.

2. Southern and Northern Ukraine — Location-Based Findings

LOCATIONS MYKOLAIVSKA KHERSONSKA
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While children largely remain enrolled in school, engagement is fragile rather than stable, as emotional strain and
repeated disruptions undermine learning confidence, whereas more stable routines and fewer modality shifts v v v v v
support stronger confidence and continuity of engagement.
Repeated air-raid alerts and shelter transitions fragment lessons into shorter, incomplete learning episodes, y v y y
undermining continuity even when schooling remains operational.
Learning modality strongly shapes engagement and support dynamics:
+ Online and hybrid learning shift instructional responsibility from schools to households, increasing reliance on
caregiver support for homework and emotional regulation, v v v v v v v
+ Reduces peer interaction and informal academic support, and
Fragments teachers’ attention and ability to monitor understanding in real time.
Engagement and aspirations are most uneven and fragile due to partial disruption combined with higher expecta- y v y
tions of continuity
In-person learning enables deeper engagement through immediate feedback and relational connection, decreasing y y v y v
learning loss and fragmentation.
For children with disabilities, engagement is particularly fragile under online and hybrid learning, as disrupted
routines and limited adapted support reduce teachers’ capacity to provide one-to-one attention, contributing to v v v v v v v
increased learning loss.
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LOCATIONS

While children largely remain enrolled in school, engagement is fragile rather than stable, as emotional strain and
repeated disruptions undermine learning confidence, whereas more stable routines and fewer modality shifts sup-
port stronger confidence and continuity of engagement.

Emotional distress (anxiety, distress, worry, fatigue) directly undermines attention and comprehension, manifesting
as heightened emotional sensitivity among younger children and chronic cognitive fatigue among adolescents.

Night-time insecurity and chronic hypervigilance disrupt sleep, leading to cumulative exhaustion that undermines
emotional regulation and learning readiness, especially among adolescents.

Cumulative learning disruption disproportionately affects mathematics, where repeated interruptions erode confi-
dence and lead to avoidance rather than disengagement, with effects most pronounced closer to the frontline.

Reading and language subjects are more resilient to disruption than cumulative STEM subjects across locations,
with resilience most consistently sustained in 50+ km contexts due to greater instructional stability.

Play and creative activities function as one of the most effective coping mechanisms supporting emotional
regulation and learning readiness across age groups, along with its impact in reducing learning loss and improv-
ing psychosocial wellbeing. While for younger children, play consistently restores emotional balance and enables
re-engagement with learning, it also supports well-being of adolescents, but translate into learning gains only when
structured and regular.

Play and psychosocial activities remain valued but are less effective in producing sustained emotional relief due to
continuous exposure to stressors.

As schooling becomes disrupted, reliance on caregivers for emotional regulation and learning support increases,
with frontline proximity intensifying the emotional burden on families and shifting caregiver roles from academic
assistance toward emotional containment, particularly for adolescents.

Peer support remains an important coping mechanism for adolescents, providing emotional validation and shared
understanding; however, its availability and effectiveness are constrained by online learning, displacement, and
reduced informal interaction, particularly in frontline and second-line areas.

Teachers increasingly function as first-line emotional stabilisers rather than primarily instructional actors, reducing
time and capacity for teaching.

While children across age groups continue to believe in the value of education, the strength and certainty of
future-oriented confidence are reduced under sustained disruption, with hope expressed more cautiously and une-
venly.

Children living in more stable learning environments express stronger and more consistent confidence in education’s
future value, with education perceived as a reliable pathway for continuity, opportunity, and longer-term planning.

Younger children’s hopes are emotionally driven and anchored in safety and normality across locations, but where
disruption is higher these aspirations narrow to immediate calm and routine.
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LOCATIONS MYKOLAIVSKA KHERSONSKA

Adolescents articulate more cautious and conditional aspirations, with planning horizons becoming progressively
shorter.

In less predictable learning environments, educational pressure increases, leading many adolescents, especially in
exam years, to narrow their aspirations as a protective coping response.
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