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Editorial

Migration, driven by conflicts such as the war in Ukraine,
has transformed European classrooms into spaces of refuge, re-
silience, and change. Since 2022, millions of people - mostly
women and children - have fled the conflict in Ukraine in search
of safety abroad. Schools, as the first point of integration for chil-
dren, have taken on an essential and urgent role. The arrival of
refugee students has brought significant educational chal-
lenges: language barriers, emotional trauma, curriculum dis-
crepancies, and the need for additional resources. Teachers,
school administrators, and educational communities have had
to adapt rapidly to ensure not only access to education but also
the genuine inclusion of these children in the school environ-
ment. This situation has underscored the need for a sensitive,
flexible approach to education that prioritizes the well-being of
all students.

Yet, alongside these difficulties, migration has also brought
a powerful value: multiculturalism. Today more than ever, class-
rooms mirror the diversity of the world. Students from a variety
of backgrounds coexist, learn, and grow together, enriching
the educational experience with new languages, traditions, and
perspectives. This cultural diversity not only broadens students’
horizons but also strengthens key skills such as empathy, toler-
ance, and global citizenship. Far from being a hindrance, the
presence of children from different nationalities in schools pres-
ents a unique opportunity to rethink our educational models.
It invites us to build a more open, inclusive school system: one
better equipped to meet the demands of our time.

e- 1SN 2543-8409
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In this issue, we explore how educational institutions are respond-
ing to the impact of migration and how they are turning diversity into a
pedagogical asset. Ultimately, a school that welcomes and learns from
difference is a school that builds the future.

Carmen Parra Rodriguez
Director, UNESCO Chair Peace, Solidarity and Intercultural Dialogue
Abat Oliba CEU University
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Research methods: A survey was conducted using a questionnaire developed by
the author, targeting principals from various types of schools in western Ukraine.
The study also involved an analysis of contemporary literature on school man-
agement in crisis situations, especially during armed conflict. The findings were
organized into tables and visualized in graphs.

Process of argumentation: Since the onset of the Russian invasion of Ukraine,
a significant number of families with children have been displaced from the east-
ern and southern regions to the west. School principals faced numerous new chal-
lenges in the following areas: ensuring the safety and well-being of students and
staff, integrating internally displaced students into new school environments, de-
livering education in hybrid formats (in-person and remote), providing psycho-
logical and pedagogical support, and ensuring stress resilience in educational
communities. These conditions have created a pressing need for research and ped-
agogical discourse on educational management in times of war.

Research findings and their impact on the development of educational sci-
ences: The study indicates that schools in western Ukraine have successfully
adapted to working under wartime conditions. Principals implemented changes
to protect students and staff and have met the integration needs of children trau-
matized by war.

Conclusions and/or recommendations: The research shows the changes intro-
duced in the management of Ukrainian schools to ensure educational continu-
ity during wartime. Under crisis conditions, key recommendations include
maintaining stable funding for educational institutions, ensuring clear and ef-
fective communication, and promoting innovation in online learning platforms.

Introduction

Education must remain a primary focus of public attention. This
emphasis was reinforced by the United Nations, which declared Sep-
tember 9 as the International Day to Protect Education from Attack —
a call to prioritize schools as safe learning environments for both students
and educators. In 2015, the Safe Schools Declaration was opened for en-
dorsement by the United Nations. Ukraine, by endorsing this Declaration,
became the 100th country to adopt all its principles. These have proven
crucial for the Ukrainian government and communities since the start of
the military invasion by the Russian Federation.
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Under such circumstances, educational management takes on the
characteristics of crisis management, marked by ongoing monitoring, iden-
tification of emerging problems within the school environment, proactive
crisis prevention, and the ability to mobilize the resources needed to en-
sure the stable functioning of teaching staff (Voznyuk & Dobrohorskyi,
2022, p. 51).

Amid the Russian military aggression, advancing educational policy
and implementing innovations in Ukraine have become critically impor-
tant tasks for educational institutions. Even during the “hot phase” of the
war, children retain their right to education and continue to study in var-
ious formats. To support this, the Ukrainian education system must be
adapted to current wartime realities (Panchenko et al., 2022). In this con-
text, the school principal plays a crucial role - exercising sufficient au-
tonomy and responding flexibly and swiftly to challenges in order to
protect the health and lives of children in the educational environment
(Barling & Cloutier, 2016).

Broadly speaking, the issue is not only about ensuring continuity
of the educational process, but also about creating safe conditions and
making strategic management decisions that support quality education.
Martial law demands a specific approach to educational leadership
(Thomas, 2016), and this depends on several factors, including the prin-
cipal’'s competence and readiness to manage complex emergencies
(Darmody & Smyth, 2016). For these reasons, the study of educational
management under martial law is relevant and timely.

The purpose of the article is to (1) outline the theoretical foundations
for implementing educational management under martial law in the
country from a pedagogical perspective; and (2) investigate specific as-
pects of school management practices in the western region of Ukraine
aimed at sustaining the educational process during wartime and sup-
porting temporarily displaced students from other regions (war refugees).

60¥8-€75C NSSI -2
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Theoretical background

Today, the head of an educational institution is “required to be per-
sonally, philosophically and ontologically at ease with simultaneous edu-
cational-commercial discourses”; they “have to respond not only to the
needs of educational stakeholders, but also to the commercial demands”
(Machin, 2014). The values and qualities of an educational manager in-
clude academic credibility, communication and negotiation skills, the abil-
ity to listen and understand others (Spendlove, 2007), proficiency in
coordinating the efforts of different departments, collaboration with staff,
familiarity with leadership models in education (Hoekstra & Newton, 2017),
creativity in problem-solving, tolerance for ambiguity, a flexible manage-
ment style, and strong communication abilities (Einsiedel, 1987). From
a socio-psychological perspective, management involves the leader’s en-
gagement with others (subordinates, supervisors, etc.), as well as foster-
ing their coordinated and active participation in achieving shared goals
(Baibakova, 2011, p. 15).

Special attention should be given to educational management,
especially in the context of introducing innovations during crises. Nu-
merous publications have addressed this issue, likely because, for the first
time in human history, the educational system is continuing to function at
all levels - from kindergartens and schools to higher education institu-
tions — during an active war, as exemplified by Ukraine (Budnyk et al.,
2022). Scholars define the concept of crisis management as “management
of systems in a state of imbalance, which includes a set of procedures,
methods, and techniques aimed at recognizing crises, preventing them,
creating conditions for reducing their negative impact, and overcoming
the consequences” (Epifanova & Oranska, 2016, p. 10). Accordingly, the
school education manager should adopt a strategy that incorporates three
main components: (1) monitoring and diagnostics using organizational
indicators, (2) developing and outlining an anti-crisis strategy, and (3) im-
plementing effective control measures.

The professional profile of a modern education manager encom-
passes professional, business, and personal attributes: a strong emphasis
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on active communication, interaction, and dialogue (Fomin et al., 2020);
a drive for leadership (Bashkir et al., 2023); determination, ambition, and
a diligent work ethic; erudition, commitment to pedagogical principles,
and sincerity; a readiness to take responsibility in challenging situations;
self-reliance, integrity, and creativity; emotional resilience in communica-
tion (Fredrickson et al., 2002); and the ability to handle stress and adapt to
new — and at times crisis-ridden — educational environments (Nikolaesku
etal,, 2021, pp. 80-81). The goal of educational management is to create
an educational environment that functions effectively, aligns with mod-
ern standards, appeals to both current and prospective stakeholders
(Baibakova, 2011, p. 15), and above all, prioritizes the safety of students’
lives and learning. In Ukraine, which is currently at war due to the armed
invasion by Russia, principals face extreme challenges that demand ex-
ceptional flexibility and responsibility.

Materials & Methods

Research methods

A subject-targeted method was used to analyze current scientific lit-
erature on the implementation of school management in times of crisis,
particularly under martial law. Additionally, online resources were re-
viewed to collect up-to-date information about the challenges encoun-
tered by teachers when working with children affected by war trauma.
An empirical approach, based on survey research, was adopted to assess
the operational status of schools during wartime conditions. This ap-
proach focused on various aspects of school management undertaken
by principals. The objective was to support temporarily displaced indi-
viduals and ensure the continuity of the educational process.

Instruments and procedures

This article presents the results of an empirical study conducted in
western Ukraine, where a significant number of families with children
have been displaced since the beginning of the war, having fled their

60¥8-€75C NSSI -2
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homes in the eastern and southern regions of the country. Consequently,
schools have adapted to accommodate internally displaced students,
which has posed school principals with new challenges in organizing the
educational process under martial law. An anonymous survey was con-
ducted among school principals, involving 50 respondents across vari-
ous age groups. The questionnaire sought to assess the changes
implemented in these schools since the onset of the conflict to ensure
the continuity of children’s education, as well as the challenges involved
in integrating students from different regions of the country who have
experienced war trauma, among other related issues.

Table 1. Research sample

School principals
Variable

N=50 %

School location Countryside 4 8
Small town (up to 20,000 inhabitants) 1 2

Medium-sized city (20,000-100,000 inhabitants) 2 4

Large city (over 100,000 inhabitants) 43 86

Region Ivano-Frankivsk 5 10
Ivano-Frankivsk region 4 8

Lviv 40 80

Lviv region 1 2

Work experience | 1-5 years 20 40
6-10 years 2 4

11-15years 10 20

Over 15 years 18 36

Gender Woman 40 80
Man 10 20

Source: Authors’research
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The online survey was conducted between September and Decem-
ber 2023, using a questionnaire developed by the author and distributed
to Ukrainian school principals. The target group was deliberately selected
from two western regions of Ukraine, specifically Lviv and Ivano-Frankivsk,
due to the significant number of displaced children attending schools in
these areas. These students came from regions heavily affected by missile
attacks or currently under Russian occupation. This sampling approach al-
lowed for a comprehensive evaluation of the indicators within a popula-
tion among which the relevant phenomena and processes were most
likely to be observed (Silverman, 2008).

Research results

This study sought to answer the following question: What measures
have been implemented in schools since the beginning of the Russian armed
aggression in Ukraine to maintain the educational process, particularly for
temporarily displaced children?

School principals actively responded to the challenges posed by cur-
rent realities in an effort to create a safe educational environment for all
students and staff. A total of 92% of respondents stressed the importance
of establishing secure shelters for everyone involved in the educational
process. Furthermore, 90% indicated the need for developing a well-de-
fined action plan for school staff, while 82% reported the implementa-
tion of structured wartime teaching plans. Another crucially important
step noted by 74% of respondents was the daily monitoring of student
participation in learning activities (see Figure 1). Therefore, even in the
context of distance learning, it is necessary to track the actual number of
students, ensure that they all connect on time, and follow up on any ab-
sences. This is particularly important given the direct threat to students’
health - and even their lives.

60¥8-€75C NSSI -2
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Figure 1. Measures implemented by principals to continue

the educational process (based on survey data)

Overview of implemented changes

Daily monitoring of students' engagement by 74

school administration I -7

Implementation of synchronous and 66
asynchronous learning schedules during blackouts [N 33

Establishing clear action plans for school staff to 90

organize the educational process I s

Preparing school facilities for the round-the-clock

accommodation of internally displaced persons _ 35
(including children) from other regions of Ukraine

70

Preparing safe shelters for all participants in the 92

educational process I

Organizing distance or blended learning for 82

students during wartime I

0O 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100
% EN

Source: Authors’ research

In promoting the well-being of refugee children, research by
C. M. Somo (2024) identifies three main categories: (1) children who suffer
from war-related trauma, (2) children who live in a constant state of fear
and anxiety, and (3) children whose exposure to war-related violence trig-
gers aggressive behavior. All of these student groups were presentin the
schools surveyed by the principals who participated in our study. Re-
spondents unanimously agreed that primary attention should be given
to mental health, specifically by “implementing trauma-informed therapy
focused on reducing psychosocial reactions to war” (Somo, 2024). In this
context, we advocate for incorporating considerations of ethnocultural di-
versity into psychological therapy and pedagogical support.

Our research also addresses another urgent concern for school ad-
ministration: the need to prepare school facilities to accommodate
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internally displaced individuals for overnight or extended stays. This con-
cern was acknowledged by 70% of respondents. Given the high popula-
tion density in western regions of the country and the shortage of
available housing, school classrooms, kindergartens, dormitories, and
other facilities were repurposed into temporary accommodations. A total
of 36% of school principals reported addressing this challenge by con-
verting school spaces, installing amenities such as shower cabins and
washing machines, and establishing playrooms for schoolchildren.

In some educational institutions (56% of respondents), classrooms
and sports halls were transformed into sleeping quarters for temporarily
displaced individuals, including children. Moreover, schools have become
hubs of volunteer activity and “resilience centers,’ equipped with electric
generators (to compensate for potential damage to energy infrastruc-
ture), internet access, water supplies, and more. The mobilization of vol-
unteers and compassionate community members to set up humanitarian
aid centers for internally displaced children and their families — provid-
ing them with essential items — was recognized as a key administrative
achievement by 66% of respondents.

School principals (72%) (Figure 2) indicated that their top priority
was creating a safe school environment. This included: (a) reviewing class-
room layouts and ensuring unobstructed movement, (b) conducting
daily reviews of evacuation protocols with students and holding periodic
drills, despite the loss of instructional time, as such measures are neces-
sary and extremely important in the face of real threats to the lives of stu-
dents and staff, and (c) teaching children the fundamentals of mine safety,
which is essential given the increasing number of reports about the use
of mines in schools and other civilian infrastructure in recent months of
the war in Ukraine.

Based on our research findings, school management also proposed
the creation and enforcement of clearly defined protocols for responding

Ill

to and operating during emergencies. This so-called “safety protocol” con-
sists of a set of guidelines that all participants in the educational process
should follow in critical situations caused by the war. In response to safety

risks, schools are in the process of developing multiple protocols covering

21
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responses to air raid alerts, bomb threats, evacuation procedures, shel-
tering, remote instruction during classes, and more. To achieve this, the ad-
ministration of each school must design its own safety strategy, taking
into account factors such as the school’s location, threat level, number of
students, and available safety resources.

According to our study, 74% of school principals (Figure 2) empha-
sized the importance of developing a well-defined wartime strategy for
the entire school community. In particular, it is essential to ensure that
students who have relocated from areas impacted by active conflict are
familiar with evacuation routes, including directions to the nearest shel-
ter if the school does not have one. These students should also be taught
the proper behavior protocols for air raids, evacuations, and sheltering.

Every educational institution has unique structural features, archi-
tectural specifics, educational resources, and financial capacity that
should be optimally utilized to support children who have experienced
or are currently experiencing stress due to the war. According to 70% of
principals, such students receive free medical services and meals. Another
important issue is ensuring that teaching staff are trained in providing
first aid (Drennan et al., 2005). Among these safety measures, key em-
phasis is placed on providing psychological training to various categories
of school employees.

Findings from the Go Global study reveal the psychological and emo-
tional exhaustion experienced by teachers under ongoing threat during
wartime. According to the study, 54% of Ukrainian teachers reported ex-
periencing professional burnout and expressed a need for psychological
support. More than 70% observed signs of burnout in their colleagues,
and 80% noted an increased workload following the Russian invasion
(Poya, 2023). This rise in workload is associated with the need to imple-
ment security measures, concern for the safety of students and their fam-
ilies, preparation of materials for online instruction, and conducting
lessons in shelters during missile threats. As a result, teachers’ personal re-
silience and their ability to support students during emergencies are crit-
ical in times of war.
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Figure 2. Initiatives implemented in schools

for temporarily displaced children from other regions
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To strengthen resilience, safeguard psychological well-being, and
protect the health of educational staff and administrators, it is necessary
to implement effective psychological support strategies. Education man-
agers should actively participate in planning and coordinating safety
measures for schools located in military zones. They are also responsible
for ensuring that teachers have the resources, support, and training they
need. Additionally, they can help coordinate efforts with professionals
from other sectors, such as healthcare, social services, and humanitarian
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aid, to provide comprehensive support for the educational process dur-
ing wartime.

Significant attention is paid to motivational factors in educational
management, which are based on the principles of partnership among all
participants in the educational process. In addition to addressing the
specific challenges that school staff face in crisis conditions, an essential
task of the principal is establishing favorable conditions for effective work
and motivating teachers: encouraging professional development, im-
proving the quality of education, and conserving personal resources in
wartime (e.g., preventing burnout, building resilience, etc.) (Voznyuk et al.,
2022, p. 52).

When working with children forced to migrate, it is important to ori-
ent the educational process toward restoring their sense of inner strength,
resilience, and adaptability (Hart, 2009). To achieve this, schools - start-
ing with the youngest students — have involved them in volunteer and
charitable activities designed to inspire a sense of achievement and pro-
vide moral support to the Ukrainian military. According to school prin-
cipals, this has been manifested in students’ participation in writing
postcards and playing games with adults (including parents), which helps
set a tone for coping with life’s challenges. The goal was to help these
children feel safe and shielded from exposure to distressing news on
television or the internet, as they already feel vulnerable and over-
whelmed due to the traumatic experiences that they have endured (Bud-
nyk et al., 2023a).

Psychologists emphasize the importance of engaging in conversa-
tions with students who have experienced war trauma, but caution that
this information must be introduced in appropriate doses. Adopting an
“avoidant” approach, in which educators refrain from discussing difficult
or psychologically challenging topics, can hinder children’s ability to un-
derstand, show empathy, and process traumatic experiences. By ad-
dressing these issues and helping students work through their emotional
wounds, schools can support the healing process and enable children to
begin overcoming the trauma that they have experienced (Budnyk et al.,
2023b, p. 13). An empathetic approach allows children of war and their
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parents to share traumatic experiences, helps educators identify early
signs of behavioral or mental health issues, and facilitates the recogni-
tion and expression of feelings as part of socio-educational support in
schools.

The issue of organizing volunteer activities within school communi-
ties, including students and teachers, is a high priority. These activities,
such as weaving camouflage nets for the military, creating motivational
postcards and drawings, and organizing charity fairs, were cited by 66%
of surveyed education managers. Such initiatives help build solidarity
and a shared sense of purpose through charitable efforts aimed at rein-
forcing collective values, such as independence, freedom, faith, culture,
and national identity. Conversations with school principals revealed sig-
nificant difficulties in maintaining the educational process due to peri-
odic air raid alerts and false evacuation alarms.

During times of war, education managers face significant challenges
as they must take into account several critical aspects:

1. ensuring the safety of students and staff (developing evacuation
plans, establishing shelters, and training both educators and stu-
dents in emergency response procedures);

2. econtinuing the educational process despite the military situation
by implementing alternative teaching methods such as distance
learning or holding classes in safe locations;

3. efacilitating effective communication with the community, parents,
students, and other stakeholders regarding safety protocols, changes
in the academic schedule, and other important issues;

4. eproviding psychological support to help participants in the educa-
tional process cope with stress and emotional trauma;

5. ecollaborating with local authorities and military personnel to obtain
timely information and develop coordinated protection strategies.
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Discussion

The displacement of Ukrainian children to the western part of the
country as a result of the Russian invasion, as highlighted in the survey,
has created numerous challenges for school principals in the region.
Among these challenges are:

1. language barriers - difficulties adapting displaced children to learn-
ing in Ukrainian-speaking schools;

2. psycho-emotional trauma - many of these children have experi-
enced fear, witnessed suffering, lost their homes or loved ones, and
require additional psychological support;

3. insufficient infrastructure — the increased number of students has
overwhelmed school facilities, including classrooms, libraries, and
other spaces, leading to a lack of resources for all learners;

4. financial limitations — limited funding to meet the growing needs for
additional staff, psychological support, and related services;

5. social integration — internally displaced students sometimes experi-
ence a sense of alienation from local peers due to cultural, ethnic, or
social differences;

6. curricular and instructional challenges — students may arrive with
differing cognitive needs and levels of prior knowledge, which com-
plicates the planning and delivery of educational programs.

In today'’s circumstances, educational institutions must give greater at-
tention to the adaptation of students to the school environment, espe-
cially in schools that enroll children who are internally displaced. As Somo
(2024) notes, “refugee children suffer enormous amounts of psychologi-
cal trauma during war displacement and, as a result, suffer poor mental
health, including psychological trauma, fear, anxiety, and aggressive
behaviors”

During the 2023/2024 academic year, the number of children whose
families have been forced to relocate to safer areas has increased in schools
in western Ukraine, where this study was conducted. In many cases, these
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children have nowhere to return to, as their homes, and sometimes entire
cities, have been destroyed (e.g., Mariupol, Selydove, and Bakhmut). As a
result, in addition to traditional adaptation practices, schools have worked
to ensure continuity between different stages of education and have pro-
vided appropriate psychological, pedagogical, and informational support.
School administrations are also developing various contingency plans so
that, in the event of an emergency, the institution can quickly transition to
distance or hybrid learning during or after the war.

Based on the research findings, it is worth emphasizing the neces-
sity of studying effective mechanisms and strategies for providing psy-
chological and pedagogical support to Ukrainian children affected by
Russian aggression. To that end, school administrations are creating ad-
ditional opportunities to train staff in methods and techniques for man-
aging stress and psychological overload, as well as for providing
psychological support to all participants in the educational process (Hi-
lado et al.,, 2021). To support this effort, relevant informational resources
for both parents and students are being developed and organized. These
may include popular science articles, guides, webinars, advice columns,
thematic interviews, seminars, consultations, self-help techniques, chil-
dren’s books about war, educational infographics, and more.

However, education managers themselves face significant stress dur-
ing crises such as war. School administrators often experience strain on
both their mental and physical well-being (Horwood et al., 2021), as they
confront issues that they have never encountered before. These include
navigating social, technological, and structural changes, managing conflict
and destruction, and responding to new and unfamiliar demands - what
Brimm (1983) describes as a “nonspecific response to any type of need”

Conclusions
The implementation of educational management should be based

on a thorough consideration of the needs and interests of students, teach-
ers, administrative staff, and parents in order to achieve the shared goal
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of organizing a sustainable educational process. Under crisis conditions,
particularly during wartime, it is essential to maintain stable funding for
educational institutions, ensure effective communication, and implement
innovations in remote learning platforms and other forms of interaction.

Key challenges for pedagogical management in the context of war
include:

- ensuring conditions for the delivery of quality educational services
to students (a safe educational environment for in-person learning,
technical support for remote learning, teacher preparedness to carry
out professional duties under martial law, high-quality logistics and
management processes, etc.);

- promoting the positive adaptation of internally displaced students
from areas of active hostilities to new environments in educational
institutions;

- creating a digital marketing system to support effective interaction
between the school and all participants in the educational process,
along with systematic monitoring of the school’s public image, the
implementation of innovations, and the development of new digi-
tal communities; this includes the use of platforms for distance or
blended learning in digital spaces;

- providing psychological support to all participants in the educa-
tional process, especially children who have been most affected by
the war;

- preventing professional burnout among teaching and administra-
tive staff caused by excessive workloads and psycho-emotional
stress during times of crisis;

- maintaining productive cooperation and communication with par-
ents, students, teachers, the broader community, volunteers, local
authorities, and other stakeholders.
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Teachers’ and principals’ experiences
with assessing Ukrainian students
in Polish schools

Abstract

Research objectives (aims) and problem(s): The purpose of this arti-
cle is to describe the experiences and strategies adopted by teachers
and principals in response to the challenge of evaluating Ukrainian
students. The research questions are as follows: What difficulties and
obstacles do school teachers face in the process of assessing Ukrainian
students? What strategies have teachers developed for evaluating
these students?

Research methods: Data were collected through in-depth semi-struc-
tured interviews with teachers and principals from schools enrolling
students from Ukraine. A total of 10 interviews were conducted.

Process of argumentation: The article discusses the legal aspects rel-
evant to the research topic, dominant approaches to grading in Pol-
ish didactics (objectivist and constructivist), and a review of current
research in this area. It also outlines the methodological assumptions
and presents the findings according to the research questions.

Research findings and their impact on the development of educa-
tional sciences: The main challenges in grading Ukrainian students
included a lack of systemic support, language barriers, the absence
of preparatory departments, the limited effectiveness of mixed-class
instruction, and the short duration of Ukrainian students’ education
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in Polish schools. Strategies adopted by teachers included modifying or adjusting
grading criteria and applying a “profit or loss” calculus — choosing to promote or
not promote a student - often justified as being “in the best interest of the child.”

Conclusions and/or recommendations: The strategies employed by teachers ex-
pose the inefficiency of the current grading system. The sole function of assess-
ment has become the decision to promote students to the next grade. Ukrainian
students, by virtue of their extraordinary circumstances, have in some ways con-
tributed to exposing the overemphasis on grades in the Polish educational sys-
tem. We underscore the need to move away from traditional grading toward more
inclusive, student-centered approaches that take cultural context into account.

Introduction

Before the outbreak of war in Ukraine, Polish schools were relatively
culturally homogeneous, and teachers had little experience working with
immigrant students who did not speak Polish. Schools generally lacked
comprehensive tools or strategies in this area. Poland’s migration policy of-
fered no established model for integrating immigrant students in schools,
particularly one involving systemic solutions that would enable long-term
educational and psychological support for this group (Kamiriska, 2019).
This situation persisted despite the upward trend in migration and the in-
creasing mobility that had been observed even before the war.

After the outbreak of war in Ukraine, the number of Ukrainian chil-
dren enrolled in Polish schools and kindergartens steadily increased,
reaching 190,000 by the end of the 2022/2023 school year.! In a very short
time, the educational community faced an urgent need for systemic so-
lutions in the framework of migration policy, particularly in the field of ed-
ucation. One burning issue requiring top-down resolution was the
assessment of Ukrainian students. The legal solution introduced in this re-
gard stipulates that Ukrainian students in mainstream classes are subject
to the same rules of classification, promotion, and grading as Polish stu-
dents (Legal Journals 2023.900, Article 165, item 2, Education Law).

! Data from the Ministry of Education and Science, October 2022.
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Only students placed in preparatory divisions are exempt from this
evaluation system. These divisions are intended for students whose
knowledge of Polish is insufficient for participation in mainstream classes.
In practice, however, the vast majority of Ukrainian students — despite
their limited Polish language skills — are enrolled in mainstream classes to-
gether with Polish students. Since instruction is delivered in Polish, this sit-
uation creates conditions ripe for discrimination. Amnesty International
has warned that “grading male and female students who do not under-
stand Polish well enough does not reflect their actual knowledge and is
therefore unfair to them” (Amnesty International, 2023). Such practices
contribute to the phenomenon of early dropout - either through pre-
mature withdrawal from formal education or through academic results
that fail to reflect students’ true potential (Seynhaeve et al., 2024). Teach-
ers and principals who work with Ukrainian students widely recognize
this concern and identify assessment as the most difficult area in their
work with this group (Pyzalski et al., 2022; Tedziagolska et al., 2022). The
purpose of this article is to describe the experiences of teachers and prin-
cipals involved in assessing Ukrainian students during the first wave of
refugee arrivals, between March and June 2022.

Quantitative and qualitative nature of assessment

The discussion surrounding school evaluation - its function, form,
and benchmarks - is ongoing, arouses a lot of controversy, and largely de-
pends on the educational paradigm adopted. Instructional didactics,
which stems from the objectivist paradigm, assumes that learning out-
comes can be observed and measured through assessment, which reflects
a student’s mastery of the material. This approach is oriented around the
curriculum and strategies for the effective acquisition of knowledge. As-
sessment is also an important element in the behaviorist model of instru-
mental conditioning associated with instructional didactics, wherein
positive assessments are intended to reinforce desirable behavior, while
negative assessments suppress undesirable behavior (Skinner, 1958).
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In contrast, the constructivist paradigm holds that knowledge is not
easily measurable, and reducing assessment to the monitoring or meas-
urement of school performance is seen as harmful. Proponents of this ap-
proach emphasize the student and the process of mental knowledge
construction. Students are expected to ask questions, solve problems in-
dependently or collaboratively, and adopt an investigative and reflective
mindset. Assessment in this model is individualized and qualitative. It
takes the form of student self-assessment or self-evaluation (Klus-Starska,
2018; Groenwald, 2021). Calls to include students in the evaluation
process have led to movements toward the democratization of assess-
ment (Czerepaniak-Walczak, 2001, pp. 38-48). The goal is to make as-
sessment fairer, more transparent, and more sustainable. Following this
principle, teachers engage students in self- and peer-assessment, allow-
ing them to help establish evaluation criteria. The ability to define the
purpose of peer-assessment, formulate appropriate feedback, and com-
municate it constructively to peers — while fostering a supportive at-
mosphere - is crucial for developing communication skills and promoting
collaborative learning. Supporting students in developing this skill en-
ables them to provide feedback that positively impacts their learning
process (Little et al., 2025, pp. 1-2).

This approach balances the relationship between the assessed and
the assessor, who no longer acts as the sole authority. Through demo-
cratic assessment practices, teachers adopt individualized approaches
that consider students’needs, pace, and learning styles. Students, in turn,
develop democratic values and come to understand the importance of
taking responsibility for their own learning (Cwikfa, 2021, p. 27). As a result,
assessment becomes more responsive to the diverse needs of learners.

Contemporary research on school assessment - particularly within
the “growth mindset” framework - focuses on the developmental role of
assessment, its effectiveness, methodological diversity, and its impact on
student motivation and educational equity (Dweck, 2006; Black & Wiliam,
2009; Hattie, 2015; Brookhart, 2024). Assessment should function as
a tool for student growth, rather than a final judgment of achievement.
According to formative assessment theory, learning agency is located
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with the student (Earl, 2013; Adie et al., 2018). These shifts exemplify
a constructivist approach to education, which emphasizes student au-
tonomy and self-regulation in the learning process.

This approach to assessment is grounded in socio-cultural learning
theories, which explain how teachers and peers assist students in under-
standing their current position in the learning process and identifying
where they should direct their learning next (Dann, 2014; Hattie, 2015).
Learning is a contextualized process that expands the role of students as
active participants in assessment (Andrade et al., 2021, p. 2).

However, both in everyday discourse among teachers and parents,
as well as among educational policymakers and academics, the dominant
belief is in the authoritative and reliable nature of numerical assessment -
as a quantitative indicator used to represent a student and their mastery
of knowledge relative to their classmates (Szyling, 2014). This approach
continues to have a profound impact on assessment theory and practice,
not only at the level of internal school assessment systems but also more
generally - for example, in the use of educational value added as a meas-
ure of a school’s teaching effectiveness (Dolata et al., 2015).

Studies of teachers’ grading practices show that these are based on
personal educational philosophies, a teacher’s conscience, and sense of
fairness, as well as existing regulations and procedures (Szyling, 2011;
2014).Teachers, when determining how to grade students, often admit to
manipulating scores and criteria. In doing so, they develop personal sur-
vival strategies in response to the conflicting expectations placed on
them by different stakeholders in the grading process (ibid.).

This phenomenon became particularly pronounced when teachers
were required to assess Ukrainian students (Tedziagolska et al., 2022). On
the one hand, they were legally obligated to apply the same rules of clas-
sification, promotion, and evaluation to Ukrainian students as to their Pol-
ish peers (Legal Journals 2023.900, Article 165, item 2, Education Law).
On the other hand, most children with experiences of forced migration
can be classified as students with special educational needs (Mtynarczuk-
-Sokotowska, 2022). This status necessitates differentiation in the educa-
tional process, including curricular content, learning requirements, and

37

60¥8-€75C NSSI -2



e- ISSN 2543-8409

38

Agnieszka Koterwas, Edyta Nowosielska

Teachers’ and principals’ experiences with assessing Ukrainian students
in Polish schools

(pp. 33-55)

grading systems. As Nachbauer and Kyriakides (2020, p. 6) note, “Students’
learning outcomes should depend only on their own efforts and capac-
ity, and not on considerations over which they have no influence,’ such as
language of instruction or ethnic background.

Thus, teachers faced the challenge of adapting the educational
process to accommodate the special educational needs of Ukrainian stu-
dents, while simultaneously being required to assess them under the
same conditions as their Polish peers. They often resorted to overt ma-
nipulation of scores and grading criteria, giving preferential treatment to
Ukrainian students or adjusting assessment standards to match individ-
ual abilities (Tedziagolska et al., 2023). From this perspective, the experi-
ences and strategies developed in response to the need to assess
Ukrainian students are of particular research interest.

Research methodology

The research is part of a project devoted to the functioning of
schools receiving students from Ukraine. The project was a grassroots ini-
tiative undertaken by the staff of the Educational Research Institute, in
cooperation with researchers from other academic institutions. Its pur-
pose was to gather knowledge about the challenges, effective solutions,
and working conditions of schools operating under the extraordinary cir-
cumstances created by the war in Ukraine and the resulting arrival of
refugee students.

The research is qualitative and grounded in an interpretive paradigm.
The chosen method is biographical (Schiitze, 2006), and the key tech-
nique employed was individual in-depth semi-structured interviews with
teachers and principals from elementary schools that had received stu-
dents from Ukraine. The research team developed a proprietary tool in
the form of an interview guide, which included questions concerning the
emotional experiences of both students and teachers, the didactic ex-
periences (challenges encountered and support needed by teachers),
and social experiences.



Agnieszka Koterwas, Edyta Nowosielska

Teachers’ and principals’ experiences with assessing Ukrainian students
in Polish schools

(pp. 33-55)

The research was carried out between June and September 2022,
that is, after an incomplete semester of education for Ukrainian students
in Polish schools. Public elementary schools were selected based on their
high percentage of refugee students and limited prior experience work-
ing with Ukrainian learners. All participating schools were located in the
Mazovia province. Due to the high workloads of these schools, establish-
ing contact proved difficult. In the end, 10 semi-structured in-depth in-
terviews were conducted. Each interview lasted between 1.5 and 2 hours,
yielding a total of about 100 pages of transcript.

The goal of the study was to describe the experiences of teachers
and school principals in assessing Ukrainian students. The research fo-
cused on the experiences and strategies adopted by teachers and prin-
cipals in response to the necessity of evaluating these students. The
central research questions were as follows: What difficulties and obsta-
cles do teachers encounter in the process of assessing Ukrainian stu-
dents? What strategies have teachers developed for evaluating Ukrainian
students

To answer these questions, all data related to school grading were ex-
tracted from the interview material and organized according to broader
analytical categories. This analysis identified key barriers to the assess-
ment of Ukrainian students, as well as the strategies adopted by teachers
and principals to deal with this complex situation.

Obstacles in the evaluation process of Ukrainian students

A chief obstacle in the assessment process — and in the education of
Ukrainian students — was the language barrier. Non-Polish-speaking stu-
dents were granted one year of preparation for general education classes
in dedicated preparatory divisions, during which they were not subject to
evaluation (Journal of Laws 2022, item 795). In practice, however, many
schools were unable to establish such divisions due to various limitations,
including lack of space, staffing shortages, or financial constraints, de-
spite having reported a need for them (Tedziagolska et al., 2022).
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For comparison, in the 2021/2022 school year, there were fewer than
2,500 such divisions across the country, serving 38,000 children - only
27% of all refugee students. In the following school year, the number
of preparatory divisions dropped by nearly two-thirds. As a result, only
15,000 Ukrainian students — about 10% of the refugee student popula-
tion — were enrolled in preparatory programs (Tedziagolska et al., 2022).

Consequently, many Ukrainian students who did not speak Polish or
had insufficient command of the language were placed in mainstream
classes. In the end, the vast majority of Ukrainian students were assigned
to mixed classrooms (Pyzalski, 2022), which meant that they were to be
evaluated according to the same standards as their Polish peers.

In the interviews, both teachers and principals, when discussing the
challenges that schools faced in connection with the admission of Ukrain-
ian students, drew attention to this issue as particularly problematic.
Above all, they openly criticized the legal requirement that Ukrainian stu-
dents in mainstream classes be assessed according to the same rules as
Polish students.

Examples of statements:

It was a regulation we never fully agreed with. (D4Wd)

You can only excuse children from grading if theyre in preparatory classes.
But ifthe principal decided the child was fit for a regular class, that is, they
were placed there and had to be graded — well, we had a bit of a conflict.
(D6Md)

The grading was not very good. Because we were told to grade the children
in Polish classes the same way we grade Polish children. I'm sorry to say it,
but that was not a good solution. Those children could not be evaluated
according to the same criteria as Polish children. They did not have the
same chance to learn — some of them were starting from scratch. (D5Wd)
To be honest, if | had to accept students based on their knowledge of Pol-
ish, Iwould have accepted two out of the hundred Ukrainian children. And
to the rest, |would have had to say, “I'm really sorry, but | don’t have a place
foryou in this school because you don't speak Polish. We only teach in Pol-
ish.” (D7Md)
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The fact that we admitted these children into mainstream classes — well,
the situation was sort of black and white, you know? If you accepted them
into Polish groups, then please treat them like Polish students. You took
that risk. You didn’t have to admit them, right? (D7Md)

These statements convey a clear sense of disagreement with the ex-
isting regulations. For many teachers, it was difficult - if not inconceiv-
able - to understand how non-Polish-speaking immigrant students were
expected to succeed in mixed-language classrooms, especially in the con-
text of assessment. Teachers openly admitted that they could not assess
Ukrainian students fairly or objectively — at least not according to the reg-
ulations and standardized expectations.

In this context, the grading system rooted in instructional didactics,
in which teachers are expected to verify the extent to which each student
has mastered the curriculum, proved essentially unworkable in real edu-
cational practice. Yet it was still imposed on teachers as a top-down re-
quirement. Educators found themselves in a position of compliance
without room for discussion or independent decision-making. Their grad-
ing decisions were dictated by subjective judgments, often built from the
ground up with their own justifications. Notably, participants’statements
lacked reflection on alternative grading methods, assessment strategies,
or the evaluation of Ukrainian students more specifically. They also fre-
quently mentioned a lack of institutional support, which contributed to
a significant emotional burden in their work.

Examples of Statements:

There was a problem with grading. How do you evaluate them? What do
you grade them on? Do you give them grades? Are they supposed to take
regular tests? Or not take tests at all? Do you even grade them when they
came in halfway through the second semester? (D6Md)

It [grading] was really hard because it was — honestly — it was a huge
source of nerve-wracking stress for the teachers, too. It was panic. It felt
like a panic attack, and | was just as scared as they were. And at the same

time, managing the situation was not easy because we really didn’t know
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how to assess the skills of these children — and | don’t think any school in
Poland knew either because it really was, it was... it was really very hard.
It completely caught us off guard. (D1M:s)

[The teachers] were a little disgusted at first that they had to give grades
at all, and they tried to find a balance between our kids and those kids.
But overall, it was really difficult. (D5Wd)

Some teachers didn’t know what to do... but mostly, it was an “anything
goes” kind of attitude. There was nothing structured, nothing central-
ized. (D5Wd)

Team meetings were not easy either. One teacher says, “No, | won't let him
pass.” Then someone else says, “Look, but what about this? What about
that?” Decision-making was just left up to the teachers. (D7Md)

Teachers clearly expressed that they lacked systemic support in this
area. They described the grading process for Ukrainian students as “the
Wild West," a situation where anything could happen, and no clear rules ap-
plied. When assigning grades, they were left to make decisions on their
own, often questioning whether what they were doing was truly in the
best interest of the children. They found themselves in situations where
human needs took precedence, and they had to develop their own ways of
handling the evaluation of children. Their accounts show a pervasive sense
of chaos, anxiety, tension, and uncertainty typical of crisis situations. What
had once been a predictable and ritualized institutional practice now re-
quired active reflection and reevaluation (Giddens, 2003).

Teaching linguistically mixed classes proved to be a major challenge. In
their statements, teachers noted that Ukrainian students — due to a lack of
support and the language barrier - often spent time in class ineffectively.
Teachers did not have adequate tools to support these children, who were
in a highly stressful situation as a result of their unfamiliarity with the Polish
language and educational system. This led to communication difficulties.
The teachers, following their own individual approaches, dealt with a vari-
ety of school-related problems and situations involving Ukrainian children.

Teachers responded by drawing on their personal educational beliefs -
what Balakhovich (2009) calls their “own points of reference,” or “cognitive
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attitudes. Implicit in these beliefs is a set of pedagogical values, ethical ori-
entations, and assumptions about the student’s individual and social re-
sponsibilities. As Balakhovich writes, “Teachers’ beliefs are made visible in
the teacher’s working style, individual educational actions, interpretations
of real situations, judgments, and behavioral norms” (2009).

Examples of statements:

I really think putting those kids in regular classes was a mistake. They
should've had preparatory classes and learned only Polish. There was sim-
ply no way they could get any real support. (N1Wd)

In those regular classes — you know, the mixed ones — these poor kids just
kind of sat there. They looked so lost. And sometimes, the time wasn't
as productive as it should’ve been. (N1W(d)

I got tired of the regular lessons, such as Polish language class, when | saw
those Ukrainian kids just sitting there doing nothing... and | didn't have
much of an idea how to adapt the material, so to speak, so that they
could learn the same stuff as the Polish children, even though they didn't
know the language. It just felt... well, it felt it wasn’t right on my part. I'd
leave class thinking, “No, not again... he was playing under the desk again
because I couldn’t come up with anything interesting or appropriate
for him.” I just don’t really know how to do it. (N1Wd)

According to the teachers, making learning more effective was
nearly impossible due to their lack of pedagogical preparation and lim-
ited knowledge of how to educate migrant students. They lacked ideas,
materials, and practical tools for working with this group. As a result, they
experienced feelings of powerlessness, helplessness, and failure.

In expressing their opposition to evaluating Ukrainian students,
teachers pointed not only to the language barrier, the lack of systemic
support, and insufficient training or resources, but also to the short
amount of time available to make decisions about final year evaluations.
It is important to note that the study was conducted between June and
September 2022, which means that Ukrainian students had been en-
rolled in Polish schools for only a few months.
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Examples of Statements:

After all, we couldn’t suddenly expect grades from these children on Feb-
ruary 24. ... The last few weeks were really a very difficult time for us be-
cause all of a sudden, we were expected to start grading these children,
just like everyone else. (D7Md)

Well, yes, but to give a meaningful, descriptive grade, you have to assess
the child - you need the time and opportunity to do that. (D5Wd)

The closer we got to the end of the year, the more we wanted to be specific
about the final grades because you can’t just issue a certificate or a final
evaluation in one day. You have to prepare for it, observe, and collect
data. It’s a whole process, assessing a child - and we were waiting the
whole time for some clear guidance: how to assess? What to base it on?
What should the final evaluation look like? (D6Wd).

According to the teachers, assigning grades is a process that requires
long-term observation and data collection, which they had no opportu-
nity to do under these circumstances. In the constructivist model, the
teacher steps away from the role of evaluator and instead focuses on sup-
porting the student, following their progress, and motivating them to
continue learning. Although this may seem achievable in theory, teachers
explained that they lacked the tools to fulfill this role, citing numerous
obstacles that stood in their way.

Table 1 Obstacle to assessing Ukrainian students

Obstacles to assessing Ukrainian students

Lack of systemic support

Language barriers

Absence of preparatory divisions

Ineffective learning in mixed classrooms

Short duration of Ukrainian students' stay in Polish school

Source: Author’s own study
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Teachers’ assessment strategies

In our discussion, we emphasize the significant role of teachers in
devising the strategies used to assess the school performance of Ukrain-
ian students. In educational practice, it is up to the teacher to decide how
to assess, what will be evaluated, and which criteria matter most (Szyling,
2011, p. 85). “Those who had heart were guided by their heart; those
who had more reason were guided by their reason.” (D5Wd)

Teachers and principals, placed in a situation where they were re-
quired to evaluate, described the strategies that they adopted to handle
this challenge. Many spoke of relying on their conscience or intuition.
One strategy that emerged from the interviews was the modification -
or even manipulation - of grading criteria.

Examples of statements:

At our school, we graded these children very generously. When it came to
Polish classes, | didn’t grade the kids based on the core curriculum because
obviously that doesn't make any sense. They don’t know how to do it.
I mostly evaluated their engagement in class, and most of the teachers
did the same: they checked if the kids were engaged and interested. It
was really hard, really incredibly hard. One of the hardest things I've had
to do. (NTWd)

We translated tests, pulled grades from Ukraine, and tried to find sub-
jects that matched what our teachers taught. ... Just based it on basic
classwork. We told them, “Let them do anything. It doesn’t have to be
grade 8 content, even if they’re in grade 8." (D6Md)

Obviously, | can't expect them to... (D6Md) | mean, yes, they wrote a clas-
sification exam at the end, in June. But if | saw that the student was en-
gaged - especially if they were really trying to learn Polish — then I felt
like it was worth it. (D7Md)

Teachers'methods of grading Ukrainian students stemmed from an
effort to strike a balance between official requlations and their own pro-
fessional values, between near-term compliance and longer-term ethical
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responsibility (Groenwald, 2014). They described grading as an unde-
fined, open-ended task, one they carried out according to personal beliefs,
conscience, or intuition. Altering grading criteria often meant lowering ac-
ademic demands, paying more attention to effort and engagement, or in-
corporating students’ previous academic achievements from their home
schools. One strategy that ultimately proved unsuccessful was verifying the
students’ prior performance through records from their schools in Ukraine.
Example of statement:

There was this idea: okay, well then let them provide us with some docu-
ments from Ukraine, show us what grades they had there. But it turned
out they had completely different subjects, a completely different grading
scale - I think it’s from 1 to 10— and everything was at completely different
levels. (D6Md)

The educational systems in Poland and Ukraine turned out to be rad-
ically different. These attempts by the school community to find solutions
independently constitute additional evidence of the lack of top-down
government support, such as the absence of a synthesized guide to the
Ukrainian curriculum (including stages of education, age of school entry,
grading scales, required subjects, etc.).

Another strategy that emerged could be described as a “profit and
loss” calculus, underpinned by the principle of acting “in the best inter-
est of the child.”Teachers were often focused on ensuring that students
were promoted to the next grade level in order to avoid disrupting the
classroom peer group. “For children, being anchored in the class unit
was really important for their sense of security.” (D7Md). In some cases,
children were intentionally held back a grade to give them more time to
acquire the language:“In early childhood education, we have four Ukrain-
ian children who - if everything goes according to our agreements — will
repeat the first grade. This was based on an agreement and the parents’
consent.” (D7Md)

These statements show that teachers were concerned with the safety,
emotional well-being, and developmental needs of Ukrainian students.
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Their decisions exemplify their professional judgment and commitment
to doing what they believed was best for each child. It is worth noting
that the area of decision-making is tied to teachers’ individual theories,
which, as Polak notes, “constitute an instrument for adapting to the con-
ditions in which [the teacher] works and, at the same time, a factor that
allows them to transform the external network of teaching and educa-
tional situations into a framework that is understandable to them. (2000,
p. 163). The pedagogical worldview embedded in these complex indi-
vidual theories - particularly regarding assessment strategies - is ex-
pressed in practical action. This helps explain not only the phenomenon
of “variability of assessments” (Szyling, 2011, p. 85), but also the discre-
tionary nature of grading criteria and the absence of a clear, unified as-
sessment strategy.

Szyling refers to this phenomenon - of adapting assessment meth-
ods to classroom realities — as classometry. Its goal is to reduce the tension
between formal measurement practices and the practicalities of grading
by teachers, which creates a “terrain of compromises,” often involving the
occasional lowering of academic demands (Szyling, 2011). One of the prin-
cipals interviewed also described the strategies employed by Ukrainian
parents in response to the possibility of their child not being promoted:

It was basically a kind of reassurance from the parents. They wanted to
be sure that even if we recommended holding the child back, theyd just
come back in August with a certificate from a Ukrainian school saying that
the child had completed that level - and we'd have to enroll them in the
next grade. (D7Md)

Although it is difficult to estimate the number of Ukrainian students
who participate in remote education through the Ukrainian school system,
itis worth noting that many students pursue education in both systems si-
multaneously. These students, even if not promoted in the Polish school
system, may still present a certificate confirming completion of a given
grade from their Ukrainian school. This is a kind of legal workaround that
can be applied in practice.
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The standardized grading system proved useful in the context of “Pol-
ish as a foreign language,” even though teachers of this subject were not
formally required to assign grades. One teacher pointed out the need to
assess Ukrainian students in these classes:

As for Polish as a foreign language, which | taught, there didn’t even have
to be a grade. But | still gave one. It was much easier for me because
I had structured topics, | got feedback from the children, they did exercises,
I could hear how they spoke and see the progress they were making. So it
was easier to grade them and give them feedback on what they didn’t
know, what they needed to work on. Well, a grade is such feedback.
(N1Wd).

In preparatory departments, where Ukrainian students were en-
rolled, the practice of assessment regained its traditional function and
was successfully used. In this context, grading once again functioned as
a standardized tool. Although students were only expected to receive
a certificate of participation in these classes, the teacher found it difficult
to forgo summative assessment, even though it could have been easily re-
placed with descriptive assessment, which is inseparable from formative
assessment. More specifically, formative assessment relies on feedback
intended to support the student’s learning process. The purpose of form-
ative assessment is to foster students’ sense of agency and support the
development of self-esteem and autonomy. It is a future-oriented process
- a dialogue between teacher and student, and also among students
themselves (Cwikta, 2021, p. 31). Such feedback could be translated into
Ukrainian using Google Translate, the simplest free tool available to any-
one, which makes communication more accessible for students.
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Table 2. Teacher assessment strategies

Teachers’ assessment strategies

Changing or manipulating grading criteria based on the teacher’s intuition

Taking into account students’ previous grades

“Profit and loss” calculus: actions taken “in the best interest of the child” (both promotion and non-promotion
to the next grade)

Use of traditional and standardized assessments during Polish language classes for foreigners, though not mandatory).

Source: Author’s own study

Study Limitation

This research project has certain limitations that should be taken into
account when generalizing its findings. First, the number of participants
was limited. Second, the study was conducted during the first wave of
war refugees and focused on teachers’ initial experiences as they devel-
oped their own strategies for the educational process. Now, after three
years of war and a continued increase in migration to Poland, the pres-
ence of Ukrainian students has become a routine part of school life, which
is why it would be worthwhile to repeat this study. Additionally, the re-
search covered exclusively primary schools. Future studies should expand
to include high school teaching staff as well.

Conclusion

Teachers’ grading practices take on many forms — from resistance
and disagreement with the idea of grading newly arrived students to eth-
ical considerations surrounding the act of assessment. The obstacles to
grading Ukrainian students identified by teachers and principals include
alack of systemic support, language barriers, the absence of preparatory
divisions, ineffective learning in mixed classrooms, and the short dura-
tion of students’ educational experience in Polish schools. To cope with
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the obligation to assign grades, teachers and principals reported strategies
such as altering grading criteria, adjusting or inflating scores, or recogniz-
ing previous grades from students’ schools of origin. These approaches
are rooted in individual pedagogical theories.

The legitimacy of grading itself is not questioned. However, teachers
appear not to engage in deeper reflection on the function of grading — as
a potential tool for learning design and for identifying alternative paths
to support students in overcoming individual learning difficulties (Faber
& Billmann-Mahecha, 2010, p. 30). In the accounts provided by educators
and principals, there is a notable absence of references to descriptive or
formative assessment, differentiated approaches, multiple forms of feed-
back, or the influence of cultural context on assessment practices. The
educational potential of assessment is, in this context, largely overlooked.
As a result, the support system for students is situated outside the grading
framework.

The current migration crisis calls into question the continued validity
of existing assessment systems. Longstanding norms and rules may, under
new circumstances, prove ineffective, outdated, or even counterproduc-
tive. Teachers indicate that the traditional school grading system does not
function effectively in these new circumstances. Their strategies expose
the inefficiencies of the system. Ukrainian students, due to the exceptional
nature of their situation, have inadvertently exposed the overreliance on
grades in the Polish education system, in which grades, despite often
being inadequate or even absurd, remain the default requirement.

Given forecasts that a significant number of refugee students will
stay in Poland after the war (Herbst & Sitek, 2023), systemic support for
teachers and students in the education of Ukrainian students is especially
important. Although some reports and recommendations in this area are
beginning to emerge (Tedziagolska et al., 2023; Tomasik, 2024), there is
still insufficient attention given to a relatively unrecognized concept in
Poland: culturally responsive assessment (Gay, 2010; Nayir et al., 2019;
Nortvedt et al., 2020). This student-centered approach to assessment em-
phasizes differentiation and respects students’ cultural ways of know-
ing and participating. Incorporating students’ cultural contexts can help
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create a more inclusive, relevant, and engaging learning environment
(Neugebauer et al., 2022). Assessment of Ukrainian students’ academic
performance should be a fair and flexible process — one that takes into ac-
count their unique circumstances, including cultural background, lan-
guage proficiency, emotional well-being, and the challenges of adapting
to a new environment.
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Abstract

Research objectives and problems: The aim of this research was to
identify the educational and career aspirations of secondary school
students in Poland and Ukraine. The research problem was formulated
as follows: What are the educational and career aspirations of the Pol-
ish and Ukrainian students participating in the study, and are there
any differences between the two groups in this regard?

Research methods: A quantitative research approach was applied,
using the diagnostic survey method with a questionnaire technique.
The participants were selected using a snowball sampling method,
also known as chain sampling.

Process of argumentation: The paper begins with an introduction dis-
cussing the significance of educational and career aspirations in the
lives of young people. The theoretical section defines the concept of
aspirations and outlines the factors that influence their development.
This is followed by a description of the methodology used in the au-
thor’s study, including a profile of the research sample. The empirical
section presents the study’s findings, and the paper concludes with
a summary of conclusions and recommendations.

Research findings and their impact on the development of educa-
tional sciences: The research was carried out between January 2022
and May 2023 in Poland (in the Wielkopolskie, Mazowieckie, and
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Lubelskie provinces) and Ukraine (in the Ternopil and Lviv provinces). The study
sample included three groups of students (948 individuals): one group of sec-
ondary school students from Poland and two groups from Ukraine (equivalent
to secondary education), surveyed both before and during the war. The findings
revealed both similarities and differences in the educational aspirations of the
participating adolescents. These results may serve as an inspiration for further
research into the career trajectories of future generations and as the foundation
for designing educational programs intended to support the development of
young people’s aspirations.

Conclusions and/or recommendations: Assisting adolescents in identifying and
developing their educational and career aspirations has been one of the key chal-
lenges of secondary education. Teachers’ professional efforts in this respect
should aim at expanding young people’s horizons and equipping them with key
knowledge and skills needed to plan their future careers and adapt to a rapidly
changing labor market. Educational activities should therefore be designed to
help students recognize their individual aptitudes, understand the specifics of
various professions, and become aware of labor market demands.

Introduction

Choosing an educational pathway and career is one of the key deci-
sions that every young person must make. For many adolescents, it is
a difficult and stressful process. It often involves anxiety and a sense of un-
certainty related to new educational prospects and, in many cases, a lack
of knowledge about the current labour market, in-demand professions,
or the availability of schools offering training in specific fields (Wosik-
-Kawala & Sarzynska-Mazurek, 2017) One of the earliest education-related
decisions takes place during the so-called “adolescent crisis” — a period
when young people are seeking meaning and purpose in life. This makes
it a breakthrough moment in designing their future (Gorard et al., 2012;
Zawada, 2013). Defining one’s educational and career aspirations in times
of rapid political, economic, social and cultural change is particularly diffi-
cult, especially in the wake of the recent pandemic and the intensifica-
tion of armed conflict in Ukraine.

The escalation of the war in Ukraine has led to the migration of
Ukrainian citizens, primarily to EU countries, but also to the United King-
dom, the United States, and Canada. Poland, as a country neighboring
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the war zone, has played a particularly important role - especially given
its long-standing status as both a workplace and residence for many
Ukrainians. Among the migrants are families with school-aged children
who have continued their education in Polish schools. In the 2021/2022
school year, there were approximately 350,000 refugee children of school
age in Poland, of whom around 39% - that is, over 139,000 — attended Pol-
ish schools (Chrostowska, 2022). A significant proportion of these children
are likely to continue their education in Polish secondary schools and have
begun planning their future education and career in Poland.

The need to choose one’s educational path — and consequently, a pro-
fessional career — while lacking a full understanding of the social and po-
litical structure, as well as the economic, educational, and cultural realities
of a foreign country is a particularly difficult task for Ukrainian adolescents.
Life plans must take into account not only individual preferences, but also
the expectations of the community in which the person will study and pos-
sibly work. This understanding may provide grounds for the educational
role of schools in supporting students as they make informed decisions
about their future educational and career paths.

Theoretical framework of the study

Aspirations are among the major drivers of human action — they guide
the learning process and an individual’s creative pursuits, and they exert
a considerable impact on innovative efforts aimed at self-improvement and
shaping one’s environment. Aspiration has been conceptualized as the drive
to achieve set goals and realize life ideals, which in turn influence a person’s
life choices (Okon, 2007; Jakimiuk, 2012). Aspirations related to the level and
type of education a person wishes or intends to complete in the future are
referred to as educational aspirations (Skorny, 1980; Bartczak, 2019). These
are closely linked to career aspirations, which concern the future profession,
working conditions, and desired job position. In view of the close relation-
ship between educational and career aspirations, the combined term edu-
cational and career aspirations is also used (Sack & Szczerban, 2002).
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Aspirations are dynamic and subject to change. They are determined
by both personality traits and environmental influences (Bartczak, 2019).
Personality-related factors include temperament, abilities, needs, and mo-
tivation. Temperament affects a person’s behavior and their need for stim-
ulation, while abilities are particularly important in determining the level
of career aspirations. Motivation and aspirations are closely intertwined.
Educational and career aspirations often stem from the need for self-real-
ization - that is, the desire for personal development, success, and pro-
fessional advancement — as well as the need for achievement, which
encompasses both success and failure. Achievements in various tasks tend
to boost aspiration levels, while repeated failures may cause them to de-
cline (Bednarczyk-Jama, 2006).

The family environment has a significant impact on a child’s level of
aspirations. Significant factors include parents’ educational background,
economic status, lifestyle, and - crucially — their advice and personal ex-
ample. Through their behaviour and values, family and child’s immediate
environment demonstrate to the young generation who it is worth be-
coming and what is worth striving for (Zaleski, 1994). A young person’s as-
pirations are also shaped by the type, level, structure, and culture of the
environments in which they live (Slany et al., 2023). The socio-economic
context impacts their everyday experiences, as do observations of others
and media messages, which communicate what is desirable or worth as-
piring to. These cultural signals convey specific ideas and values that con-
tribute to the formation of particular aspirations (Bednarczyk-Jama, 2006).

An important role in shaping the educational and career aspirations
of children and adolescents is also played by the school environment,
including the school climate, as well as student-teacher and peer rela-
tionships. Developing students’ aspirations is among the educational ob-
jectives of the school, whereas responsibility for its implementation lies
with teachers. In addition, peer groups have a significant influence on
the aspirations of children and adolescents. They may offer support when
an individual’s aspirations are accepted by the group or have a negative
impact when those aspirations are not approved. As a result, students
are often required to modify their aspirations and make choices among
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different standards and values, which frequently entails facing conflicts
between their personal goals and the aspirations conveyed by their peers
or teachers (Bednarczyk-Jama, 2006).

Procedure

The aim of this study was to identify the educational and career as-
pirations of secondary school students in Poland and Ukraine. The main
research problem was formulated as the following question: What are the
educational and career aspirations of Polish and Ukrainian students par-
ticipating in the study, and are there any differences between the two
groups in this regard? The sample consisted of Polish and Ukrainian ado-
lescents. It is important to note that the Ukrainian participants were sur-
veyed while still residing in Ukraine. Since war trauma can influence one’s
life plans, the study was conducted in two separate groups of Ukrainian
students: the first group included adolescents who participated in the
study before the Russian Federation’s invasion of Ukraine on 24 February
2022; the second group consisted of adolescents surveyed during the
ongoing war.

A random purposive sampling technique was used in the study. The
sampling was purposive due to the criteria of age (secondary school stu-
dents) and logistics (obtaining consent from school principals in both
Poland and Ukraine). It was random in the sense that participation was
voluntary and anonymous. The study was carried out from 31 January to
11 April 2022 in Poland and from 15 February 2022 in Ukraine for the pre-
war group. The second group of Ukrainian students was surveyed from
22 April 2023 to 25 May 2023, that is, during the war.

The research was conducted using a diagnostic survey developed
by the authors. The survey was administered in both Polish and Ukrainian.
The total sample included 948 students: 366 from Poland (38.61%),
453 from Ukraine before the war (47.78%), and 129 Ukrainian students
surveyed during the war (13.61%). Among the respondents were 616 girls
(64.98%) and 332 boys (35.03%). In the Polish group, 275 girls (75.16%)
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and 91 boys (24.86%) participated. In Ukraine, the pre-war group included
279 girls (61.59%) and 174 boys (38.41%), whereas the wartime group
comprised 62 girls (48.06%) and 67 boys (51.94%). Participants ranged in
age from 14 to 20 years. Polish respondents were secondary school stu-
dents, while Ukrainian participants were enrolled in the third level of ed-
ucation, which results in the acquisition of secondary education. This is
a pilot, exploratory study intended as a starting point for further, more
extensive research that will incorporate a representative sample.

Study findings

Adolescents’educational aspirations, as well as their anticipated pro-
fessional careers, are strongly influenced by their upbringing, which is
largely guided by their personal system of values. In order to identify the
hierarchy of values among the study participants, they were presented
with 12 groups of values. Each respondent was asked to rank these value
groups from most to least important. The most important value was as-
signed a score of 1, and the least important a score of 12. As a result, the
lower the average score, the more highly a particular value was regarded
by the respondents. The results obtained using this method made it pos-
sible to assign ranks to each group of values in the different study groups.

Table 1. Hierarchy of values among Polish and Ukrainian adolescents

participating in the study

Values Rank | Rank | Rank | PL PL | UKL Ukt | UKZ | uk2

PL UKT | UK2 X SD X SD X SD

Allocentric 2 5 2 5.23 3.45 556 | 3.92 | 435 371
Educational 3 2 6 551 | 318 | 541 | 376 | 488 | 3.67
Cultural 10 8 1 736 | 3.01 6.24 | 3.52 591 3.60
Materialistic 6 4 3 642 | 321 | 551 | 410 | 459 | 379

Patriotism/Civic responsibility n n 8 793 | 320 | 646 | 3.79 | 550 | 3.95
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Values Rank | Rank | Rank | PL PL | UKT Ukt | UKZ | uk2

PL | UK1 | UK2 X D X D X D

Prosocial/altruistic 5 7 10 6.39 | 297 | 59 | 348 | 589 | 336
Pleasure 7 9 7 6.68 | 3.01 | 627 | 373 | 523 | 3.83
Family 1 1 1 496 | 397 | 525 | 429 | 418 | 3.98
Spiritual/religious 9 10 9 7.9 | 425 | 638 | 429 | 565 | 428
Health 4 3 5 578 | 341 548 | 415 | 466 | 3.9
Work-related 8 6 4 6.80 | 3.08 | 571 | 402 | 460 | 3.74
Authority-related 12 12 12 828 | 330 | 660 | 395 | 6.01 | 4.06

PL - Polish adolescents; UK1 - Ukrainian adolescents surveyed before the war; UK2 — Ukrainian adolescents surveyed during the war;
X - mean; SD - standard deviation

Based on the results obtained, it can be concluded that both Polish
and Ukrainian adolescents (from both Ukrainian groups) participating in
the study attributed the highest value to the family, along with the sup-
port and sense of community it provides. The second-highest ranked
value for Polish adolescents and for Ukrainian adolescents surveyed dur-
ing the war was allocentric values - such as peer relationships, friendship,
and sociability. Interestingly, Ukrainian adolescents surveyed before the
invasion ranked these allocentric values only in fifth place, after family,
education, health, and materialistic values.

Educational values, which ranked second among the pre-war Ukrain-
ian group, held a similar position among Polish students (3rd), but
dropped to sixth place among Ukrainian adolescents surveyed during the
war. These findings are consistent with results reported by Mamontova
et al. (2023), which show that fear and anxiety resulting from ongoing
armed conflict can diminish students’ motivation to learn. For adolescents
affected by the war, education appeared to be less of a priority than ma-
terialistic values — conceptualized as a financially secure life — which took
third place in their value hierarchy. Materialistic values were also rated rel-
atively highly by the pre-war Ukrainian group (ranked 4th). Polish students,
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by contrast, placed greater importance on health (ranked 4th) and caring
for others (ranked 5th) than on material security (ranked 6th).

Altruism was rated particularly low (ranked 10th) by Ukrainian stu-
dents surveyed during the war. However, this same group gave consid-
erably higher importance to patriotism — defined as love for one’s
homeland and concern for national interests — ranking it 8th, noticeably
higher than in the other two groups. The significant differences in value
systems observed between the study groups most likely reflect their dif-
fering social determinants (Bartczak, 2019), including cultural and eco-
nomic distinctions between the two countries and Ukraine’s current
political situation. Similarities across the groups emerged in the gener-
ally lower ranking of religious, cultural, and authority-related values. To
identify the differences between the compared student groups, a chi-
square test of independence was used in subsequent analyses.

Table 2. Life goals and pursuits of adolescents participating in the study

Polish Ukrainian Ukrainian adolescents
Life goals and pursuits adolescents adolescents during the war
N % N % N %

| pursue many important goals in my life 21 60.38 227 61.15 92 7132
that | have set for myself

Life sets for me goals and tasks | must fulfil 86 23.50 17 25.83 26 20.15
| haven't thought about it 4 11.48 4 9.27 10 1.75
I have no goals in life and | do not pursue anything 17 4.64 17 3.75 1 0.78
Total 366 100 453 100 129 100

x2=9.016; df =6; p=0.172

The vast majority of Polish and Ukrainian adolescents participating
in the study declared that they had many important goals in life they had
set for themselves. This response was given by 60.38% of respondents
from Poland, 61.15% of Ukrainian respondents, and as many as 71.32%
of Ukrainian respondents surveyed during the war. Nearly one in four
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respondents from the Polish and pre-war Ukrainian groups — and one in
five respondents surveyed during the war — believed that they had no
influence over their life goals and pursuits, as many of their choices were
determined by events beyond their control, which prevent them from ful-
filling their life plans.

It is of considerable concern that some respondents stated they had
no life goals or aspirations. This response was given by 4.64% of Polish re-
spondents, 3.75% of Ukrainian respondents surveyed before the war, and
0.78% of those surveyed during the war. However, the analyses conducted
indicate that there were no statistically significant differences between
the groups in terms of life goals and pursuits. The next step in the research
was to determine whether the adolescents participating in the study had
clearly defined goals related to their future education.

Table 3. Clearly defined goals of Polish and Ukrainian adolescents

related to future education

Polish Ukrainian Ukrainian adolescents
Educational goals of study participants adolescents adolescents during the war
N % N % N %
YES 110 30.05 187 41.28 48 37.21
To some extent 182 49.73 217 47.90 73 56.59
NO 74 20.22 49 10.82 8 6.20
Total 366 100 453 100 129 100

x2=21.778; df =4 p =0.00001

In every group of adolescents participating in the study, the major-
ity were individuals with no clearly defined educational plans (49.73% of
Polish respondents, 47.90% of Ukrainian respondents surveyed before
the war, and 56.59% of Ukrainian adolescents surveyed during the war).
The sample also included individuals who had no vision of their own ed-
ucational path and were unable to specify any goals in this respect. No-
tably, the proportion of such individuals was twice as high among Polish
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respondents (20.22%) compared to the two Ukrainian groups (10.82%
and 6.20%, respectively). The differences between the study groups were
found to be statistically significant.

The finding that 70% of Polish adolescents lack clearly defined edu-
cational plans is consistent with earlier research by Fatyga (2005), who
over a decade ago observed a tendency among young people to per-
ceive their life goals in short-term categories. This trend has been linked
to the rapidly changing labour market in Poland and to the uncertainty
among parents, who no longer act as clear role models in this respect.
The ability to pursue one’s educational goals depends on a number of
factors that enable individuals to meet the expectations they set for them-
selves.

Table 4. Factors influencing the attainment of educational objectives

according to adolescents participating in the study

Polish Ukrainian Ukrainian adolescents
Factors influencing the attainment adolescents adolescents during the war
of educational objectives

N % N % N %
Perseverance in attaining goals, diligence 79 21.59 170 37.53 44 34.11
Self-confidence 73 19.95 67 14.79 17 13.18
Family support 63 17.22 66 14.57 34 26.36
Innate predispositions or capabilities 45 12.30 39 8.60 10 1.75
Friends’support 41 11.20 8 1.77 5 3.88
Finances 35 9.57 51 11.26 16 12.40
Environmental pressure 13 3.56 8 1.77 0 0
Proximity from home to educational institutions 10 2.74 4 0.88 2 1.55
Low academic demands 5 137 8 1.77 1 0.78
Other (e.g., time, ambitions, motivation, 2 0.55 32 7.06 0 0
teacher support, etc.)
Total 366 100 453 100 129 100

Xx2=111.905; df =18; p =0.000
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According to the largest number of Ukrainian respondents from
both groups (37.53% and 34.11%, respectively), the key factor determin-
ing the attainment of educational goals is perseverance and diligence in
pursuing the set objective. This view is shared by 21.59% of Polish stu-
dents. AlImost one in five Polish participants indicated that self-confi-
dence (19.95%) and family support (17.22%) are important in helping to
achieve educational plans. The belief that self-confidence is a decisive
factor in reaching educational objectives was reported by considerably
fewer Ukrainian students — 14.79% of those surveyed before the war and
13.18% during the war.

The importance of family support in achieving educational goals was
most often reported by the group of Ukrainian adolescents surveyed dur-
ing the war (26.36%). A notable difference between the three study groups
was found in relation to reliance on friends. Among Polish respondents,
(11.20%) believed that friends may facilitate the attainment of educational
objectives. This opinion was expressed by far fewer Ukrainian students
from both groups (1.77% and 3.88%, respectively). The differences be-
tween the study groups were found to be statistically significant. A similar
proportion of students from each group (around 10%) believed that the
implementation of educational plans depends on financial resources. In
view of these findings, it is of interest to examine the plans of the adoles-
cents participating in the study after completing their current level of
schooling.

Table 5. Plans of adolescents participating in the study after graduating

from their current school

Polish Ukrainian Ukrainian adolescents
Plans of adolescents adolescents adolescents during the war
after completing secondary school
N % N % N %
Pursuing higher education 149 40.71 239 52.76 61 47.29
Starting a job in their home country 25 6.83 1 243 3 2.33
Starting a job abroad 23 6.28 12 2.65 4 3.10

67

60¥8-€75C NSSI -2



e- ISSN 2543-8409

68

Danuta Wosik-Kawala, Teresa Zubrzycka-Maciag
Educational and career aspirations of secondary school students

in Poland and Ukraine
(pp. 57-77)
Polish Ukrainian Ukrainian adolescents
Plans of adolescents adolescents adolescents during the war
after completing secondary school
N % N % N %
Starting a job and continuing education 73 19.95 97 21.41 36 2791
Starting a family 23 6.28 0 0 1 0.78

Acquiring professional skills as quickly as possible| 19 5.19 22 4.86 6 4.65
(courses, training programs, post-secondary schools)

Don't know yet 32 8.74 46 10.16 14 10.86
Taking at least one year off 13 3.55 6 132 4 3.10
Other 9 2.46 20 44 0 0

Total 366 100 453 100 129 100

x2=72.11; df =16; p =0.000

The largest group of Polish (40.71%) and Ukrainian adolescents
(52.76% of those surveyed before the war and 47.29% during the war)
plan to pursue higher education after graduating from secondary school.
A relatively large proportion of respondents indicated that they intend to
begin working while continuing their education. T his vision of the fu-
ture was reported by 19.95% of Polish adolescents, 21.41% of Ukrainian
adolescents surveyed before the war, and 27.91% of those surveyed dur-
ing the war. The study also included respondents who were unsure about
their future plans: 8.74% of Polish students, 10.16% of Ukrainian students
surveyed before the war, and 10.86% of those surveyed during the war
stated that they did not yet know what decisions they would make con-
cerning their future. As part of the study, the authors also examined the
motivations that drive young people in making decisions about contin-
uing their education.
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Table 6. Motivations for continuing education among respondents

Polish Ukrainian Ukrainian adolescents
Reasons for continuing education adolescents adolescents during the war
N % N % N %

Mastering in-demand professional skills 112 30.60 103 2274 36 2791
Becoming independent 103 28.14 166 36.65 47 36.43
Broadening knowledge, interests and skills 95 25.96 15 25.39 24 18.60
Meeting parents’ expectations 23 6.29 35 1.73 14 10.85
Socializing with 20 5.46 2 0.44 1 0.78
Not planning to continue education 7 191 6 133 3 233
Other 6 1.64 26 5.74 4 3.10

X2 =47.225; df=12; p =0.000

The respondent groups also differ in terms of their motivations for
continuing education. For the largest group of Polish respondents (30%),
the most important reason to continue education is the desire to acquire
attractive professional skills. In contrast, for Ukrainian students, the main
motivation is the desire to become independent (36% in both Ukrainian
groups). Becoming independent also motivates 28.14% of Polish re-
spondents to continue their education, whereas nea