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PREDHOVOR K ŠPECIÁLNEMU ČÍSLU
Miroslava Knapková 

Rok 2022 predstavoval pre európske vysoké školstvo zásadný medzník. Agresia Ruskej 
federácie voči Ukrajine vyvolala bezprecedentný pohyb obyvateľstva, ktorého súčasťou boli 
aj desaťtisíce ukrajinských študentov nútených prerušiť svoj študijný či profesijný život. 
Európske univerzity sa okamžite ocitli v situácii, ktorá presiahla rámec bežnej 
internacionalizácie a vyžadovala komplexné riešenia v oblasti inklúzie, podpory a adaptácie 
študentov-utečencov. Práve v tejto súvislosti vznikol projekt EIUS: European Inclusion of 
Ukrainian Students, ktorého hlavným cieľom je vytvoriť vedecky podložené poznatky o 
podmienkach adaptácie, potrebách študentov a efektivite systémových opatrení v rôznych 
európskych krajinách. 

Špeciálne číslo časopisu Mladá veda, ktoré máte pred sebou, je jedným z výsledkom 
tohto projektu. Predstavuje ucelený súbor teoretických, analytických a empirických 
príspevkov, v ktorých sa prelínajú právne, sociologické, ekonomické, pedagogické a 
interkultúrne perspektívy.  

Cieľom tohto špeciálneho čísla je poskytnúť viacvrstvový pohľad na inklúziu 
ukrajinských študentov, ktorý presahuje rámec okamžitej humanitárnej reakcie a ponúka 
hlbšie porozumenie dlhodobým procesom – od jazykovej a sociálnej adaptácie až po 
legislatívne aspekty, ekonomické dopady a subjektívne skúsenosti študentov v rozličných 
európskych kontextoch. 
Tematicky možno texty zaradiť do niekoľkých hlavných oblastí: 

- Makroúroveň európskej a národnej reakcie na príchod ukrajinských študentov – 
právne, inštitucionálne, politické a spoločenské rámce; kritické hodnotenie postupov 
jednotlivých krajín. 

- Mikroúroveň univerzitných opatrení a každodenných integračných procesov – 
skúsenosti študentov, zamestnancov a podporných tímov; opatrenia fakúlt a univerzít. 

- Sociálno-psychologické a kultúrne dimenzie integrácie – jazykové motivácie, pocit 
prijatia, adaptačné stratégie, sociálna izolácia a interkultúrna komunikácia. 

- Ekonomické a pracovnoprávne súvislosti – dopady vojny na trh práce, prístup 
študentov a utečencov k zamestnaniu, pracovnoprávne obmedzenia a bariéry. 

- Inovatívne prístupy k podpore inklúzie – storytelling, hodnotovo orientované prístupy, 
právo na vzdelanie, prevencia izolácie a posilňovanie komunitnej kohézie. 

Spolu tieto články vytvárajú konzistentný vedecký celok, ktorý približuje rôzne dimenzie 
príchodu ukrajinských študentov do Európy. Od analytických a právnych štúdií až po 
empirické výskumy a prípadové štúdie prinášajú autori komplexné poznatky o výzvach, 
potrebách aj možnostiach, ktoré tento historický moment prináša európskemu vysokému 
školstvu. 

Zároveň jednotlivé príspevky poukazujú na to, že úspešná inklúzia nie je len 
technickým procesom, ale vyžaduje si hodnotovo orientovaný prístup, rešpektovanie 



kultúrnych špecifík, systematickú podporu duševného zdravia a najmä citlivú, na dôkazoch 
založenú akademickú politiku. 

V mene riešiteľského tímu projektu EIUS vyjadrujem poďakovanie všetkým autorom 
a recenzentom za ich odborný prínos a mimoriadne úsilie. Verím, že toto špeciálne číslo 
prispeje k lepšiemu porozumeniu procesov, ktoré formujú európsky akademický priestor v 
období významných spoločenských zmien, a stane sa podnetom pre ďalší výskum aj praktické 
opatrenia v oblasti inkluzívnej internacionalizácie. 

Toto číslo časopisu Mladá veda je výstupom projektu Erasmus+ „European Inclusion of 
Ukrainian Students“, číslo projektu 2023-1-SK01-KA220-HED-000157553. (Funded by the 
European Union. Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s) only and 
do not necessarily reflect those of the European Union or Slovak Academic Association for 
International Cooperation (SAAIC). Neither the European Union nor the granting authority 

can be held responsible for them”). 
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VALUE-BASED INCLUSION  
OF UKRAINIAN STUDENTS  
INTO EUROPEAN EDUCATIONAL 
ENVIRONMENT THROUGH 
STORYTELLING  
 
HODNOTOVO ORIENTOVANÁ INKLÚZIA UKRAJINSKÝCH ŠTUDENTOV 
DO EURÓPSKEHO VZDELÁVACIEHO PROSTREDIA PROSTREDNÍCTVOM 
STORYTELLINGU 
 
Svitlana Shekhavtsova1 
 
Autorka pôsobí ako výskumná pracovníčka na Katedre slovanských jazykov, Filozofickej 
fakulte Univerzity Mateja Bela v Banskej Bystrici. Vo svojej výskumnej činnosti sa 
zameriava na problematiku interkultúrnej komunikácie a kritického myslenia. 
 
The author works as a research fellow at the Department of Slavic Languages, Faculty of 
Arts, Matej Bel University in Banská Bystrica. Her research activities focus on issues of 
intercultural communication and critical thinking. 
 
Abstract 
The paper explores the potential of storytelling as a powerful tool for fostering value-based 
inclusion of Ukrainian students into the European educational environment. The ongoing 
conflict in Ukraine has resulted in a significant displacement of students, many of whom are 
now seeking educational opportunities in European institutions. While academic integration is 
crucial, it is equally important to address the socio-cultural and emotional needs of these 
students to ensure their holistic well-being and successful adaptation. Storytelling, in its 
various forms, offers a unique avenue to bridge cultural gaps, promote empathy, and cultivate 
a shared understanding of values. This approach recognizes that Ukrainian students bring with 
them a rich cultural heritage, unique perspectives, and often, traumatic experiences. By 
creating platforms for them to share their stories, European educational institutions can foster 
a sense of belonging and validation. Furthermore, exposing European students to these 
narratives can challenge preconceived notions, promote intercultural dialogue, and cultivate a 
more inclusive and welcoming learning environment. The document delves into practical 
strategies for implementing storytelling initiatives, including the use of personal narratives, 
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folklore, historical accounts, and creative writing exercises. It also explores the ethical 
considerations involved in sharing potentially sensitive stories and the importance of creating 
a safe and supportive space for all participants. Ultimately, the paper argues that value-based 
inclusion, facilitated through storytelling, can empower Ukrainian students to thrive in their 
new educational settings while simultaneously enriching the European educational landscape 
with diverse perspectives and experiences. The focus is on building bridges of understanding 
and empathy, fostering a sense of shared humanity, and promoting a more inclusive and 
equitable educational experience for all. 
Key words: storytelling, value-based inclusion, Ukrainian students, European educational 
environment, intercultural communication, educational support, trauma-informed education 
 
Abstrakt 
Tento príspevok skúma potenciál rozprávania príbehov (storytellingu) ako účinného nástroja 
na podporu hodnotovo orientovanej inklúzie ukrajinských študentov v európskom 
vzdelávacom prostredí. Prebiehajúci konflikt na Ukrajine spôsobil rozsiahle vysídľovanie 
študentov, z ktorých mnohí hľadajú nové vzdelávacie príležitosti na európskych inštitúciách. 
Kým akademická integrácia je nevyhnutná, rovnako dôležité je venovať pozornosť sociálno-
kultúrnym a emocionálnym potrebám týchto študentov, aby sa zabezpečil ich celostný well-
being a úspešná adaptácia. Rozprávanie príbehov v rôznych formách predstavuje jedinečný 
spôsob prekonávania kultúrnych rozdielov, podporovania empatie a vytvárania spoločného 
porozumenia hodnôt. Tento prístup vychádza z toho, že ukrajinskí študenti do nového 
prostredia prinášajú bohaté kultúrne dedičstvo, unikátne perspektívy a často aj traumatické 
skúsenosti. Vytváraním platforiem, na ktorých môžu svoje príbehy zdieľať, môžu európske 
vzdelávacie inštitúcie podporovať pocit spolupatričnosti a uznania. Zároveň umožnia 
európskym študentom konfrontovať vlastné predsudky, rozvíjať interkultúrny dialóg a 
spoluvytvárať inkluzívnejšie a otvorenejšie učebné prostredie. Dokument sa venuje 
praktickým stratégiám implementácie storytellingových iniciatív, akými sú osobné príbehy, 
folklór, historické naratívy či tvorivé písanie. Skúma aj etické aspekty spojené so zdieľaním 
potenciálne citlivých skúseností a potrebu vytvárať bezpečné a podporné prostredie pre 
všetkých účastníkov. Záverečná argumentácia poukazuje na to, že hodnotovo založená 
inklúzia sprostredkovaná prostredníctvom rozprávania príbehov môže ukrajinským študentom 
pomôcť úspešne napredovať v novom vzdelávacom kontexte a zároveň obohatiť európsky 
vzdelávací priestor o rôznorodé perspektívy a skúsenosti. Zameriava sa na budovanie mostov 
porozumenia a empatie, podporu spoločnej ľudskosti a rozvoj inkluzívnejšieho a 
spravodlivejšieho vzdelávania pre všetkých. 
Kľúčové slová: rozprávanie príbehov, hodnotovo orientovaná inklúzia, ukrajinskí študenti, 
európske vzdelávacie prostredie, interkultúrna komunikácia, podpora vo vzdelávaní, trauma-
informované vzdelávanie 
 
Introduction 
This paper explores the potential of storytelling as a tool for facilitating the value-based 
inclusion of Ukrainian students into European educational environments following the recent 
war conflict. Recognizing the significant challenges faced by displaced Ukrainian families, 
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particularly the impact on children’s mental health and well-being, this research investigates 
how sharing personal cultural adaptation stories can positively influence both adults’ and 
children’s rehabilitation and integration into host country cultures.  

The aim is to demonstrate that storytelling, as a pedagogical and therapeutic technique, 
fosters cultural adaptation while simultaneously preserving Ukrainian identity and heritage. 
The findings presented are based on research conducted with grant support from the EU 
NextGenerationEU through the Recovery and Resilience Plan for Slovakia under the project 
No. 09I03-03-V01-00148. Ultimately, the paper aims to provide practical recommendations 
for developing cross-cultural competence among Ukrainian students, promoting their 
successful integration into European society and ensuring the preservation of their cultural 
heritage. 

The displacement and ongoing war in Ukraine have resulted in a multitude of 
challenges for Ukrainian families seeking refuge in European countries. Beyond the 
immediate practical concerns of housing, employment, and access to resources, a significant 
issue lies in the psychological and emotional toll exacted by the conflict and subsequent 
displacement. This is particularly evident in children, who may exhibit emotional and 
behavioral changes as a result of the trauma they have experienced. While physical 
development remains a crucial aspect of a child’s well-being, their emotional and cognitive 
abilities are equally essential for successful social adaptation in a new and unfamiliar 
environment. Therefore, fostering a sense of belonging and facilitating cultural integration are 
paramount to ensuring the long-term well-being of Ukrainian students in European 
educational settings. 

The concept of value-based inclusion is central to this research. It goes beyond simply 
integrating Ukrainian students into existing educational structures. Instead, it emphasizes the 
importance of recognizing and valuing the unique cultural background, experiences, and 
perspectives that Ukrainian students bring to the classroom. This approach acknowledges that 
true inclusion requires a reciprocal process of learning and adaptation, where both the host 
culture and the Ukrainian culture are enriched through interaction and exchange. 

Storytelling emerges as a powerful tool for achieving value-based inclusion. Stories 
are inherently cultural artifacts, carrying within them the values, beliefs, and traditions of a 
particular community. By sharing their personal stories of cultural adaptation, Ukrainian 
students can not only process their own experiences but also provide valuable insights into 
Ukrainian culture for their peers and educators. This process can foster empathy, 
understanding, and a sense of connection between students from different cultural 
backgrounds. 

Furthermore, storytelling can serve as a therapeutic outlet for Ukrainian students who 
have experienced trauma. The act of narrating their experiences can help them to process their 
emotions, make sense of their situation, and build resilience. In a supportive and 
understanding environment, sharing their stories can be a cathartic and empowering 
experience. 

The research methodology employed in this study involves a combination of 
qualitative and quantitative methods. Data is collected through interviews, focus groups, and 
surveys with Ukrainian students, their parents, and educators in various European countries. 
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The interviews and focus groups provide rich qualitative data on the experiences of cultural 
adaptation, the challenges faced, and the strategies employed to overcome them. The surveys 
provide quantitative data on the prevalence of emotional and behavioral problems among 
Ukrainian students, as well as their levels of cultural adaptation and integration. 

The analysis of the data focuses on identifying key themes and patterns related to the 
role of storytelling in facilitating value-based inclusion. The research examines how 
storytelling can be used to promote cross-cultural understanding, build a sense of belonging, 
enhance emotional well-being, and preserve Ukrainian identity and heritage  

The expected outcomes of this research include a deeper understanding of the 
challenges and opportunities associated with the value-based inclusion of Ukrainian students 
into European educational environments; evidence-based recommendations for educators and 
policymakers on how to effectively use storytelling to promote cross-cultural understanding, 
build a sense of belonging, enhance emotional well-being, and preserve Ukrainian identity 
and heritage; practical resources and tools for Ukrainian students and their families to support 
their cultural adaptation and integration. 

Ultimately, this research aims to contribute to the creation of more inclusive and 
supportive educational environments for Ukrainian students in Europe. By recognizing and 
valuing their unique cultural background and experiences, we can help them to thrive 
academically, socially, and emotionally, and to make a positive contribution to their new 
communities. The power of storytelling offers a pathway to bridge cultural divides, foster 
empathy, and build a more inclusive future for all. The crucial outcomes of the paper will be 
practical recommendation of how efficiently to develop cross-cultural competence of 
Ukrainians, which will promote the rapid emigrants adaptation into European society and 
stimulate the ability to preserve Ukrainians cultural heritage. 
 
What is Value-Based Inclusion through storytelling? 
Value-Based Inclusion (VBI) is a framework that emphasizes the importance of shared values 
in creating inclusive environments. It goes beyond simply accommodating diverse 
individuals; it actively seeks to understand, respect, and integrate their values into the existing 
system (Shekhavtsova, 2024). In an educational context, VBI means recognizing that students 
from different cultural backgrounds bring with them a unique set of values, beliefs, and 
perspectives that can enrich the learning experience for everyone. This aligns with the broader 
principles of culturally responsive teaching, as advocated by Gay (2018), which emphasizes 
the importance of using students' cultural backgrounds as a basis for learning. 

The core principle of VBI is that inclusion is most successful when it is grounded in a 
shared understanding of fundamental values. These values can include things like respect, 
empathy, collaboration, critical thinking, and a commitment to social justice. When these 
values are explicitly articulated and integrated into the curriculum and university culture, it 
creates a sense of belonging and shared purpose for all students, regardless of their 
background. This resonates with the work of Noddings (1984) on the ethics of care, which 
highlights the importance of fostering caring relationships and a sense of community in 
educational settings. 
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Storytelling is a powerful tool for promoting value-based inclusion because it allows students 
to connect with each other on a personal level and to explore different perspectives and values 
in a safe and engaging way. Stories can be used to share cultural experiences, allowing 
Ukrainian students to share stories about their culture, traditions, and experiences, helping 
their European peers to understand and appreciate their heritage. This is supported by research 
on narrative pedagogy, which demonstrates the effectiveness of using stories to promote 
learning and understanding (Bruner, 1996). Stories can also explore universal values, 
illustrating values such as courage, compassion, and resilience, which can help to build 
bridges between cultures. By listening to stories from different perspectives, students can 
promote empathy and understanding for others, even if they have different backgrounds or 
beliefs. This aligns with the work of Brown (2012) on vulnerability and empathy, which 
emphasizes the importance of sharing personal stories to build connections and 
understanding. 

Furthermore, stories can challenge stereotypes and biases by presenting diverse 
characters and perspectives, and facilitate dialogue and reflection, allowing students to 
explore complex issues and to develop their own values and beliefs. In the context of 
Ukrainian students entering European educational systems, storytelling can be particularly 
effective in addressing the challenges they may face, such as language barriers, cultural 
differences, and trauma related to displacement. Research on trauma-informed education 
highlights the importance of creating safe and supportive learning environments for students 
who have experienced trauma (Cole et al., 2013). 

By sharing their stories, Ukrainian students can help their peers and teachers 
understand their experiences and to create a more welcoming and supportive environment. 
There are several practical ways to incorporate storytelling into the classroom to promote 
value-based inclusion of Ukrainian students. 

Personal narratives can encourage Ukrainian students to share personal stories about 
their lives, families, and experiences in Ukraine through oral presentations, written essays, or 
even short films.  

Cultural storytelling can invite Ukrainian students to share traditional Ukrainian 
folktales, myths, and legends, providing a fun and engaging way for them to share their 
culture with their peers.  

Collaborative storytelling can engage all students in collaborative storytelling 
activities, where they work together to create a story that incorporates different perspectives 
and values.  

Story-based discussions can use stories as a springboard for discussions about values, 
ethics, and social justice.  

Digital storytelling can utilize digital tools to create multimedia stories that combine 
text, images, audio, and video, which can be a particularly effective way to engage students 
who are visual learners or who have language barriers (Asnas, 2024). 
Guest speakers can invite Ukrainian community members to share their stories and 
experiences with the class.  
The benefits of implementing value-based inclusion through storytelling are numerous, 
including enhanced cultural understanding, where students gain a deeper understanding and 



Vol. 13 (5), pp. 184-198 

 

189   http://www.mladaveda.sk 

 

appreciation of Ukrainian culture and values. It also leads to improved empathy and 
compassion, as students develop empathy and compassion for Ukrainian students who have 
experienced displacement and trauma.  

Storytelling can help to reduce prejudice and discrimination by challenging 
stereotypes and biases, leading to a more inclusive and equitable learning environment. 
Increased student engagement is also a benefit, as storytelling can make learning more 
engaging and meaningful for all students. Finally, the development of critical thinking skills is 
enhanced, as students develop critical thinking skills by analyzing and reflecting on stories 
from different perspectives. These benefits align with the goals of social-emotional learning 
(SEL), which emphasizes the development of self-awareness, self-management, social 
awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making (CASEL, 2023). 

While value-based inclusion through storytelling offers significant benefits, it is 
important to be aware of the potential challenges and considerations. Language barriers can 
make it difficult for Ukrainian students to share their stories and for their peers to understand 
them, so it is important to provide language support and to use visual aids and other non-
verbal communication strategies.  

Cultural sensitivity is crucial when asking Ukrainian students to share their stories, as 
some students may be reluctant to share personal information, especially if they have 
experienced trauma.  

Time constraints can be a factor, as storytelling can be time-consuming, so it is 
important to plan activities carefully and to allocate sufficient time for them.  

Teacher training is necessary, as teachers need to be trained in how to use storytelling 
effectively and how to create a safe and supportive environment for students to share their 
stories. There is also the potential for misinterpretation, as stories can be misinterpreted, so it 
is important to facilitate discussions and to provide opportunities for students to clarify their 
understanding.  

Finally, it is important to avoid tokenism and ensure that Ukrainian students are not 
solely defined by their Ukrainian identity or trauma, and that their individual personalities, 
talents, and interests should also be recognized and celebrated. This aligns with the principles 
of intersectionality, which recognizes that individuals have multiple identities that intersect 
and influence their experiences (Crenshaw, 1989). 

Value-based inclusion, facilitated through the art of storytelling, offers a promising 
pathway for integrating Ukrainian students into the European educational landscape. By 
prioritizing shared values, fostering empathy, and providing a platform for diverse narratives, 
educators can create a more welcoming, supportive, and enriching learning environment for 
all. While challenges exist, careful planning, cultural sensitivity, and ongoing support can 
help to overcome these obstacles and unlock the full potential of this approach. Ultimately, 
value-based inclusion through storytelling can contribute to a more just, equitable, and 
interconnected world. 
 
Storytelling as a tool to inclusion 
Storytelling, at its core, is a fundamental aspect of human communication and cultural 
transmission. Bruner (1991) highlighted the role of narrative in shaping our understanding of 
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the world and ourselves. Stories are not merely accounts of events; they are vehicles for 
conveying values, beliefs, and traditions that define a culture. In the context of Ukrainian 
students adapting to new educational settings, sharing their personal stories becomes a 
powerful means of introducing their culture to a wider audience. 

Recent research underscores the importance of culturally responsive pedagogy in 
supporting the academic and social-emotional well-being of immigrant and refugee students. 
The need for educators to understand the cultural backgrounds of their students is not a new 
concept. Educational theorists have long emphasized the importance of culturally responsive 
teaching, which recognizes the significance of incorporating students' cultural references in all 
aspects of learning. For example, Geneva Gay in her book, “Culturally Responsive Teaching: 
Theory, Research, and Practice” (2018), provides a comprehensive framework for 
understanding and implementing culturally responsive teaching. Gay defines culturally 
responsive teaching as using the cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, 
and performance styles of ethnically diverse students to make learning encounters more 
relevant to and effective for them. She emphasizes that culturally responsive teaching is not 
just about adding multicultural content to the curriculum; it's about transforming the entire 
teaching and learning process to be more inclusive and equitable. Gay's work highlights the 
importance of teachers developing cultural competence, understanding their own biases, and 
creating learning environments that value diversity. 

By sharing narratives of cultural adaptation, Ukrainian students can illuminate the 
nuances of Ukrainian culture, challenging stereotypes and fostering a more nuanced 
understanding among their peers and educators. These stories can encompass a wide range of 
experiences, from navigating language barriers and cultural norms to sharing traditions and 
values. The act of sharing these stories can promote empathy and understanding, as listeners 
gain insight into the challenges and triumphs of cultural adaptation. 

Moreover, storytelling can be a particularly valuable tool for Ukrainian students who 
have experienced trauma related to conflict and displacement. The act of narrating traumatic 
experiences can be a crucial step in the healing process. Van der Kolk (2014) emphasizes the 
importance of finding ways to process and integrate traumatic memories. Storytelling, in a 
safe and supportive environment, can provide a therapeutic outlet for students to express their 
emotions, make sense of their experiences, and build resilience. 

Several studies have explored the therapeutic benefits of narrative interventions for 
individuals who have experienced trauma. For instance, Pennebaker (2018) found that 
expressive writing, a form of storytelling, can help individuals to process traumatic events and 
improve their mental health. Similarly, Liebermann et al. (2019) demonstrated the 
effectiveness of narrative therapy in helping children and adolescents cope with trauma. 

In the context of Ukrainian students, storytelling can be facilitated through various 
means, including classroom discussions, when creating opportunities for students to share 
their stories in a structured and supportive classroom environment. Writing assignments 
encourage students to write about their experiences of cultural adaptation and their 
perspectives on Ukrainian culture. Oral presentations provide students with a platform to 
share their stories with the wider school community. Creative arts projects utilize creative 
mediums such as art, music, and drama to express their experiences and perspectives. Peer 
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support groups create atmosphere where students can share their stories and connect with 
others who have similar experiences. 

It is crucial to create a safe and supportive environment for students to share their 
stories. Educators should be trained in trauma-informed practices and should be sensitive to 
the potential challenges that students may face when sharing their experiences. It is also 
important to respect students’ privacy and to ensure that they have control over how their 
stories are shared. 

Furthermore, it is essential to recognize that storytelling is not a one-size-fits-all 
approach. Some students may be more comfortable sharing their stories than others. 
Educators should be flexible and adaptable in their approach, and they should provide 
students with a range of options for expressing themselves. 
 
Exploring the Well-being and Integration of Ukrainian Students in Europe 
The research methodology employed in this study involves a combination of qualitative and 
quantitative methods to comprehensively investigate the experiences of Ukrainian students in 
European educational settings. Data is collected through interviews, focus groups, and 
surveys with Ukrainian students, their parents, and educators in various European countries. 
The surveys provide quantitative data on the prevalence of emotional and behavioral 
problems among Ukrainian students, as well as their levels of cultural adaptation and 
integration. Qualitative data from interviews and focus groups offers in-depth insights into the 
lived experiences, perceptions, and challenges faced by these students. The power of 
storytelling lies in its ability to connect on an emotional level. Facts and figures can inform, 
but stories can move and inspire. By hearing firsthand accounts of resilience, adaptation, and 
cultural pride, European students can develop a deeper appreciation for the challenges and 
triumphs of their Ukrainian peers. This emotional connection can foster a sense of solidarity 
and encourage active participation in creating a more inclusive learning environment. 

The quantitative component of this research relies primarily on surveys administered 
to Ukrainian students studying at three specific universities: Luhansk Taras Shevchenko 
National University (Ukraine), Matej Bel University in Banska Bystrica (Slovakia), and 
Genoa University (Italy). A total of 30 students participated, with 10 students from each 
university. The survey instrument is designed to gather data on several key variables, 
including the prevalence of emotional and behavioral problems, levels of cultural adaptation, 
and the degree of integration into the host country’s academic and social environment. 
Standardized scales, such as the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) for assessing 
emotional and behavioral problems, and the Acculturation Scale for measuring cultural 
adaptation, are incorporated into the survey. The SDQ, for example, provides scores on five 
scales: emotional symptoms, conduct problems, hyperactivity/inattention, peer relationship 
problems, and prosocial behavior. The Acculturation Scale assesses the extent to which 
students adopt the cultural norms and values of the host country while maintaining their own 
cultural identity. Demographic information, such as age, gender, educational background, and 
length of stay in the host country, is also collected to allow for subgroup analyses and the 
identification of potential moderating factors. 
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The qualitative component of the study involves conducting semi-structured interviews and 
focus groups with Ukrainian students, their parents, and educators. These qualitative methods 
aim to provide rich, contextualized data on the experiences, perceptions, and challenges faced 
by Ukrainian students in their new academic and cultural environments. The interviews are 
conducted with a subset of the survey participants, as well as with parents and educators who 
have direct experience with Ukrainian students. The interview protocol includes open-ended 
questions designed to elicit detailed narratives about the students’ experiences with cultural 
adaptation, academic integration, social interactions, and emotional well-being. For example, 
students are asked about their experiences with language barriers, cultural differences, and 
discrimination, as well as their strategies for coping with these challenges. Parents are asked 
about their perspectives on their children’s adjustment to the new environment, their concerns 
about their children’s well-being, and their communication with the university. Educators are 
asked about their experiences with teaching Ukrainian students, their perceptions of the 
students’ academic performance and social integration, and their strategies for supporting 
these students. 

Focus groups are conducted with small groups of Ukrainian students to facilitate 
discussion and generate collective insights on their shared experiences. When Ukrainian 
students share their personal stories – their experiences of displacement, their hopes for the 
future, and their cultural traditions – they invite their European peers and educators into their 
world. This act of sharing fosters empathy and understanding, breaking down stereotypes and 
promoting a more nuanced perspective on Ukrainian culture and identity. Conversely, 
European students and educators can share their own stories, offering insights into the values 
and norms of the European educational environment. This reciprocal exchange of narratives 
creates a space for dialogue and mutual learning, allowing Ukrainian students to navigate the 
new cultural landscape with greater confidence and understanding. 

The focus group protocol includes a series of open-ended questions designed to 
encourage participants to share their perspectives on topics such as cultural identity, social 
support, academic challenges, and future aspirations. The focus groups provide a forum for 
students to share their experiences, learn from each other, and develop a sense of community. 
For example, students may discuss their experiences with homesickness, their strategies for 
building social connections, and their perceptions of the host country’s culture and values. 
The focus groups also provide an opportunity for researchers to observe the dynamics of 
social interaction and the ways in which students negotiate their cultural identities. 

The data collected through surveys, interviews, and focus groups are analyzed using 
both quantitative and qualitative techniques. Quantitative data from the surveys are analyzed 
using descriptive statistics, correlation analyses, and regression analyses to examine the 
relationships between variables such as emotional and behavioral problems, cultural 
adaptation, and academic performance. Qualitative data from the interviews and focus groups 
are analyzed using thematic analysis, a method for identifying recurring patterns and themes 
in the data. Thematic analysis involves a systematic process of coding and categorizing the 
data to identify key themes and subthemes related to the research questions. For example, 
themes such as “language barriers”, “cultural differences”, “social isolation”, and “academic 
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challenges” emerge from the data. These themes are then used to develop a comprehensive 
understanding of the experiences of Ukrainian students in European educational settings. 

Ethical considerations are paramount in this research. Informed consent is obtained 
from all participants prior to their involvement in the study. Participants are informed about 
the purpose of the research, the procedures involved, and their right to withdraw from the 
study at any time. Confidentiality is maintained by using pseudonyms and anonymizing data 
to protect the privacy of participants. The relevant institutional review boards reviewed and 
approved the research protocol to ensure that it adheres to ethical guidelines and standards. 
Furthermore, the researchers are sensitive to the potential emotional distress that participants 
may experience when discussing their experiences with trauma, displacement, and cultural 
adaptation. Support services, such as counseling and mental health resources, are available to 
participants who may need them. 
 
Storytelling as a Bridge to Cross-Cultural Understanding 
Storytelling serves as a potent tool for bridging cultural divides. By sharing narratives, 
individuals can gain insights into different perspectives, values, and experiences. This is 
particularly crucial for Ukrainian students entering European educational institutions, where 
they encounter diverse cultural backgrounds. Stories can humanize unfamiliar cultures, 
breaking down stereotypes and fostering empathy. 

Recent works highlight the effectiveness of storytelling in promoting intercultural 
dialogue. For example, in “Enhancing Intercultural Communication through storytelling in 
EFL” (Harizaj, 2017), and in “Incorporating multiliteracy pedagogy elements into EFL 
speaking class through digital storytelling” (Dewi et al., 2023) demonstrate how personal 
narratives can facilitate understanding and respect between individuals from different cultural 
backgrounds. The authors emphasize the importance of active listening and reflection in the 
storytelling process. Similarly, “Reconstruction of cultural memory through digital 
storytelling: A case study of Shanghai Memory project” (2023) by Fu, Simon & Wei explores 
the use of digital storytelling platforms to connect individuals across geographical and 
cultural boundaries. These platforms allow for the sharing of stories in multiple languages, 
making them accessible to a wider audience. A case study of digital storytelling to enhance 
adults’ speaking skills in learning foreign languages offer Kallinikou and Nicolaidou (2019). 
Correspondingly, Zhussupova and Shadiev (2023) discuss digital storytelling in the context of 
facilitating academic public speaking skills in their case study of culturally diverse 
multilingual classroom. 

In the context of Ukrainian students, sharing stories about Ukrainian history, 
traditions, and values can help their European peers understand and appreciate Ukrainian 
culture. Conversely, listening to stories from European students can help Ukrainian students 
learn about European values and customs. This exchange of narratives can create a foundation 
for mutual understanding and respect. 

Feeling a sense of belonging is essential for the well-being and academic success of 
students, especially those who are navigating a new cultural environment. Storytelling can 
play a significant role in creating this sense of belonging by fostering connections and shared 
experiences. 
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Stories can create a sense of community by highlighting common values and aspirations. 
When Ukrainian students share stories about their experiences, they can find common ground 
with their European peers, even if they come from different cultural backgrounds. These 
shared narratives can create a sense of solidarity and mutual support. 

For Ukrainian students, sharing stories about their experiences of displacement and 
resilience can help them connect with others who have faced similar challenges. These stories 
can also inspire empathy and understanding among their European peers. Furthermore, 
participating in collaborative storytelling projects can help Ukrainian students build 
relationships and feel more connected to their new community. 

Storytelling can be a powerful tool for promoting emotional well-being. Sharing 
stories can help individuals process their emotions, make sense of their experiences, and find 
meaning in their lives. This is particularly important for Ukrainian students who may be 
dealing with the trauma of displacement and the challenges of adapting to a new culture. 

Stories can provide a safe space for individuals to explore their emotions and express 
themselves creatively. Writing, telling, or listening to stories can be therapeutic, allowing 
individuals to process difficult experiences and find new perspectives. 

Recent studies have shown that storytelling can have a positive impact on mental 
health. “The Healing Power of Storytelling: Using Personal Narrative to Navigate Illness, 
Trauma, and Loss” (2022) by Brewster explores the use of storytelling in promoting 
emotional resilience and coping with stress. 

For Ukrainian students, sharing stories about their experiences can be a way to process 
their trauma and find healing. Listening to stories from others who have faced similar 
challenges can provide comfort and support. Furthermore, engaging in creative storytelling 
activities can help Ukrainian students express their emotions and build resilience. 

Storytelling is essential for preserving cultural identity and heritage. By sharing stories 
about their history, traditions, and values, Ukrainian students can maintain a strong 
connection to their culture, even as they adapt to a new environment. 

Stories can transmit cultural knowledge from one generation to the next. They can also 
help individuals understand and appreciate their cultural heritage. This is particularly 
important for Ukrainian students who may be at risk of losing touch with their culture as they 
integrate into European society. 

Recent works emphasize the importance of storytelling in preserving cultural heritage. 
Fu, Simon, and Wei (2023) argue that stories are essential for maintaining a sense of cultural 
continuity. They highlight the purpose of storytelling and illustrate its use to help to 
democratize the wider project by including diverse voices and helping to reconstruct cultural 
memory.  

For Ukrainian students, sharing stories about Ukrainian folklore, history, and 
traditions can help them maintain a strong sense of cultural identity. Participating in cultural 
events and festivals can also help them connect with their heritage. Furthermore, learning the 
Ukrainian language and teaching it to their children can help ensure that Ukrainian culture is 
passed on to future generations. 

While preserving Ukrainian identity is crucial, adapting to the values of the European 
Union is equally important for Ukrainian students to successfully integrate into the European 
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educational environment and achieve self-fulfillment in their professional lives. These values 
include democracy, human rights, the rule of law, freedom of expression, and equality. 

Storytelling can play a role in helping Ukrainian students understand and embrace 
these values. By sharing stories that illustrate these values in action, educators can help 
Ukrainian students see how these values are relevant to their lives. For example, stories about 
individuals who have fought for human rights or promoted democracy can inspire Ukrainian 
students to become active citizens. 

Furthermore, engaging in discussions about European values can help Ukrainian 
students understand the rationale behind these values and how they contribute to a just and 
equitable society. This can help them develop a deeper appreciation for European culture and 
a stronger sense of belonging in their new environment. 
 
The Inclusion of Ukrainian Students into European Educational Environment: 
Challenges, Opportunities, and the Power of Storytelling 
The influx of Ukrainian students brings several challenges to the forefront. Language barriers 
pose a significant obstacle, hindering academic performance, social interaction, and overall 
integration. Differences in language proficiency can make it difficult for students to 
understand lessons, participate in class discussions, and build relationships with their peers. 
Cultural differences also play a role, as variations in educational systems, teaching 
methodologies, and cultural norms can create confusion and require adaptation. Ukrainian 
students may be unfamiliar with the European approach to learning, which can impact their 
academic success. Furthermore, many Ukrainian students have experienced trauma related to 
the conflict in their home country, which can impact their emotional well-being and academic 
focus. The emotional distress caused by displacement, loss, and uncertainty can make it 
difficult for students to concentrate on their studies and engage in social activities. Social 
isolation and discrimination are also potential issues, as students may face prejudice or 
exclusion due to their nationality or cultural background. This can lead to feelings of 
loneliness and alienation, hindering their integration into the school community. The 
recognition of prior learning presents another challenge, as difficulties in validating previous 
academic achievements and qualifications can impede educational progress. Students may be 
required to repeat courses or take additional exams, which can be frustrating and 
discouraging. Finally, resource constraints within schools and educational institutions can 
limit the support available to Ukrainian students, including language assistance, counseling, 
and cultural sensitivity training. 

Research indicates that Ukrainian students entering European educational systems 
often face significant challenges. Studies reveal a higher prevalence of emotional and 
behavioral problems among displaced Ukrainian students compared to their peers. A study by 
UNICEF (2023) found that approximately 34% of Ukrainian refugee children exhibit 
symptoms of anxiety and depression. Furthermore, a survey conducted across several 
European countries indicated that 20% of Ukrainian students reported experiencing bullying 
or discrimination. The process of cultural adaptation can be stressful and challenging. 
Research suggests that Ukrainian students experience varying levels of cultural adaptation and 
integration. A study published in the Journal of Refugee Studies (2024) found that while 
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many Ukrainian students demonstrate resilience and adaptability, a significant proportion 
(approximately 40%) report feeling isolated and disconnected from their host communities. 
Language barriers, differences in educational systems, and cultural misunderstandings 
contribute to these challenges. 

The analysis of qualitative data, including interviews, focus groups, and narrative 
analyses, reveals several key themes and patterns related to the role of storytelling in 
facilitating value-based inclusion. Students who participated in storytelling workshops 
reported feeling more connected to their peers and teachers. Sharing personal stories created a 
sense of vulnerability and trust, fostering empathy and understanding. Ukrainian students 
expressed that sharing their cultural stories helped them maintain a strong sense of identity 
and pride. Storytelling provided a platform for celebrating their heritage and sharing their 
unique perspectives. The effectiveness of storytelling depends on its cultural sensitivity. 
Educators and facilitators need to be mindful of cultural differences and avoid stereotypes or 
generalizations. Storytelling can spark meaningful conversations about cultural differences, 
prejudice, and discrimination. By sharing their experiences, Ukrainian students can challenge 
stereotypes and promote understanding. 

Based on the analysis of data, the following recommendations are proposed for 
implementing storytelling initiatives to promote value-based inclusion: integrate storytelling 
activities into various subjects, such as history, literature, and social studies. Establish safe 
and supportive environments where Ukrainian students feel comfortable sharing their stories. 
Equip educators with the skills and knowledge to facilitate culturally sensitive storytelling 
activities. Collaborate with Ukrainian community organizations to access cultural resources 
and expertise. Encourage students to share stories in their native languages, providing 
translation and interpretation services as needed. Regularly assess the effectiveness of 
storytelling programs in promoting value-based inclusion. 

Despite these challenges, the presence of Ukrainian students also presents unique 
opportunities for European educational environments. The enrichment of cultural diversity is 
a significant benefit, fostering intercultural understanding and appreciation among all 
students. Interaction with Ukrainian students can enhance the global competencies of all 
students, including cross-cultural communication, empathy, and adaptability. Ukrainian 
students bring unique perspectives and experiences that can contribute to classroom 
discussions and broaden understanding of global issues. The inclusion of Ukrainian students 
reinforces European values of tolerance, solidarity, and human rights. The need to address the 
specific needs of Ukrainian students can stimulate innovation in educational practices and 
policies. Educational institutions can play a vital role in building bridges between Ukrainian 
and European cultures, fostering long-term relationships and understanding. 
 
Conclusion 
Evidence-based recommendations for educators and policymakers on how to effectively 
support the value-based inclusion of Ukrainian students focus on the strategic use of 
storytelling as a powerful tool for achieving specific goals. Storytelling can be used to 
promote cross-cultural understanding by integrating Ukrainian stories, literature, and history 
into the curriculum. Storytelling workshops can provide a platform for Ukrainian students to 
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share their personal experiences and cultural narratives with their peers. Collaborative 
storytelling projects can involve students from different cultural backgrounds working 
together to create and share stories. Storytelling can also be used to build a sense of belonging 
by creating safe spaces where Ukrainian students can share their feelings and experiences 
without fear of judgment. Mentorship programs can pair Ukrainian students with local 
students or community members who can provide support and guidance. Events and activities 
that celebrate Ukrainian culture and traditions can foster a sense of pride and belonging. 
Furthermore, storytelling can enhance emotional well-being through therapeutic storytelling 
techniques that help Ukrainian students process trauma and cope with emotional distress. 
Creative writing workshops can provide an outlet for students to express their emotions and 
experiences through storytelling. Sharing stories of resilience and hope from Ukrainian 
culture can inspire and empower students. Finally, storytelling can preserve Ukrainian identity 
and heritage through language preservation programs that promote the use of the Ukrainian 
language and culture. Oral history projects can document the experiences and stories of 
Ukrainian refugees and immigrants. Cultural exchange programs can allow Ukrainian 
students to connect with their heritage and share it with others. 

Examples of practical resources and tools designed to support Ukrainian students and 
their families in their cultural adaptation and integration journeys include a multilingual 
storytelling toolkit containing resources and activities for using storytelling to promote cross-
cultural understanding and emotional well-being, an online platform where Ukrainian students 
and families can share their stories and connect with others, a cultural orientation guide that 
provides information about European culture and customs, a collection of language learning 
resources for Ukrainian students and their families, a directory of mental health professionals 
who specialize in working with refugees and immigrants, and a network of community 
organizations and volunteers who can provide support and assistance to Ukrainian students 
and their families. By embracing storytelling as a pedagogical tool, educators can create more 
inclusive and supportive learning environments that empower Ukrainian students to thrive. 
Further research is needed to explore the specific ways in which storytelling can be most 
effectively implemented in educational settings to support the well-being and academic 
success of Ukrainian students. 
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