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Abstract

This qualitative, phenomenological study aimed to better understand how and whether
educators can maintain well-being during prolonged trauma. This study examines the
experiences of Ukrainian educators living in non-occupied territories during wartime. The
following research questions guided the study: What coping strategies do educators use to take
care of themselves? What coping strategies do educators use with their students? How do
educators perceive mindfulness and storytelling? A conceptual framework was created to better
understand the topics of stress, trauma, being, well-being, surviving, suffering, and coping
mechanisms through a literature review. Data collection occurred in February and March 2024,
two years after the full scale invasion of Ukraine began. Using convenience and snowball
sampling, 163 educators completed an anonymous survey, and 12 participated in confidential
one-on-one interviews on Zoom. Key coping mechanisms that help Ukrainian educators manage
prolonged trauma during wartime were identified through their stories. After analyzing the data,
three major findings emerged: 1) No coping mechanism works universally. 2) Maintaining
well-being amidst prolonged traumatic experiences requires educators to sustain connections
with others. 3) Coping mechanisms are most effective when practiced mindfully. These findings
led to recommendations on how educators can cope with trauma and stress in their own lives and

support their students in doing the same.

Key words: Well-being, Ukraine, Coping, Trauma, Mindfulness
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FOREWORD
Two Years of War, But Actually Ten
A poem by Natalya Rakevich

I don’t want to write;

I don’t want to rhyme;

I don’t want to make

This experience better or bright ...

Means 10 years, two years of full scale invasion.

Gray hairs that belong to a ten year old girl.

Cutting people with garden scissors for surgery.

Pieces of bodies of russian soldiers on Ukrainian trees.

Raped two month old, and girls... millions of girls... and the very old man...
“If you had fun, it doesn’t count as a war crime.”

Drowned farms with animals and people.

Six hours schooldays underground in cellars.

Children with teeth removed by russian' soldiers.

Killed four years old together with family in the car ... thousands... ?
Maybe millions? Who can count? Especially those who are missing in action?
Several days on the box in the truck to escape from moscow.
Sleepless nights and burnt out.

Packages, containers of medications, food, and clothes.

(Was there ammunition as well?)

Meetings to support educators.

Mined fields and steps.

MY STEPS toward Victory?

Hope beyond hope.

February 22, 2024

"'T decapitalized the words 'Russia’ and "Moscow,' as well as all words containing the root
'Russia,' in my dissertation to show my support for my Motherland and express my political
opinion regarding Russia as a terrorist state.
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About the Author

Why? Throughout my life | have heard the question “Why?” again and again from so
many people. “Why do you teach? Why do you help others? Why do you care? Why do you
write? Why do you need a dissertation? Why do you need a doctorate in Education?”” My answer
is simple - I am an educator. I am a lucky person because, since early childhood, I have never
been able to imagine myself doing anything other than teaching. I believe my mission is to teach
and help others reach their highest potential. I believe that to teach effectively, one must
continually engage in learning. I believe that in every person, there is potential.

For as long as I can remember, I have been helping those in need and teaching those who
were ready to learn. For me, the words ‘teacher’, ‘leader’, and ‘healer’ are synonymous. I
believe that every teacher has to be a leader, and every leader has to be a teacher. Furthermore, |
believe that to fully harness life’s potential and embrace learning, one should become his or her
own teacher. Learning occurs constantly, in countless ways, even when we do not realize it.
Throughout life, we cannot remain at the same level of awareness. We either improve or degrade
(N. Manek, personal communication, November 23, 2022).

When students encounter the right teachers along their journey, they grow and transform
into happy, self-sufficient, and creative individuals capable of making the world a better place for
themselves and others. I recognize the importance of not only teaching children but also
educating educators, parents, counselors, psychologists, administrators, and other adults who
work with children and play vital roles in their lives.

This dissertation was written as a part of the requirement for a doctoral degree in
Educational Leadership. I am an educator because I believe that education changes both the

present and the future. I believe that education has the power to either save or destroy our
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civilization. This is why it is essential for every educator, and especially for every educational
leader, to know how to “pause and ponder” (S. Terrassi, personal communication, May 9, 2024).
Being able to stop and observe one’s own stories, identities, motives, beliefs, and actions, and
how these impact others — is crucial. After observing it is important to decide whether any
changes are necessary. I believe that before teaching others, educators should first learn how to
maintain their own well-being, so they can effectively help others do the same.

No matter what happens with us during our journey from point B (birth) to point D
(death) (K. Vikma, personal communication, April 20, 2023), while being in this physical body
on this planet, we always learn (Antarova, 1995; Dewey, 1944; Erikson and Erikson, 1997,
Hawley, 2001; Kegan, 2013; and Stibal, 2009). The question is not whether we learn, but what
we learn and at what pace. I hope this dissertation will serve as a valuable resource for teachers,
educators, educational leaders, and anyone who chooses to become her own teacher. This path is
not an easy one: as soon as one decides to embark on it, she will have to commit to continuous
learning and face the challenges presented by the circumstances of her life.

Below, I will explain why the topic of well-being and its maintenance is important to me.
I will also discuss my background, positionality, philosophical perspectives, theoretical
perspectives and biases, the history and background of the problem, and provide a description of
the VeLa well-being project in Ukraine. Additionally I will outline the statement of the problem,
the purpose and objectives of the study, the guiding research questions, the definition of terms,
and the expected contributions to the field.

Why Study Well-being
Those who know me well are aware that I feel as if [ have two birthdays. The first one is

the day I was born in Central Ukraine. The second marks the time when, at age 19, I survived
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three surgeries within six weeks, and spent several weeks teetering between life and death. When
I was discharged from the hospital, the doctor who saved my life said that I will be a disabled
person from now on, but should be grateful for being alive. Since then, the subject of my
physical, psychological, and mental health, how to support and improve it, became an important
part of my existence. I constantly learn techniques that help me to maintain my well-being. In
essence, | was able to not only regain my health, but became the healthiest I have ever been.

Since then, I became passionate about not only my own personal growth and well-being,
but about the development of other people through education. Maintaining well-being does not
happen suddenly. It is a routine process of learning what coping mechanisms work and when.
There are commonalities in coping mechanisms that work for everyone under certain conditions,
but there are also personal differences in how coping mechanisms are utilized.

For example: breathing exercises can benefit all people during stressful situations, but
one person may prefer square breathing while another opts for belly breathing; arts and crafts
activities are universally beneficial, but some will choose drawing while others prefer building
bird houses or knitting; physical exercise works for everyone, yet one person will run for miles,
while another finds joy in dancing. The important part of using coping mechanisms is the ability
to know what works in a given moment and being able to stay involved in a process not only
physically, but mentally and emotionally. In other words, be able to practice them mindfully.
This is why I believe that practicing mindfulness and meditation complements any kind of other
coping mechanisms and therefore help to maintain well-being.

The longer I practice mindfulness and meditation the more I catch myself on what [ am
actually thinking and saying to myself and others. I become mindful about my storytelling and

how it affects my own life and lives of others. At the same time I became more attentive to the
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fact that what I am saying and what people are hearing are not always the same. I also noticed
that sometimes interlocutors do not hear me at all. They are just too preoccupied with their own
thoughts. I came to a realization that people are sometimes unable to receive the information that
I try to communicate because of their level of awareness and previous experiences.

During my five years of working as a success coach, I taught my students simple
mindfulness techniques that helped them to be more aware of their surroundings, emotions, and
actions. I believe that practicing mindfulness is a great tool for addressing the socio-emotional,
cognitive, and physical aspects of learning and teaching. It can help to improve students’
academic performance and the general well-being of students and educators. I feel that practicing
mindfulness can help students and educators maintain well-being, build acceptance, and
strengthen resilience. When these virtues are strengthened, they can help a practitioner to
become more compassionate and shift their worldviews and stories, and life changes will follow.
By being resilient and accepting others as they are, we can form genuine connections with them.
It is important to connect with others even when they are very different, because there is always
a point of connection to be found. Without the ability to truly connect with others, it is
impossible for human beings to fully experience well-being.

Upbringing

In one of my favorite books, Man's Search for Meaning, Viktor Frankl (2006) wrote,
“One should not search for an abstract meaning of life. Everyone has his own specific vocation
or mission in life to carry out a concrete assignment which demands fulfillment. Therein he
cannot be replaced, nor can his life be repeated” (p. 108). Since childhood, I was able to value
my uniqueness as well as the uniqueness of other people around me. I was able to communicate

and understand anyone in spite of their socio-economic class, culture, or age. Looking at this
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from today’s perspective, I am thinking that it happened because my socio-cultural background is
both rich and complex.

The development of my personality was largely influenced by my maternal grandmother
on one side and my father on the other. What I learned from them about society often conflicted
because my grandmother came from a wealthy Ukrainian family, while my paternal grandfather
was from a poor russian village. Since russia began shelling Ukrainian cities in February 2022, |
started to observe conflicts in my upbringing and that gave me a chance to discern what is my
mission and concrete assignment (Frankl, 2006, p. 108). The one idea on which my grandmother
and my father agreed was the importance of learning. Apparently that is why I always believed
in the power of education that can be used as a magic wand to save the world or as an instrument
to destroy people emotionally, intellectually, and physically. I believe that the world's well-being
depends on educators.

Intellectual Orientation: Training and Experience

[ am an American educator who emigrated from Ukraine due to low socioeconomic
status, who was compelled to learn russian after moving from a rural to an urban area. Since
then, russian language and culture, for better or worse, have become a part of my identity. [ was
nurtured by a Soviet day care, elementary, and middle school, but I attended a Ukrainian high
school. What I was taught in the History, Geography, and Literature classes in these two school
systems was often diametrically opposed. I am grateful for this experience, as it taught me
critical thinking and understanding that what is said in school or reported in the news is not
always true and can change over time.

Ukrainian was my only language until I was five, while living with my maternal

grandparents in a village. When [ moved to a city in central Ukraine, I discovered that only
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“cheapskates” spoke Ukrainian, while all the “good people” spoke russian. It was upsetting to
realize that the language I loved was considered to be of lower status. Later, in high school, as
the Soviet regime began to collapse, I found my voice in reading poetry and books forbidden by
the Soviets. I also found my voice in writing poems in Ukrainian, some of which were published
in books and national newspapers. After earning my High School Diploma, I studied at a
pedagogical university, where I was trained to teach russian and Ukrainian languages and
literature. Having a deep understanding of both languages, I value them and approach their study
separately from my feelings about the ongoing war between Ukraine and russia.

I applied everything I learned at the university to educate hundreds of children in
Massachusetts. I established the Youth Talent School (YTS), where children could receive a well
rounded education that included mental, artistic, physical, and social development. The skills
students learnt at YTS supported their well-being throughout adolescence and into adulthood.
Founding YTS allowed me to grow from an educator into an educational leader. I led dozens of
teachers and coaches who transformed lives and inspired their students.

Even though my school produced wonderful results, I felt that I needed to know more
about the educational system in the US because I wanted to help more children receive a
well-rounded education. I wanted to understand what could be improved in the US school
system. In 2012, I closed the school and embarked on my self-improvement and learning
adventure. I received a bachelor’s degree in Math from Lesley University and a master’s degree
in School Counseling from Salem State University. Developing myself intellectually always
helped me to value the importance of psychological and spiritual growth. I was always looking to
improve my students’ and my psychological well-being. I feel that mindfulness is one of the

most simple and important practices that should be learned and practiced by all educators.
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I started my journey to mindfulness by obtaining a Reiki certificate in 1997. Reiki is a
Japanese technique that translates to English as "spiritually guided life force energy" (Borang,
2013; The International Center for Reiki Training, n.d., para 2); it is a non-religious technique
that promotes healing, reduction of stress, and relaxation. Since then I have learned and practiced
various meditative techniques, and read literature on psychology, spirituality, meditation, and
mindfulness. [ became a ThetaHealing Practitioner. ThetaHealing is a meditative practice and
spiritual philosophy that harnesses concentrated thought and prayer (ThetaHealing, 2025).

I also took the Mindfulness Fundamentals and Mindfulness for Educators classes. I
completed 500 hours of Yoga and 300 hours of Meditation Teacher Training. These practices
have led me to an understanding of the importance of a routine in everyday life, especially
during unpredictable and traumatizing times. Practicing my routines helped me to be more
mindful of my experiences and those of others around me. My mindfulness practice has
positively affected every aspect of my life and enabled me to teach these skills using my
first-hand experience. Practicing mindfulness influenced my connections with other people, my
values and philosophical perspectives.

Philosophical Perspectives

It felt like the more I learn, the less I know. Questions like: “What is knowledge and
truth? How to observe without being involved? What is important when completing research?
Why did I want to be a researcher? What do I really want to research?”, coexisted for a while in
my mind. I will discuss all of them in further paragraphs.

Knowledge
What is knowledge? How does the knower and knowledge affect each other? According

to Joey Sprague (2011), “Knowledge, in this perspective, is not the vision of individuals. It is
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rather a form of communication and connection, a search for harmony in a community” (p. 89).
Knowledge is flexible and constantly evolving. It is shaped by people, for people. Therefore
knowledge has to include multiple perspectives and may be replaced by better knowledge.
Sprague separates knowledge, knowers, and known. He explains that knowers are physically
located in space and system. Knowledge is dependent on the identity of the knower. Those, who
know, are affected by place and time. The same person can understand the same knowledge
differently over the lifetime. Our realities are shaped by our experiences, people who we meet,
socio-economic circumstances, and even by food that we eat.

In Daniel Burmester’s play Knowing (2020) Knowledge says to the Student: “You will
know less as you get to know me. I’'m told I’m not always the best company” (p. 30). When we
are curious, when we are open to new experiences, when we learn more, our intellectual horizons
open. And at some point we understand that we don’t know anything. We understand that there
are so many possibilities and points of view that can affect reality. What one person might read
in a book, hear in a poem, or see in an art masterpiece, another might not notice.

As a leader and a human being, I am always open to new information. I often revisit my
knowledge with the question “How do I know what I know?”” The answer, most of the time, is
that my knowledge is based on my own memories and experiences that are constructing my
current storytelling about my life and therefore my beliefs about my reality and the realities of
those around me.

According to Berlin (1995), different people find knowledge in different places. One may
discover knowledge in a laboratory, another in a church, a third within themselves, believing in

nature and intuition (p. 48). Sometimes, knowledge comes to the knower, and she intuitively
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knows the truth. She knows the right answer. However, the perspective of truth can vary from
person to person.
Truthfulness

When I talk about truth, I am not referring to simple facts or data. Sprague (2011)
emphasizes, “The same data can be used to support contradictory hypotheses” (p. 80). Facts can
be raw and unrefined. Data can be interpreted in multiple ways. When a research hypothesis is
not supported by an experiment, the researcher has the power to interpret the data in a manner
that may still support the hypothesis. This is why self-reflection is vital for any researcher. A
researcher should continuously ask themselves the following questions: “How will my research
affect the lives of others? What do I truly want to know? Will my research be beneficial?”

One of the basic yogic principles is Satya, which means truthfulness. The principle of
truthfulness tells Yogis to always speak the truth, but at the same time do no harm. Patanjali
(2012) explains, “If by being honest we will cause trouble, difficulty or harm to anyone, we
should keep quiet” (p. 124). This is why I believe it is vital for a researcher to remember that
truth should be kind; truth should help other people to improve their lives and thrive. It is not an
easy task. A good researcher should be able to become an observer and explore all dimensions of
truth that relate to her research.

Become an Observer

We are subjects that observe others. What we see is determined by our experiences, by
who we are, and by what we hope to see. Sprague (2011) explains this: “A knower has a
particular vantage point with regard to the object” (p. 85). The location of the observer gives her
access to certain knowledge. An open-minded observer sees more possibilities in the results of

her research. To create valid research, one should be able to listen to the perspectives of others.
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We all live in the same world, but in different realities. Understanding the viewpoints of others,
where they come from and what shapes their thinking, helps me understand those around me and
myself through diverse lenses.

While writing this dissertation, I tried to remain mindful of the realities of different
people, to have more chances to benefit others with my research. As Kenomagwen (2013) wrote,
“Experiments are not about discovery but about listening and translating the knowledge of other
beings” (p. 158). By looking beyond my own truth and being open to the knowledge of others, I
am able to uncover multiple answers to the questions posed in this research and in life. This is
why it is important to observe. Observe our own thoughts; observe others, their actions and
words, while remaining neutral. The main goal of observation is to develop the ability to observe
oneself. Observing myself helps me to understand my values and beliefs.

Values

As a person and an educator, I value love, optimism, and learning. My professional and
personal values, beliefs, morals, and ethics are the same. For example, I believe that educators
cannot practice trust at work while ignoring trust in personal relationships, and vice versa. My
values are built on my beliefs, and my beliefs and values are fundamental to my morals, ethics,
and commitments as a human being, educator, leader, and scholar.

Through years of working in education as a formal and informal leader, I have strived to
base my actions on the principle of practicing leadership without authority (Heifetz, 1994) by
building my practice on my core belief: love. I value my own ability (that I constantly work on)
and the ability of others to act from a place of unconditional love. This is not an easy way of
thinking, and as a leader and educator, I need to continuously evaluate and re-evaluate my own

thoughts and biases. Acting from the point of unconditional love gives me the opportunity to
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practice as a leader and educator who supports the light that is present in others.

The feeling of unconditional love is possible only when one is able to go beyond their
own consciousness and observe others and oneself from the outside. Acting with love helps not
only me, as an educator and a human being, but also those who I work with. The act of self-love
is essential for practicing love towards others, our students, and our coworkers. If practicing
unconditional love sounds ridiculous or impossible, the closest feeling to it that could be
practiced is compassion, for oneself and others.

Practicing love is most needed to be directed toward those we feel inclined to hate or
resent. Practicing love is important in situations where we feel we cannot control our emotions
and think ‘us’ right and ‘them” wrong. Practicing unconditional love, or at least compassion, is
easier when approached with positivity toward everything that happens to us and everyone we
encounter.

I value positivity and optimism in myself and others, and consistently work with my
students to develop this life-changing trait. Optimism enables me to see “a light at the end of the
tunnel” and to guide others toward it. I believe that we are creators of our lives and realities,
through the control of our thoughts and feelings. When we are optimistic about our lives, the
whole Universe helps us to live through hardships and simply become stronger for new
experiences. Teaching my students and subordinates to be optimistic, allowed me to see how
they became owners of their own lives. One positive person, especially an educator and a leader,
can change the lives of hundreds of people around them. This is why educators need to take care
of themselves in order to effectively help others.

My third value is learning. I believe that the entirety of our life is nothing more than a

lesson that helps us to evolve into better and more conscious beings. I believe that educators
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should be attentive to what type of learning they are encouraging in their students. Are they
giving them the knowledge that is ready-made, or are they encouraging students to view learning
as a verb, as an action, as a never-stopping service to oneself? I believe that knowledge is out
there to be discovered. I also think that every person discovers knowledge uniquely, from their
own vantage point, shaped by their previous experiences and memories.

When I struggle to understand how others interpret information so differently, I try my
best to observe our perceptions without being emotionally involved, from the point of
unconditional love. As an educator and a leader, I think that educators should learn from their
students, parents, peers, and coworkers just as students should learn from their teachers. I believe
that even when we think we are not learning, we are still learning something, even if it is merely
how not to learn. To be able to teach, one should be able to learn.

Beliefs

I believe that nurturing and teaching can only be done through personal examples. One
cannot teach what she does not practice. I believe that educators should have high expectations
for themselves as well as for their students. I believe that education should be practiced within a
community because we are social beings. Just as my students and others around me learn from
me, | also learn from them. A real community can only exist when trust is practiced within, and
building trust is possible only when everyone is clear about their thoughts, words, and actions.
Through collaboration and social interactions with others, educators can construct knowledge
that can benefit everyone, and will be practical and useful.

I believe that one needs direct experience to understand the object of inquiry. We can
comprehend others only through the prism of our own reality. If [ never experienced hunger, I

would not understand those who are hungry. If I do experience it, I will understand them through
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my memories. [ know how it feels and I might expect that the other person experiences the same
emotions and has similar feelings, but I could be wrong. I can ask a person to describe how it
feels, but what will be said and what will be heard will not be the same.

I believe that the nature of our existence is to experience our lives in the physical body.
We are a combination of consciousness, physical matter, and light. We are here to become better
beings and to help others to live their lives. In the best-case scenario, we are improving the lives
of others and helping them to evolve through learning. For example, for me immigration was a
transformative moment when I had to learn everything from scratch. I had to learn a new
language, new culture, how to nurture my son, and how to live without being supported by my
parents, but instead to support my parents financially in Ukraine.

VeLa Well-being in Ukraine

Even though I immigrated from Ukraine more than 20 years ago, my bonds with the
Ukrainian land and people remain strong. When the full scale invasion started, I felt a need to
help Ukrainians, especially children. In April 2022, I volunteered with Ukrainian refugees in
Poland and initiated the socio-psychological project ‘VelLa’ to support Ukrainian educators and
psychologists during wartime. The main goal of the project is to provide support by US
educators, psychologists and psychiatrists to their Ukrainian colleagues, who have been living
with prolonged trauma since the beginning of the war.

VeLa, when translated into English, refers to “the Sail, a southern constellation”
(Dictionary, 2023). Constellation Vela was named after sails on the ship Argo from the story of
Jason and the Argonauts who sailed from Greece to get the Golden Fleece (Constellation Guide,
2024). Jason and the Argonauts overcame many daring challenges and brought the fleece to

lolcus (Greek Legends and Myths, n. d.). Similar to the heroes of Greek Mythology, the goal of
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VeLa in Ukraine is to support educators and psychologists living in extremely stressful and
traumatic environments, helping them maintain their well-being and assist others in doing the
same.

As Cora Hatch (1859) mentioned in her article “you could not direct the wind, but you
could trim your sail so as to propel your vessel as you pleased, no matter which way the wind
blew” (p. 2). The VeLa project, much like a sail, helps Ukrainian educators harness the wind and
find support in the midst of a storm. It also unites people, much like constellations unite stars,
creating a network of those who want to and are able to help others.

For me personally, VeLa represents the first two letters of the two main figures in my life.
‘Ve’ stands for Vera, my grandmother, a doctor who taught me the importance of unconditional
love and offering help to those in need, even if they had hurt me in the past. ‘La’ stands for
Larysa, my mother, who was both a teacher and a leader, advocating for those she worked with.
She taught me to smile, to be curious, fearless, and generous no matter what.

Although my grandmother and mother have passed away, their light, knowledge, hopes
and desire to maintain well-being not just for themselves but for others around them lives in me.
Through weekly meetings, various workshops and seminars, VeLa supports thousands of
Ukrainian educators and psychologists in discovering coping mechanisms to maintain their own

well-being and that of those they work with.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

[O]ur pity at another's suffering certainly causes
us pain, but ultimately it expands our hearts and minds, gives us more
understanding and leaves us in peace. — Patanjali, The Yoga Sutras

This phenomenological study of how Ukrainian educators cope during the wartime has
expanded my heart and mind. I hope that when reading these amazing stories documented on the
following pages, the reader will gain greater understanding and hope. The strategies and insights
Ukrainian educators shared to maintain well-being for themselves and their students through
prolonged traumas serve as inspiration and learning for all educators.

On February 24, 2022, a dormant conflict awoke with a roar when russia began shelling
Ukrainian cities. Fear that Ukraine will be overtaken by russia, its language, culture, and
literature once again forbidden, took hold of me. I began calling my relatives and friends daily.
During these calls, I listened to them and provided psychological first aid. Within several weeks,
I realized that [ was experiencing secondary trauma, just like many others around me who were
impacted by this war. I also realized that [ am traumatized by the fact that this is not merely a
conflict between two countries, but also an internal conflict for many Ukrainians, including
myself, who are historically tightly connected with the russian language and culture.

Even though I had been practicing mindfulness for years and could observe the negative
feelings overwhelming my heart, it did not prevent me from experiencing them. The demon of
war cast a shadow over the compassion, acceptance, and unconditional love I had been
cultivating and practicing as habits for the past decade. I have been teaching russian language

and literature in the US for more than 20 years and I noticed that I began to feel disgust with
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everything I taught. I cried when I heard russian children's songs I once loved as a child,
knowing that, at that very moment, millions of Ukrainian children were suffering because of
russian aggression. I experienced hate, disgust, fear, shame, contempt, pessimism and many
other negative emotions that consumed me from within. I started to experience not just emotional
disbalance, but also physical health problems.

Now, I can say that [ was able to regain balance and help others only because, throughout
this time, I meditated and practiced mindfulness despite everything I was experiencing. As
explained by Kraemer-Holland (2021), I was able to accept myself, others, and the
circumstances. I changed my story-telling and found meaning in my existence. Brady (2021)
wrote, “In my experience, if the readers are given the opportunity to make their own meaning, a
story is more likely to connect to their lives and remain alive and at work in their consciousness”
(p. xvii). I found meaning in helping Ukrainian educators and psychologists. I organized the
socio-psychological project VeLa to support Ukrainian educators and psychologists, enabling
them to better support the children they work with.

Statement of the Problem

Ukrainian educators are currently living through prolonged trauma while caring for and
teaching their students during wartime. The war in Ukraine has been traumatizing millions of
children (International Rescue Committee, 2022; Khan, 2022; Long, 2023; and Rolland, 2023).
Some of them had to flee the country, some of them became internally displaced, some lost
property, others everything, including relatives. Most of them are still enrolled in Ukrainian
schools and attend classes in-person, hybrid, or online. Educators report that their trauma is
prolonged and enormous.

Living through a period of war negatively impacts Ukrainian educators and their students
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on emotional, mental, and physical levels (UNICEF, n. d.). The complexity of trauma for
Ukrainian educators includes uncertainty about their financial status and constant worrying about
relatives and friends, especially those who are at the frontline, in occupied territories, or in
frontline zones. This is compounded by constant air raid alerts, which require bringing children
underground during class time and lead to sleepless nights. Educators who care for traumatized
students often ignore or compartmentalize their own traumas to be supportive of others. This is
why coping mechanisms are an important part of life for Ukrainian educators. Without learning
and using healthy coping skills, war or traumatic events can spoil and even ruin the lives of those
who experience it.

Learning about how Ukrainian educators promote their well-being during the stressful
times of war gave me hope that exploring their experiences as a phenomenon will inspire
educators worldwide to learn from Ukrainian educators’ stories and transform their own stress
and trauma. When I listened to the stories of Ukrainian educators, I noticed similarities between
their thoughts and mine. Even though I was thousands of miles away from physical danger, I
could feel their pain and understand how their everyday traumatic experiences were also affected
by intergenerational and historical trauma. While observing how historical, intergenerational,
and vicarious trauma impacted my physical and psychological health, I recognized the need to
use certain coping mechanisms to maintain my well-being. I also became more attentive to the
coping techniques employed by my Ukrainian colleagues. I realized that maintaining well-being
and being aware of one’s own trauma is an important topic not only for Ukrainian educators, but

also for educators around the globe.
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Theoretical Perspective and Biases

Social Constructivism and Pragmatism are two philosophical perspectives that resonate
most deeply with my values, training, and beliefs (Creswell and Poth, 2017). In my view
knowledge is socially constructed (Sprague, 2011). Being a social constructivist helps me to
honor the individual values of those I research and co-construct reality by listening to educators,
who endure enormous amounts of trauma on a daily basis.

In my research, I employed various methods for data collection. As a pragmatist, I was
driven to find an answer to my research questions that helped me to understand “what is useful,

299

practical, and ‘works’” (Chumney, 2015). I understand that my research can be affected by my
biases and contexts: political, historical, social, and others. I believe that knowledge is out there
to be discovered. I also think that each person discovers knowledge differently, from their
vantage point, shaped by their previous experiences and memories.

Knowledge is subjective. I definitely agree that questions shape answers, and “right”
questions can give you “right” answers. On the other hand, even if you receive the “wrong”
answer, you can still find a way to interpret it as needed in qualitative research. As Creswell and
Poth (2017) described, “This is how knowledge is known - through the subjective experiences of
people” (p. 21). I do not think that there is an absolute truth. There are facts, but these are
distorted by the individual’s brain. For example, the fact that russia is shelling Ukraine is
perceived differently in russia, Ukraine, and the US. Shelling impacts people differently.
Someone lost their life; someone lost their home; someone is happy that there are Ukrainian
casualties; someone doesn’t want to hear about it because they have enough problems already.

Most people develop knowledge collectively, and frequently it is developed for them by

other people and instilled through media and other channels (Sprague, 2011). People accept it as
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their own. Rarely individuals can step back from the knowledge constructed by society and think
independently. An example of socially constructed knowledge is the fact that most russians
believe that their army is defending russia from Ukrainian aggression on Ukrainian soil. They
exist in a reality that supports this view, and at this point I understand and forgive them.

Indeed our choices influence outcomes. When we are saying that we do not have a
choice, we are still making a choice to not have a choice. This is what I teach to my students.
Frequently, people choose what is easier and justify their actions by saying that they did not have
other options. Humans are social entities (Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Patanjali, 2012; Rogers, 1980).
We need others to survive and to thrive, to have a purpose; this is why surroundings matter.
Humans can be understood as individuals affected by their experiences in society. How we are
influenced by the forces present in our society depends on our character and previous
experiences. This influence is shaped by what we have learned from our ancestors, teachers, and
friends, as well as how we have processed that information. People have the agency to change
themselves.

I realize that what is right for me could be wrong for someone else. For me, the right
things are those that improve the physical, psychological, artistic, and mental well-being of
people around me. Wrong things are those that make them miserable and unhappy in the short
and long term. I do not believe that research can be neutral; it is always influenced by the
researcher’s point of view. As Creswell and Poth (2017) explained, research influenced the
researcher's positionality, including their identity, memories, beliefs, and experiences. As the
famous expression goes, “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder”, and ugliness is in the eye of the

beholder just as well.
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The constructivist framework, in which the researcher’s understanding intertwines with
that of the participant’ to create meaning (Debesay et al., 2008; Dewey, 1910; Piaget, 1971; and
Vygotsky, 1962), guided this study. By combining this framework with insights from Ukrainian
educators and psychologists, I was able to synthesize knowledge about sustaining well-being
during prolonged traumatic experiences (Laverty, 2003). During this time of war, the educators
in Ukraine are learning how to maintain their own well-being and how to help their students and
other stakeholders. I collected stories from educators to gain a deeper understanding of the
participants’ experiences (Neubauer et al., 2019). Together, we co-constructed an understanding
and conceptualization that describes the phenomenon of coping amidst the trauma or war
(Creswell & Poth, 2017).

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to learn how educators living during
active wartime deal with prolonged daily trauma that affects their lives and the lives of their
students. Interviews with Ukrainian educators gathered descriptions of healing techniques they
used to transform their own trauma and assist their students in transforming theirs.

One aim of my research was to collect participants’ views in order to inductively discern
the underlying pattern of meaning (Burr, 2015; Lincoln and Guba, 2000; and Schwandt, 2007).
Another aim was to explore the coping mechanisms and pedagogical practices that help
educators and their students maintain well-being during the prolonged trauma of living in a
wartime context. The shared experiences of these educators, as they navigate teaching and caring
for their students experiencing prolonged trauma, provided valuable insights. By describing the

essence of Ukrainian educators’ narratives, this study imparted meaning and insights for other
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educators. Collectively, these narratives provided the essence of coping strategies used by
educators to maintain their well-being, in their personal lives and in the classroom, on a regular
basis.

Objectives of the Study

The objectives of this study was to describe how Ukrainian educators see the effects of
prolonged trauma on themselves and their students. To analyze the key coping mechanisms that
work best for Ukrainian educators and their students in maintaining well-being during wartime.
To analyze how and when Ukrainian educators utilize mindfulness and storytelling, both
personally and professionally, to address trauma. To develop a conceptual framework describing
stress, trauma, coping mechanisms, suffering and well-being. To identify what coping
mechanisms can be used by educators around the globe to deal with their own and students’
trauma.

Guiding Research Questions (GRQ)

The overarching question of my dissertation was: What experiences of maintaining
well-being (if any) are Ukrainian educators having, despite living through prolonged traumas
associated with wartime?

While completing my dissertation, I sought answers for the following three guiding
sub-questions:

e GRQI. What coping strategies do educators use to take care of themselves? How do they
describe these strategies?

e GRQ2. What coping strategies do educators use with their students? How do they
describe these strategies?

o GRQ3. How do educators perceive mindfulness and storytelling?
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Definition of Terms

The following key concepts will be used in this paper: coping, meditation, mindfulness,
observation, optimism, resilience, self-acceptance, self-compassion, storytelling, trauma and
well-being.

Coping. According to the Medical Dictionary (2023), coping is “the process of
contending with life difficulties in an effort to overcome or work through them” (para. 1). Crisan
et al. (2023) explained coping as ““a repertoire of subconscious thoughts or unconscious adaptive
behavior that helps the human subject to manage emotional pressure and reduce or tolerate
stress” (p. XX). Coping strategies help individuals deal with and live through the stressful
situations in their lives.

Meditation. The American Psychological Association (APA) (2023) defines meditation
as a “profound and extended contemplation or reflection in order to achieve focused attention or
an otherwise altered state of consciousness and to gain insight into oneself and the world” (para
1). The word meditation came from the Latin meditatio which means to concentrate, to reflect, to
ponder. Meditation practice can be as simple as concentrating on one’s thoughts, feelings, and
emotions for several seconds. It is crucial to distinguish the difference between mindfulness and
meditation since sometimes these two terms are used interchangeably. Alper (2016) explains that
the major difference between them is that mindfulness is a quality and meditation is a practice.
Mindfulness is a way of thinking about ourselves and the world around us, whereas meditation is
a practice that can help change our states of mind.

Mindfulness. Mindfulness is a proven set of techniques that builds character and is a way
to develop the qualities that individuals require in adulthood. The Merriam-Webster dictionary

(2022), states that mindfulness practice includes “maintaining a nonjudgmental state of
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heightened or complete awareness of one's thoughts, emotions, or experiences on a
moment-to-moment basis” (para 2). According to Shapiro and Carlson (2009), the word
mindfulness is used to name a mindful practice, as well as a process and a result received after the
practice; the mindful awareness. John Kabat-Zinn (2003) explained mindfulness as the awareness
of the present moment that arises through paying attention purposefully and non-judgmentally to
an experience unfolding moment by moment. Mindfulness is a tool that can help one to control
and shape the mind.

Observation. Joe Navarro and Marvin Karlins (2008) defined observation as a
“conscious, deliberate behavior — something that takes effort, energy, and concentration to
achieve, and constant practice to maintain. Observation is like a muscle. It grows stronger with
use and atrophies without use” (p. 9). They explained observation is not just the ability to look,
but also to truly see. The authors emphasized that observation can be learned and should be
practiced all the time. While observing, one should not rely solely on the sense of sight but
engage all senses. Educators who are able to observe, can disconnect themselves from their own
emotions and feelings and understand others better.

Optimism. There are several explanations of optimism in psychological literature. Tiger
(1979) described optimism as a feeling that future events related to social or material
circumstances will happen in their favor. Optimists have personal beliefs that all experiences are
generally positive and will be the same in the future. People considered optimistic explain the
cause of negative events as temporary rather than permanent (Seligman, 2013, p. 88), specific
rather than universal (Seligman, 2013, p. 90), and hopeful rather than hopeless (Seligman, 2013,

p. 92).
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Resilience. Pemberton (2015) described resilience as the “capacity to remain flexible in
our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors when faced by life disruption, or extended periods of
pressure so that we emerge from difficulty stronger, wiser, and more able” (p. 2). Resilience
involves the ability to successfully adapt and adjust to difficult challenges in life, relying on
mental, emotional, and behavioral flexibility. The American Psychological Association (2022)
defined resilience as a “process and outcome of successfully adapting to difficult or challenging
life experiences, especially through mental, emotional, and behavioral flexibility and adjustment
to external and internal demands” (para. 1).

Self-acceptance. Acceptance begins with the self, whereby an individual learns to be
comfortable with him/herself and with the immediate environment. From there the scope is
expanded into accepting others the way they are (Morgado et al., 2014). From the point of
acceptance, we can transition students to the exercises of heartfulness aiming at boosting positive
interactions between students and their surroundings.

Self-compassion. Self-compassion requires the same qualities as compassion. Neff
(2011) described self-compassion as an ability to stop and recognize one’s own suffering to allow
oneself to stay healthy while being proactive. The author wrote, “Self-compassion provides an
island of calm, a refuge from the stormy seas of endless positive and negative self-judgment” (p.
13). She suggests that well-being is unattainable without the practice of self-compassion.

Storytelling. Each one of us lives in a world that our brain perceives based on our
previous experiences and memories. Our mind thinks thousands of thoughts daily. Many of these
thoughts often connect and merge into stories that construct our reality. Our stories affect not
only us, but our feelings, emotions, and behavior. Therefore, our stories affect our relationships

with other people and their realities. Brown (2020) highlighted, “My story matters because |
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matter.” (p. 160). Our stories are essential for us and those around us. Murphy et al. (2021)
conveyed that storytelling is a basic activity in human connections. Telling stories about
significant events can help a person to understand them deeply and reconstruct them if needed.

Trauma. Trauma is a personal response to stressful events in one’s life when the ability
to cope is limited and a person's feeling of safety is absent. What could be a traumatic event for
one person might not be for another. According to the Substance Abuse and Mental Health
Service Administration [SAMHSA] (2022), trauma could have long-term negative effects on one
individual and not on another. The effect will depend on the ability of a person to handle trauma,
the presence of prior traumatic experiences in their life, and the support system available to a
person during the traumatic event.

Well-being. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2018),
well-being is the desired effect of people’s meaningful activity across various sectors of society,
indicating that people feel their lives are going well. The well-being of one individual affects the
well-being of others around them. Bornstein et al. (2003) explained that well-being is the ability
to feel well. Well-being could be achieved by practicing, purposefully, specific techniques that
include stress-management, relaxation, being resilient, boosting self-love, and generating the
emotions that lead to good feelings.

Expected Contributions to the Field

This study shares educators’ insights and experiences of seeking well-being during
prolonged trauma. The stakeholders of the study are Ukrainian educators and psychologists, as
well as Ukrainian children and their families. Considering the fact that all Ukrainians are affected
by the war, the spectrum of trauma that educators, students, and their families are currently

experiencing is broad and complex. Although the findings are not generalizable, the experiences
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of these Ukrainian educators can illuminate coping strategies that countless educators can find
valuable.

The shared global realities of war and violence impact educators and children, disrupting
learning and development. On top of that, living in a post-COVID world, most educators
worldwide have had to deal with their own pandemic-related trauma (Dixon et al., 2023;
Mirquez Aponte, 2020). Learning from Ukrainian educators' narratives of how they are able to
function and deliver high quality education while experiencing complex trauma can help all
educators to understand how to handle trauma, maintain well-being, and help their students to do
so as well.

Broadly, this study will contribute to the fields of education and psychology that are
supporting our children in crisis. Childhood trauma is a serious issue around the world. In the US
between 46% to 60% of children have experienced one or more types of trauma (Mental Health
Connection of Tarrant County, n. d.; Morin, 2023; The Trauma-Sensitive, High-Achieving
Classroom, 2023). Children who experience trauma experience difficulties at school (Scott,
2020; Terrasi & de Galarce, 2017). Trauma affects a child’s socio-emotional development and
hinders academic success (Barr, 2018; Gaona, 2022).

Using a pragmatic framework (Creswell & Poth, 2017), this study can inform a broader
population living through trauma, helping educators worldwide to transform their own and their
students’ trauma. The findings can benefit educators, school counselors, and professional
development programs in areas connected with socio-emotional learning and trauma-sensitive
education. The educational significance may contribute to the broader scholarly understanding of
coping strategies for dealing with trauma, maintaining well-being, and improving the learning

environment. The results of the research can be offered to educators as an example of how to
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maintain well-being and learn coping mechanisms to address both their own trauma and that of
their students.

Even though there is research about coping mechanisms used by educators to maintain
well-being and studies that confirm benefits of mindfulness or storytelling for educators, there is
no research done that explores coping mechanisms, and mindfulness and storytelling as a tool
that could be used together by educators in their practices to maintain well-being and deal with
trauma. [ hope that my findings will impact curriculums for students taught by school counselors
and professional development programs for teachers in areas connected with socio-emotional
learning and trauma-sensitive education. By completing this qualitative research I improved my
skills as a researcher. I am also able to apply my findings in my teaching and educational
leadership practices.

Chapter Outline

This section of the chapter summarizes what can be found in each chapter of the
dissertation. This study was designed to explore how educators maintain their well-being while
experiencing prolonged trauma. This dissertation consists of five chapters.

The current chapter, Chapter One of the dissertation, begins with the researcher's relevant
background, positionality, philosophical and theoretical perspectives. It also provides
information about the background for the study, statement of the research problem, purpose of
the study, guiding questions, definitions of key terms, and significance of the study.

Chapter Two presents the conceptual framework developed for this study and the
literature review on topics of stress, trauma, being, surviving, suffering, well-being, and coping
mechanisms that help, according to the literature, to deal with stress and trauma.

Chapter Three offers the research methodology. It includes the explanation of qualitative
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design and phenomenology methods used in this study; the guiding research questions; and data
collection procedures. It also contains a description of the survey and interview participants and
their inclusion criteria, the recruitment methods, data analysis and interpretation processes. The
description of limitations, delimitations, and the validity of the study included at the end of the
chapter.

Chapter Four outlines and organizes the findings from the survey and interviews,
focusing on participants’ perception of trauma and how it affects them and their students,
analysis of coping mechanisms most frequently used by educators for themselves and their
students during the wartime, and the meaning of living through the war for Ukrainian educators.
This chapter also offers a discussion and analysis of the data that explain how educators
understand and use mindfulness and storytelling in both their personal lives and their work with
students.

At the end, Chapter Five concludes with a discussion of the findings, their connection to
the literature, the study’s limitations, and recommendations for future research in the field of
Education on topics such as well-being, coping mechanisms to dealing with trauma, mindfulness,

and storytelling.
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF LITERATURE

To be, or not to be, that is the question
— William Shakespeare, Hamlet

Living with prolonged trauma affects a person on every level. Depending on individual
perception and personality, one's experience or being may be full of joy or struggle. Teaching in
wartime impacts an individual's sense of being and living. The following literature review
unpacks prolonged trauma, states of existence, and mechanisms for maintaining well-being.
These constructs are described in a conceptual framework used to structure this literature review,
analysis of the related literature, and a summary.

The literature shared on the following seeks to answer the following questions: When
does stress transform into trauma? What is trauma? What are coping mechanisms? What kinds of
coping mechanisms do educators need? Why and what kinds of coping mechanisms are needed
in the classroom? Mindfulness and storytelling are discussed in the section on coping
mechanisms, highlighting how educators can effectively utilize mindfulness and storytelling. The
next section introduces the conceptual framework that was developed to see the relationships of
these important concepts.

Conceptual Framework

Life, or the state of being, is constantly influenced by various events (Figure 1). The same

stressful or traumatic event does not affect different people in the same way (Diagnostic and

Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 2022; McGonigal, 2015; and van der Kolk, 2015).
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To structure this literature review, a conceptual framework was developed (Figure 1), and
deductive reasoning (Bingham & Witkowsky, 2022; and Hamad, 2007) was applied. Deductive
analysis of the literature helped me to stay focused on the goals of my research. Based on my
research questions, I created broad topical categories that allowed me to concentrate on my
questions and organize the findings from the literatrue into those categories.

Figure 1

Conceptual Framework.

Note. The heart in the center symbolizes a person’s life, or being, that may be experienced as
states of suffering or well-being. The balance of stress, trauma, and coping mechanisms
determines what state is experienced. The petals on the flower represent various coping
mechanisms. The yellow petals indicate healthy coping mechanisms, while the brown ones
represent unhealthy ones. Some brown petals have been left empty on purpose to show that
certain healthy coping mechanisms can become unhealthy, depending on how they are used by

individuals. Raindrops symbolize events that can frequently trigger stress. Lightning in a dark
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cloud symbolizes traumatic events.

The overarching question of my dissertation is: What experiences of maintaining
well-being (if any) are Ukrainian educators having, despite living through prolonged traumas
associated with wartime? Three guiding sub-questions were formulated to help address this
overarching question: What coping strategies do educators use to take care of themselves? What
coping strategies do educators use with their students? How do educators perceive mindfulness
and storytelling?

Johnson-Laird et al. (2015) emphasized the significance of drawing logical conclusions
as a cornerstone of rationality when employing deductive reasoning. This chapter employs broad
descriptions of topics such as stress, trauma, being, surviving, suffering, well-being, and coping
mechanisms to provide educators with a comprehensive understanding of these categories, and to
explore how these concepts differ for Ukrainian educators who have endured prolonged
traumatic events.

Stress can transform into trauma if healthy coping mechanisms are not developed to
manage it (Kanojia, 2023; Linsin, 2016; Mate & Mate, 2022; and van der Kolk, 2015). Lightning
symbolizes traumatic events. According to the American Psychiatric Association (2022),
traumatic events may or may not be developed into “Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)”
(APA, 2022, p. 301), depending on the individual’s reaction to those events. According to
Boulder Crest Foundation (2024), after trauma, a person can experience a positive psychological
transformation “Posttraumatic Growth” (para. 1). So, traumatic events may affect a person
positively or negatively.

Each petal of the flower in Figure 1 symbolizes coping mechanisms that can be used

during stressful and traumatic times. Vivid, yellow, petals symbolize healthy coping mechanisms
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that transform stressful and even traumatic events into well-being or at least into being (Kanojia,
2023; Kariv & Heiman, 2005; and van der Kolk). Faded petals symbolize unhealthy coping
mechanisms that often exacerbate stressful or traumatic events and transform being into suffering
(Kanojia, 2023; Kariv & Heiman, 2005; and van der Kolk). Some people dwell in a bud-state:
unable to understand, find, or use coping mechanisms that work for them (Kariv & Heiman,
2005). Metaphorically speaking, the more “healthy” petals you have in your pocket, the better
you feel.

In the end, two opposing forces influence human well-being: one is the stress triggered
by events, and the other is our internal reactions and physical actions in response to stress. The
coping mechanisms are the choices people make to deal with stress when facing stressful
situations (Dalai Lama, 2002; Leon, 2023; McGonigal, 2015; and Seligman, 2013). In the next
section, I will discuss the topics of stress and trauma and their presence in everyday life, the lives
of educators, and specifically, Ukrainian educators.

Stress

How a person reacts to and deals with life events depends on multiple factors, such as
family history, life conditions, and the level of stress and trauma they have already experienced
(Bezo & Maggi, 2015; Dixon et al., 2023; Mate & Mate, 2022; Mauss et al., 2007; Shrier, 2024;
Stibal, 2009; and van der Kolk, 2015). Experiencing stress is a normal reaction of the brain to
life events (Chodron, 2018; National Institute of Mental Health, n.d.; Sylvester, 1995; and
Treleaven, 2018). Tyson & Pongruengphant (2007) explained, “Stress is a characteristic of
existence because it is part of being human, built into our organization physically, chemically,
physiologically, and psychologically” (p. 353). Stress is a part of life that affects both our

physical and mental states.
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Under normal circumstances, stress awakens hormones that help to deal with stressful
events (Ahmed, 2023; Biegel, 2009; De Calheiros Velozo et al., 2024; Noah, 2024, and Taleb,
2012). The body and mind return to normal as soon as the stressful conditions have passed. The
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) (American Psychiatric
Association, 2022) specified, “Psychological distress following exposure to a traumatic or
stressful event is quite variable” (p. 295). On one hand, some people may develop symptoms
such as anxiety, fear, anhedonia, dysphoria, externalizing anger, dissociation, or aggression. On
the other hand, some may benefit from stress on both physiological and cognitive levels
(Jamieson, 2012; and McGonigal, 2015).

According to Keller et al. (2012), post-stress conditions largely depend on a person's
feelings and beliefs about stress as a phenomenon. In reference to Tyson & Pongruengphant
(2007), “From chemical patterns in our DNA to neural systems underlying learning, memory,
and cognition that create self-awareness, humans make assumptions based on the past to predict
the future.” People who have less stress resistance are more sensitive to stressful conditions than
those who are more stress resistant. (Faye, 2018; Guidi et al., 2021; Krkovic et al., 2018; &
McGonigal, 2015). Therefore, those who are less stress resistant are more likely to become
traumatized. In reference to van der Kolk (2015), “The stress hormones of traumatized people, in
contrast, take much longer to return to baseline and spike quickly and disproportionately in
response to mildly stressful stimuli” (p. 46). The more frequently a person is exposed to trauma,
the less resistant she becomes to stress.

Trauma
Trauma is a personal response to stressful events in life when the ability to cope is limited

and a person's sense of safety is diminished (Cole, 2005; and Psychology Today, 2022). Just as
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with stress, what may be a traumatic event for one person might not be for another. Traumatic
events usually happen unexpectedly. According to the Substance Abuse and Mental Health
Service Administration [SAMHSA] (2022), trauma may have long-term negative effects on one
individual but not on another. The effect depends on an individual’s ability to handle trauma, the
presence of prior traumatic experiences, and the support system available during the traumatic
event. According to Kanojia (2023), trauma is not a malfunction, but an attempt of a brain and
body to deal with inferior circumstances, it’s an adaptive mechanism that helps people adjust to
circumstances and survive in various conditions.

During a traumatic event, if emotions are not processed properly, they leave a trace in the
brain and can become triggers that activate the emotional system in similar situations, even if no
real threat is present (Brems, 2001; Dispenza, 2012; Ivey, 2012; Nguyen, 2022; Sylvester, 1995).
In reference to Roozendaal et al. (2009), trauma disconnects different parts of the brain. It
deactivates the analytical, sequential, and linguistic functions of the left hemisphere while
activating the right hemisphere, which manages intuitive, emotional, visual, spatial, and tactual
processing. Trauma affects human life on multiple levels: emotional, behavioral, cognitive,
social, and physical (Kanojia, 2023; and Mate & Mate, 2022). By leaving an imprint on the
mind, brain and body, trauma becomes not just a part of a person's past, but it also affects how a
“human organism manages to survive in the present” (van der Kolk, 2015, p. 21). Trauma may
awaken anger, self-destructive behavior, affect how people communicate with others, and shape
their thinking.

Mate and Mate (2022) emphasized, “Trauma is not what happens fo you but what
happens inside you” (p. 20). Trauma affects a person’s self-perception and identity. People who

have not transformed their trauma tend to be impulsive, vulnerable to repeated mistakes, unable
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to take risks, always eager to please others, and unable to moderate relationships (Kanojia,
2023). Some people develop PTSD after experiencing trauma. It is characterized by symptoms
such as recurrent dreams or nightmares, disturbed sleep, avoiding activities or places that recall
the traumatic event; difficulties in concentration, memory, and feelings of guilt (APA, 2022, p.
301).

In reference to the Boulder Crest Foundation (2024), the lives of people exposed to
trauma can be healed by learning to rationally reflect on and respond to present conditions
affected by the past, while understanding their emotions and activating the frontal lobe. Mate &
Mate (2022) explained, “Facing it (trauma) directly without either denial or overidentification
becomes a doorway to health and balance” (p. 35). By approaching trauma with a
non-judgmental perspective, individuals can discover new pathways to the future.

As Tedeschi explained to Luna (2019) during the interview, “Experiencing positive
transformation after trauma is known as post-traumatic growth.” (0:38). Post-traumatic growth
happens when people are able to process their traumas effectivly. During post-traumatic growth,
people can change their beliefs about themselves and their lives, and find new purpose,
frequently in serving others. Tabita Mpamira-Kaguri acknowledged, “I have heard it said that
unless trauma is transformed, it is transferred” (as cited by Sethi, 2021, p. 69). It is important to
transform personal trauma before helping others. Therefore, it is essential for educators to
understand and transform their own trauma in order to positively impact their students and other
stakeholders involved in the educational process.

As Spilt et al. (2011) explained, teacher well-being, even indirectly, significantly
influences children’s socio-emotional adjustment and academic performance. Teachers’ trauma

impacts learning and development of children (Cole, 2005; Thomas et al., 2019; Venet, 2021). In
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reference to Felitti et al. (1998), who described the Adverse Childhood Events (ACEs) study
conducted by Kaiser-Permanente from 1995-1997, the adverse effects of neglect, violence, or
abuse can result in long-term negative impacts on health and well-being, as well as an increased
risk of mortality. Educators and students in the US are experiencing a high level of trauma in a
post-COVID-19 world (Dewanti & Wu, 2023; Johnson, 2024; and Marquez Aponte, 2020).

According to Substance Abuse and Mental Health Service Administration (2023), “Child
trauma occurs more than you think. More than two thirds of children reported at least one
traumatic event by age 16.” Considering the fact that, in 2021, 50% of adolescents aged 13 to 18
had been diagnosed with a mental disorder (National Institute of Mental Health, 2023), I
hypothesize that 50% of middle and high school students in the US were not supported by
parents, psychologists, or educators to transform their trauma.

Based on existing research, while working with traumatized children, educators can
become aware of trauma symptoms and can create trauma-sensitive, positive environments in
school (Cole et al., 2009; Terrasi & de Galarce, 2017). Gaona (2022) explained that educators
who have undergone trauma training are better equipped to build strong student-teacher
relationships; meet student developmental needs in the classroom; make learning more
accessible and equitable. Steele and Scott, (2016) emphasized that educators should be aware of
students’ emotional states because it is a “critical element required for learning” (p. 121). Huse
(2022) advised that understanding trauma and stress should be a top priority in U.S. education
today to lessen students' maladaptive behavior.

Teachers have to work daily with traumatized students. The shared global realities of the
war in Ukraine and familial death during the Covid-19 pandemic, along with other health

disparities, impact student learning (Crisan et al., 2023). Ukrainian teachers, who are
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experiencing prolonged trauma due to the war, have continued to teach and support their students
who experienced trauma on a daily basis (Dufynets, 2024). The general population in Ukraine,
including teachers and their students, is experiencing trauma while living through wartime
(Belim, 2023; Dlugosz, 2023; Pfeiffer et al., 2024; & Plokhy, 2023).

The factors contributing to acute trauma for Ukrainians include constant air raid alerts,
lack of sleep, uncertainty about food and energy sources, financial instability, loss of family
members and close friends, loss of all possessions, unclear political actions, attending funerals of
acquaintances, witnessing the daily expansion of cemeteries, and the constant danger of being
killed (Seleznova et al., 2023). According to Barringer (n. d.), all these factors can be
characterized as a different type of loss: permanent loss/death, non-death, anticipatory, and
ambigious.

Non-death loss might be hidden and misunderstood and can include loss of buildings,
home/town/identity, resources, relationships, culture, security, abilities and capabilites.
Anticipating any type of loss is a stressor in itself. Ambiguous loss encompasses uncertainty
about what happened to a person, the absence of a person, or a dramatic change in a person’s
identity or behavior due to a significant experience. Ukrainians have been living and working
while experiencing various types of loss for almost three years.

In addition to their acute trauma, Ukrainians experience intergenerational trauma,
highlighted by events from the 20th century: slavery through collectivisation in 1929 - 1955,
genocides by Holodomors of 1933 (Bezo and Maggi, 2015; Kapystyan, 2022; Sergijchyk, 2021;
and Tesliuk, 2023; ) and 1948, dekulakization in 1929 - 1930 (Viola, 1986), massacres in
Western Ukraine in 1939 - 1941 (The 1941 NKVD Prison Massacres, 2021), and World War II in

1941 - 1945. Every day, all Ukrainians, including educators and their students, endure secondary
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trauma as they hear news and stories about individuals who have been tortured or killed on
occupied territories or as a result of bombings (Seleznova et al., 2023).

Trauma impacts Ukrainian educators on personal and professional levels (Rolland, 2023;
Long, 2023). Ukrainian educators, despite facing prolonged trauma, continue to teach and
support others. Van der Kolk (2015) emphasized, “During disasters young children usually take
their cues from their parents. As long as their caregivers remain calm and responsive to their
needs, they often survive terrible incidents without serious psychological scars” (p. 52). In

(13

reference to Bronfenbrenner (1994), a child's “microsystem” (p. 39) includes not only parents,
but school, peers, neighbors and other people who communicate with a child in face-to-face
settings.

Therefore, during war while being exposed to prolonged trauma, the psychological state
of adults who are close to children is crucial for the children’s future psychological state and
their ability to be resilient to stress and trauma. Living in a warzone for an extended period is a
traumatic event for everyone, including educators, and its impact cannot be overlooked. This is
why the ways in which Ukrainian teachers cope with ongoing traumatic events impacts not only
themselves and their families but also their students and other stakeholders involved in the
educational process. The ability of Ukrainian educators to maintain well-being affects not only
their lives, but also the lives of those around them. To truly comprehend well-being, it is
essential to first understand the concepts of being, surviving, and suffering.

Being
A person is inherently a human being. The simple phrase “I am” holds true as long as a

person's heart is beating and she is breathing. However, the meaning of this phrase varies for

each individual. For some, it might be “I am love”, while for others it could be “I am suffering”,
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reflecting the diverse factors that shape one’s consciousness, feelings, thoughts, and perceptions
(Byrne, 2010; Dispenza, 2012; and Stibal, 2009). For millennia people have tried to find an
answer to the question, “What is the purpose of human existence?” Many philosophers,
psychologists, esoterics, mystics, poets, and writers explained what does it mean to “Be” and
experience “Being” (Aurelius, 2017; Hawley, 2001; Holy Bible (1769/2016); Jung and Stein,
1995; Khayyam, 1859/2018; Byrne, 2010; Shakespeare (1994), Tolle, 1999; Rogers, 1990). No
matter what thoughts, feelings, or experiences one has, all of them are different forms of being.

Being is a tricky state because, while we are all physically present in it, mentally, most of
us are not fully engaged (Dalai Lama, 2002; Hawley, 2001; Patanjali, 2012; and Tolle, 2004).
Our brain is shaped by past experiences, which is why we often dwell on the past, remain
influenced by it, and worry about the future (Dispenza, 2012; Rogers, 1980; van der Kolk, 2015).
According to Tolle (1999), understanding being through the mind alone is impossible. He
emphasized that “when your attention is fully and intensely in the Now, Being can be felt” (p.
13). It is difficult to explain in words.

This is why so many composers, such as Bach, Beethoven, Mendelssohn, Mozart,
Vivaldi, and many others, expressed it through their music (Downs, 1992; and Goulding, 1995).
This is why so many painters, including Cezanne, da Vinci, Dali, Michelangelo, Monet, Picasso,
Rembrandt, Van Gogh, and others, have sought to capture it in their art (Beckett, 1999; Finlay,
2023, Fitzpatrick, 2006). This is why it has been expressed not only through words but also
through art and music. Most masterpieces of literature, art, and music depict the experience of
suffering, the resilience to survive against all odds, the human ability to rise above
circumstances, and the discovery of meaning in life's simplest moments.

Mate & Mate (2022) emphasized the importance of consciously choosing to find meaning
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in every challenge and actively engaging in learning during each moment. Bennet-Goleman
(2001) explained that “We each have our unique ways of responding to life’s challenges, and we
need to respect our own needs, temperaments, and timing” (p. 359). According to Tolle (1999),
allowing the present moment “to be” gives one “inner freedom from external conditions, the
state of true inner peace” (p. 35). Tolle states that no matter what happens in a person's life, inner
peace can be experienced instead of suffering, even when one is in a state of surviving.

Ukrainian educators and their students have endured a state of surviving for nearly three
years (Dufynets, 2024; Plokhy, 2023; Seleznova et al., 2023). Whether they experience more
suffering or well-being depends on various factors, much like the impact of stress and trauma.
Below, I will describe the concepts of surviving, suffering, and well-being.

Surviving

According to the Cambridge Dictionary (2024), surviving is defined as “continuing to
live or exist” (para 1). According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary (2024), surviving is defined
as “still living after another or others have died or died out” (para 1). The literature that describes
the state of surviving concentrates on surviving something dramatic. For example: surviving 9/11
(Precin, 2014) surviving concentration camp (Frankl, 2006; and Winchcombe 2015), surviving
genocide (Bezo and Maggi, 2015; Kapystyan, 2022; Sergijchyk, 2021; and Tesliuk, 2023),
surviving poverty (Mazelis, 2017), surviving shooting in schools (Brown, 2018; Data on
Education Reported by Researchers at Wellesley College, 2024; and Stanford, 2024), surviving
war (Dufynets, 2024; Plokhy, 2023; and Simic, 2015), and others.

The outcomes of surviving vary among survivors and can even extend to their
descendants (Cherepanov, 2015). For example, according to the Data on Education Reported by

Researchers at Wellesley College (2024), students who survived school shootings are more likely
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to die in their twenties and are more inclined toward suicide and overdoses. Holocaust and
Holodomor genocide survivors and their descendants live in survival mode characterized by
“horror, fear, mistrust, sadness, shame, anger, stress and anxiety, decreased self-worth,
stockpiling of food, reverence for food, overemphasis on food and overeating, inability to discard
unneeded items, an indifference toward others, social hostility and risky health behaviors” (Bezo
and Maggi, 2015, p. 87). They developed adaptive mechanisms that include heightened
vigilance, anxiety, overprotectiveness, and an intolerance of weakness in both themselves and
others. On the one hand, surviving can be transformed into generational trauma; on the other
hand, it can be a point of transformation for a person and for her children and grandchildren.

Even when a person's physical actions are constrained by external circumstances, living
in a state of being while surviving gives her a choice to direct her thoughts and observe her
feelings (Dispenza, 2012; Hawley, 2001; Patanjali, 2012; Tolle, 2004). From that point of
awareness a person can also choose further physical actions that will impact her future. Even if
external circumstances remain unchanged, by observing, accepting, and adjusting (if needed) her
thoughts, a person changes her inner perception of the present moment and her past (Byrne,
2010; van der Kolk, 2015;). From this point of awareness, a person's thoughts and actions
determine the possibility to maintain well-being and the level of suffering she will experience in
the future, as well as how she will perceive and respond to it.

Simic (2015) argued that survival means to be between life and death, “dealing with the
past and moving towards the future” (p. 25). Frankl (2006) explained that he was able to survive
the concentration camps by “rising above the situation, above the suffering of the moment” and
“observing them as if they were already of the past” (p. 73). Most of the time, while surviving,

people experience suffering. The experience of suffering and its intensity is unique to each



MAINTAINING EDUCATOR AND STUDENT WELL-BEING 58

individual and can be intentionally altered by the person (Rogers, 1977; Seligman, 2013; and
Tillich, 1961). Peterson (2018) believed that it is in person’s power to reduce suffering. In the
next section, [ will explore suffering as an integral part of human life.

Suffering

According to Cambridge dictionary (2024), suffering is “physical or mental pain that a
person or animal is feeling” (para. 2). One of the explanations of ‘suffer’ in the Oxford English
Dictionary (OED) (n. d.) is “to submit to with pain, distress, or grief” (para. 1). Nietzsche (1887)
explained, “Man, the bravest animal and most prone to suffer, does not deny suffering as such: he
wills it, he even seeks it out, provided he is shown a meaning for it, a purpose of suffering” (p.
144). Even though there is no agreement among philosophical, religious, and spiritual writers
about views on suffering, there is a consensus that suffering is a part of human existence
(Denton-Borhaug, 2022; Gibbs & Wolfson, 2002; Patanjali, 2012; Peterson, 2018; Sproul, 2022;
Tolle, 2020; and Tyson & Pongruengphant, 2007). From birth and throughout the course of life, a
person experiences physical and psychological pain.

Most religions hold the belief that suffering can be beneficial for a person. Even if we
know and believe that one can benefit and find pleasure in suffering, it is not helpful to mention
this to someone currently experiencing physical pain or loss (Mills, 2022; and Sproul, 2022).
Myths and stories about gods and heroes carol suffering as a source of empowerment (Guimaraes
Guerra & Nicdao 2019). These stories foster the belief that suffering can help individuals
overcome prearranged physical and psychological limits and empower them. While discussing
the philosophy of yoga, Patanjali (2012) stated, “If someone suffers, he or she is blessed, because

by that suffering some impurities are purged out” (p. 138). Christians believe that suffering is
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real and “never an exercise in futility” (Sproul, 2022, 20:44). The Christian faith has its roots in
suffering, with the belief that through experiencing suffering and pain, one can achieve salvation.

During the interview Speaking of Psychology: Why We Choose to Suffer, Paul Bloom —
professor of psychology at the University of Toronto and Brooks and Suzanne Ragen Professor
Emeritus of Psychology at Yale University — drew Kim I. Mills’ (2022) attention to the
connection between suffering and morality in our society. (Mills is the senior director of strategic
external communications and public affairs for the American Psychological Association.) There
is a belief that to do good, one should suffer, for example, by running a fundraiser marathon.
People often fail to perceive someone as altruistic or good if that person appears to prioritize
their own benefit.

Bloom also shared that “there are many ways in which suffering can give us pleasure”
(Mills, 2022, 05:02) and people frequently look for it when eating spicy food or riding roller
coasters as an example. So, on the one hand people plan and enjoy suffering, while on the other,
they strive to minimize unplanned suffering. Tyson, & Pongruengphant (2007) explained that we
can decrease suffering and pain while connecting to the reality of life and correcting our
attitudes, beliefs, and feelings. Buddhists believe that a person can intentionally improve the
reality of the present by manipulating attention and awareness of the past.

The opposite to suffering is well-being. There is a consensus in the literature that
suffering can be alleviated by finding meaning, looking toward the future, and serving others,
thereby helping individuals rise above their suffering. (Peterson, 2018; Rogers, 1980; Seligman,
2013; Sharma, 1997; and van der Kolk, 2015). Frankl (2006), emphasized, “Once an individual’s
search for a meaning is successful, it not only renders him happy but also gives him the

capability to cope with suffering” (p. 139). Literature highlights the importance of bringing
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happiness to others while accepting one’s own pain and the pain of others. Patanjali (2012)
emphasized, “We never lose by accepting pain. The more the pain, the more the gain - and no
pain, no gain. We should never run from it” (p. 138).

Hay (2004) mentioned that many good teachers come from “a place of much pain and
suffering, and they’re worked through the layers to reach the place where they can now help
others to become free” (p. 43). She explained that a person must continually release suffering,
emphasizing that it is an ongoing, lifelong process. Frankl (2006) ensured, “Even the helpless
victim of a hopeless situation, facing a fate he cannot change, may rise above himself, may grow
beyond himself, and by so doing change himself. He may turn a personal tragedy into a triumph”
(p. 146). The ability to improve suffering makes a person optimistic and resilient (Bell, 2014;
Brown, 2020; and Seligman, 2013). Finding meaning in everyday existence guides a person
toward well-being. In the next section, I will define and explore the concept of well-being.

Well-being

The concept of well-being varies for each individual and even across different groups of
people (Belim, 2023; Hawley, 2001; and Sproul, 2022). Commonly, well-being is used
interchangeably with happiness (Litvak, 2003; Lukianoff & Haidt, 2018; and Mate & Mate,
2022). Beth Cabrera (2015) emphasized that what happens internally has a deeper impact on our
well-being than what occurs externally. According to Martin Seligman (2013), understanding
well-being is only possible by identifying what virtues and strengths a person needs to feel
happy. Seligman explained that most “venerable traditions disagree on the details, but all of
these codes include six core virtues: wisdom and knowledge, courage, love and humanity,
justice, temperance, spirituality and transcendence” (p. 11). The author suggests that each person

is characterized by possessing not all, but some "signature strength” (p. 13) and her well-being
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can be maintained by utilizing and cultivating her signature strengths.

There are also cosmopolitan perspectives on well-being, rooted in Maslow’s Theory of
Human Motivation (2013), which correlates well-being with the satisfaction of physiological
needs, safety needs, the need for love and belonging, esteem needs, and self-actualization (Figure
2). To feel well, people need food and water; feel safe physically and financially; connection
with others and feeling loved; a sense of worthiness, strength and usefulness in the world; and
the opportunity to engage in “what he is fitted for” (p. 7).

Figure 2

Maslow s Hierarchy of Needs

Self-actualization
Desire to accomplish everything that one can, to become the most that one can be

Self- i and i respect and from others
Friendships, family, social groups, community, intimacy

Protection, stability and well-being, health and financial security

Physiological needs
Food, water, breathing, homeostasis, sexual reproduction

Note. Taken from the Adobe Stock. (2024). Maslow s Pyramid.
https://stock.adobe.com/search?k=maslow+pyramid+&search type=usertyped

Even if the bottom two levels of a person's pyramid are not fully satisfied or stable, she
can still maintain well-being by fulfilling the top three levels. For example, Ukrainians living in
their own country during the war (Plokhy, 2023) cannot fully control the first and second stages
of the pyramid due to ongoing challenges such as daily shellings, electricity outages, insomnia,
and inflation. However, they can still (and should) practice kindness and compassion toward
others, show respect, cultivate confidence, as well as do what is important for them (Frankl,

2006; Seleznova, 2023; and van der Kolk, 2015). Often people become self-actualized during or
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after experiencing a lack of physiological and safety needs (Boulder Crest Foundation, 2024),
depending on how they deal with the situation.

Furthermore, the understanding of well-being may be influenced by an individual’s
affiliation with a certain nation, profession, and/or religion. For example, yogis believe that a
person's well-being cannot be maintained without following the 10 principles of yama and
niyama. Yamas are rules that explain the person’s connection with the outside world. Niyamas
are rules that should be applied to oneself. Yamas include principles such as non-violence,
truthfulness, non-stealing, the right use of energy, and non-greed. Niyamas encompass principles
such as cleanliness, contentment, discipline, connection with oneself through continuous
learning, and connection with higher consciousness (Patanjali, 2012).

On the other hand, the Ten Commandments given to Moses by God, as described in the
Bible, partially echo the principles of yoga. They are: having one God; not creating idols; not
using God’s name in vain; keeping one day of the week for connection with God; honoring
parents; not killing; maintaining fidelity; not stealing; not lying; and refraining from jealousy
(Holy Bible: Kings James Version, 2016). Belonging to a specific group and following defined
principles can provide individuals with a structured framework for maintaining their well-being.

Even the language one uses can influence her perception of well-being. For example, if
one speaks English, well-being will mean ‘to exist in a satisfactory manner’ (Etymonline, 2024).
If one speaks Ukrainian, the etymology of the word no6po6yT [dobrobut, well-being] is
understood as existence with something that must be chosen, acquired, and potentially defended
later (Ukrainets’, 2017). Personal beliefs and values that determine well-being can change
following emotional (positive or negative), traumatic, or stressful experiences, as well as with

age (Boulder Crest Foundation, 2024; and Stibal 2009). For example, the perception of
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well-being for a person with a child differs from that of someone without children. For parents,
their child’s well-being, especially at a young age, is commonly a part of their own. Rogers
(1980) explained, “The only reality you can possibly know is the world as you perceive and
experience it at this moment” (p. 102). What works for one person to maintain well-being might
not work for another.

The Center for Disease Control and Prevention (2022) classifies well-being into the
following categories: “physical well-being, economic well-being, social well-being, development
and activity, emotional well-being, psychological well-being, life satisfaction, domain specific
satisfactions, and engaging activities and work” (para 3). Well-being is a complex term and
should be examined holistically. If a person feels well physically, but is not fully satisfied at
work, her well-being will not be fulfilled.

In reference to Partif (1984) well-being can be described from the point of three different
theories: Hedonistic, Desire-Fulfillment, and Objective List. “Hedonistic Theories, what would
be best for someone is what would make his life happiest. On Desire-Fulfillment Theories, what
would be best for someone is what, throughout his life, would best fulfill his desires. On
Objective List Theories, certain things are good or bad for us, whether or not we want to have the
good things, or to avoid the bad things” (p. 493). According to Hedonism, a person's well-being
can be maintained by experiencing more positive and pleasurable moments while minimizing
negative ones. With Desire-Fulfillment theory, a person can maintain well-being by satisfying
her desires. With regard to Objective theory, well-being depends on things we possess without
consciously desiring them, such as health, friendship, knowledge, and success.

Referring to Graham et al. (2018) a person having what she thinks she needs or desires

will not always improve her well-being. Understanding what is truly needed and prioritizing that
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need can be a complex task. Experiencing pleasures in the moment and achieving dreams do not
always lead to greater happiness and can, at times, even result in future suffering. This is why
coping mechanisms that provide only fleeting moments of “happiness” before the need for more
arises do not effectively contribute to maintaining well-being (Mate & Mate, 2022).

Based on Maslow (2013) “What man can be, he must be” (p. 3). Understanding “what”
one can and should be does not come overnight. Therefore, one should be careful about the type
of coping she uses in the present to maintain well-being, as in her present, she creates her future
(Dispenza, 2012). A person's well-being depends on how she deals with stress, transforms
trauma, understands being, proceeds while surviving, and values suffering.

In reference to the existentialist viewpoint, “[W]e act on the world while it
simultaneously acts on us” (Ivey, 2012, p. 366). Even though it is challenging for Ukrainian
educators to maintain well-being while enduring prolonged traumatic experiences, employing
certain coping mechanisms can help them achieve this, even during such difficult times (Rizzi et
al., 2023; van der Kolk).

They can still experience being in the world because the state of well-being can only be
achieved after experiencing the state of being (May, 1969; Rogers, 1980; and Tolle, 2004). While
being in the world, they can make decisions that are within their locus of control that guide them
toward a fulfilling and meaningful life. Whether an event is experienced as stress or develops
into PTSD depends on quality, quantity, and frequency of coping mechanisms used by
individuals in everyday life (Grenville-Cleave, 2016; Kanojia, 2023; Jarvie, 2019; Seligman,
2013; and van der Kolk, 2015). Mate & Mate (2022) explained,

None of us need be perfect, nor exercise saintly compassion, nor reach any emotional or
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spiritual benchmark before we can say we’re on the healing path. All we need is

readiness to participate in whatever process wants to unfold within us so that healing can

happens naturally. Anyone, no matter their history, can begin to hear wholeness

beckoning, whether in a shout or whisper, and resolve to move in its direction. With the

heart as a guide and the mind as a willing and curious partner, we follow whatever path

most resonates with that call (p. 373).

The well-being of one individual affects the well-being of other people around them
(Ivey, 2012; and Sharma, 1997). Therefore, educators should pay attention to how they are
maintaining their well-being not only for their own benefit but also to help foster well-being in
their students. Suttles (2024) emphasized, “By prioritizing their well-being, teachers can enhance
their resilience and effectiveness in the classroom, leading to better student outcomes” (p. 66).

During wartime, children are the ones most profoundly affected by its consequences
(Goto et al., 2022; Seleznova et al., 2023). Educators can teach their students how to cope with
war’s traumatic events. As my friend Hannah Surkova explained to me, “children learn from
their teachers like litmus paper” (personal communication, February 13, 2024). Stibal (2009)
emphasized, “It is our trusted responsibility as parents, grandparents, teachers, caregivers and
health practitioners to nurture these magnificent and tender spirits (children) with love and
understanding” (p. 256). Teachers should serve as role models and teach students as many
coping mechanisms as possible.

Yogananda (2007) emphasized, “Infinite happiness and peace are always at hand, just
behind the screen of man’s ignorance” (p. 109). When effective coping mechanisms are routinely
applied, a person experiences a sense of being or even well-being, rather than merely suffering

while surviving. Tedeschi explained to Luna (2019) that people, who are close to death or have
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escaped from death, think differently about life and “see it as more precious” (26:22). In the
following section, I will analyze the literature that explores various coping mechanisms available
to educators for managing stressful and traumatic events on both personal and professional
levels.

Coping Mechanisms

Ability to cope in constructive and effective ways can protect people from psychological
threat and damage in stressful situations (Ivey et al., 2012; and van der Kolk, 2015). Lazarus and
Folkman (1984) explained coping as various cognitive and behavioral attempts to deal with
internal or external needs. Higgins and Endler (1995), classified coping strategies into the
following categories: task-oriented, emotion-oriented, and avoidance-oriented coping.
Task-oriented coping is frequently referred to as a problem-focused strategy.

In reference to Gall et al. (2005), problem solving involves understanding a problem and
taking direct action to address it while keeping in mind the direction for future actions.
According to Matlin (1990), emotion-oriented mechanisms focus on altering emotional
responses to stressors, aiming to view the problem from a perspective that reduces negative
emotions and alleviates stress. These two coping mechanisms are regarded as the most socially
accepted in contemporary society and proactive in their nature. They include methods aimed at
changing stressful conditions. Lambert et al. (2004) explained that avoidance-oriented coping
includes strategies such as avoiding the situation, losing hope, or denying its existence. While
using avoidance-oriented coping, a person does not attempt to change the situation. This
approach has minimal value as a stress management technique.

Some coping mechanisms can be both task-oriented and emotion-oriented. For example,

painting allows a person to create a piece of art while also providing an outlet for releasing her
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emotions. Kanojia (2023) cautioned that people who experienced trauma and have a diminished
sense of autonomy often rely on emotion-oriented coping to change themselves internally. This
tendency arises because from previous experiences they have learned that they cannot associate
actions with control over external circumstances. Sometimes, they alter their emotions using
substances. In this case, emotion-oriented coping transforms into avoidance-oriented coping.
Kanojia recommended the use of problem-oriented strategies as the most effective, as they focus
on addressing problems at multiple levels and encourage people to look forward to the future.

Educators, whose profession involves working with students and other stakeholders, are
often exposed to stressful and traumatic feelings related to events occurring in their students'
lives (Brown, 2018; and Cole, 2005). Educators frequently experience secondary traumatic stress
that can be characterized as burnout, compassion fatigue, vicarious trauma, and compassion
satisfactions (National Center on Safe Supportive Learning Environment, n. d.). Which type of
stress will be the most prevalent in educators’ lives depends on how they cope with it (Leon,
2023; Nwoko, 2024; and Suttles, 2024).

Nwoko et al. (2024) emphasized that to maintain well-being and teaching quality,
educators need to know effective coping strategies that work for them. The author emphasized
that teachers’ well-being and improved coping skills can lead to a more systematic delivery of
knowledge, enhanced development skills, and better learning outcomes. Educators who
effectively cope with stress are able “to create environments in which children and adults can
feel safe and where they can thrive” (van der Kolk, 2015, p. 38).

Dewey (1944) explained that the communication of habits, feelings, actions, and thoughts
is passed from adults to children. He emphasized, “Without this communication of ideas, hopes,

expectations, standards, opinions, from those members of society who are passing out of the
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group life to those who are coming into it, social life could not survive” (p. 3). Educators’
well-being affects not only individual teachers and their students, but society at large.

Van der Kolk (2015) believed that humanity can create an environment where both
children and adults can feel safe and thrive. The author emphasized, “People can learn to control
and change their behavior, but only if they feel safe enough to experiment with new solutions”
(p. 351). Students need a safe environment to be successful and happy. Raviv (2010) stated that
coping-based intervention can transform children who have experienced trauma or been
diagnosed with a psychological disorder. Teaching children various coping strategies can help
them navigate new and complex environments in the future.

On the other hand, Sergin et al. (2013) highlighted that a lack of exposure to healthy
coping mechanisms or repeated exposure to unmanageable stress can lead a child to develop a
habit of using avoidance-oriented coping mechanisms. According to Seiffge-Krenke (2000),
dependence on avoidance cannot help children effectively cope with life circumstances and puts
them at risk for mental health problems as they grow older.

Bronfenbrenner and Ceci (1994) emphasized that a child needs to have a connection with
at least one adult who can understand and support her. For some children, this adult is one of her
educators. In reference to Wadsworth (2015), children develop their coping skills in infancy,
while learning to co-regulate with a caregiver. During the first year, children learn how to cope
with stress and interact with the outside world to survive. Strategies learned during the first year
unfold throughout the first twenty years of life and beyond, shaping the types of coping
mechanisms a person adopts.

It is vital to develop a “healthy repertoire” (para. 3) of coping skills during early and

teen-age years while experiencing mild and moderate stress. Some children spend more of their
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awake time with educator(s) than with their caregivers. By utilizing various coping mechanisms,
educators should be able to set aside and disconnect from their negative emotions, their trauma,
allowing them to be fully present for the students.

Considering all Ukrainian children living during wartime, it is clear that knowing healthy
coping strategies is vital for them to thrive in the future. According to Kostruba & Kostruba
(2024) and Plokhy (2023), a lot of Ukrainians have a low level of mental health stability and can
be diagnosed with depression, anxiety, and low social interaction. Ukrainian educators who
recognize the impact of trauma on their psychological health and well-being of their students,
continually learn new healthy coping mechanisms to support themselves and others (First Aid of
The Soul, 2022; Ty Yak?, 2024; and VeLa, 2024).

In the next section I will explain the benefits of mindfulness, meditation, connection with
oneself and others, reading and writing as storytelling, creativity (art and music), and physical
movement as coping mechanisms suitable for educators and their students to support them
during and after traumatic times. These coping strategies are beneficial to be introduced to any
students because they can help them build resilience for the future.

Mindfulness

According to research, practicing mindfulness can benefit educators and their students in
myriad ways (Dietrich et al., 2017; Schonert-Reichl and Roeser, 2016; and Felver et al., 2020).
Mindfulness practice teaches practitioners to be aware of and enjoy the present moment. Van der
Kolk (2014) deliniated, “Mindfulness increases activation of the medial prefrontal cortex and
decreases activation of structures like the amygdala that trigger our emotional responses. This
increases our control over the emotional brain” (p. 286). Practicing mindfulness helps manage

emotions, improve concentration, and effectively use problem-solving coping mechanisms.
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Currently, the topic of mindfulness is gaining popularity in the field of education
(Brouillette, 2021; Desai, 2015; Fraser, 2017; Picard, 2018; Poonam, 2015; and Watkinson et al..
2021). The term “mindfulness” is currently widely overused and sometimes misinterpreted, as
well as overcomplicated. Van Dam et al. (2017) explained, “Misinformation and poor
methodology associated with past studies of mindfulness may lead public consumers to be
harmed, misled, and disappointed” (p. 36). While mindfulness includes a proven set of
techniques, it is not a “magic pill” and does not work instantly.

Brene Brown (2020) explained, “We cannot give our children what we don’t have” (p.
xxv). Teaching students mindfulness techniques without practicing them oneself lacks
authenticity. Educators aiming to teach mindfulness to their students have to become mindful
people themselves. An old idiom says: “Practice what you preach”. There is no better way to
teach than by personal example.

Educators who participated in mindfulness programs became more attentive and were
thus able to bring their focus where and when they wanted (Mindful School, 2016). Practicing
mindfulness can enhance educators' overall well-being (Honmore, 2023). The following sources
demonstrate mindfulness improving emotional (Meditation Lessons, 2023b; Mindful School,
2016), physical (Davis, 2019; Harvard Health, 2023; Meditation Lessons, 2023a), social
(Ciarrochi and Kashdan, 2013), workplace (Pollock et al., 2020), and societal well-being (Davis,
2019). Mindfulness affects well-being on physical, social, workplace, and societal levels.

Referring to Nwoko et al. (2024), teachers and educational leaders should practice
mindfulness themselves in order to teach it to others. Balentine (2023) emphasized that if
educators want to teach children mindfulness, they have to become role models for them,

because human beings take cues from people around them, especially those who are in charge.
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Pedagogues should be aware that children become more mindful by observing adults who
practice mindfulness.

One of the most accessible and simplest mindfulness techniques is purposefully paying
attention and adjusting the rhythm of one’s breathing (Vo, 2014). Breathing can enhance yoga,
meditation, and mindfulness practices (Groves & Wei, 2017; Chopra, 2020). Breathing exercises
can be performed with ease, at any time, and quickly impact practitioners on physical and
psychological levels. Van der Kolk (2015) and Russo et al. (2017) stated that breathing exercises
allow a person to regulate her heart rate, blood pressure, balance her nervous system, and
activate her immune system. Respiration practices can amplify mood, improve sleep, and reduce
stress (Balban et al, 2023; Everly and Lating, 2019; Huberman, 2021; & Jerath et al., 2019).

Teaching students to be aware of and control their breathing can help them stay more
attentive during classes and perform better on tests. It can help to improve students’ academic
performance and the general well-being of students and educators (Brouillette, 2021; Desai,
2015; Schonert-Reichl & Roeser, 2016; and Tan, 2022). Practicing mindfulness can help students
and educators to build acceptance and resilience.

There are numerous coping mechanisms that work for different people, but they are never
fully effective unless practiced mindfully. Mindfulness is a part of meditation (National Center
for Complementary and Integrative Health, 2024). Practicing meditation on a regular basis helps
to become mindful in everyday life. It gives the practitioner the opportunity to concentrate and
understand themselves: their thoughts, feelings, and emotions.

Meditation
Mindfulness techniques help us to deal with stress and anxiety. Meditation teaches us to

observe thoughts and emotions. Chopra (2020) stated that meditation provides an opportunity to
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explore and realign the benefits of this practice on physical, mental, relational, emotional, and
spiritual levels. After learning how to observe thoughts and emotions, a practitioner progresses to
learning how to control them (Meditation Lessons, 2023a). Practicing meditation improves
self-awareness and self-management. Even though we cannot control what is happening in the
outside world, we can control ourselves and our emotions by practicing meditation. Practicing
meditation and cultivating mindfulness is a pathway to a self-awareness and deeper connection
with oneself (Patanjali 2012).

Connection with Oneself

Referring to Matthew 22:36-40, one should love close ones as thyself (Holy bible: Kings
James version, 2016). The important part of this statement is the understanding that one must
first love oneself in order to love and connect with others. According to Orem (2001), everyone
has an innate desire and the ability to care for themselves. The first and most important coping
mechanism that can be practiced by educators is establishing a true and real connection with
oneself (Hay, 2004; Patanjali, 2012; Rogers, 1980; Seligman, 2013). When the connection is
there, a person can discern which actions benefit her in the present and future and which ones
cause harm. This connection serves as the foundation of self-care, which is built upon the coping
mechanisms a person uses to manage stress and trauma in everyday life.

One may trick everyone around her, but the only person she truly deceives is herself,
because deep down, in her heart, she always knows the truth (Dispenza, 2012). Sher (1996)
noted that nothing can make a person happy except doing what she loves. She
explained,“Somewhere inside yourself you know what you love” (p. 1). Personal growth and
self-understanding can create new opportunities through the analysis of one’s life experiences.

An individual must acknowledge and take responsibility for the myriad of choices available to
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her and later decide to intentionally select those that will lead to positive life changes (Buber,
1970; and Rogers, 1980).

In reference to Buber (1970), individuals can intentionally seek meaningful and positive
connections with others while mending relationships with oneself. He emphasized the
importance of perceiving others as people rather than merely as objects. As Krishna explained to
Arjuna in the Bhagavad Gita, “The ideal, Arjuna, is to be intensely active and at the same time
have no selfish motives, no thoughts of personal gain or loss. Duty uncontaminated by desire
leads to inner peacefulness and increased effectiveness.” (Hawley, 2001, p. 21). This highlights
the value of engaging deeply while remaining unattached.

Connection With Others

Brene Brown (2020) emphasized, “We are worthy of love and belonging now. Right this
minute. As is” (p. 33). Love and belonging to others are our basic needs. As social mammals,
humans thrive and survive through harmonious collaboration and mutual coordination
(Salzgeber, 2019; Sylvester, 1995; and Van der Kolk, 2015). People cannot survive without
social support that may include communication, emotional support, different types of aid,
rationalization or validation of one’s perceptions and actions (Tyson & Pongruengphant, 2007).
Thinking about how to help others helps individuals reduce their stress levels (Peterson, 2021).
In reference to Poulin et al. (2013) study, helping family, neighbors, and others in the community
promotes longivity and fosters resilience.

Beth Cabrera (2015) explained that connection and helping others begin with small and
simple acts of kindness. Personal prosperity, success, and happiness are impossible without
serving others (Covey, 2020; and Sharma, 1997). Van der Kolk (2015) argued that people possess

the ability to heal one another, and that building relationships within the community is essential
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for maintaining well-being. Frankl (2006) emphasized, “The more one forgets himself — by
giving himself to a cause to serve or another person to love — the more human he is and the
more actualizes himself” (p. 111). Devoting oneself to the education of others is a deeply
responsible desision.

Educators are those who have to teach, help, heal, and serve others. Therefore, a sense of
belonging and connection with others for social and peer support is essential to the profession
(Leon, 2023; Nwoko et al., 2024; and Suttles, 2024). A positive work environment can reduce
stress for pedagogues. Educators need time and place to seek advice, vent, communicate, and
receive emotional support from other colleagues. The culture where educators share goals,
values, and can trust one another is vital for educators’ well-being and therefore for their
students. Teachers’ relationships with individual children, sense of companionship and
belonging, influence classroom and school climate (Martin and Dowson, 2009; and Split, et al.
2011).

During wartime, a supportive and positive family, organizational, and community
environment becomes even more vital (Kostruba & Kostruba, 2024). Higher indicators of
well-being during highly stressful and traumatic times include interactions with friends, family,
and members of organization or community; various forms of social support; and a sense of
belonging. According to Crisan (2023), the use of emotional social support, where individuals
feel sympathy and understanding, proved to be a highly effective coping mechanism among the
Romanian population while supporting Ukrainians.

An essential aspect of serving others is the ability to ask for help when needed (Adames
et al., 2023). Newton’s Third Law states, “for every action (force) in nature there is an equal and

opposite reaction” (National Astronauts and Space Administration, 2024, para 2). Everything
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should be in balance, and each exercise requires a counter exercise to be beneficial (Harris, 2021;
Abke, 2024). For most people, asking for help is an act of courage and requires self-awareness
and trust that their request will be met with grace and decency (Eusden, 2020).) Understanding
when, how, and who to ask for help can be a crucial coping mechanism for surviving in
contemporary society (Verburgh, 2024). Relationships among people are impossible without the
ability to both serve and seek support when needed.

Connection with others as a coping mechanism often develops alongside other coping
mechanisms, such as physical activities, art, music, reading and writing. Gardner (1993) also
explained that musical-rhythmic, verbal-linguistic, and interpersonal intelligence cannot exist
without social cooperation. Developing social connections as a coping mechanism requires the
use of other coping strategies, just as those strategies depend on social connections for their
development. Van der Kolk (2015) noticed, “Athletics, playing music, dancing, and theatrical
performances all promote agency and community” (p. 357). All forms of arts, music, physical
activities, reading and writing serve as a tool for social connections among people. Engaging in
different forms of art requires and develops creativity.

Creativity

Creativity is an innate human need. Humanity would not exist without the capacity for
creativity. Sousa (2012) highlighted, “We have never discovered a culture on this planet — past
or present — that doesn't have music, art, and dance” p. 217. Creativity is a vital form of group
survival that distinguishes one ethnic group from another.

Brown (2020) highlighted, “Creativity, which is the expression of our originality, helps us
stay mindful that what we bring to the world is completely original and cannot be compared” (p.

125). According to Kaufman & Gregoire (2015), creativity engages interaction of various
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cognitive systems. It stimulates conscious and unconscious thinking that helps connect
generations, stimulates personal agency, and inspires physical actions. Davis and Magee (2020)
observed that creativity provides an opportunity to manage stress, improve health, and maintain
well-being not only at an individual level but also within families and communities. The use of
creativity in the form of reading and writing, art, music, and movement connects people and
enhances social relationships. From the moment people learned to communicate, they began
using storytelling.

Storytelling

People connect with and understand those around them by listening to their stories
(Steele & Scott, 2016). By sharing their stories, individuals can transform their lives. Storytelling
can help people find meaning in the present, understand the bigger picture of their lives,
overcome deconstructive thoughts and beliefs, and envision a happier future (Storytelling With
Impact, n.d.). As stated by Peterson (2017), storytelling is most important for sense and
meaning-making. Our brain analyzes our truths and beliefs through our stories and the stories of
others. In reference to Kegan (2009), by retelling stories, analyzing experiences, and
understanding identities, individuals can intentionally transform themselves and others through
an “epistemological transformation" (p. 43), gaining insight into how they know what they know.

Every person lives and makes meaning of their lives in their own unique way (Dispenza,
2012). In reference to Carl Rogers (1980), we perceive the world through our thoughts that
transform into beliefs and assumptions. “We use a language that allows us not to feel responsible
for what we’re experiencing or for what we are doing” (D’ Ansembourg, 2007, p. 19). Barringer

(2024) noted that personal adaptation and growth depend on an individual’s attachment to their

story.
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According to Jickling (2009), educators intuitively know that learning is a magnificent and
intricate human experience that touches multiple layers of the learner. Storytelling impacts
educators and their students on rational, emotional, and sensory levels. Teachers communicate
verbal and non-verbal messages to students that, depending on the students’ life circumstances,
shape them to acquire a certain character. Educators’ storytelling and actions leave imprints on
students' minds and spirits. It affects not only their students, but people around them (Kegan &
Lahey, 2001). Teaching cannot happen without storytelling. Educators communicate their stories
to their students. Sometimes pedagogues are unaware how their stories impact their students.

Practicing storytelling as a therapeutic technique helps educators realize that they can
change their stories, and by doing so, they can change their thoughts, and by transforming their
thoughts, they can change their lives (Byrne, 2010; Stibal, 2009). A true, honest, and candid story
of one person can change the storytelling of their family, friends, coworkers and acquaintances.
The storytelling of small groups of people can influence the storytelling of larger groups and
ultimately impact society as a whole (Peterson, 2017; Rutledge, 2011; and Storytelling With
Impact, n.d.). Pedagogues who practice storytelling can find meaning in the circumstances they
experience. They can shape their stories to be optimistic. Their attitudes and stories affect not
only themselves but all stakeholders. Teachers who understand their own storytelling can guide
students in understanding theirs.

Storytelling is an effective teaching strategy that can be used by teachers and educational
leaders to improve school climate and culture by creating needed changes to improve the
learning process, and the well-being of educators and students. The use of storytelling can
support creativity and happiness among all stakeholders in the educational process while also

helping to address and manage negative emotions (Bonds, 2016; Damico, 2019; Day, 2018;
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Kromka & Goodboy, 2019; Meyer & Meyer, 2021; Murphy et al., 2021; Nguen et al. 2016;
Parmenter, 2013; Reeder, 2009; Scott, 2020; Steele & Scoot, 2016; and Strekalova-Hughes &
Wang, 2019). To enhance and gain a deeper understanding of their own storytelling, educators
and students can utilize reading as an effective coping mechanism.

Reading

Reading helps people to cope with stress, trauma and loneliness. It serves as a mechanism
for normalizing and understanding feelings and emotions. It shows the reader what human life is
like from different perspectives. Diodorus Siculus (56—36 BC) referred to the library as “the
healing house of the soul” (Uppsala Universitet, 2024, para. 5). Reading can help to redefine the
meaning of life and transform a person’s existence (Davis & Magee, 2020). In reference to
Warwick (2016), literature helps find answers to the mental health questions that everyone faces.
Crosse (1928) described literature as “the great medium of thought transference”, where the
humanities preserve “the gems of intellect”(p. 925). The author emphasized that literature
reflects all known emotions: hope, despair, sorrow, joy, and others.

Reading nurtures and enriches the personal mind and inner core. Reading stimulates
neuron connections, enhances brain activity, and extends lifespan (Bavishi et al., 2016; Sousa,
2012). It can heal, teach, and inspire. According to Davis & Magee (2020) “Humans need time
and attention for the sake of an inner life, and for types of thoughts, we‘ll argue, that can only be
experienced through complex literature” (p. 6). Reading can be used as a therapeutic technique in
education, psychology, and psychiatry.

Samuel Crothers (1916) discussed a technique of prescribing books to patients as a means
of helping them understand and address their problems. Crothers labeled this technique
"bibliotherapy" (p. 291). Merriam-Webster dictionary (n.d.) defines bibliotherapy as “the use of

reading materials for help to solve personal problems or for psychiatric therapy” (para 1).
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McEncroe (2007) emphasized that literature needs to be carefully selected to meet an individual's
needs and to target particular problems to be theraputic. While being emotionally engaged in a
character's struggle, individuals can gain insight into their own situations and discover answers
to their questions. By analyzing the struggles of characters living in similar conditions, readers
can become the observer rather than the subject of their own circumstances.

In reference to Aiex (1993), there are nine reasons for educators to use bibliotherapy with
students. They include: to help a person realize they are not the first to have such a problem; to
demonstrate that there are many ways to solve a problem; to give an individual opportunity to
discuss the problem more openly; to encourage constructive thinking about the problem; to
mitigate negative emotions; to help develop personal self-concept; to promote sincere
self-analysis; to enable individuals to discover interests beyond themselves; and to deepen their
understanding of human motivations and conduct. Reading enables individuals to observe their
own problems by contemplating the stories of others. Writing allows individuals to articulate
their personal problems, facilitating a deeper understanding of them.

Writing
Van der Kolk (2015) emphasized that writing helps an individual to better understand her

own experiences, clarify what she knows, and find a sense of meaning. He explained, “The
object of writing is to write to yourself, to let yourself know what you have been trying to avoid”
(p. 245). Writing allows a person to slow down her thinking and gain a clearer understanding of
what is actually happening in her life (Noah, 2024). Writing allows individuals to process and
organize traumatic memories, fostering self-acceptance, deeper self-awareness, and greater
empathy for others (Harber & Pennebaker, 1992; & Smith et al., 2023). In reference to Klein &
Boals (2001), expressive writing improves the range of working memory and therefore improves

cognitive processing. According to Kanojia (2023), writing can substitute action. When an
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individual describes her problems it makes a difference. Articulating a difficult situation triggers
integration. Integration promotes flow states that contribute to personal imporvement.

In reference to Baikie & Wilhelm (2005), “Writing about traumatic, stressful or
emotional events has been found to result in improvements in both physical and psychological
health, in non-clinical and clinical populations” (p. 338). Writing about trauma can trigger
negative emotions in the moment, but it provides invaluable insight and can significantly
enhance personal well-being over time.

Although writing and storytelling can be highly effective therapeutic techniques for
many, they do not work for everyone. Van der Kolk (2015) emphasized, “Traumatic events are
almost impossible to put into words” (p. 233). When a person finds it difficult to describe past
experiences or finds it easier to express them through drawing, art becomes an effective coping
mechanism (Sousa, 2012). In the following section, I will explore art as a coping mechanism in
greater detail.

Art

According to Sheposh (2024), “Art is the visual expression of human imagination in an
attempt to create an object that carries an aesthetic or emotional impact” (para 1). Visual arts
includes drawing, painting, sculpture, architecture, printmaking, photography, and filmmaking.
Art helps promote “creativity, problem solving, critical thinking, communication, self-direction,
initiative, and collaboration” (Sousa, 2012, p. 218). Cultures that do not rely on writing and
reading pass down history, values, and traditions through art as a medium across generations
(Diamond, 1992). Before humans began using letters to express their thoughts, they relied on
pictograms, rhythms and sounds. Individuals who have taken art classes can see beauty in

everything and experience moments of “Awe!” (Cabrera, 2015). According to Meyer & Meyer
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(2021), art stimulates well-being and happiness.

According to Elliot Eisner (2002), art develops cognitive competencies such as building
and understanding connections between people. Through collaborative artistic endeavors,
students or group members can interact with one another. Art helps realize that problems can be
solved in various ways, while also cultivating the ability to accept that outcomes may differ and
goals can evolve during the process. It encourages personal decision-making in the absence of
clear rules, enhances the use of imagination to guide further actions, teaches productive
functioning with system limitations, and helps view the outside world from a unique perspective.
Leveraging all of this knowledge, art is employed as a form of psychotherapy.

Therapists, psychologists, and educators incorporate art projects to assist their students
and clients in finding meaning, expressing emotions, and fostering personal growth (Sousa,
2012; and VeLa, 2024). According to Cosentino & Randall (2024), art therapy helps to elicit
one’s fears, feelings, and fantasies and can be later used in narrative or storytelling therapies. The
authors noted that art therapy can also assist individuals in solving problems, developing social
skills, resolving emotional conflicts, reducing anxiety and symptoms of depression (Meyer &
Meyer, 2021; and Cabrera, 2015).

Besides visual art, created to be appreciated for its beauty, there are other forms of art
such as decorative art, applied art, and music that are used for therapeutic purposes. From early
ages, people have used music as a means of self-expression and ethnic identity.

Music and Singing

Many scientists nowadays believe that recognizing and appreciating music is an innate

human trait (He & Trainor, 2009). Music affects individuals on mental and emotional levels. It

can help to regulate breathing, heart rate, blood pressure, and decrease pain (Klassen et al.,
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2008). Music activates the left and right hemispheres, limbic area and frontal cortex (Sweeney,
2009; and Weinberger, 2004). People store representations of musical instrument sounds and
songs in their long-term memory. Imagining music and songs activates the brain in a manner
very similar to actually listening to music (Janata, 1997).

Singing and chanting, such as chanting “Om”, can help deactivate brain areas involved in
the stress response (Gangadhar et al., 2011). In reference to Brene Brown (2020), humans cannot
live without music. It moves us emotionally, “reaches out and offers us connection” (p. 152).
Music can provide meaning during stressful situations, stimulate personal growth, enrich
spiritual experiences, and empower individuals.

Educators can use music for therapeutic and academic puroposes. Music can intensify
cognitive functions and promote relaxation. Some kinds of music enhance spatial and temporal
reasoning and raise visual attention (Ho et al., 2007; and JauSovec et al., 2006). Music can also
strengthen social connections, revitalize hope, improve resilience, and foster better relationships
in the community (Levy-Carrick & Warren, 2018). Frances Moore, emphasized, “The powerful
effect of music on our mental health and broader wellbeing is being increasingly recognised, and
even prescribed in some countries” (International Federation of the Phonographic Industry, 2023,
p. 5). When a person listens to music she enjoys, her body often begins to move, transforming
the experience into another coping mechanism — dance.

Dance and Physical Exercise

Moving in response to rhythm and/or music is called dance. Dancing can be an individual
or social activity. It has evolved from sacred and spiritual rituals, such as tambourine dances
around the fire, to folk, ballroom, sport, modern, and many other forms of movement set to

music (Dance: Research Starters Topic, 2021). Brown (2020) believed that dance is in our DNA
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and there is a strong pull between music and movement. She noticed, “Until we teach our
children that they need to be concerned with how they look and with what other people think,
they dance” (p. 153). From the moment children begin to move, they naturally respond to the
rhythm of music when they hear it.

Dancing has been used as a therapy to help people deal with depression, eating disorders,
psychotic disorders, head injuries, learning and mental disabilities. Dance is also used in
physical therapy (Valentine, 2022). The branch of psychotherapy that utilizes dance is known as
dance therapy. 1t is defined as "psychotherapeutic use of movement to promote emotional,
social, cognitive, and physical integration of the individual, for the purpose of improving health
and well-being” (American Dance Therapy Association (ADTA), 2020, para 1). According to
Herring et al. (2017), movement ameliorates worry, anxiety, and feelings of energy fatigue.
Salmon (2001) noticed that exercises benefit people on physiological and psychological levels.

Dr. Sallis referred to physical activities such as jogging, hiking, rolling, swimming,
aerobics, biking, tennis, dancing, gardening, etc. as “a drug called exercise” (8:10). He
emphasized that even short periods of movement are beneficial for human well-being (Healthy
Learning, & Monterey Bay Video Production Company (Producers), & Community Wellness &
Exercise is Medicine, 2014)

According to Krantz & Pennebaker (2007), people experience greater happiness and
enjoyment in life when they dance and move. Any type of physical movement, with or without
music, is recognized as one of the best coping mechanisms among therapists, doctors,
psychologists, and educators. In reference to ADTA (2020), movement is a language and it is the
first language of human beings. Nonverbal and movement-based communication starts in utero

and accompanies individuals throughout their lifespan. Movement can enhance development,
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support communication and connection, help individuals to express themselves, and serve
practical purposes in everyday life (para. 3). Considering all the benefits of movement, it is
essential for educators to adopt it as a coping mechanism for themselves and instill it into their
teaching practice.

Movement enhances positive emotions and memory, thereby positively impacting the
learning process. Sousa (2012) emphasized, “At some point in most lessons, students should be
up and moving around, talking about the new learning” (p. 240). According to Lengel and
Kuczala (2010), incorporating movement during classes helps refocus students' attention, gives
students a break; allows the brain to store information and refocus; enhances brain function by
supplying neurons with glucose and oxygen and stimulating the growth of new neurons; helps
enhance social connection within the group. Additionally it reduces classroom stress by elevating
endorphin levels and lowering cortisol levels in the bloodstream.

Nwoko et al. (2024) found in their study that teachers use exercise and nature walks as
one of the most effective personal coping mechanisms. According to their research, movement
was mainly emphasized as a functional way to support occupational well-being. Kostruba &
Kostruba (2024) research indicated physical activity as one of the best coping mechanisms to
maintain well-being and alleviating psycho-emotional tension and depression during wartime in
Ukraine. There is no one answer regarding what coping mechanism will always work for
everyone.

In addition to the coping mechanisms discussed in this chapter, there are many others
that work for educators worldwide to maintain well-being. The most frequently used are: belief,
prayer, and/or spirituality (Kostruba & Kostruba, 2024; and Nwoko et al., 2024); gratitude

(D’Ansembourg, 2007); sleep (Suttles, 2024); smiling (Smile more often to beat any challenge:
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Study says it’s a natural coping mechanism, 2025); and the most effective, specifically for
educators — setting and maintaining professional boundaries (Leon, 2023; Nwoko et al., 2024;
and Suttles, 2024).

Summary

Returning to the conceptual framework discussed at the beginning of this chapter, there
exists a space, a personal choice, that leads to action, bridging the gap between suffering and
well-being. Ekhart Tolle (2004), explained, “Accept — then act. Whatever the present moment
contains, accept it as if you had chosen it. Always work with it, not against it. Make it your
friend and ally, not your enemy. This will miraculously transform your whole life” ( p. 35).
Taking time to mindfully acknowledge and accept life circumstances, and then identifying an
effective coping mechanism to ameliorate the present when necessary, should become a habit for
those striving for their own well-being and support others in doing the same.

Beth Cabrera (2015) believed that well-being largely depends on what we focus on,
suggesting that it is mainly on us. Cabrera emphasized that when we focus on the positive, we
create well-being. The author highlighted that dwelling on the problem is unproductive and can
lead to chronic stress, and this is why it is important to shift perspectives and replace negative
emotions with positive ones. Ivey et al., (2012) explained thinking positively requires effort
because this emotional thought process is relatively new to human development, whereas
negative emotions, such as sadness, fear, anger, surprise, and disgust are rooted in the more
primitive amygdala and lower brain regions. Even though an individual should pursue what she
loves (Sher, 1996), it is equally important to mindfully evaluate how those passions and actions
affect herself and others, not only in a given moment, but also over the long-term. It is important

to pursue what one loves while remaining mindful of venerable principles that have existed for
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thousands of years. If a person relies on coping mechanisms that harm herself or others in the
short or long term, educators, psychologists, or others can assist her in discovering new, healthier
coping mechanisms to replace harmful ones. No matter what a person is experiencing in a
moment, she needs coping mechanisms that will help her find meaning in life. Frankl (2006)
emphasized,

[M]eaning of life always changes, but it never ceases to be... [W]e

can discover this meaning in life in three different ways: (1) by creating a work or doing a

deed; (2) by experiencing something or encountering someone; and (3) by the attitude we

take toward unavoidable suffering” (p. 109).

Educators can find meaning in their own lives by teaching others and guiding them to
discover meaning in theirs. They can experience the feelings of happiness and joy while
teaching. They can find meaning in every meeting with students they serve. They can
intentionally change their attitude toward life and guide their students to do the same.

While reading and analyzing literature about well-being, suffering, survival, being,
trauma, stress, and coping mechanisms, the major gap I noticed was that only Eunice Tan (2022)
in her article “ ‘Heartware’ for the Compassionate Teacher: Humanizing the Academy through
Mindsight, Attentive Love, and Storytelling Mindfulness” mentioned the use of mindfulness
together with storytelling for educators. Tan’s study was conceptual and proposed to humanize
the academy by integrating mindfulness and storytelling while purposefully developing
pedagogical kindness and attentive love in teaching practices. There is a gap in literature
addressing why, during prolonged trauma or after trauma, it is important to observe one’s stories
and intentionally focus on each moment as much as possible. Additionally, there are not enough

studies exploring which coping mechanisms are effective for educators and their students during
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prolonged trauma to maintain well-being. My study aimed to shed light on these and other topics

related to maintaining well-being, education, and coping mechanisms.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS

We must therefore rediscover, after the natural world,
the social world, not as an object or sum of objects, but as a permanent field or

dimension of existence. — Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception

To rediscover the phenomenon of the social world, humans should remain aware that they
are an integral part of the system around them (Gomez et al., 2017). Just like the natural world,
the social world is in a constant state of change. Through continuous connection with others, we
change each other either for better or worse. This qualitative study employed a
phenomenological approach, using the stories of Ukrainian educators to explore their perceptions
of maintaining well-being while living through wartime. Data were collected through a survey
(Leavy, 2023) and semi-structured interviews (Peoples, 2021). The rationale for this method is
that the phenomenological approach enabled a more in-depth understanding of the lived
experiences of Ukrainian educators during wartime (Creswell, & Poth, 2017).

This qualitative research examined how educators maintain their well-being while
experiencing prolonged traumatic events. I recognize the importance of acknowledging traumatic
events in the lives of educators, students, and their families, and the value of sharing effective
coping mechanisms among educators for managing trauma (Berger et al., 2022).

In this chapter, I will outline the research design utilized in this study, the guiding
research questions, the data collection procedures, the participants, and the data analysis

methods.
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Research Design

As a qualitative researcher, I was interested in understanding how Ukrainian educators
interpret their experiences, construct their realities, and characterize their experiences while
residing in non-occupied territories of Ukraine during wartime (Giorgi, 2012; Husserl, 1931;
Moustakas, 1994). Qualitative research enabled a deeper understanding of the participants’ lived
experiences by examining factors that influence the personal and social aspects of their lives
(Gelling, 2015). This research was focused on finding “meaning in context” (Merriam, & Tisdell,
2016). Leavy (2023) explained, “Qualitative approaches to research value depth of meaning and
people’s subjective experiences and their meaning-making processes (p. 137).

According to Denzin and Lincoln (2011), qualitative research enabled me to make the
world of Ukrainian educators visible through the interpretation of participants’ responses. By
assuming less in advance and utilizing open-ended survey questions and semi structured
interviews, the collected data centered on participants’ explanations, intentions, and judgments
(Howe, 1985). The qualitative research method allowed for the collection of rich data, illustrated
with vivid examples and conveyed in the language of Ukrainian educators translated to English.
Phenomenology Design

This qualitative study employed a phenomenological research methodology. Throughout
the study, I collected, documented, and analyzed the lived experiences of Ukrainian educators
teaching during wartime. Experiences were shared by sharing stories during interviews (Mytko,
2022). In this study, I aim to reveal common elements of human resilience that help maintain
well-being amid the challenges of war (Magrini, 2014).

The phenomenological approach enabled me to explore how Ukrainian educators cope

with prolonged trauma while simultaneously supporting their students and other stakeholders.
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This study sought to explore strategies for maintaining well-being during wartime and helping
others to do the same, focusing on Ukrainian educators as a phenomenon (Peoples, 2021).
Employing a phenomenological design provided the framework to achieve this goal.
Guiding Research Questions (GRQ)
The overarching question of my dissertation was: What experiences of maintaining well-being (if
any) are Ukrainian educators having, despite living through prolonged traumas associated with
wartime?
While completing my dissertation, I looked for answers to the following three guiding
sub-questions:
e GRQI. What coping strategies do educators use to take care of themselves? How do they
describe these strategies?
e GRQ2. What coping strategies do educators use with their students? How do they
describe these strategies?
e GRQ3. How do educators perceive mindfulness and storytelling?
Data Collection Procedure
Data collection involved two instruments: a survey and individual interviews. The survey
allowed me to collect a broader range of data, while the interviews provided deeper insights into
the participants' experiences and strategies.
Survey
Braun et al. (2021) explained that surveys in qualitative research enhance the ability to
better and more deeply understand social issues. The Qualtrics survey sought to identify the
coping strategies employed by Ukrainian educators to maintain their own well-being and to

support their students during wartime. It was designed using Qualtrics in order to protect the
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identities of the participants. The first four questions were designed to collect demographic data.
One of the questions, regarding gender, was a close-ended question (Fowler, 2013). The other
three, which focused on instructional setting, age group, years of experience in the field of
education, and current role, were open-ended questions.

The survey's two primary questions included a Likert scale to measure the frequency of
strategy use. The scale options were as follows: one for always, two for often, three for
sometime, four for hardly, five for planning to start soon, and six for never. In the final version of
the survey, 20 options were included to help educators describe how they maintain their own
well-being. Nine questions included an option for participants to explain their answers,
effectively converting them from close-ended to open-ended questions if participants chose to
elaborate.

These nine options were: watching TV; breathing exercises; physical exercises, walking,
and/or dancing; music, singing in chorus, playing instruments, listening to music; meditating;
storytelling; mindful exercises; reading /writing; and others. The other 11 questions were:
searching the news after air raid alerts; personal communications / meeting speaking with close
relatives and friends; going to psychologist or other specialists; technology: playing games on
the computer, phone, playstation, or other electronic device; using social media; arts or craft
projects; using alcohol or tobacco; using substances; using prescribed psychotropic medications;
using non-prescribed psychotropic medications; and praying or using religious rituals.

The survey was accessible online via computer, tablet, or phone, as was suggested by
Stake (2010). The survey questions were designed to provide an overall picture and assist in
answering all guiding research subquestions. A link to the survey was emailed to educators in

Ukraine. I requested that the survey be distributed among a diverse group of educators, including
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both male and female teachers, and new and experienced professionals. Completing the survey
took approximately 15 minutes. The final question inquired about the respondents’ willingness to
participate in a follow-up interview (for more information see Appendix B).

This approach was informed by mock interviews previously conducted with Ukrainian
educators, who indicated that, given the current situation in the country and the specific
educational and cultural context, the likelihood of educators completing a survey with
open-ended questions was low. Before devising the multiple-choice options for questions five
and six (concerning the use of coping strategies for educators and their students), I carefully
analyzed the field notes I had taken while attending peer support groups for Ukrainian educators,
where effective coping strategies were discussed.

After developing the questions, I tested them with Ukrainian educators involved in the
VeLa project and refined the options based on their feedback to ensure they aligned with their
cultural context. For instance, I initially included cooking and gardening as answer options for
question five. However, feedback revealed that most Ukrainian women, comprising the majority
of my survey’s respondents, view cooking and gardening more as survival strategies than coping
mechanisms. They suggested adding an “other” option at the end of the provided answers,
allowing educators who view gardening and cooking as effective coping mechanims to include
them.

In the original version of my survey, I included more than 20 answer options\ to ensure a
comprehensive range of responses. However, educators suggested shortening the list of answer
options by combining similar options. I combined ‘Using Tobacco’ and ‘Using Alcohol’. I
combined the options ‘Going to Psychologist’, ‘Going to Psychiatrist’, and ‘Going to Family

Doctor’ into a single option: ‘Going to Psychologist or Other Specialists'.
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After identifying volunteers for interviews through my survey, I selected twelve
educators and proceeded to conduct the interviews. I took into account demographic information:
gender, current role, years of teaching experience, and work setting to select the most diverse
group possible for the interviews. This approach aimed to capture a broad range of perspectives
on coping strategies employed by educators during wartime.

Interviews

According to Creswell and Poth (2017), interviews are the best way to understand lived
experiences as a phenomenon. The study employed semi-structured interviews, an approach
widely recommended for phenomenological research (Kvale, 1983), with a group of twelve
educators. The interviews were semi structured with guiding open-ended interview questions
(Creswell et al., 2013) as a starting point (Benner, 1994). Interviewing a smaller group of
educators allowed me to more deeply explore and describe their experiences and the strategies
they use to maintain their well-being.

Following the standards of Churchill (2022) and Moustakas (1994), I prepared a list of
questions to guide data collection during the interviews. The interview had five open-ended
questions, followed by a discussion. This approach allowed the participant to describe their
experiences in their own words. The interview sought to answer guiding questions one, two, and
three: How do educators describe the use of coping strategies for themselves? How do educators
describe the use of coping strategies for their students? How do educators perceive mindfulness
and storytelling?

To learn how educators maintain well-being during prolonged traumatic experiences and

support their students while living through wartime, I asked them the following questions (Table

).
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Table 1

Interview questions

Open-ended question

Possible follow-up to participant response

What can you tell me about your experience
as an educator working during the period of
war?

Thank you for sharing your story and for the
work you are doing daily.

What strategies do you use to maintain your
well-being?

Do you feel that war events affect you and
your students? How?

How do you acknowledge the war events in
your work with children?

Why? Or why not?

If yes, how do you do it?

How do you deal with yours and your
students’ negative emotions?

What strategies do you use in the classroom
with your students?

Can you give me an example of that?
When does that work best

Have you heard about mindfulness as a
strategy- what does it mean to you?

Do you use mindfulness in your work (for self
or with students)?

Have you heard about storytelling as a
strategy- what does it mean to you?

Do you use storytelling in your work (for self
or with students)?

What advice do you have for other adults
working with children at this time?

Thank you

The interviews were conducted on Zoom and were audio and video recorded. As a

backup, recordings were also made using the Voice Memos app. I sent participants the Zoom link

several days in advance after confirming a mutually agreeable time via email and receiving their

signed consent form. Following the recommendations of Frechette et al. (2020), the interviews

lasted approximately one hour. During the interviews, I treated each participant’s story as a

unique phenomenon to be described and categorized. In the next section, I will provide a

description of the survey and interview participants.
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Participants

I used a convenient, snowball sampling method to recruit 163 participants for the survey.
Around 43 responses were left empty. I emailed the survey to educators in Ukraine with whom I
am familiar and asked them to forward it to other educators. I invited a diverse group of survey
participants, including both male and female educators, as well as new and experienced
professionals, from day schools, preschools, boarding schools, colleges and universities, and
afterschool programs currently teaching in unoccupied regions of the Ukraine.

Survey participants were asked if they would volunteer to be interviewed to share their
stories and strategies for living and teaching during the war. From the 163 individuals who took
the survey, I selected 12 educators to share detailed accounts of their journeys toward well-being.
To ensure diversity, I chose participants from different educational settings, genders, roles, and
levels of experience.

Demographic Data of Survey Participants

The question regarding gender was answered by 132 participants. Of these, 92 percent or
122 people identified as female, while eight percent or 10 people identified as male. A total of
128 participants responded to the other four demographic questions, which detailed the settings
where they work, their current role, years of experience in the field of education, and the age
groups of the students they work with. According to the responses, educators who participated in
the survey work in settings such as afterschool programs, preschools/kindergartens, public
schools, universities, and private schools. Participants hold various roles, including teacher,
administrator, psychologists, professor, teacher assistant, librarian, speech therapist, and coach.
Their experience in education ranges from less than one year to over 40 years. Participants work

with children as young as 18 months to adults. Their answers are summarized in the charts below
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(Figures 3, 4, 5, and 6).
Figure 3
Setting

Setting

@ Afterschool 42.2%

@ School for Children with Special Needs
2.3%

Day Care Preschool/Kindergarten 32%
Public School 12.5%

Unspecified 7%

University 3.1%

Private School 0.9%

Note. According to the survey results 42.2% of educators work in the afterschool setting, while
32% are employed in preschools or kindergartens. Additionally 12.5% work in public school
settings , and 7% did not specify their workplace setting. Educators working in universities
account for 3.1%, 2.3 % work with children who have special needs, and 0.9% are employed in
private school settings.

Figure 4

Current Role

Current Role

@ Teacher 65.6%
@ Administrator 11.7%
Psychologist 7.0%
@ Administrator and Teacher 7.0%
@ Teacher and Speech Therapist 0.8%
@ Librarian 0.8%
@) Speech Therapist 0.8%
@ Professor 3.9%
Teacher assistant 1.6%
@ Coach, mentor 0.8%
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Note. According to the participants’ responses, 65.6% of educators who took the survey were
teachers. Additionally, 11.7% were administrators, and seven percent of educators held dual roles
as both administrators and teachers. Another seven percent were psychologists, while 3.9% were
professors. Teacher assistants accounted for 1.6% of participants. Less than one percent were
librarians, coaches, mentors, speech therapists, or a combination of teacher and speech therapist.
Figure 5

Years in the Field of Education

Years in the Field of Education

® 15+ years 10.2%
@ 20+ years 25.8%
0-5vyears 17.2%
@ 30+ years 19.5%
©® 40+ years 4.7%
@ 5+years 10.2%
@ 10+ years 11.7%
@ Unspecified 3.9%

Note. According to the survey results, 25.8% of participants have worked in the field of
Education for more than 20 years, while 19.5% have over 30 years of experience. Additionally,
17.2% have worked in Education for less than five years, 11.7% for more than 10 years, and
10.2% for more than 15 years. 10.2% have been in the field for more than five years, 4.7% for
more than 40 years, and 3.9% did not specify their experience.

Figure 6

Students’ Age Group
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Students' Age Group

® 4-24 yearsold 28.9%
® 5-18yearsold 10.9%
1.5 -7 years old 34.4%
@® 10-18 years old 10.9%
® 5-14yearsold 7.8%
@ Unspecified 3.9%
17 - adult 3.1%

Note. According to the participants’ responses, 34.4% work with children aged one and a half to
seven years, and 28.9% work with students aged four to 24 years. Additionally, 10.9% work with
students aged five to 18 years, while 7.8% focus on students aged five to 14 years. A total of
3.9% did not specify their answers, and 3.1% work with students aged 17 years to adults.

As you can see in the figures above, the majority of survey participants were teachers,
most of whom work in after school or preschool/kindergarten settings with children aged
eighteen months to seven years and four to 24 years. In Ukraine, both settings are part of the
education system financed and governed by the Ministry of Education. Half of the educators
have worked as pedagogues for more than 20 years.

Demographic Data of Interview Participants

Among the 12 participants selected for the interviews, two were in their twenties; two in
their thirties; three in their forties; three in their fifties; one in her sixties; one in her seventies.
One out of 12 participants was male and 11 were females. It was not easy to find even one male
educator who agreed to be interviewed, as most male educators are currently at the frontline,
with many having been drafted or killed. The interview data were collected between February

13, 2024 and March 11, 2024. These interviews provided a snapshot of educators’ descriptions,
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perceptions, and strategies that helped them cope with traumatic events during wartime. If the

data had been collected earlier or later, the results might be slightly different. The burnout level

of Ukrainian educators has been increasing daily since the full-scale invasion began.

Table 2

Description of Interview Participants

Pseudonym. Date of the
Interview. Age. Setting

Years in Education. Current Role. Students’ Age. Fact(s).

1. Sanya. Interviewed on
02/13/24.

In her forties. Public
urban afterschool center.

Sanya has worked in education for more than 25 years. She
currently serves as an administrator, working closely with
teachers, parents, other administrators, and students, mostly
teenagers. Attended a chorus since elementary school at the center
where she now works. Sanya is very honest and believes that the
higher purpose of life is to serve others. She is an accurate shooter
and loves cats.

2. Maryna. Interviewed

Public rural school and
art therapy center.

on 02/17/24. In her fifties.

Maryna has worked in education for more than 30 years and
currently serves as an elementary school and Ukrainian Language
teacher. She loves her students and all children, and has an
enormous amount of energy that she shares with others. Maryna
cares deeply about her students and everyone around her and asks
for nothing for herself. Her greatest joy comes from giving to
others. Maryna is the co-founder of an art therapy center where
she volunteers during her free time. “She is a real hero. No one
will ever give her a medal or write about her, but she is the one
who goes to that village and changes life by life. She helps her
students. She might be the only person in that school who children
can rely on” (A. Fodor, personal communication, April 21, 2024).
Maryna loves dogs.

3. Sergij. Interviewed on
02/18/24. In his thirties.

Public urban afterschool
center.

Sergij has worked in education for more than 10 years as a
programming instructor and administrator. He assists educators
with technologies at his center, within the city, and throughout the
region. Sergij works directly with children aged 10 - 13 for
approximately eight hours per week. He also presents demos and
projects to educators across the region to help them improve their
qualifications. Sergej loves dance, history, ethnography, and
genealogy. He has published a book about the history of the region
where he lives. His current favorite type of dance is tutting. He
loves all animals, but especially dogs, for their loyalty.
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4. Snezhana. Interviewed
on 02/21/24. In her
forties. Public urban
school.

Snezhana has worked in Education for more than 25 years and
currently teaches fourth graders, aged 10 to 11. Since the
beginning of the war, she has been teaching fully online. There are
constant air raid alerts in her city, with many buildings destroyed.
Two buildings near her home were recently ruined, resulting in
civilian casualties. She lost her 21 year old nephew just three
weeks before the interview. Her most frequently used coping
mechanisms are checking homework and teaching. She loves cats.

5. Tamara. Interviewed
on 02/22/24. In her fifties.
Public suburban school.

Tamara has worked in education for more than 25 years and
currently teaches first grade, working with six to seven year old
children. She also serves as a vice-principal. At the beginning of
the war, Tamara opened an Art Therapy Center in her town, and
volunteered there during her free time. She is pursuing her
Master’s degree in Social Work in Education, and incorporates
art, book, and toy therapy into her teaching. Tamara has two sons
in their twenties and still read books aloud to them when she can.

6. Olena. Interviewed on
2/23/24. In her forties.
Public urban preschool
and kindergarten.

Olena has worked in Education for more than 25 years, and
currently works as a psychologist with teachers and children one
and half to seven years old. Her favorite forms of therapy are play
and narrative, which she combines with art, snow, sand, and toys.
She has a 7 year old granddaughter who loves to dance but spends
too much time on her phone. Along with other educators, Olena
transformed a cellar into a favorite place for children. She has
relatives in both occupied and unoccupied territories. She loves
cats.

7. Inna. Interviewed on
2/24/24. In her twenties.
Primary rural public
school.

Inna has worked in Education for seven years, since she was 18
years old. In her first class she taught 27 children on her own. She
began teaching immediately after earning her associate degree
while pursuing her bachelor’s degree. She currently works with
third graders and also teaches Math and Ukrainian language online
to Ukrainian children living abroad. Inna is a highly inspiring
young educator. She loves books, especially physical books, and
enjoys reading about psychology. Inna loves animals and has one
dog and 12 cats, which she rescued from the streets after they
were abandoned.

8. Diana. Interviewed on
02/26/24. In her twenties.
Public urban afterschool
center and UNICEF.

Diana has been in Education for more than five years. She works
as a psychologist and administrator at the center and serves as a
mentor forUNICEF, working online and in person with teenagers
aged 13 to 21. She travels to unoccupied territories to meet with
her students. Diana studied in Finland for a year to learn more
about the Finnish school system. She is fluent in English. She
loves Lego and dogs.
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9. Nina. Interviewed on
02/27/24. In her thirties.
Public military college.

Nina has worked in Education for more than 15 years and holds a
PhD in Psychology. She currently works with college level
students aged 16 to 20 as a professor, and volunteers with young
children as an art therapist. In her spare time, she volunteers as a
crisis psychologist at a non-profit that helps women escape
domestic violence. Nina has a four year old daughter and 10 God
children. Since the full-scale invasion, she has been writing a daily
dairy and sharing it on her FaceBook page. She loves cats.

10. Nadiya. Interviewed
on 03/02/24. In her
sixties. Rural boarding
school for the deaf.

Nadiya has worked in Education for more than 40 years and
currently works as a craft teacher with 11 - 13 years old children.
She loves creating craft with her students and on her own. She
loves her students, especially those who went to the frontline and
stays in close contact with them. Along with other educators at her
school, she helped establish a museum in memory of their students
who were killed in the war. Nadiya’s daughter and granddaughter
live in Germany, and she frequently speaks with them via Viber or
Telegram. She dreams of their return to Ukraine after Victory. She
loves cats.

11. Valentyna.
Interviewed on 03/04/24.
In her fifties. Rural public
school.

Valentyna has worked in Education for more than 30 years. She
currently teaches first graders full-time, as well as Chemistry to
seventh, eighth, and ninth graders. She also serves as a vice
principal at the same school. Valentyna loves children and has two
grandchildren, seven and three years old. She cultivates half a
hectare of land with her daughter and son in law, and cares for
ducks, chicken, bees, dogs, and a cow.

12. Larysa. Interviewed
on 03/06/24 and on
03/11/24. We had to stop
the interview on 03/06
due to the air raid alert. In
her seventies. Rural
boarding school for
children with learning
desabilities.

Larysa has worked in Education for more than 45 years and
currently works at a boarding school with children 7 - 18 years old
with various learning disabilities. Together with her students, she
knits and embroiders pictures, using these activities to help the
children learn to count, concentrate, and create. Larysa and her
students also knit socks, gloves, and sweaters for soldiers at the
frontline, and she stays in touch with her students who are serving
there. She is a widow and manages a little farm at home,
cultivating half a hectare of land on her own in her free time.

Note: This table was designed to show the reader that behind each pseudonym is a real person —

an educator — who is experiencing the everyday trauma of war. These educators are real,

multidimensional individuals.
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Phenomenological research calls for structured and specific methods of analysis

(Moustakas, 1994). The general phases of my data analysis included data translation, preparation

and organization, initial immersion, coding, categorizing and theming, and interpretation (Leavy,

2023, p. 164). Table 3 below identifies the interview and survey questions that helped to answer

the three guiding research questions.

Table 3

Interview Question Alignments

GRQ/ theme

Interview Questions

Survey Questions

GRQI1. What coping strategies do
educators use to take care of
themselves? How do they describe

these strategies?

What can you tell me about
your experience as an
educator working during the
period of war?

What strategies do you use
to maintain your well-being?

Survey question five (for
more information see
Appendix B).

GRQ?2. What coping strategies do
educators use with their students?
How do they describe these

strategies?

What strategies do you use
in the classroom with your
students?

How do you acknowledge
the war events in your work
with children?

What advice do you have for
other adults working with
children at this time?

Survey question six (for
more information see
Appendix B).

GRQ3. How do educators perceive

mindfulness and storytelling?

Have you heard about
storytelling as a strategy-
what does it mean to you?
Have you heard about
mindfulness as a strategy-
what does it mean to you

Survey question five and
six (for more information
see Appendix B)
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Survey

The survey collected demographic and general information to provide an overview of the
participants’ experiences. The survey included a forced-choice list of strategies, with an option
for additional explanations and an ‘other’ category. It began with frequency of use. To synthesize
the survey responses, I applied the structured tabular approach. This thematic analysis approach
was designed by Robinson (2022) for working with brief texts and will be utilized to develop and
explore themes in the survey responses. I created a matrix in which I recorded each question
along with all its responses, employing an open coding method. I found common themes in the
answers and organized them into categories using color coding. I synthesized the results,
focusing on the coping mechanisms most frequently used according to the survey. I looked for
patterns and themes. The description and survey data results were further supported by data from
the interviews.
I followed the steps below to analyze the collected data:

1. Translated all responses from Ukrainian to English

2. Described the personal experiences of the phenomenon

3. Transferred the answers into the matrix table (Robinson, 2022)

4. Color coded the responses

5. Categorized the codes

6. Lastly, conducted an analysis with a specific focus on the frequency of coping
mechanisms, and separately on frequency of mindfulness, breathing, meditation and storytelling,

and the short descriptive explanations derived from questions five and six of the survey.
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Interviews
The interviews illuminated themes related to the participants’ coping strategies during
prolonged trauma. They helped develop a deeper understanding of these strategies and also
validated the findings from the survey. The interview transcripts were first reviewed for accuracy
and then translated from Ukrainian to English. In this initial phase, I removed identifying
information and assigned pseudonyms to maintain confidentiality.
While applying phenomenological analysis and representation (Creswell & Poth, 2017)
to analyze the interview recordings, I followed these steps, adapted from Moustakas (1994):
1. Read through the written transcripts to gain an overall sense of them - a gestalt
understanding.
2. On the second reading, I added notes in the margins of the Microsoft Word Document
and highlighted participant statements that felt important.
3. Developed a list of significant statements and phrases from the transcripts.
4. Grouped codes into meaningful units or themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006; and Smith et
al., 2009).
5. Used textural description with direct quotes to define the phenomenon (Frechette et al.,
2020).
6. Explained the how of the phenomenon through structural description and coding (Guest
etal., 2012).
7. Validated the findings through member checking with participants (Cuncic, 2022).
Data Interpretation
The study findings included a composite description of the context and essence of the

teachers’ experiences (Terrell, 2023, p. 173). I interpreted these data using social constructivism
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(Mertens, 2015) and pragmatism (Cherryholmes, 1992; and Murphy, 1990) frameworks. Social
constructivism allowed me to rely on the participants’ perspectives of their circumstances, which
were shaped by social and historical factors. This approach helped me to develop a “pattern of
meaning” (Creswell & Poth, 2017, p. 24). By using broad and general questions I provided
participants with the opportunity to construct their own meaning of the situation (Burr, 2015).

Pragmatism guided me to identifying solutions to the problem (Patton, 1990). While
answering the question “What strategies work for Ukrainian Educators during wartime?”” 1
performed thematic analysis (Robinson, 2022) to draw conclusions from the survey responses.

Limitation and Delimitations of the Study

The study was conducted virtually in February and March 2024 with Ukrainian educators
living in non-occupied territories of Ukraine during wartime. Participants were recruited for the
online survey through my personal connections in Ukraine. However, this snowball sampling
method might have excluded educators who are more isolated. The 15-minute survey was
purposefully short in order to capture preliminary information and recruit twelve participants
who agreed to participate in interviews. The educators who agreed to be interviewed may have
experiences shared by many Ukrainian educators. These participants were invited to a Zoom
meeting at a time convenient for them, despite the unpredictability of internet and power outages
or air raids that could have interrupted the interviews. However, only one interview was
interrupted during data collection.

In this research, I recognize internal limitations, including my personal biases. As a
Ukrainian working with a group of Ukrainian educators and psychologists, I have direct insights
into the ongoing trauma. Due to my lived experiences, I believe that certain coping techniques

can transform trauma. I tried to bracket (Tufford and Newman, 2012) my perceptions while
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conducting the study. I bracket my experience by acknowledging my beliefs, my epistemology,
and ontology in the first chapter of this dissertation. While collecting and analyzing the data I
further bracketed and suspended my biases in chapters four and five by reflecting on the social,
cultural, and historical forces that shape my interpretations (Creswell and Miller, 2000).

There were important external limitations to note. Due to the war, it was not possible to
meet participants of my study in person or observe them in their work environments. Participants
may not have been entirely honest during interviews due to a lack of trust. Even though I am
fluent in all the languages spoken by participants, culturally I am more American than Ukrainian,
as I have spent all my adult and independent life in the USA. Additionally, one of the limitations
was that participants had been living under unusual, prolonged trauma for many years.
Translation is another limitation of the research, as the nuances, beauty, and emotional depth of
language can differ significantly between languages..

To mitigate these limitations, I incorporated the following steps into the study.

1. Tacknowledged my biases in the dissertation. To do so, I maintained daily reflective
journals and educated myself by conducting a literature review on stress, trauma, being,
surviving, suffering, well-being and coping mechanisms. I actively participated in peer
support groups and case studies within the VeLa project. During these support groups
Ukrainian educators meet weekly to discuss the coping strategies they were currently
employing. During the case studies educators shared the most challenging cases they
were facing during this period. I maintained field notes from these meetings for future

reference.
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2. The fact that I am fluent in Ukrainian, russian, and surzhik (a mix of Ukrainian and
russian) enabled me to understand open-ended survey responses and effectively
communicate with all participants during the interview, using their preferred language.

3. I shared my findings with my advisor and other professionals in the field to validate
them.

4. 1 presented my findings to Ukrainian psychologists and educators collaborating with me
on the VeLa Project to validate them through member checks.

5. I met with educators at times that were convenient for them and was flexible regarding
interruptions due to safety or technology issues. If the interview was interrupted by an air
raid alert, I rescheduled and met with the same person a few days later at her convenience
to complete the interview.

Validity

A pilot study was conducted prior to the actual study to evaluate the survey and interview
questions for potential flaws (Srinivasan & Lohith 2017). To imbue my study with credibility, I
also incorporated various types of validity (Adler & Clark, 2015). The survey and interviews
included questions about coping mechanisms for maintaining well-being among educators and
their students showcasing their face validity. Sharing the survey and interview questions with
experts in the field in the United States and Ukraine for their evaluation ensured that all
significant facets of the construct were addressed, thus establishing the content validity of my
research.

By interviewing twelve teachers living in unoccupied territories in Ukraine during
wartime, I identified similar codes in their stories, which enabled me to generalize how coping

mechanisms, mindfulness and storytelling help my participants to improve their lives and the
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lives of their students. In later chapters, I will also discuss how my findings can be applied “to
the world at large” and “translated into another context” (Cuncic, 2022), thereby demonstrating
the ecological validity of my study (Leavy, 2023).

According to Cuncic (2022), I incorporated both internal and external validity in my
research. For internal validity, [ used a random selection of participants who represented the
population I intended to study: all were educators living in non-occupied Ukrainian territories
during wartime. Additionally, I employed member checking by seeking participants’ feedback
(Creswell & Poth, 2017) , ensuring that my findings accurately reflected their experiences. For
external validity, I regularly consulted with my advisor and other experts in the field to share my
findings.

Summary

The purpose of this chapter was to describe methods used to complete this research. The
most suitable approach to study the lived experiences of educators during wartime was
phenomenology, as it allowed participants’ stories to be captured without my input. The use of
Likert scale close-ended and open-ended questions provided an opportunity to gather broad data
for the study. Open-ended initial and follow up interview questions facilitated the documentation
of participants’ experiences. This chapter also includes a description of the survey and interview
participants, data collection procedures, analysis and interpretation processes, limitations and
delimitations, and the validity of the study.

The results of this study are presented in the next two chapters. It includes participants'
detailed descriptions of trauma and the coping mechanisms they employed to deal with trauma
during wartime, explored as a phenomenon in this research. Themes extracted from the data were

used to answer the research question.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS

And then the day came,
when the risk
to remain tight
in a bud
was more painful
than the risk
it took
to blossom.
— Anais Nin, Risk
While experiencing trauma or stress, everyone chooses how to cope with painful
circumstances in their own way. This study aims to understand what experiences of maintaining
well-being Ukrainian educators have, despite living through the prolonged traumas of wartime.
This chapter presents the findings of the research in answering the three questions: 1. What
coping strategies do educators use to take care of themselves? 2. What coping strategies do
educators use with their students? 3. How do educators perceive mindfulness and storytelling?
The first section describes the perception of trauma by Ukrainian educators. The second
section disassembles coping mechanisms that Ukrainian educators use to maintain their own
well-being and to deal with prolonged traumatic experiences of the war. The third section
highlights how educators see imprints of war on their students. The fourth section depicts what
coping mechanisms educators use with their students to maintain students’ well-being. The fifth
section explores How do educators perceive mindfulness and storytelling. The major findings are

highlighted and the last section describes the meaning of living through the war for Ukrainian

educators before the results are summarized in the conclusion.
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July 2024

Meet Natasha. (In late 90th Turks and some European nations referred to all Ukrainian
women as “natashas”.) This Natasha has been working as a teacher for a long time. For more
than two years she has been living through constant air raid alerts. Explosions happen
unexpectedly, near and far. Sometimes the apartment has been shaken from a blast wave... and
(as said in one of the lectures from Neuroscience) her brain has been constantly shaken by those
explosions as well. During the school year, when an air raid alert starts, she must lead her
students to safety underground while continuing to teach them the rigorous curriculum of a
Ukrainian school.

Natasha feels that she was always a teacher because she manages to teach everywhere
and feels that “there are no other people s children". She cares deeply about every child she
meets, always trying to bring some light into the lives of those she encounters. She constantly
learns to be able to come to school and engage her students, especially teenagers who don't see
any light in the future and lack motivation to study.

She lived through COVID and it was hard because she had to learn a lot of new
technologies and she had to see her students in those little rectangles on the screen. War is
different. During the war, she teaches as she is told, sometimes in person, sometimes hybrid, or
sometimes online. No matter how the education is delivered to those young brains, she has to be
available to her students and their parents from early mornings to late nights. On the weekends,
she volunteers at the art center as an art therapist with children who are internal refugees, as
well with those whose parents are in the army, missing, or at the cemetery.

When the full-scale invasion began that early morning on February 24, 2022, she could

not believe that it was really happening. Everyone thought it was just disinformation. Even
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though teachers had to bring children underground for drills over the last three months, even
though her sister, now living in occupied territory, had warned of russian soldiers present on the
streets months earlier, even though russia stationed missiles all around the Motherland border;
even though all Ukrainian lawmakers sent their children abroad; and foreign companies had
relocated their offices. She did not believe it was happening. When it happened, she could not
believe that it would take longer than several weeks, maybe months. After all, she is living in the
XXI century and it seems impossible that a country located in the geographical center of Europe
could be heavily bombed for more than two years, right?

She remembers that first day vividly. Everyone came to school, even parents. They
hugged each other for the last time and the administration switched to online education. Her
daughter, together with her niece and granddaughter left for Poland and from there to Germany.
They are still there. Her granddaughter takes classes in German and Ukrainian schools. They
hope to return after the Victory... Observing what is happening around the country now, the
reality of their return seems more and more chimeric. She is happy in Ukraine. Her mother and
mother in law need her around. Her students probably need her even more.

In the beginning, the question “What can I do?” was on everyone s mind. People united.
They came to school to weave nets for the frontline. They met internal migrants and refugees and
gave them food and clothes. They collected donations for the Ukrainian military: underwear,
socks, boots, warm clothes, sleeping bags, helmets, and even bulletproof vests. They collected
medications and tourniquets for boys. Since the beginning of the war her values have changed
dramatically. She has no more long term goals. She has no more plans for the future. Everything

blended together into pain, rage, despondency, and a crumb of hope ...
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Hpuasoru [Pryljoty, Explosions of Airborne Munitions]

Natasha, in the vignette above, is a combination of participants' experiences, words, and
feelings to describe the phenomenon of teaching during war. In the following analysis of data the
12 participants interviewed have been given pseudonyms in order to use their words. At times
the sentiment of the literal translation from Ukrainian to English is lost and therefore Ukrainian
words and phrases like npunboTu are used for emphasis.

This first section shares the context of the educators teaching throughout a war and years
of mpunbotu. At the beginning, this section explains how Ukrainian educators perceive the
effects of the war on themselves through the lens of different types of loss (Barringer, n.d.).
Secondly, this section describes how participants feel the consequences of war on their
emotional, physical, and cognitive levels (Barringer, n.d.). In conclusion, this section
summarizes the specifics of being an educator while enduring prolonged traumatic experiences
from the point of view of Ukrainian educators.

The following quotes show how educators describe their present conditions. Nina, as a
psychologist shared, “We (educators) have both first and secondary trauma. It’s very hard not to
go crazy, to survive, and to be effective at work.” Snezhana commented, “On the surface, I think
the war doesn’t affect me, but deep down I think it does... There is a lot of pain in every heart.”
The pain that Ukrainian educators experience is directly connected to all types of loss:
permanent/death, non-death, anticipatory, and ambiguous (Barringer, n.d.). Sanya delineated
their experience as “Loss. Or fear of loss. Loss of everything or loss of relatives and close
people.” In short, participants' experiences can be described as “trauma”, “pain”, and “loss”.

Since the beginning of the war, permanent loss or death has touched every Ukrainian. All

participants shared that they knew someone who had passed away because of the war. As
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educators, all participants experience not only the permanent loss of their friends and families,
but also the loss of their students. Larysa lamented, “We lost our boys. They were so beautiful.”
Valentyna added, “We have boys in our village who went to war and did not return. It’s tragic.
They all went to our school. All teachers knew them. It’s not just someone else. They were our
students.” Nina confirmed, “It happened recently. There was a boy that graduated last year whom
I taught. It’s very frightening. It affects his classmates and all of us. There are many like him.”
Permanent loss is deeply intertwined with anticipatory loss for all Ukrainian educators.

Those with close ones on the frontline have been exposed to anticipatory loss every
minute. Valentyna described, “Our hearts are filled with pain and worry because we don’t know
if these boys will return.” In addition to worrying about others on the frontline and in occupied
regions, all participants experience daily anticipatory loss during air raid alerts. Maryna
confessed, “I feel that when someone is speaking loudly, it is still an air raid alert.” Air raid alerts
resound so often that they feel something is missing when there isn’t one. Nadiya shared, “All of
these air raid alerts are always there”. When air raid alerts sound, they do not know where the
explosion will occur.

When explosions occur nearby, they feel the impact on every level. As Sanya explained,
“Even if you turn off your phone, when a rocket or a plane flies overhead, you wake up not
because of fear (though that’s part of it), but because you can feel the shockwave.” Sergij added,
“It feels like your body has been shaken.” Physically feeling the explosions while being
responsible for the lives of their students make this experience even harder for educators.

Besides having to shelter themselves, Ukrainian educators have to take their students
underground. Sanya depicted that “Many adults and children turn red when they hear explosions

or the sound of planes. Red spots appear on their bodies. They scream, cry and struggle to
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breathe.” Inna disclosed, “When we were online it was not as terrifying as now. I was only afraid
for my own life. Now I am responsible for all these children’s lives.” All participants shared that
while being underground, they felt “scared”, “unsafe”, “anxious”, “upset”, and “panicking”.
Being in shelters with students is aggravated by the fact that most of the shelters are cellars
without ventilation, that were not designed to accommodate people for long periods of time.

Maryna shared,“I know what our school is made of and how dangerous it is to be
underground.” The school basements are cold and damp year round and frequently there is not
enough space for teachers to sit. During an electricity outage, there is no light and they use
flashlights. Some participants reported that the “floor frequently flooded, and there is dust all
around”. It’s physically harmful to stay there. Some participants shared that they feel their noses,
eyes, and even lungs burning while underground.

Although Olena shared that they have “more alerts and more nonaganwuii (popadanij,
russian: when a rocket hits its target)”, they still have to decide whether to go underground or
rely on the rule of two walls (hiding in between two bearing walls with no windows). Sergij
described, “If it’s a serious bombing, then we wake everyone up and head underground.”
Because of air raid alerts at night, all participants reported changes to their sleeping routines that
affected all aspects of their lives. Lack of sleep is one of many forms of non-death loss
experienced by Ukrainian educators.

Non-death loss for participants includes the loss of financial stability, planned or
unplanned water and electricity outages, the loss of relationships, hope, and the ability to travel.
It also includes the loss of beloved architectural monuments, buildings, and entire cities. Sanya
explained, “When you think about how people lived before war... They hoped for the future...

They bought properties, and now they lost everything”. These losses give rise to uncertainty.
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From the participants’ words, uncertainty is expressed through a lack of safety, an
inability to make short or long term plans, and a lack of understanding about when and how the
war will end. Nina complained, “My personal experiences have transferred into the professional
aspects of my life. You go to work, but then you are sent online; or there is no electricity; or there
is shelling. You don’t know what to do.” Olena shared, “You can see that even children are tired
of war because of uncertainty. We are all waiting for that “soon”: “it will be better soon... soon
Dad will be home.” Uncertainty also correlates with the ambiguous loss experienced by
educators.

All educators shared experiences of ambiguous loss of students or relatives. It was
expressed through the migration of millions of people abroad, which dramatically changed them.
Everyone noticed changes in some people around them, creating obstacles for further
communication. Valentyna shared, “At present, everything and everyone is separated.” Nadiya
summarized it, “The war is a traumatic event. All participants in the educational process find
themselves in various difficult conditions, accompanied by a multitude of intense emotions.
Teachers and students constantly suffer from headaches and live in fear of everything.” All
participants noticed how war affected them on an emotional level.

Most participants noticed and described having hardships that triggered “aggression”,
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“stress”, “tension”, “depression
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anxiety”, and “fear”. Many interviewees observed panic
attacks in both themselves and others. Several educators noticed having “intrusive thoughts™ all
the time. Olena said with a sigh, “Oh, those negative emotions... You are pushing yourself. You
want to scream, to cry, to let out a primal scream: Hakpu4aTHcs - BUKpU4arucs [nakruchatysya -
vykrychatysya)]. You want to put them somewhere, but sometimes it all builds up and you

explode.” Diana described, “People become more aggressive toward one another. Benevolence
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and kindness are dulled. Valentyna added, “at home I cannot control my emotions.” After
controlling their emotions all day while working with students and unable to acknowledge or
express them, educators come home and often lash out at their family or friends.

Sanya shared feeling OK when people around her become aggressive, but worrying when
they fall into an “anabiosis state; when they do not see any sense in life and wish to die faster.”
Larysa echoed, “It’s so hard, almost impossible, to think about anything good. When I think
more about the war I don’t want to live.” Nina elucidated, “Maybe I become numb. Maybe |
have become cold-hearted. I am not sure. I don’t know. I experience disconnect and suspension.
Because when I connect I worry about it too much.” As a psychologist, Diana commented, “I see
a lot of denial as a protective mechanism. It happens in masses. People claim that they have
grown used to war and that it’s not scary at all.” Although some educators can protect themselves
by trying to avoid or ignore their emotions, all of them observe how war affects them on a
physical plane.

Most of the participants reported having high blood pressure, issues with their stomachs,
and headaches. They mentioned feeling “physically burnt out”. Tamara depicted, “I observed that
I became more tired. I could do more work before war. I feel more tired, I can't. No strength is
left. I am exhausted. It was harder/worse at the beginning.” A lot of the participants reported the
desire of eating more than usual, “3ainaru [zajydaty, eating away]” to deal with stress. Nadiya
shared, “I eat food to deal with it. I gained weight.” Others noticed the loss of appetite. Sanya
summarized, “you eat too much, or you don’t eat at all.” Unhealthy diets affected participants’
health further. Unsurprisingly, as a result, some participants noticed changes in their cognitive
abilities. Nina explained, “I understand that my memory and cognitive processes changed from

the beginning of the war. It’s hard for me to concentrate on certain things.” While living during
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the wartime and managing their emotional, physical, and cognitive levels, educators still have to
go to work and be there for students.

Serving others while living in non-occupied territories that are constantly shelled has
been both a traumatic and healing experience for educators. Inna explained, “Working with small
children is hard. You feel burnt out every day after work. To be able to work with children one
needs to have an ability. It’s very difficult to bring the children together because everyone is
worried and agitated.” As Nadiya depicted, “Teachers’ and educators’ words may be affected by
anger, anxiety, and irritation, but not all the time. Educators can still bring light despite the pain
and difficulties they face. We can bring a lot of good things: unity and support.” Diana shared,
“There are many new ideas and new projects, and it is easy to forget that it’s important to
maintain your own well-being.” The next section describes why teaching serves as a coping
mechanism for Ukrainian Educators and what other techniques they use to maintain their own
well-being.

“I1o0 ne Ilnakarw, A Cmisaacey” [Schob ne Plakat’, Ya Smijalas’,
As to not Cry, I laughed]

Ukrainian educators described what well-being means and what coping strategies they
use for self-care to maintain well-being. After carefully rereading and analyzing the translated
interview transcripts, with the help of thematic analysis (Clarke & Braun, 2017), I concluded that
all participants reported revaluation of values after the full-scale invasion, and as a result,
changed their perspective on what well-being currently means to them. Although Maslow (2013)
identified “physiological needs” (p. 2) as the foundation of his hierarchy of needs, all participants
emphasized the importance of “the safe” (p. 4) and "love needs” for them (p. 6). Educators

characterized them as the importance of their family and friends being safe, healthy, and alive.



MAINTAINING EDUCATOR AND STUDENT WELL-BEING 118

Nina described her sense of well-being, “Having electricity at least as promised, on
schedule. Being able to survive the winter if it is very cold and there is no heat. Have enough
food. The building where you live is not damaged or ruined. Physical health.” Her words
captured what other participants expressed as well.

Coping Strategies of Educators

Ukrainian educators shared in great detail coping mechanisms they use answering the
first guiding research question: What coping strategies do educators use to take care of
themselves? The survey data analysis, as seen in Figure 1 below, find that the most common
strategies Ukrainian educators use to maintain well-being during wartime are: personal
communication (99%); use social media (99%); check the news after air raid alerts (98%);
reading and writing (94%); physical exercises (90%); music (86%) (Figure 1).

Figure 7
Most Popular Coping Mechanisms Among Ukrainian Educators According to Survey
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Note. According to survey results the most popular strategies teachers use for themselves. 99%
use personal communications, meeting, speaking with close relatives and friends always, often or
sometimes; 99% use social media always, often, or sometimes; 98% check the news after air raid
alerts, always, often or sometimes; 94% use reading and writing, always, often, or sometimes;

90% use physical exercises, walking, and/or dancing, always, often or sometimes; 86% use
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listening to music, singing, playing musical instrument, always, often, or sometimes

Both survey and interview data, together, point to the most popular strategy currently
used by Ukrainian educators is connection with others. This strategy combines several strategies
from the survey and interviews: feaching; personal communications, meeting, speaking with
close relatives and friends; use of social media; checking the news after air raid alerts; and
volunteering. Living through wartime has helped the participants realize, above all, the
importance of safety, unity and connection with others.
Connection with Others as a Coping Mechanism

The thematic analysis (Clarke & Braun, 2017) of the interviews showed that connection
with others works as the most popular coping mechanism for all participants. Inna explained,
“TpuBac BiifHa, 11€ € TPABMATHYHOIO MOIIEI0 1 TOMY JIFOIU TOBUHHI 00’ € qHyBarucs. HixTo He
MYCHUTB 3aJIMIIATUCS Ha caMoTi. [ Tryvaje vijna, tse je travmatychnoyu podiyeyu i tomu lyudy
povynni ob"jednuvatysja. Nihto ne musyt' zalyshatysja na samoti. We have war and it is a
traumatic event, which is why people must unite. No one should be left alone.]” Sanya described,
“Community is important. The fact that we have united has been helping us.” Nina advised,
“Strengthen your social connections. Renew any lost ones, especially if you've moved to a new
place or transitioned from one job to another. Remember, we are people, and we help each
other.” For Ukrainian educators, the most important people they help are their students.
Connecting through Teaching

All interview participants emphasized that teaching currently serves as a coping
mechanism for them. Inna described, “I believe a teacher plays an enormous role, especially
now, with everything happening in the country.” This quote from the survey’s open-ended

questions confirms how meaningful their work as educators is: “BiguyBato macts 1 paaicTh, KOJu
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JI0TIOMAraro 1HIINM, IPOBOIXKY KOHCynbTalii. [Vidchuvaju shchastya i radist', koly dopomagaju
inshym, provodzhu konsul'tatsiji. 1 feel joy and happiness when I help others and provide
consultations.]” During the interview, Snezhanna expressed, “If I have free time, I check the
news. It’s better to work than to check the news. Most of the time I work. My job is my coping
mechanism.” Most of the participants emphasized, “I love children, I love my job. I love to
teach.” Through thematic analysis (Clarke & Braun, 2017) of the raw data, the following themes
illustrate what teaching currently means for Ukrainian educators.

First, teaching means connection with students and their families. For most participants
connection means sharing smiles, hugs, joy, and love with their students. Nadiya shared, “I can
not wait to go and see the children.” Velentyna admitted, “Children come to hug me every day.
We meet with them as close relatives.” Larysa described, “You know that you connect with
children when you come to school and they run to hug you. When you go home, they run to hug
you and wish you a good night.” Tamara explained, “Educators should be able to meet children
on their level. My students hug me everyday. When they talk to me, I kneel or squat to be on
their eye level.” While being at the “children’s level” educators treat their students during tea
time.

Sharing a cup of tea, often with a few treats, is a beloved Ukrainian tradition. Most
interviewed educators mentioned that they connect with their students during tea time, which
they have before or after classes, during breaks, or right after air raid alerts. They bring cookies,
croutons, and candies for the students, and serve them tea made in the classroom or brought from
home in thermoses. Educators acknowledged that while they enjoy sharing with their students,

they also feel joy when they receive something in return from the children. It could be as simple
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as a drawing, a cookie, or even a smile. Most parents usually support tea times by bringing
goodies to school.

All participants emphasized the importance of connecting with entire familes during this
difficult time. They stressed the importance of involving parents in the educational process and
explaining to them the value of discussing what is happening in school with their children. Due
to online and hybrid learning, along with frequent air raid alerts during classes, students have to
complete more work at home than before the full-scale invasion. Inna explained “I always work
and communicate within a triangle of teacher, parent, and child. I think it's good practice. I keep
parents informed about what happens at school because a child at school and at home can be two
completely different persons.” While the relationship between parents and students is important,
teachers must support students at school no matter what.

Second, all educators in the interviews shared that, for them, teaching now means serving
and supporting children during this challenging time. For Ukrainian educators, serving and
supporting children means distracting them from the harsh realities, bringing them together, and
supporting their psycho-emotional well-being. As Snezhana described, “They need me. [ am
there for them, smiling.” Inna explained, “First and foremost I support the child. I try to
understand her feelings and thoughts and help her understand them too. I know this is important
to them. They see me as someone close. They trust me.” Most of the interview participants
shared that they are often the only people in their students’ lives with whom the children can be
sincere and honest. Students come to school and feel safe and supported because of the hard
work of their teachers and other stakeholders.

According to participants, supporting children while helping them to be distracted from

reality means creating a space where children can be engaged in various activities and develop
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both cognitively and socially. Tamara shared, “They come from homes where they saw their
parents scared, and they were scared themselves. They come here and we have a ‘cBaro’
[celebration].” Regardless of war educators organize a lot of events and celebrations for children
where students can connect with one another and show their creativity. They find myriads of
ways to help students stay connected. Despite the war, they try to send their students abroad or
organize field trips. A lot of participants admitted that currently they have to support not only
their students, but students’ parents as well if needed. Maryna shared, “Sometimes I have to
support my parents when they call me.” She referred to her students’ parents as “my parents”,
highlighting the emotional attachment she has to them.

Educators now understand the importance of coming to work balanced, without
displaying their emotions to already traumatized students. Inna shared, “I completely forgot
about my emotions at school. I try not to transfer them to the children so they do not sense
them.” Larysa said, “How can I come to the children in a bad mood, feeling gloomy? I have to
support my children, that’s why I cannot become despondent. We will not be able to stay healthy
if we give in to despair. We have to be strong to support the army.” To support students and their
families, educators need to feel supported themselves. They find this support through
connections with other educators.

Third, teaching means supporting and connecting with other educators. Tamara
highlighted, “I am so grateful to my colleagues for their support. We are our own doctors.”
Maryna, Nina, Olena, and Diana mentioned the importance of weekly peer-support meetings
created by project VeLa, where educators have a safe space to share their emotions and support
each other. Diana explained, “These support groups are like reminders. We meet once a week

and share with each other what we’ve done to take care of ourselves.” Olena felt supported at



MAINTAINING EDUCATOR AND STUDENT WELL-BEING 123

work, “I like the culture we have created. If you want to share something, you can; if not, no
one will ‘dig into your soul’. Sometimes you just need to be around like-minded people to feel
supported.” Educators also connect with each other during the seminars and workshops they
attend.

Fourth, all participants shared that teaching also means /earning for them. They all
reported that they have “learned a lot” since the beginning of the full-scale invasion and have
continually taken new courses. They mentioned that they have to take classes or courses for
professional development because it is required by administration and the Ministry of Education.
Educators stated that they are learning new platforms, technologies, instruments, methods, and
discovering new online resources. Tamara shared, “I’ve always been a learner. This habit and
practice have helped me a lot. My learning and my profession as an educator helped and saved
me.” Inna emphasized, “We have to keep learning all the time.” They continually learn
something new to engage their students in class, and to better serve, teach, and understand “what
is currently going on” with their students. Tamara explained, “I go and study, then I apply my
knowledge in real life.” Educators’ own curiosity and thirst for knowledge move them to learn
new things every day. They view preparation for each meeting with students as an opportunity to
be creative.

For Ukrainian educators, each class is unique and cannot be repeated. As Tamara
described, “I could repeat the same class or event from last year, but that feels too simple for me.
I have to add something, change something, or do something. When I do that, it lights me up and
inspires me.” Snezhana shared, “There are prepared lessons online, but I don’t like them,
something is always missing. [ have to improve every class. I don’t take shortcuts.” Keeping

themselves busy by learning new things serves as a protective mechanism for teachers, helping
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them stay distracted from reality.

Although teaching is a valuable coping mechanism for Ukrainian educators, it is
extremely energy depleting, especially during wartime. Tamara described, “After a busy
workday, I need to go home. I close the door and I'm home, with my family. That is the time I
need to recharge.” To teach effectively, support children and their parents, and connect
professionally with colleagues, educators need to maintain strong connections with their families
and friends.

Connecting with Relatives and Friends

Sanya admitted, “My work is very important to me, but my first priority is my family...”.
She added, “It is also very important to help in the community and bring together like-minded
people, both adults and children.” Being with family and surrounded by like-minded people
serves as a coping mechanism for educators. In the survey, 119 people responded to the Likert
scale question about the frequency of personal communication, meetings, and conversations with
close relatives and friends as a coping mechanism. In line with survey data analysis this coping
mechanism is currently the most popular among educators. According to the responses, 53% of
survey participants always communicate with families and friends; 35% often use this
mechanism; 11% communicate sometime; and one percent of participants would like or plan to
start communication with close families or friends.

Nina described her best coping mechanism in these words: “My coping mechanisms are
my daughter’s hugs. I love to snuggle her, smell her hair, feel her, and see her smile.” Sergij
described his coping mechanisms as meetings with friends, “sometimes planned, and they come
over, and sometimes they just stop by.” He explained that he and his old friends try to meet once

a month in a Ukrainian city they all choose. Sanya shared that, for her, personal communication
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with relatives and friends means being responsible for other family members. She said, “What
supports you is the fact that you are responsible for others, and you have to help them. Especially
if your relatives are bedridden. You have to be strong, this responsibility helps.” Most educators
shared that caring for older relatives, children, and grandchildren during wartime serves as a
coping mechanism for them.

Many interview participants, like other educators, live with their parents or adult
children. They meet their relatives and friends during weekends, holidays, and vacations. They
check in with each other daily by phone to make sure their loved ones are safe and doing well.
They also use social media to stay connected with friends and family, especially those who had
to leave the country because of the war.

Connecting on Social Media

During the interview, Nina explained, “I use social networks only for communication, I
have unsubscribed from publics of military and political nature.” All interview participants
echoed her words. 119 participants responded to the survey question about using social media as
a coping mechanism. All respondents answered “sometimes, often, or always”. According to
their responses, 45% of participants always use social media as a coping mechanism. 41% use it
often 13% of participants sometimes use social media as a coping mechanism.

Educators explained that they use social media to stay connected with their families,
friends, colleagues, students and their students’ families. All participants reported having private
or public Facebook pages for their classroom, group, or establishment. Participants stated that
they also use Viber and Telegram as social media platfroms. All interview participants
mentioned using social media to participate in professional groups of educators and/or

psychologists to learn and share ideas.
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In short survey responses, participants shared that they use social media as “a way”.
According to them, these “ways” include “staying connected with others during the present
time”, “writing personal messages”, and “reporting details about their work to parents,
colleagues, and administration”. One of the responders explained, “I post a lot of materials
related to counseling on Facebook.” Only one participant mentioned using social media as “a
way to distract oneself”. Most interviewed educators reported the need to be distracted during air
raid alerts and search for news afterward.

Connecting by Searching the News After Air Raid Alerts

All interview participants stated that they search for news after air raid alerts to feel a
sense of control and to understand what is happening. Nadia explained, “If our air forces don’t
stop them, it will fall and somewhere civilians, including children, will be killed." When a
missile misses its target, checking the news becomes a coping mechanism. 119 educators
responded to the questions about searching the news after air raid alerts. 51% of participants
responded that they always search news after air raid alerts. 29% often use this coping
mechanism. 18% responded that they sometimes search for air raid alerts. One percent responded
that they are planning to start searching for air raids alerts. Two percent stated that they never
search for air raid alerts.

Ukrainians check the news after air raid alerts to ensure that the anticipated loss of loved
ones hasn’t turned into permanent loss. When an explosion occurred and people were killed, the
news became a source of grief and added another layer of trauma. All interview participants
shared that they cannot avoid keeping up with the news. Nina stated, “I will find out about it

anyway. My coworkers or students will tell me.” Maryna confirmed, “Someone will inform you.
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There is no place to hide.” After all, according to the interview participants, searching for news
after air raid alerts means “Knowing that your relatives and friends are safe after air raid alerts.”

Two out of 12 interviewed educators stated that they do not check the news after air raid
alerts. They don’t want to hear about more deaths and destruction across the country. They
shared, “it’s stressful” and “I need to save energy”. They understood that searching the news
disbalances them, leaving them unable to help others.

Connecting by Volunteering

Sanya described, “I help others, but at the same time I help myself. When I think about
someone being in a worse condition and that I need to help, I do not have to focus on my own
condition.” For participants, volunteering means “feeling like part of the community”; “helping
those currently in need”; “supporting those on the frontline to bring Victory closer”; and
“conducting art therapy activities with children”. According to 10 of the 12 interviewed
educators, volunteering with people and animals serves as a coping mechanism for them. It has
been helping them to survive and maintain well-being during the traumatic wartime. They
volunteer on weekends, holidays, school vacations, and after school. Inna explained, “When I
take care of someone else I feel better.”

While volunteering, Ukrainian educators connect with other like-minded individuals and
fellow volunteers. Sanya shared, “One of the best coping strategies that works for me is building
a community - bringing people together around what interests them. Some people make nets,
some collect medications, some assist internal refugees, and others work on the logistics.” All
volunteer efforts are currently focused on helping those at the frontline or those in need: internal

refugees or families who have lost relatives to the war.
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All of them support the frontliners in a myriad of ways: net weaving, creating amulets,
baking and cooking, making candles, buying clothes, and organizing fundraisings together with
their students. Larysa described, “People unite and everyone helps however they can through
volunteering. They made nets to cover weapons and ammunition, and rugs for the soldiers to
sleep on in the trenches. The boys who went to the frontline asked for food, tea, and coffee.”
Tamara shared, “We create charitable events and concerts for Valentine’s day, Christamss, where
we collect goodies for the Ukrainian Military.” Nadiya described, “At our school, we opened a
museum dedicated to the russian-Ukrainian war. We created exhibits with our own hands,
together with the children, to show the horror of war.” They create (weave, bake, cook) together
as a team.

Every educator did her best, using her knowledge and talents to help others. Nina, as a
psychologist, volunteered by applying her professional expertise. She shared, “I began gathering
volunteers who wanted to help as psychologists. I brought together people I knew and founded a
non-profit art therapy center without any external support.” Nina brought together psychologists
who offer free consultations to those in need. As a leader, she emphasized the importance of
communication and reminding others or the importance of their work. She shared, “I tell them, ‘I
am proud of you’, and my team replies, ‘You are the only one who tells us that, but we do
everything we can. We are tired, but after your words of support, we feel like we can overcome
anything.” Since the full-scale invasion, Nina and three other participants have started their own
non-profit organizations, creating various ways to connect with others.

Connections can happen in different ways. One of them is through reading, where you
perceive the thoughts of others. Another is through writing, where you share your thoughts with

yourself or with others.
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Reading and Writing as a Coping Mechanisms

One respondent experessed, “Nowadays, it is impossible to live without reading and
writing.” It was not surprising to find that participants use reading and writing, as it is a
fundamental part of the educators’ profession. Although 70% of survey respondents use reading
or writing as a coping mechanism, there was no consensus in their description of how and why
this mechanism works for them. 119 people responded to the survey question about using
reading and writing as coping mechanisms. 26% of respondents always use writing or reading as
a coping mechanism; 44% use these mechanisms often; 24% responded they use it sometimes;
two percent hardly use reading and writing; one percent would like to use it; three percent never
use reading and writing as a coping mechanism. 34 people explained their answers. Seven
educators wrote about both reading and writing in the response to the survey’s open-ended
question.

Interviewed and surveyed educators stated that they use reading and writing “to distract
themselves”, and “as a part of professional development”. One of the survey respondents
explained, “There is always something to write and something to read for work.” Six people did
not specify whether they use writing or reading but explained why reading and/or writing works
for them as a coping mechanism. 18 people explained why they read and write, while nine
detailed what they read or write. Three people explained both what and why they read, and one
person explained when she reads. Another person explained both when and why she reads. 18
respondents specifically mentioned reading as a coping mechanism.

Below I will explain why participants use reading as a coping mechanism and what it

means for the survey and interview respondents. Although there was no agreement in survey and



MAINTAINING EDUCATOR AND STUDENT WELL-BEING 130

interview responses regarding why educators use reading as a coping mechanism, several themes
emerged from the data. These themes are as follows:

First, Ukrainian educators read for pleasure when they want to rest and escape from
reality. Most survey and interview participants agreed that reading provides an opportunity to
“distract myself” and “forget my problems for a while.” One survey respondent shared, “This is
the best type of relaxation, but I can only do it on vacation.” Another added, “I love to read; it
helps me relax.”

Second, seven survey respondents and most interview participants stated that they read
out of curiosity and a desire to learn something new, which they can then share with their
students. This is a quote from one of the open survey responses: “The teaching profession
requires a lot of learning and reading. My profession demands that I read.” All interview
participants reported that they constantly need to read something for their work. They explained
that they read professional articles to improve lessons and to better understand both themselves
and their students. For many participants, reading for work also meant “reading for
self-development and helping others to develop”. One survey respondent commented, “I need to
keep learning throughout my life. I read to gain new knowledge. I am constantly learning.”.
Survey participants expressed the feeling that time is limited, so everything they read should
contribute to their professional or personal growth.

Third, some survey participants described reading as a hobby when it involves
non-fiction, but historical or archival sources to learn new facts about history. Fourth, one of the
survey participants explained that she uses reading as a communication tool. Last, several
interview participants identified reading as a coping mechanism, describing it as a form of

bibliotherapy they use to manage their mental state. Maryna and Tamara mentioned reading
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Ukrainian classics, Renaissance literature, mythology, legends, epics, and ballads, finding new
meaning in these works as a therapeutic tool that helps them build resilience against stress.

Similarly, just as educators had different reasons for using reading as a coping
mechanism, they also had different preferences regarding what they read. Some educators stated
that they only read fiction. For example, during the interview, Nina shared “I am happy when |
can read one or two pages of fiction. Not a psychology or science book because I need to write
an article, but just fiction.” In contrast, Inna remarked, “The first thing that helps me is reading. I
love reading about psychology. It helps me unload obsessive thoughts about the war and the state
of our country.” Later in the interview, Inna added, “I adore reading scientific books and
detective novels. Most of the time, I immerse myself in books.”

Some interview participants emphasized the importance of having a physical book in
their hands. Inna explained, “I cannot read on a phone or tablet,” while Tamara added, “I
highlight and leave bookmarks. It influences my thinking as I read.” One survey participant
noted, “Audiobooks are a lifesaver.”, while another mentioned using social media “to read short
stories and news”.

The ‘whens’ of reading as a coping mechanism for interview and survey respondents
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were the following: “when there is an opportunity”, “daily
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when I leave home”, “on vacation”,
and “when I need to distract myself”. Nina expressed, “I try to use every free minute for
reading.” Tamara stated, “I read at night, when I have my quiet time.” While some educators
read during most of their free time, several interviewees and three survey participants stated that
they use writing as a coping mechanism. In their answers they explained why they use it and

what type of writing is important for them.
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One survey respondent, along with Maryna, emphasized the importance of writing to
oneself as a way to “express your position” and to understand “who we are”. Two survey
respondents explained the importance of keeping daily diaries to “write down notes about life”.
During the interview, Diana stated, “A diary helps me develop my brain.” Additionally two
survey participants mentioned that writing in cursive serves as a coping mechanism. Both
explained that writing in cursive “calms them down” and “helps with concentration.” During the
interviews, Diana focused on the importance of keeping a calendar, “I also have a calendar for
each day where I write down my plans and what I can do to support myself.” Olena described
her writing as a form of therapy that helps her release negative emotions and prevents her from
transferring them to “vulnerable children”. She shared “I transfer my thoughts onto paper. If I
carry my thoughts, and don’t talk about them with anyone, I can sit and start crying. It happened
to me often, so I began writing them down.”

Even though sitting down to read or write serves as a coping mechanism for educators,
Inna explained, “I do something physical when I am unable to use reading as a coping
mechanism. Sometimes | cannot make myself read because of obsessive thoughts. Then I realize
I'm wasting my time, so I stand up and move.”

Movement as a Coping Mechanisms

The reasons for engaging in physical exercise varied among interview and survey
respondents. A total of 119 survey respondents answered the question regarding the use of
physical exercise, walking, and/or dancing as a coping mechanism. 26% of participants
responded that they always use physical exercises, walking, and/or dancing as a coping
mechanism; 31% use this mechanism often; 30% sometimes use it; five percent hardly use this

coping mechanism; three percent would like to use it; two percent never use physical exercises,
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walking, and/or dancing as a coping mechanism. Additionally, 43 participants provided written
explanations in response to this question.

The following categories of physical activites emerged from their responses: yoga, gym
workouts, fitness exercises, biking, dancing, and walking. Walking was the most popular
category. 19 surveyees along with Nina, Inna, and Nadiya, described various types of walking.
Some mentioned walking in nature to experience the “wow” effect. Because Participants
described walking as something that “calms” and “inspires”. Some walk with a specific purpose:
such as walking a dog, or commuting to and from work, while others mentioned walking before
going to sleep. Ukrainian educators also highlighted the benefits of physical exercise, referring to
it as “the best form of psycho - emotional relief.” Others described it as a way to “release
fatigue”, “a great way to reboot”, “relief from tension”, “a hobby”, and ““a source of both
pleasure and health”.

Many educators explained that they practice different forms of physical exercise to cope
with stress, for enjoyment, and for emotional release. Nadiya stated, “Physical exercises help me
to forget this (about reality), even if just for a little while.” Many respondents indicated that they
engage in exercise to support their physical health. They described this with the following
phrases, “movement extends life” and “a way to renew physical state and balance”. For some
educators, physical exercise is an everyday necessity. Two survey participants stated, “I live in
the village. There is no way to live in the village without physical exercise. I don't have time for
dancing or anything else.” For others, their profession dictates their physical activity. Three
survey participants identified as a dance teacher, one as a gymnastics coach, and one as a PE

teacher. One of them commented, “I am a dance teacher; it's my lifestyle.”
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Although many participants explained why they use physical movement as a coping
mechanism, 11 survey participants provided reasons for not engaging in physical activities. The
main barriers mentioned were a lack of time and health issues. One participant commented that
she doesn’t feel the need for physical exercise. While physical exercises may not be available to
everyone, music is. Based on survey results, I concluded that the next most popular coping
mechanism among educators is music, including singing, and playing musical instruments.
Music as a Coping Mechanism

Survey and interview respondents named various types of music they use as a coping
mechanism. A total of 119 participants responded to this question. 20% percent reported that
they always use music, singing, and/or playing musical instruments as a coping mechanism;
while 36% use it often; 30% percent stated that they use music sometimes; 8% rarely use it; one
percent expressed a desire to use music, and four percent reported never using music, singing,
and/or playing instruments as a coping mechanism. 44 survey participants provided explanations
for their answers, with most focusing on listening to music. Only two participants mentioned
singing when gathering with friends.

Many respondents mentioned classical music, while a significant number reported using
Ukrainian folk songs, nature sounds, and calming music. Several participants mentioned modern
Ukrainian songs that reflect current realities and the hope for future victory. Sergij explained,
“My music tastes have changed. I now prefer more relaxing music to create a certain mood”. The
timing of music use as a coping mechanism also varied among participants. Some reported
listening to music constantly, with one stating, “I listen to music all the time. It is hard and
boring without it.” Others listen to music while working, walking, exercising, or doing

housework such as cooking and cleaning, as well as during “morning and evening self-care



MAINTAINING EDUCATOR AND STUDENT WELL-BEING 135

rituals”, before sleep, and even in bed. Most of the participants provided explanations for why
they listen to music.

Most responses described the use of music as a coping mechanism for balancing
emotional health and reducing stress. Participants reported using music “to calm down”, “to
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improve emotions”, “to set a certain mood”, “to receive positivity”, “to be distracted from reality
and bad news”, “to cope with stress”, “for mental relief”, “for soul relief”, and “mo06
PO3BaHTAXUTHUCS [rozvantazhytysya, to unload]”. One respondent wrote, “Music fills me. It
provides an opportunity to forget and be distracted from problems.” 12 survey respondents
indicated that they use music as a coping mechanism because it is part of their profession.
During the interview, Sergij emphasized the importance of music for him: “I need more music. I
immerse myself in different worlds, in different realities through music.” While many
respondents explained why music is important to them as a coping mechanism, eight participants
provided reasons for not listening to music.

Three participants responded that they do not enjoy music and feel they lack a musical
ear. Two respondents explained that music “triggers tears” due to their psychological state and
heightened emotionality. Another two mentioned that it feels inappropriate to listen to songs
during the war, citing reasons such as “people are crying” and ‘““so many have been killed”. One
respondent shared that she relies on other coping methods. Below, I will discuss additional
coping mechanisms commonly used by interview participants.

Other Coping Mechanisms
Even though searching news after air raid alerts helps participants to stay connected with

their loved ones, the most frequently mentioned coping mechanism among interview respondents

was “avoiding the news”. Participants explained that they do this because “all the news is
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negative”, “the news affects my psycho-emotional state”, “I feel bad right away”, “I feel
depressed”, “I recall those frightening images”, “I become very angry”, “the information will
reach me anyway”, and “someone will tell me”. Most participants explained that they followed
the news closely at the beginning of the full-scale invasion but later realized they no longer
needed to do so. Nina shared, “Avoiding traumatic events helps. I canceled all my news channel
subscriptions on Telegram. I see these funerals, and I understand that if I dwell on it, I will fall
apart.” Maryna added, “I don’t watch the news at all. When I heard about the occupation of our
territory, I had nightmares about being held captive... If I listen to the news, I will not be able to
smile at the children.” So on the one hand educators avoid news to protect their mental
well-being, but on the other hand, they recognize the need to be resourceful for their students.
One of the simplest techniques that helps educators maintain their resilience is reminding
themselves of the power of gratitude.

Being thankful for small things, such as having a “non-ruined house”, “daily food”, or
“limbs” was mentioned directly or indirectly by all interview participants. Every respondent
expressed gratitude for help and support they received from abroad. Sanya remarked, “The most
important thing when people help you is realizing that I am not alone”. Olena, a preschool
psychologist, emphasized the importance of teaching children, educators, and parents to practice
gratitude in everyday life. Educators expressed their gratitude to the army for the opportunity to
study, live in their homes, and for being alive. Most educators highlighted the significance of
regularly practicing gratitude.

Interviewed participants also emphasized the importance of maintaining routines in all
aspects of their daily lives. Tamara explained, “It helped me stay balanced because I had a

routine. Routine restores a sense of control”. Other coping mechanisms mentioned include:
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spirituality and trust in God; crying: “I finally can cry” - confessed Sanya; taking herbal stress
relief medications such as Korvalol (a mix of valerian root, peppermint oil, and hop extract);
traveling when and where possible, even to nearby villages, and consciously focusing on hope
and awe. Nina eloquently summarized,

Everyone seeks their own key, their own resource. Some find it in creativity. Some in

spirituality, others in peer support groups. Some people believe in astrology and

numerology, while others trust their friends and mentors. Some seek professional help

from psychologists or psychiatrists when needed. We don’t yet know how this experience

will affect us, as the long-term consequences of post traumatic stress are still not fully

studied, especially when we are living through extended traumatic events. This war, in

truth, has been ongoing for not just two years, but for ten.
Despite the hardships they face, Ukrainian educators continue to go to work daily, providing
support to their students and other stakeholders.

How Teachers Observe Imprints of Trauma in Their Students

As educators, participants observe the impact of war not only on themselves but on their
students, students’ families, students’ friends, and colleagues. The word “pain” was most
frequently used by educators to characterize the students’ emotional state. Olena remarked,
“Children and their families are upset and exhausted. Most fathers are either on the frontline or
have died. All of this affects the children. Sometimes we have air raid alerts throughout the night,
and they do not sleep at all”. Sanya emphasized, “Children are like a litmus paper. They feel
everything (tears and happiness) twice as intensely as adults, and they bring all of it to us. More
aggression, more joy, more dejection and despondency.” Nadiya echoed this sentiment, saying, “I

worry that all my anxiety will transfer to my students. They absorb it instantly, like a sponge.”
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Educators observed that older children are in “more terrible conditions” compared to younger
ones. Valentyna speculated, “Perhaps this is because they perceive the war differently than
younger children. They worry more. They are more anxious.” Despite their age, all Ukrainian
students have been impacted by the war, albeit at different levels.

Educators reported that all current Ukrainian students over the age of five were impacted
by the restrictions imposed during the COVID-19 pandemic, having studied online for a year and
a half. Valentyna remarked, “They came back ‘Hisixi’ [none] after online learning.” In September
2021, they resumed in person learning, but by February 2022, they were again shifted to online
education due to the full-scale invasion. Some schools in the Eastern Region have been online
since 2014, when the russian army invaded the Donetsk, Lugansk, and Crimea territories.
Currently, depending on the school district, children are learning through online, hybrid, or
in-person formats.

Even when studying in person, due to the air raid alerts, students often spend hours,
sometimes the majority of the school day - underground. Enduring these air raid alerts, while
hearing the sounds of exploding rockets and flying drones, equates to waiting for one’s own
death, or that of loved ones, whether consciously or unconsciously. Valentyna explained,
“Children don’t want rockets. When they stay in their homes, they can hear planes and
helicopters flying overhead. They have to hide under beds or in closets, or lie down on the floor
with their hands behind their heads.”

Tamara described the process of bringing her first graders underground, “They no longer
panic. They know this is just how it is. They sit on small chairs, wearing all their clothes and
with backpacks ready. We never know when or how the air raid alert will end.” All educators

expressed concern about the impact of air raid alerts on their students' health and mental



MAINTAINING EDUCATOR AND STUDENT WELL-BEING 139

well-being. Inna explained, “We have air raid alerts everyday. We have to stay in the cold, in
damp conditions. This has exhausted the children.” Teachers also reported that teaching
underground is nearly impossible due to the noise and frequent darkness.

Interviewed psychologists emphasized the importance of discussing the effects of air raid
alerts on the brain with students. They explained that it is essential to reassure children that it is
normal to feel scared during these alerts and to teach them healthy coping mechanisms.
Unfortunately, the most commonly used coping mechanism among students, particularly older
ones, is the use of gadgets. While teachers attempt to engage students underground by teaching,
playing, and using therapeutic techniques, a significant number of students, particularly older
ones, along with many teachers, resort to spending most of their time on phones and other
gadgets during air raid alerts.

Educators have expressed concerns about parents providing gadgets to children as young
as two years old. These devices often replace babysitters and serve as a means of escaping
traumatic realities. Elementary school teachers have reported that, due to the use of gadgets,
children as early as first grade neglect their homework and do not engage in reading at home,
which was unprecedented in the past.

Sergij shared, “They play even more computer games during the night, especially during
air raid alerts, as a way to escape reality. They spend more time playing games on the computer
than studying. This is something new, I did not observe this before the full scale invasion.”
Valentyna described the behavior of the high school students she teaches, “Gadgets, especially
cell phones, dominate their entire world and space. They do not read at all. They cannot
remember anything. They seem to be in shock, displaying apathy toward everything.” Educators

stated that students spend most of their time on their phones, playing games “constantly”.
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All educators expressed concern that, even if parents control the amount of time children
spend on gadgets, they do not regulate the content children are exposed to. Children watch
videos depicting dead bodies, and the torture of soldiers and civilians from both sides of the war.
Many parents themselves watch such content as a distraction from air raid alerts and the various
forms of loss described earlier in this chapter.

Like adults, children experience various forms of loss: the loss of their homes,
non-material things, stability, joy, hope, and the loss of relatives and friends. Tamara described,
“Children are severely affected by war. It may seem periodic. They appear stable, but if there is
any bad news or something goes wrong, they become even more unsettled than before.” Teachers
observe how the war impacts their students on emotional, social, cognitive, motivational, and
physical levels.

Fistly, war affects children on an emotional level. Educators noticed that students have
become “more anxious”. According to educators, those who were near active combat,
“developed phobias.” Diana stated, “There is always a moment when one of the students has a
panic attack. Someone struggles with everything, while another doesn’t want to do anything
because they feel overwhelmed and prefer to talk about nothing.” All educators reported that
their students are afraid of loud noises, fearing that something has “npunerino [flew in]”.
Interviewed psychologists stressed that students’ emotional state is “very destabilized”.
Snezhana predicted, “This will affect children in the future. The impact will leave traces. Every
child’s psyche will be negatively affected. They smile, but we understand that their
psycho-emotional state is compromised.”

Most educators expressed that students have become more aggressive since the full-scale

invasion. They correlated this with the increased level of aggression present in society as a
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whole, particularly among adults, and to the widespread availability of extremely violent videos
and images online. Viewing short clips or pictures of bodies torn apart has become part of the
daily routine for many Ukrainians, including children as young as six years old. Olena shared,
“Children have no fear. They have no bounderies. They do not feel pity. They are becoming
more merciless.”

Elementary school teachers stated that playing war in a very rough way has become a
norm for preschool and elementary school students, especially when adults do not intervene or
redirect them. Valentyna explained, “I told them to play with robots and cars, and they did. We
have so much negativity already. Maybe I am wrong, but I don’t think that it’s a good idea to
nurture cruelty, brutality, and ferocity in children.” Nina (who works at the military academy)
shared, “Many of my students were suspended from the institution due to psychological
breakdowns or substance abuse. We see alcohol, tobacco, and drug use. We should not pretend
that we don’t have this issue.” All educators noticed that children “are not frightened anymore”,
but speculated that “they probably hide their fears”.

Secondly, the war affects students on a social level. Valentyna stated, “children miss
communication, contact with each other, and simple friendship”. Nina described, “They don't
communicate online, nor do they turn on cameras. When they see each other in person they do
not know how to interact”. Because some parts of the Ukrainian Eastern Regions were wiped out
from the earth to dust, some Central Regions have more internal refugees than local residents.
Nina shared, “There is tension between the locals and refugees. I overheard them saying to each
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other in the corridor, ‘You will understand me only when it flies into your house.”” Some

educators reported fights between refugees and local children, which were supported by their



MAINTAINING EDUCATOR AND STUDENT WELL-BEING 142

parents. Olena described, “Children become callous and heartless, unsympathetic. It’s so hard for
kids to say something nice to one another.”

Thirdly, the war affects children on a cognitive level. All teachers reported that students
“do not have any memory” and “cannot concentrate”. Tamara worried, “Children are cognitively
delayed, lagging in their imagination. As they say, trauma causes a two year regression in a
child’s development. Sometimes I ask, ‘Children, repeat after me.’, but they just stare back at
me. It is painful to watch”.

Most teachers responded that any academic material triggers thoughts about war. Tamara
explained, “What they see at home affects them even if they do not read news on their own.”
Teachers noticed that children became “less active in class”, “more tired”, “not reading”. Sergij
described, “I see an impact on their academic progress. The academic level of my students has
been dropping every year. Overall readiness for school is in decline.” The interviewed teachers
stated that most students are no longer able to verbally express their knowledge.

Teachers, working with children younger than 10 years old, were concerned about their
students' language development. All of them reported seeing children who do not use language
on the level appropriate for their age. Most educators saw children of different ages who have
become muted since the full-scale invasion. Although it is understandable that Ukrainians swear
to express strong emotions, such as anger, frustration, and despondency (Jay and Janschewitz,
2008), all interviewed educators had concerns regarding wide use of foul language by children as
young as two years old. Strong emotions affect not only students’ language, but also their
motivation.

Fourthly, the war impacts children on a motivational level. All educators agreed that it is

currently very difficult to motivate students of all levels, especially middle, highschool, and
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higher ed students. Most educators shared that “motivation dropped dramatically” or there is “no
motivation or effort at all”. Valentyna depicted, “They ask, ‘Why do we need this?” or “We don’t
know what will happen to us.” It’s impossible to convince them that they are wrong.” No one
knows what will happen with Ukrainians in the future, or whether they will survive physically.

Fifthly, participants stated that the war affects children on a physical level. Interviewed
educators stated that children come “physically tired”. Nina described, “Everyday I see these
tired children with very sad eyes.” Lack of sleep and frequently staying underground affect
students’ immune systems. They become more susceptible to viruses and respiratory diseases.

To mitigate the effects of war on their students, teachers constantly seek ways to keep
them engaged and “distracted from reality”. Valentyna stated, “I try to do everything I can to
prevent them from withdrawing into themselves, but I do not see that joy in children’s eyes
anymore. They are not the same joyful children we had before.” In the next section, I will
describe coping mechanisms that help teachers prescind children from reality and keep them
distracted, especially during and after air raid alerts.

Ooiiimamku [Obijmashky, Little Hugs]

Educators use many coping strategies when working with students. This section of
chapter IV describes what coping strategies Ukrainian educators use to help their students
maintain well-being, answering the second guiding research question: What coping strategies do
educators use with their students? After a careful analysis of the survey data, I found that the
most common strategies Ukrainian educators use to maintain well-being for their students during
wartime are: physical exercises (95%); art and craft projects (93%); listening to music, singing or

playing a musical instrument (90%) (Figure 8).
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Figure 8

Coping Mechanisms Used by Ukrainian Educators in Their Work with Students
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Note. According to survey results the most popular strategies teachers use with their students.
95% of survey respondents selected always, often, or sometimes they use physical exercises,
walking, and/or dancing. 93% use art and craft projects always, often, or sometimes. 90% use
listening to music, singing or playing a musical instrument always, often, or sometimes.

The most important overarching theme for these strategies is support of students’ artistic
and physical growth. The top three strategies are interconnected. All interviewed and many
surveyed educators noted in short responses the benefit of involving students in activities such as
sports, martial arts, performing art, visual art, media art, literary art, craft, and others. When
students participate in these activities, they also take part in different meetings, concerts, and
celebrations. Sanya explained, “At the time of the events and festivals, children are distracted.
They forget about ammunition, about rockets having exploded nearby. They communicate and
connect with peers. This is very important.” All interview participants mentioned incorporating

various types of physical activities with their students.
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Movement Strategies in Classroom

Tamara explained, “We take a break and then we continue with the lesson. I offer various
exercises to stabilize students, to renew them. It is something that they can use in the future. I
also use exercises for companionship and friendship in the group.” Sanya stated, “We use music
when we organize concerts, performances, and music projects for children.” Most educators
stressed that they use physical activities with their students to distract them from reality.

106 educators responded to this question in the survey. 31% of respondents indicated that
they always incorporate physical exercises, walking, and/or dancing. 39% stated that they often
use physical exercises in their work, while 25% checked that they sometimes use physical
exercises with their students. Three percent responded that they hardly use physical exercises in
their work. Two percent expressed plans to start using this technique in the future. One percent
responded that they never use this coping mechanism in their work. 28 respondents provided
short explanations for their answers.

All interviewed and surveyed preschool, elementary school and some middle school
educators stated that they use action and movement songs in their work with children. Olena
explained, “We dance and play.” Some educators memorize movement songs and dance them
with children, while others use available videos from Youtube. Tamara shared that her former
elementary school students, now in middle school, visit her first graders and teach them new
physical movements along with songs. Some interviewed educators also mentioned the use of
children poems, which students memorize and perform with accompanying movements. Maryna
and Tamara reported the use of Zoo Yoga (EMPOWER, 2022) and having movement breaks
with balance exercises on yoga mats. Several educators mentioned the use of exercises not only

for the whole body, but for eyes and fingers.
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The use of physical movements by educators varies. Some surveyed educators stated that
they use them “as often as possible”, “always”, “during every class”, “at the beginning of the
school day”, and ““as needed”. Some participants reported allocating time for “movement breaks”
during every class. Some educators respondents indicated employing physical exercises during
in person meetings, others stated including them in online classes. Four survey participants and
Sanya expressed the importance of using physical exercises inside bomb shelters and after
exiting the bomb shelters.

While engaging in physical exercises educators distract themselves and their students,
helping them to “not think about danger”. According to the participants, physical exercises help
to “regulate and calm children down”, “elevate the mood”, and “take away stress”. One survey
participant explained that she uses physical activities with students because she is a dance
teacher, while another shared that she incorporates physical exercises with children when
organizing various events.

Valentyna and Tamara reported that the administration, under the direction of the
Ministry of Education, requires the use of physical exercises every 15 minutes with elementary
school students. Snezhana shared, “Children miss doing exercises. They remind me to turn them
on if I forget.” Some educators explained that they do not perform physical exercises if they run
out of time due to air raid alerts. Even though one survey participant mentioned, “Physical
exercises are the best form of support for everyone.”, many educators also find that art and craft
projects are an effective coping mechanism for students at this time.

Art-based Strategies in Classroom

Art and Craft Projects are used often as a coping strategy for educators in their work with

students. “Our kids are so creative because we have taught them so,” depicted Nadia. 104
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participants responded to the survey question about using art and craft projects as a coping
strategy in their work with students. 25% of educators indicated that they always use art and craft
projects when working with children; 44% of respondents use this coping mechanism often
while 24% use it sometimes when working with children; five percent responded that they hardly
use physical exercises in their work, and two percent never use it. 23 respondents provided short
explanations for their answers. Most interview participants mentioned the use of art and craft
projects in their work at this time.

Educators incorporate different kinds of art porjects in their work. According to their
responses, most educators employ visual, applied art, and craft in their work. The majority of
educators specifically mentioned drawing, water paint collages, knitting, embroidery, weaving,
sewing, netting, and paper art. Some participants mentioned that they introduce media art in their
work, where children create videos and news segments. Some educators employ literary art by
engaging students in reading and writing new poetry, short stories, and drama. One of the survey
respondents explained, “We create skits and perform them with children (fairy tales in modern
interpretation)”. Along with reading and creating poetry and drama, many participants use
performing arts.

Students memorize poetry and plays and perform them at events and concerts.
Participants responded that their students take part in “art competitions, projects, and events” on
a national level, both online and in person. Children complete art and craft projects individually
and in groups. Most interview participants and several survey participants mentioned the use of
art therapy exercises with students such as Tree of life, Flower of Well-being, Flower of
Gratitude, Water Circle of Hope, Binoculars of Hope, Zines, Cards of the Future, Gardens of

Victory, Animals of Power, and others. Diana explained, “Children of all ages love art. They love
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to create something and ground their hands. Through their hands they ground themselves”.
While completing art and craft projects, students work both individually and in groups.

The reasons for not employing art and craft projects with students varied among survey
participants. One participant wrote that she wants to incorporate them at the “level of thoughts”.
Some educators commented that they do not have time, others that they are using other tools,
while one respondent wrote that she is “not an artist”.

The reasons for incorporating art and craft projects vary among educators. The most
frequently mentioned reason was “to help them escape reality” and “distract them from all of
these nightmares”. Other rationales behind the use of art and craft with students were “to help
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students become more resilient”, “help to concentrate and relax”, “to renew emotional state”, “to

%9 <

rest”, “to raise their interest”, “for students’ development”, “because it’s required by
administration”, and “to help the Ukrainian Army”. One of the respondents wrote,“Children love
art and craft. We creatively work with children”. The other noticed, “Teachers are creative
people.” And another added,“I love creativity.” During the interview, Inna explained, “It’s easier
for children to draw about it than to talk about it”.

Educators involve their students in art and craft activities, “during classes”, “at the
beginning of the school day”, “during breaks”, “during air raid alerts”, “after air raid alerts”,
“after school”, “on the weekends”, “during school events”. One of the educators described,
“While children are drawing or singing they are able to prescind and feel calm.” According to
participants, they frequently accompany art and craft projects with music.

Engaging with Music as a Strategy

Singing, chorus, playing instruments, listening to music are all ways the Ukrainian

educators incorporate music into their school day. One of the survey respondents wrote, “I love
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concerts, musical performances, and singing.” 102 participants responded to this survey
question. 29% of educators confirmed always employing music, singing, or playing musical
instruments with their students, while 38% use this mechanism often, and 23% only sometimes.
Five percent of respondents hardly use music in their work, whereas five percent never resort to
this coping mechanism. 14 participants explained their answers.

According to participants, they use various types of music in their work with students. In
their responses educators mentioned incorporating classical, calm, joyful, folk, and patriotic
music. Educators who worked with younger students mentioned providing opportunities for
children to play various musical instruments when needed. Educators pointed out that they not
only listen, but also sing folk and patriotic Ukrainian songs along with their students. Tamara
shared that Ukrainian educators have a specific song for preschool and elementary school
students that they sing together with students when they go underground. Singing this song
reminds students that they are not afraid and why they should be going underground.

Many educators stated that they sing songs with their students during air raid alerts.
Nadiya explained, “When we are hiding in the cellar, children sing songs to find joy.” In short
survey answers several participants confirmed engaging with music always, often, during
classes, and during guided meditatons.

Participants mentioned several reasons for engaging with music as a coping mechanism.
Participants listen to music and sing as a “grounding technique”, as a “background during
classes”, as a “stress reduction mechanism”, “to help them to concentrate”, and as a game. One
of the survey participants explained, “Music calms them down and teaches them to value
beauty”. Other educators emphasized that they find music is a “very useful” coping mechanism.

Only one survey participant explained that she doesn’t engage with music because she is not a
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“music lover”. Hopefully, those educators who do not employ music as a coping mechanism in
their work know other techniques that work better for them and their students.
Other Coping Mechanisms

Most educators remarked on the importance of developing emotional intelligence in their
students, regardless of age. Educators focus on students’ emotional vocabulary to help children
recognize their emotions. All educators noticed the presence of negative emotions in children.
Inna explained, “They have very intense negative emotions. They have the right to feel these
emotions.” Educators make an effort to sit down with children to help them understand the
reasons and the sources of their emotions. Most of the time children worry about their own safety
and the safety of their loved ones. Educators employ various coping mechanisms to help children
deal with negative emotions. Some encourage children to scream loudly, others provide
opportunities for children to hit a pillow, and some try to talk to their students, offering them to
write down stories about their feelings.

Several educators who have worked with younger students mentioned “oGifiManiku
[obijmashky, little hugs]” as a coping mechanism they use with students when needed. All
educators interviewed emphasized the importance of smiling to children and “the power of
smile”. Snezhana explained that at the beginning of the school day students read a poem that
starts with, “Sit straight and smile”. Nina emphasized the importance of praising students and
stated that it is one of the most important coping mechanisms she applies with her students.
Iryna, Olena, and Tamara stated that toy therapy is one of the best coping mechanisms in their
work with preschool and elementary school students. Most educators stressed the importance of

playing games with students. They also emphasized the benefits of having board games and
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puzzles available for students in the classroom and underground. Frequently, children do not
need an adult to facilitate games if there are students who can lead game play in a group.

Most educators working with elementary and older children highlighted the importance
of nurturing leaders, “students capable of training and helping other students” and “who will
change the future”. Tamara stated, “They know what to do if they feel emotional disbalance, and
can offer advice to one another”. Sanya depicted, “Students who practice breathing exercises tell
other students to breathe deeply, to do a butterfly’. It’s a pleasure to watch.” Maryna explained,
“Children’s weapon at this time is their learning, they have to learn to be able to rebuild Ukraine
after war.” All of the educators expressed how proud they are of their former students who are
defending the country on the frontline.

Interviewed educators mentioned the role of patriotic education in their work. All of them
emphasized the importance of “telling the truth” so their students know “who the enemy is” and
“what they do to us”. Educators display flags and maps of Ukraine to show students which
territories are temporarily occupied and where military actions are taking place. Children draw
pictures and write letters to soldiers on the frontline. Teachers invite their former students who
are serving on the frontline to speak with their current students. All schools and educational
institutions across the country celebrate various holidays with their students, such as the Day of
Invincibility, Day of the Ukrainian Language, Kozaks’ Day, Day of the Ukrainian military, Day
of the Heavenly Hundred and many others. Holiday celebrations provide an opportunity for
children and teachers to unite and build strong connections with each other.

Other coping mechanisms used by educators with their students echoed coping
mechanisms used for self care: tea time, practice of gratitude, going outside and connecting with

nature. Most educators interviewed mentioned having tea time with students as a coping
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mechanism for both themselves and their students. Valentyna explained, “It’s very good for their
connection, for friendship. They pal up, rally, and unify when communicating with each other
not only during lessons, but can talk during tea time.” Educators are increasingly becoming
familiar with new coping strategies to support themselves and their students during this traumatic
time.

The Ukrainian educators generously shared their words, voiced their thoughts, and told
their stories. The third question of this study asks, “How do educators perceive mindfulness and
storytelling?” The next part of this chapter is answering this question and describing how
educators understand and use mindfulness and storytelling in both their personal lives and their
work with students. The chapter concludes by summarizing the data analysis with three, major
findings: there is no universal coping mechanism; maintaining well-being amidst prolonged
traumatic experiences requires sustaining connections with others; and all coping mechanisms
work best when practiced mindfully.

Perplexities Around Mindfulness and Storytelling

Why did participants find it difficult to answer questions about breathing, mindfulness,
meditation, and storytelling? The third guiding research question about how educators perceive
mindfulness and storytelling has mixed results. Most of the survey questions regarding coping
mechanisms for themselves were answered by 119 people. In contrast, only 111 answered the
question about the use of storytelling and 113 people responded to the question regarding the use
of mindfulness for themselves. The questions about the use of storytelling and mindfulness were
followed by a question on writing and reading, to which 119 people responded. So, eight people,
or 7% of respondents, avoided the question regarding storytelling, and six educators, or 5% of

respondents, skipped the question regarding mindfulness (Figure 9).



MAINTAINING EDUCATOR AND STUDENT WELL-BEING 153

Figure 9

Use of Breathing, Mindfulness, and Storytelling by Ukrainian Educators
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Note. According to the survey data, 78.8% of the respondents use breathing exercises always,
often, or sometimes as a coping mechanism for themselves, and 86.1% use them in their work
with students. 46.6% of the respondents answered that they use mindfulness as a coping
mechanism always, often, or sometimes for themselves, and 56% checked that they use it with
their students. 47% of the participants use storytelling always, often, or sometimes for
themselves, and 57.6% use it with their students.

The collected data indicate that educators use breathing, mindfulness, and storytelling
more with their students than for themselves. One survey participant observed, “I heard a lot
about breathing exercises, usually I do them together with my students in the classroom. I don't
do them on my own, but I think that I should start.” Another one expressed, “I complete
breathing exercises with children and that's why I do them myself.” Even though educators
interviewed acknowledged that they notice a difference in their well-being when they use
mindfulness techniques, meditation, and storytelling, they still tend to use these practices less for

themselves. The most popular coping mechanism among breathing exercises, mindfulness,
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meditation, and storytelling currently used by Ukrainian educators is breathing exercises.
Perceptions of Breathing Exercises

Breathing is an essential part of being. Breathing is a natural, continuous activity that
carries a powerful, yet often overlooked, potential for healing and restoration. One of the survey
participants emphasized, “Breathing exercises are the best help at this time”. Olena explained,
“Even before we knew all these multiple breathing techniques, we already intuitively knew that
breathing is an important part of our existence that can help us to calm down”. A total of 118
survey respondents answered the question about their personal use of breathing exercises. 10.1%
of the participants responded that they always use breathing exercises; 25.3% often use breathing
exercises; 43.4% use this coping mechanism sometimes. 6.1% hardly use breathing exercises.
5.1% would like or are planning to start breathing exercises; and 10.1% never use this coping
strategy. Additionally, 42 people provided short answers to this question.

A total of 104 educators responded to the question regarding the use of breathing
exercises with their students. 28.7% participants responded that they always use breathing
exercises as a coping mechanism; 35.7% use this mechanism often with their students; 31.7%
use it sometimes, while 5% hardly use this coping mechanism; 3% would like to use it, and 5.9%
never use breathing exercises as a coping mechanism with their students. Additionally, 20
participants provided written explanations in response to this question.

The reasoning behind the use of breathing as a coping mechanism for themselves varied
among educators. Survey respondents mentioned that they use breathing to “improve health”, to
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“support wellness and well-being”, “to stay in resource”, “to have enough energy for

everything”, “to help oneself and others”, “receive information”, “self-regulation” and

“self-reflect”. Three survey respondents stated, “Breathing exercises are useful and bring relief”.
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One of the survey participants indicated that she uses breathing exercises “To calm myself down
to be able to work with children”.

At the same, based on the survey and interview data, I concluded that the arguments for
using this mechanism personally and with students were very similar. According to the
participants, breathing exercises help them and their students to “calm down”, “deal with anxiety,
and panic attacks”, “deal with stress”, and “to control emotional explosions”. Many survey
participants and all interview participants who mentioned breathing exercises emphasized the
benefits of breathing on their own and their students’ psycho-emotional state. One of the survey
participants highlighted, “Anxiety, since the beginning of the full-scale invasion, became almost
a norm. That's why I have to balance myself at least with breathing exercises.”

Educators emphasized that they use breathing exercises themselves and together with
their students “in the class”, “during morning circles”, “when children are too excited or
adjitated”, and “during and after explosions”. Inna described, “During air raid alerts we are in
shelters. There we try to exhale and calm down”.

For themselves, participants use breathing exercises “as a part of meditation and spiritual
practices”, “at home when starting to scream at family members”, “when I feel that I am losing
my memory”, “before going to bed”, and “all the time”. One of the survey participants
explained, “I use breathing exercises after shellings, receiving frightening news, failed goals, or
when things are not going as planned”. Survey participants explained that once children learn
and understand the benefits of breathing exercises, they not only start using this technique
themselves when needed, but teach their family members and friends to do so as well. The most

popular mentioned breathing exercises were square breathing, triangle breathing, palm breathing,

and flower breathing.
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Many educators, in their survey responses and interviews, named various methods of
combining breathing exercises with different forms of art and physical exercises. They reported
using “breathing and drawing”, “breathing and sand therapy”, and “breathing with music-word
accompaniment.”. Singing and wind instrument teachers stated that they use breathing exercises
to prepare children for classes as a part of their everyday routine. Several survey participants
noted that they incorporate breathing exercises during physical activities. Physical Education
teachers explained that it is impossible to perform any physical exercises without proper
breathing.

Although breathing exercises are recognized as effective and beneficial, some educators
explained why or when they are unable to use them. Maryna shared, “It’s hard to teach breathing
and other healthy exercises to teenagers because they are skeptics.” One of the survey
participants explained, “This is a personal and subjective matter. For some, it causes only the
strongest negative reaction, so it is inappropriate to use it with children without their parents'
initiative.” Other survey participants explained that they do not use breathing exercises because
they “don’t have time”, “don’t need it”, “using other methods”, and “because breathing
exercises don't work for me”. Olena shared, “I feel that we are stumbling. The other day one of
the teachers shared with me, ‘I cannot breathe anymore. I am sick of breathing.” We are fed up
with those breathing exercises. Children are fed up as well”.

At the same time Olena confessed that the only thing that consistently helps her during
this period is “To sit down in a quiet space. Breathe deeply while gathering my thoughts. Inhale
and exhale. Don’t talk to anyone. Sort my thoughts on shelves. Realize what information does

not fit me. Digest it and then go back to work”. In this description Olena portrayed breathing

exercise as a part of a mindfulness practice.



MAINTAINING EDUCATOR AND STUDENT WELL-BEING 157

Perceptions of Mindfulness

Some of the interviewed educators incorporate mindfulness into their daily routines and
in their work with students. Sanya shared, “I use the following mindfulness practices to deal with
stress: square breathing, five things (what you see, what you hear, what you smell, what you
touch, and what you taste), and looking around and seeing different colors.” Even though
breathing is a part of mindfulness, fewer educators indicated in their survey responses that they
use mindfulness. It is possible that only half of the interview participants heard about
mindfulness before taking the survey. Three participants learned what mindfulness is from the
internet after taking the survey, one was unsure what mindfulness was, and another stated never
hearing the term before.
Mindfulness for Educators and Its Use with Students as a Coping Mechanism

Nina stated during the interview, “I understand that stress will catch me anyway. So it’s
better to deal with it now. I stand up. I inhale and exhale deeply. I drink coffee and smell it. I go
outside and look around trying to find beauty”. Sanya responded that practicing mindfulness
helped her understand what she can do for her family and at work, as well as “to accept
everything that I cannot change.” Some survey respondents who provided explanations for their
answers stated that they use mindfulness practices at work with children, parents, and colleagues.

A total of 113 participants responded to the question regarding their personal use of
mindfulness. 2% of educators answered that they always use mindfulness; 13.1% checked that
they use this coping mechanism often; 31.3% sometimes use mindfulness for themselves, 20.2%
responded that they hardly use it; 6.1% would like to start or are planning to use mindfulness,

and 27.3% never use it. 27 people provided explanations for their answers.



MAINTAINING EDUCATOR AND STUDENT WELL-BEING 158

Educators explained that they use mindfulness for “calming down”, “dealing with stress”,
“dealing with anxiety”, “support”, and “developing relationships with others”. One of the survey
respondents explained, “Mindfulness helps me to better control myself at the given moment;
keep my anxiety within normal limits; and get rid of uncontrollable actions™..

A total of 100 respondents answered the question regarding the use of mindfulness with
students. 6% of participants reported that they always use mindfulness; 21% indicated they use
it often; 29% said they use it sometimes; 17% rarely use mindfulness with students; 5% would
like to start or plan to use it; and 22% stated they never use mindfulness in their work.
Additionally, 11 survey participants wrote explanations for their answers.

Survey and interview participants responded that they use mindfulness with students to
help children “concentrate on academic work”, “deal with stress”, “understand their thoughts”,
and “realize meaning and form values”. Tamara described, “Practice of mindfulness helps
children to understand their physical needs. With the help of mindfulness they understand that it's
important to learn, to listen, to be fully present at school”. Educators admitted that it is easier to
teach mindfulness to elementary school children than teenagers.

One respondent remarked, “Mindfulness is an annoying fashionable trend and a borrowed
concept. Of course, I know how to manage stress, but what's the point of mindfulness here?”
Another stated, “Any activity that involves performing exercises according to a certain algorithm
is irritating because it’s hard to concentrate.” Nine out 11 survey respondents explained why they

do not use mindfulness. Additional reasons were “I don’t use it.”, “I am not interested.”, “I don’t

have time.”, “I don’t know what it is.”, and “I am not familiar with this method”.
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How Educators Define Mindfulness

Survey participants described mindfulness as a “self-improving”, “self-controlling”, and
“self-observing” mechanism. Six out of twelve interview participants explained how they
perceive mindfulness. Most educators described mindfulness as a practice that helps them “to be
here and now”, “understand feelings, emotions, and body”, “way to control emotions”, “observe
and sort one’s thoughts”, and “to know what I can do to make myself comfortable in a given
moment”. Sanya shared that although Ukrainian psychologists have been aware of this practice
since the 1970s, it was rarely used, even by professionals in the field. She first learned about this
practice through the VeLa project in Ukraine. She explained, “Mindfulness is an awareness of
oneself in this world and in the Universe. Mindfulness helps me to see my attitude toward other
people, toward my life, and toward my environment. It helps me to understand my mission.”

For Sergij, mindfulness is “a technique that helps a person become more concious, first of
all”. Tamara explained, “Mindfulness is a technique that helps me to understand myself”. Diana
stated, “Mindfulness for me is an everyday tool for taking care of my mental health. Mindfulness
is a cognitively oriented therapy that helps us become more effective, productive, aware and
conscious”. Nadiya shared, “While practicing mindfulness, we can control ourselves better in a
given moment. Because of mindfulness we can keep our worries within the norm, get rid of
uncontrolled actions and bad habits”. Maryna stated, “Mindfulness is about focusing on what I
have. For example, I can concentrate on my body. While practicing mindfulness, I learn how to
find joy in the moment. I try not to regret anything, especially on material level.” For the

educators who used mindfulness as a coping mechanism, it became a highly effective strategy

during this difficult time.
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Intentionally practicing breathing and gratitude are also key components of mindfulness
practice. Recognizing that mindfulness is a form of mediation, I realized that some educators go
deeper with their mindfulness practice: they meditate.

Meditation as a Coping Mechanism for Educators

One of the survey participants wrote, “Meditation, for me, is a time when I close my eyes
and visualize moments that bring me joy.” Inna explained, “Reading, for me, is a form of
meditation”. 119 respondents answered the question regarding use of meditation as a coping
mechanism for themselves. 3% of educators stated that they always use meditation as a coping
mechanism; 11% responded that they meditate often; 29% meditate sometime; 13% of
participants would like to start meditating; 31% never use meditation as a coping mechanism.

Educators’ reasoning for using mediation as a coping mechanism was similar to their
reasoning for using mindfulness. In an open survey response they stated that they use meditation
“to calm down”, “to relax”, “to deal with stress, anxiety, and panic attacks”. Some educators
explained that they use meditation “to improve concentration”, “for self-knowledge”, “to find
harmony and fulfill oneself”.

Most educators mentioned the use of guided meditations for themselves and in work with
their students. They explained that it’s hard for them to meditate on their own because of
intrusive thoughts, but guided meditations help them. They use recorded guided meditations
before sleep and at work with children. Sanya stated that when she practiced guided meditations,
they helped her with headache and physical pain. Guided meditations are stories that help

practitioners intentionally move toward better realities. Storytelling is another coping mechanism

used by Ukrainian educators.
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Perceptions of Storytelling

From the interview data, I concluded that educators frequently use storytelling as a
coping mechanism for themselves and with their students, often without realizing it. Maryna
shared, “I use storytelling all the time, in my personal and professional life. For example, stories
about my students are helping my brother on the frontline to find a meaning in his life”.
According to survey and interview data, educators use more storytelling in their work with
students than for themselves.

Storytelling for Educators and Its Use With Students as a Coping Mechanism

Respondents indicated that they use storytelling “when I need it”, “when I have free
time”, and “when I have a person next to me with whom I can share my story”. Many
participants stated that they share stories about themselves and their work on social media.

111 survey respondents answered the question regarding storytelling as a coping mechanism for
themselves. 3% of respondents always use storytelling as a coping mechanism. 17% of educators
use it often; 27% sometimes employ storytelling, 16% hardly ever use it; 4% would like to start
using it, and 33% have never used this coping mechanism. In addition, 28 educators explained
their answers.

Most survey participants explained that, for them, reading books and looking at narratives
from a new perspective is a part of storytelling. Educators noticed that reading Ukrainian
literature that was forbidden or hidden promoted better understanding of their national identites.
Maryna described, “I find sense in old Ukrainian stories. I can see that we are a nation. We have
literature. I know what russians have given to us and why.” Several survey and interview
participants stated that writing down their stories on paper or typing them on the computer or

phone helped them reflect on their narratives and gave them the ability to reshape their stories.
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A total of 99 respondents answered the question regarding the use of storytelling as a
coping mechanism with their students. 7.1% of participants responded that they always use
storytelling in their work with students; 21.2% use it often. 29.3% of educators employ
storytelling sometimes, while 13.1% hardly use it, 5.1% would like to start using it, and 24.2%
have never used this coping mechanism. Additionally, 12 educators provided explanations for
their answers.

Surveyed educators described using stories with students as a “learning method” and
called it a “professional necessity”. Nine out of 12 surveyed participants explained that they use
this coping strategy because they “work with children”. Educators responded that they use
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storytelling because “they deliver material through stories”, “want to rethink significant events”,
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“actively manage our page on social media”, “teenagers love to invent stories and act them out”,
“it’s a great tool for speech development”, “storytelling elevates the mood and helps develop
resilient habits”.

Ukrainian educators use stories in various ways during the educational process. Most of
them use moralizing stories that explain to students what is good and what is evil. They use
stories as parables from classical literature, from contemporary authors, from social media, or
make them up for specific children or cirumstances. Tamara described, “In my classroom I tell
stories based on hypothetical cases. For example: ‘There was someone, and something happened
in the class with her. She acted a certain way, and here is the result’. I cannot point fingers or say
that someone was wrong at that moment, but I can tell the story”. While telling these types of
stories, teachers help children understand what they should do and what they should not.

Educators stated that they use stories “in a classroom”, “before, during, and after air raid
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alerts”, “when I understand that students are stressed”, and ““all the time”. While telling their
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stories, educators guide children on how they should behave. Educators shared that, for them,
storytelling is not only about telling stories to students but also helping students create their own
stories. Stories may be real or fictional, but all of them help to better understand reality and heal
the wounds from the past. Larysa stated that she doesn’t know anything about storytelling, but
shared, “We talk to distract each other. They tell others about themselves. I tell them about
myself”. Storytelling helps students to find faith and hope in the future as well as share their
narratives about the present.

All educators shared that they use stories to divert students. Larysa explained, “I tell and
read stories to students that calm them down. We have books with collections of stories, novels,
poems and fairy tales. I use old short stories so they can understand them fast and refocus”.

All interviewed educators emphasized that they share many inspiring stories from the
army with their students as an educational tool, providing examples of friendship, courage, and
bravery. Maryna stated, “I instill words about Victory in my Ukrainian language assignments,
such as: complete the sentence, find the ending, change the word ...” Most of the participants
mentioned that they invite active soldiers (relatives of current students or school graduates) into
the classroom to share their stories about the frontline with children, so children “know the
truth”. While sharing their stories, soldiers emphasize the importance of studying and how what
they learned in school helped them in the fight against the enemy.

Participants emphasized that storytelling develops “thinking”, “intellect”, “thoughts”, and
“emotions” in their students. Maryna described, “Storytelling helps development of critical
thinking. While using this method in the classroom I ask children to create stories with happy
endings. While using their imagination children invent and create new tales”. Most of the

interviewed educators shared that they create stories about victory and the end of the war
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together with the children. This practice helps students as well as teachers recognize their
national identity.

Educators combine story creation in their work with students with calming or classical
music, drawing (which becomes an art therapy practice), snow therapy, toy therapy, or sand
therapy. While coupling storytelling with other techniques educators calm students down. While
changing students' feelings and emotions with the use of art and music teachers change students’
stories as well. Practicing storytelling helps educators to create stories about the technique itself.
How Educators Define Storytelling

While sharing her perspective on storytelling, Tamara shared, “For me, storytelling is the
process of telling a coherent story about oneself. The story needs to have a beginning, a middle,
and an end”. In short survey responses and during interviews, educators stated that storytelling,
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for them, means “sharing my stories with others”, “sharing someone’s story to help a person to
find an answer”, “explaining what is happening now and what led up to it”, and “telling
emotional stories”. Maryna described, “While using this method people go through difficult
emotions and feelings and find new meaning in their experiences. While using storytelling,
people add something to their memories and realize that there is a way out of any situation”.
Sergij shared, “For me, storytelling is a way to concentrate on my perceptions, feelings,
emotions, hardships and put them into a story that I can share with others”. Sanya stated,
“Storytelling helps to normalize what has happened and explains how a person can deal with it,
cope with it. Sharing stories helps people realize that they are not alone and that what they are
experiencing has happened to others before.” Diana explained, “Storytelling is a process of

creating and telling stories with the purpose of improving them”. Storytelling is perceived

differently by different educators and can be used together with mindfulness.
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Major Findings

After analyzing results and conclusions derived from the survey and interview data, three
major findings emerged. To begin with, there is no coping mechanism that works always,
everywhere and for everyone. Next, maintaining well-being amidst prolonged traumatic
experiences requires educators to sustain connections with others. Furthermore, any and all
coping mechanisms work best when practiced mindfully.

Finding 1: There is No Cut and Dry Answer

Firstly, there is no single coping mechanism that works for everyone. Participants
indicated that they employ different coping strategies depending on the situation. While some
survey respondents shared that they rely on music consistently, others expressed that they could
not imagine listening to music amidst the devastating realities of war in their country. Similarly,
some participants reported walking and spending time outdoors daily, whereas others noted that
they lacked the time to engage in such activities.

Some coping mechanisms are more effective than others for different individuals. Sergij
uses dancing as a coping mechanism, while Inna reads books. Larysa relies on embroidery and
knitting, and Nadiya achieves a sense of peace through creating papercraft art pieces.
Participants also highlighted that different coping mechanisms work in different situations.

All participants feel confident in their ability to discern when and which coping
mechanisms are appropriate to use. For example, Sanya shared that she employs breathing
techniques during panic attacks but walks to and from work to calm her thoughts. Similarly, Nina
watches movies to distract herself, but opts for a hot shower or bath, when possible, to achieve a

sense of calm.
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Furthermore, participants acknowledged that they often use coping mechanisms with
their students that differ from those they use in their personal lives. Valentyna and Maryna
explained that while they may sometimes be emotional and raise their voices at family members,
they rely on smiles and hugs as coping strategies when interacting with children. Valentyna
emphasized, “Because children deserve only love and joy at this time”. Similarly Olena observed
that, although she doesn’t do any craft projects at home, she always incorporates creativity into
her work with students. Tamara, who described her best coping strategy as staying alone or
spending time exclusively with her family after work, actively fosters socializing and connection
among her students.

Finding 2: Connection With Others is Critical

Secondly, the data indicate that the most important coping mechanism, used by nearly all
participants in the survey and all interview participants, is connection with others. When the
shadow of death looms so closely and can claim anyone regardless of age, the sense of
connection in a given moment with loved ones becomes profoundly valuable. Nina, who shared
that her best coping mechanism is her daughter's hugs explained, “I look at my daughter and I
understand that I have to be strong and concious. I know that one of us, or both, could be killed
at any time.”

In just a few moments during the interviews did participants describe negativity and
sorrow are taking over and the need to sever ties with those who appear indifferent, lack
understanding, or hold opposing views about the war. The reality of war, marked by the
proximity of death due to air raid alerts, rockets, shellings, and loss of thousands (perhaps

millions) of lives - serves as a reminder of the fragility of physical existence. This is why the
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connections with dear family members and friends become closer and more vital than ever
before. Nina emphasized, “It’s our war, and if we unite, we can win.”

Participants expressed how much they value phone calls, Zoom meetings, text messages,
and most importantly, in-person interactions with loved ones. Snezhana shared, “I smile at my
students during online classes because I know that I might never see them again after the next air
raid alert. I am so happy when all of them are able to log in afterward.” The realities of war help
participants to be mindful about their connection with others, making them aware of the
temporary nature of these relationships. Being more mindful while living during wartime also
helps participants in their practice of coping mechanisms.

Finding 3: Coping Mechanisms and Mindfulness

During the interview Nadia shared, “Since the full-scale invasion, I need soothing pills all
the time. The only time when I calm down without pills is when I do papercraft.” From the
interview data, it became evident that many Ukrainian educators practice mindfulness for
themselves and with their students without being consciously aware of it. For example, visual
and craft teachers help children stay in the moment while creating their own masterpieces -
whether knitting, or embroidering, or drawing what they observe in the current moment.

Performing arts and music teachers incorporate mindfulness into their teaching as
students learn their pieces and perform on stage. For example, during tea time with children, they
encourage mindfulness by asking students to focus on the tea’s temperature and taste. When
developing children’s emotional intelligence, educators guide students to become mindful of
their emotions. Those educators who practice mindfulness personally and with their students,

recognize its positive impact.
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On the other hand, prolonged exposure to trauma can entangle one’s personal story in
negativity so deeply that it feels impossible to escape. This is why some coping mechanisms may
not work for individuals who have experienced trauma. For instance, Sanya and Snezhana
explained that meditation is ineffective for them because it increases their anxiety. This happens
because during meditation their focus turns to their thoughts, which are currently dominated by
the harsh realities of war. As a result, meditating on these distressing thoughts causes more harm
than good. Only if individuals can intentionally redirect their thoughts during practice, can their
meditation benefit them (Patanjali, 2012).

Using Nadia’s example, coping mechanisms are effective only when the practitioner
engages in an activity not only physically, but also mentally and emotionally. Activities that
demand a high level of concentration work the best because they leave little room for extraneous
thoughts to intrude. This is why, as Larysa explained, embroidering pictures or knitting with
complex patterns works so well for her students. If their thoughts begin to wander, they make
mistakes in the pattern and must restart their work. According to all interview participants, when
exposed to prolonged trauma, coping mechanisms are successful only if they either help the
practitioner detach from reality, or foster complete concentration on the present moment.

Living in trauma requires the ability to do all exercises mindfully while acknowledging,
accepting, and analyzing one’s storytelling. Understanding one’s storytelling in the present
moment allows practitioners to articulate their experiences, take ownership of their reality, and

make informed choices.
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“II100 He bys0 — Bucrtoimo [Schob ne Bulo — Vystoimo,
No Matter What — We Will Persevere]”

To effectively manage their emotions at work, the educators in this study discuss the need
to find time throughout the day to acknowledge their thoughts and feelings and to decide how
they can handle their emotions and maintain balance. Sergij stated, “Before the beginning of the
full-scale invasion I was different. I worked all the time. I realized that if I continue, I will not be
able to work and live. I understood the importance of being able to balance resources”. Nina
emphasized, “I understand that I have to be strong and concious. If anything happens, I cannot
go down to a child’s level. This is why I have to be resourceful. I need to find time to practice
self-care”. One needs resources to be resourceful.

Most of the interviewed educators highlighted the importance of self-care, giving oneself
space to be alone or with close family members. Tamara stressed, “It’s so important to
understand myself and allow myself to do what I want, at least in the evenings”. Educators who
reported allowing themselves to use various healthy coping strategies were optimistic, able to see
beauty around them, even during the traumatic wartime, had hope, and were able to find meaning
in life. These educators are able to serve and support children with a smile and intention to
nurture them into better human beings.

These educators find meaning in teaching and help children discover meaning in their
own lives by practicing gratitude for what they have. These educators connect with others and
teach their students to do the same. They teach students to think critically using reading and
writing as a tool, engage in physical exercises both personally and with students, incorporate
various forms of art into their daily lives and educational practices, regardless of the subject they

teach, and they use music as a coping mechanism both to maintain their own well-being and that
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of their students . These educators constantly grow and learn. They deeply care about not only
academics, but about their students’ physical and psychological health. They are able to captivate
and be captivated by what they are doing in a given moment, without realizing they are
practicing mindfulness. These educators have enlightening stories for any occasion. They are
resilient.

All interviewed participants noticed that since the full scale invasion they became more
resilient. Olena explained, “We (Ukrainians) are very stress resistant. We adapt faster than other
nations to life circumstances because of our history. At the beginning of the war, we were in
severe shock, but we quickly pulled ourselves together.” They reported that they currently
experience less stress on a domestic level because they face “something more horrible every
day”.

While enduring the hardships of war, they have gained a deeper understanding of their
identities, who they are, and their purpose in life. Inna stressed, “I look differently, more
consciously at my country now. I started to think and analyze our country's history only after the
full scale invasion. Because of war I became a conscious citizen of Ukraine”. Maryna stated,
“We are strong; we are powerful; we are an old, one nation”. By embracing patriotism, teachers
help their students to do the same. Nadiya captured, “I believe that Ukrainians, as a nation, will
survive. We call our students little patriots of a great country. War made our children strong,
patriotic, brave, resistant, and resilient.” Maryna highlighted, “We must focus on patriotic
education and instill it from the cradle. No matter what happens, children should always
understand that they are Ukrainians. They need to remember that we are an unbreakable nation.”

The process of building resilience is often painful. Snezhanna stated, “You tame this pain.

You move forward. We continue to live. We continue to breathe this air. We take our chances. We
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made our choices. We decided to stay here and live in our country”. Nina, as a psychologist,
explained, “Yepes 6inb, Oyme 3mineHHs. be3 perpaBmaru3zarii He o0iliTuCh. [Cherez bil', bude
ztsilennya. Bez retravmatyzatsiji ne obijtys'. The healing will come through pain. We cannot
avoid retraumatization]". Despite all circumstances they are adapting and surviving. Tamara
shared, “I understood that I have to hold on. The marathon continues. I think my body is adjusted
and adapted to war. I have less expectations for myself”. Larysa confessed, “Several months after
the full-scale invasion I realized that I have to live!”. While living in constant proximity to death,
they have come to value each day even more.

They are not only surviving, but learning how to maintain well-being. They know that no
matter what happens, they have to keep moving as long as they are alive. They acknowledge that
what they are doing is hard, but they know they have to remain strong and happy. Nina depicted,
“Happiness is in simple things. Most important for us now is to survive, and seek and replenish
our resources. Try to find more resources”. If they know how to maintain their own well-being,
they can help their students do the same. Sanya stated, “Children come to us to receive
happiness. Teachers understand they need to give happiness... Only happy people can give
happiness.” Snezhana depicted, “I wanted them to feel safe inside, to help them navigate internal
settings. I want them to understand what is going on, but at the same time have less worries, less
disturbances, and agitation”. All of the interviewed educators understand that, to feel secure, they
must support “boys on the frontline”. They do this in various ways and actively involve their
students.

Sanya explained, “We cannot lament, wail, and weep. We have to unite. We have to
survive. We have to support each other. We have to learn how to win. We have to support the

frontline”. Velentyna assured, “Every child should contribute in their own way. They can pray,
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write or draw letters to soldiers, make toys, to sell and donate to the frontline. They can perform
and raise funds for the frontline.” Larysa expressed, “We have to fight somehow. We have to
win. We have to stay strong to be able to help the boys on the frontline.”

Sanya emphasized, “As soon as you understand your life purpose, everything becomes
very simple. You understand that you are needed exactly here, in this position. You know that
you always have a choice. You understand that you choose this path.” During this time, all of the
interviewed Ukrainian educators have found meaning in helping and serving others through
education. Ultimately, being there for others and caring for them has become the most important
and effective coping mechanism for these educators. Many educators combine the use of coping
mechanisms mentioned above with mindfulness and storytelling techinques.

Summary

Employing mindfulness and storytelling techniques, both separately and together, enables
educators to become observers of their emotions, acknowledge them, and change them. These
techniques can help educators connect with others, enhance their social skills, and realize their
capacity to transform their lives by mindfully observing and reframing their stories. By practicing
mindfulness and storytelling, educators become more attuned to their own stories and the stories
of their students, foster connections with stakeholders, and improve the educational process. All
these practices promote well-being on multiple levels, helping educators cultivate greater
acceptance, gratitude, resilience, compassion, optimism, and happiness. However, it is important
to emphasize that while mindfulness and storytelling techniques are effective, meaningful changes
on both personal and classroom levels will take time and consistent effort.

There are many effective coping mechanisms to support personal well-being and

caregiving, but there is no universal coping mechanism. Vianna Stibal (2009) emphasized, “It is
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our trusted responsibility as parents, grandparents, teachers, caregivers and health practitioners to
nurture these magnificent and tender spirits with love and understanding” (p. 256). By referring to
children as “magnificent and tender spirits”, she underscores the importance of mindfulness in
recognizing that we influence students not only through our lectures but also through our presence
and actions.

Connection with others as a coping mechanism is critical for educators to maintain their
well-being. From Senge et al.’s (2000) point of view, real improvement in education is possible
when everyone involved in the process is willing to change, collaborate, and improve themselves
while assisting others.

So, what truly matters is not what happens to us externally, but what occurs within us
internally. Coping mechanisms are effective when they are done mindfully, with full participation
in the activity — physically, mentally, and emotionally. Our approach to working with students
needs to be mindful.

The stories of Ukrainian educators share critical strategies of connection, mindful and
purposeful engagement, and messages of hope. This research can serve all educators and
professionals in helping fields gain a deeper understanding of well-being. The coping mechanisms
that support Ukrainian educatos and their students can serve as an example for educators

worldwide on how to manage stress and trauma effectively.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION

Adopt responsibility for your own well-being, try to put your family together, try to serve your
community, try to seek eternal truth... That's the sort of thing that can ground you in your life,
enough so that you can withstand the difficulty of life. — Jordan Peterson
If we believe that maintaining well-being is within our control, we can find healthy ways
to cope with circumstances beyond our control while focusing on those we can influence. The
subject of well-being is a philosophical question that has been explored by many educators,
psychologists, leaders, and others in helping professions. Well-being may be influenced by an
individual’s perception of the term and defined differently across diverse populations. However,
there are universal characteristics of well-being that can be understood by all humans. For
example, Maslow (2013), in A Theory of Human Motivation, classified well-being as a
fulfillment of physiological needs, the need for safety, a sense of belonging and connection with
others, as well as the need for self-confidence and self-actualization.
Maintaining well-being, particularly for educators, is the focus of this phenomenal study.
Over the past three years of working closely with Ukrainian educators living amidst war, I have
come to realize that educators’ well-being is a vital component of the well-being of society as a
whole. While teaching, educators influence not only their students but also the students' families,
both verbally and non-verbally. Therefore, educators’ well-being affects not just them, but their
students and other stakeholders. In the context of wartime, an educator may excel as a scientist,
however, without self-care, without a clear understanding of her emotional and mental state, she
risks transferring her personal trauma to her students before even teaching the subject matter.
The purpose of this study was to understand what coping strategies Ukrainian Educators

use to maintain well-being during prolonged traumatic experiences. The research was based on
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the stories of Ukrainian educators living in non-occupied territories during wartime. There is
valuable insight to be gained from educators that lived and taught during this challenging period.
The feedback provided by these individuals serves as an important resource for educators dealing
with personal trauma and working with traumatized students. Guiding the research was the
central question: What experiences of maintaining well-being (if any) are Ukrainian educators
having, despite living through prolonged traumas associated with wartime? To answer this
central question, the following sub questions were posed:

GRQ1: What coping strategies do educators use to take care of themselves? How do they
describe these strategies?

GRQ2:What coping strategies do educators use with their students? How do they
describe these strategies?

GRQ3: How do educators perceive mindfulness and storytelling?

To answer these questions the study began with a review of the literature. The scholarship
that supports this study can be organized with a conceptual framework developed and examined
the bodies of literature that informed the guiding research questions.

Referring to the conceptual framework (Figure 10), the following key concepts emerged
for the literature review: being, suffering, surviving, well-being, stress, trauma, and coping
mechanisms. The first concept explored was the understanding of being as a form of existence.
As long as a person is alive, she experiences a state of being (Tolle, 2004). However, being
physically present and being mentally present are not always the same state. People are often
unable to be mentally and physically present at the same place. They either reminisce about the

past or construct scenarios about the future (Hawley, 2001; Patanjali, 2012; and Rogers, 1980).
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Figure 10

Conceptual Framework

STRESS

Note. The heart in the center symbolizes a person’s life, or being, that may be
experienced as states of suffering or well-being. The balance of stress, trauma, and coping
mechanisms determines what state is experienced. The petals on the flower represent various
coping mechanisms. The yellow petals indicate healthy coping mechanisms, while the brown
ones represent unhealthy ones. Some brown petals have been left empty on purpose to show that
certain healthy coping mechanisms can become unhealthy, depending on how they are used by
individuals. Raindrops symbolize events that can frequently trigger stress. Lightning in a dark
cloud symbolizes traumatic events.

Depending on the thoughts individuals focus on (whether related to past, present, or
future), they experience either a state of suffering or well-being. The use of certain coping
mechanisms can determine whether a person maintains well-being or prolongs suffering (van der
Kolk, 2015). Healthy coping mechanisms sustain well-being, while unhealthy coping

mechanisms prompt suffering (Kanojia, 2023). Every day of human existence is always
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accompanied by stress, varying in intensity (Chodron, 2018; National Institute of Mental Health,
n.d.; Sylvester, 1995; Treleaven, 2018; and Tyson & Pongruengphant, 2007).

Stress and trauma are aspects of human existance. Stress and traumatic events may affect
individuals positively or negatively, depending on the person's storytelling that explains how
trauma and stress influence her being. Stress has the potential to either harm or benefit an
individual, while trauma may develop into either Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (American
Psychiatric Association, 2022) or Posttraumatic Growth (Boulder Crest Foundation, 2024).
People who endure and navigate traumatic events become survivors. How individuals in a state
of surviving experience their being, and the coping mechanisms they employ in the present, have
significant effects not only on themselves but also on those around them and their descendants.

Even though there is no one coping mechanism that works everywhere, all the time, and
for everyone, there are some universal healthy coping mechanisms that work. There are three
types of coping mechanisms: task-oriented, emotion-oriented, and avoidance-oriented coping.
Task-oriented and emotion-oriented coping mechanisms are regarded as the most socially
accepted in contemporary society due to their proactive nature. These strategies focus on
addressing and changing stressful conditions, whereas avoidance-oriented coping strategies tend
to delay or ignore the issue at hand.

The literature highlights coping mechanisms educators can use to maintain their own
well-being while also understanding what coping strategies they can teach to their students
(Higgins & Endler, 1995; Lambert, 2004; and Nwoko, 2024). Knowing effective coping
mechanisms is vital for those living in the midst of trauma or those who have been exposed to
trauma. Coping mechanisms such as mindfulness, meditation, connection with oneself and

others, reading and writing as forms of storytelling, creativity (through art and music), and
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physical movement are particularly suitable for supporting educators and their students during
and after traumatic times (van der Kolk, 2015).

This research was a qualitative study employing a phenomenological approach. An
anonymous survey was completed by 163 educators living in non-occupied Ukrainian territories
during wartime. The data were gathered using Qualtrics software and then transferred to Google
Documents, where it was translated and analyzed using Google Sheets. One-on-one
semistructured confidential interviews were conducted with twelve educators who had completed
the survey and agreed to participate. These interviews were recorded on Zoom and VoiceMemo,
translated from Ukrainian, and printed in Google Documents for further analysis. Following
translation, the general phases of data analysis included data preparation and organization, initial
immersion, coding, categorizing and theming, and interpretation of findings. These steps helped
uncover the coping mechanisms that Ukrainian educators use to maintain well-being while
navigating prolonged traumatic experiences during wartime.

Analysis of the Findings

Since the beginning of the war, death has touched every Ukrainian. According to the
interview data, participants of the study experience all forms of loss: permanent/death,
non-death, anticipatory, and ambiguous. Ukrainian educators perceive the effects of the war on
their emotional, physical, and cognitive levels through the lens of various types of loss
(Barringer, n.d.). As educators, all participants have experienced permanent loss not only on a
personal level, but also through the loss of their students.

Participants experience anticipatory loss with every air raid alert, compounded by the
lack of communication with those on the frontline or in the prefrontal regions. When educators

bring children underground during air raid alerts, they experience anticipatory loss not just for
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themselves but also for their students. Non-death loss for participants includes the loss of
relationships, financial stability, planned or unplanned water and electricity outages, hope,
cherished architectural monuments, buildings, entire cities, and the ability to travel. Ambiguous
loss for Ukrainian educators includes the loss of students or relatives due to the migrations of
millions of people since the full-scale invasion.

The data analysis uncovered the coping strategies most frequently employed by
Ukrainian educators to maintain their own well-being and that of their students. The narratives
describe how Ukrainian educators find meaning and well-being in living through the war. Three
major findings are derived from this research.

I. There is no single coping mechanism that works always, everywhere and for everyone.
The analysis of the survey data revealed that the most common strategies Ukrainian educators
use to maintain well-being during wartime are: personal communication; using social media;
checking the news after air raid alerts; reading and writing; physical exercises; and listening to
music.

After a careful analysis of the survey data, I found that the most common strategies
Ukrainian educators use to support their students’ well-being during wartime are: 1. Physical
exercises. Tamara explained, “We take a break and then we continue with the lesson. I offer
various exercises to stabilize students, to renew them. It is something that they can use in the
future. I also use exercises for companionship and friendship in the group.” 2. Art and craft
projects. “Our kids are so creative because we have taught them so”, depicted Nadia. 3. Listening
to music, singing, or playing a musical instrument. One of the survey respondents wrote, “I love

concerts, musical performances, and singing.”
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II. Maintaining well-being amidst prolonged traumatic experiences requires educators to
sustain connections with others.

The thematic analysis (Clarke & Braun, 2017) of the interviews further highlighted that
connection with others is the most widely used coping mechanism among all participants. Nina
emphasized, “Strengthen your social connections. Renew any lost ones, especially if you've
moved to a new place or transitioned from one job to another. Remember, we are people, and we
help each other.” Participants experience connection with others in various ways: teaching and
volunteering, meeting and speaking with close friends and relatives, using social media, and
following the news after air raid alerts.

II1. Any and all coping mechanisms work best when practiced mindfully.

Other popular coping mechanisms among Ukrainian educators are: 1. Reading and
writing. One of the survey respondents explained, “Nowadays, it is impossible to live without
reading and writing.” 2. Physical exercises such as walking or dancing. Nadiya stated, “Physical
exercises help me to forget this (about reality), even if just for a little while.” And others, such as
practicing gratitude and maintaining a routine. All coping mechanisms demonstrate best results
when a practitioner is able to purposefully pay attention to her work. Larysa acknowledged, “I
feel calm only when I am embroidering because I have to be fully concentrated on what I am
doing.” Below, I discuss the findings and the opportunities for their implementation.

Discussion

As educators, participants observe the impact of war not only on themselves but on their
students and other stakeholders. Regardless of their age, all Ukrainian children have been
impacted by the war, though the extent and nature of the impact vary. Sanya emphasized,

“Children are like a litmus paper. They feel everything (tears and happiness) twice as intensely as
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adults, and they bring all of it to us. More aggression, more joy, more dejection and
despondency.” Even when studying in person, students often spend hours, or even the majority
of the school day — underground due to air raid alerts.

Educators stated that during these periods, students spend most of their time on their
phones, playing games or watching videos. Like adults, children experience various forms of
loss: the loss of their homes, non-material things, stability, joy, hope, and the loss of relatives and
friends. Teachers observe how the war affects their students on multiple dimensions:
emotionally, socially, cognitively, motivationally, and physically.

Although the findings are not generalizable, the experiences of Ukrainian educators shed
light on coping strategies that may be valuable for educators, psychologists, and professionals in
helping fields. The narratives of Ukrainian educators, who manage to function and deliver high
quality education while experiencing complex trauma, can offer insights to educators worldwide
on handling trauma, maintaining well-being, and supporting their students in doing the same.
While the study’s findings are context-specific, they hold broader relevance because all humans
experience stress, trauma, and loss. Everyone needs to know how to maintain well-being and
identify which coping strategies work for them and when.

Those who teach, who lead, and who heal — give their students, clients, colleagues, and
subordinates love and energy. To sustain this giving, they should also receive love and energy
from somewhere for themselves. This is why it is essential for them to understand which healthy
coping mechanisms work for them and when. It is equally important to remember that no single
coping mechanism will always work for everyone and in every situation. Individuals can, and
should, utilize multiple healthy coping mechanisms, which may evolve over time. Practitioners

need to develop the habit of using healthy coping mechanisms during periods of stability.
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Without this foundation, there is a high likelihood of developing and relying on unhealthy coping
mechanisms during challenging and unpredictable times.

Leaders, especially educational leaders, consciously or unconsciously influence and teach
others. Leaders are those who create culture in organizations. A culture that either encourages or
neglects the practice of maintaining well-being. How leaders take care of themselves, the coping
mechanisms they use to manage stress, and how they maintain well-being, serve as living
examples for those around them. This study can serve as a resource for educational leaders,
helping them understand the importance of fostering connection within their teams, providing
opportunities for creativity, and emphasizing the role of physical movement and music in
individuals’ lives. Ultimately, those who sustain their well-being in the long term are able to
serve and work more effectively than those who don’t.

This study can inform a broader population living through trauma, helping educators
worldwide to transform their own and their students’ trauma. The findings can benefit educators,
school counselors, and professional development programs in areas connected with
socio-emotional learning and trauma-sensitive education. The educational significance may
contribute to the broader scholarly understanding of coping strategies for dealing with trauma,
maintaining well-being, and improving the learning environment. The results of this research can
be offered to educators as a guide for maintaining well-being and learning coping mechanisms to
address both their own trauma and that of their students.

Although there is existing research on coping mechanisms used by educators to maintain
well-being, studies confirming the benefits of mindfulness or storytelling for educators, and
separate studies on effective coping mechanisms, no research has yet explored the integration of

coping mechanisms, mindfulness, and storytelling as a combined tool for educators to use in
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their practices to maintain well-being and deal with trauma. This is why this study is new to the
field and to the research literature.

This study provides valuable insight for educators on the importance of maintaining their
own well-being; raising awareness of effective coping strategies for supporting themselves and
their students during traumatic events. It highlights the benefits of connection with others and the
combined use of mindfulness and storytelling, emphasizing the necessity of practicing these
approaches in daily life and in the classroom. Additionally, this study underscores the importance
of continuous learning and development, understanding of trauma-sensitive environments,
coping mechanisms, and maintaining well-being for educators and their students.

As Tamara aftfirmed, she learns everything available to support children and understand
them. By understanding others, she better understands herself. Through this self-awareness, she
can find coping mechanisms to support her own well-being. When she supports her own
well-being, she is better equipped to help others learn coping mechanisms and support their
well-being. Tamara emphasized, “Allow yourself”. Educators should allow themselves to be role
models. They need to be genuine because children learn from examples, not merely from words.

Delimitations and Limitations

The study was conducted virtually in February and March 2024 with Ukrainian educators
living in non-occupied territories of Ukraine during wartime. At the time the study was
conducted, they had been living in the trauma of wartime for two years. They worked with their
students in various contexts, in person, hybrid, and online. These educators experienced teaching
and caring for students amidst the challenges of war. Additionally, as Ukrainians living in

Ukraine, their experiences are influenced by cultural differences that may distinguish them from
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educators in other countries. A limitation of the study is the uniqueness of these educators’
experiences.

Being born in Ukraine and knowing Ukrainian history, culture, and all spoken languages
helped me connect with participants, even if [ had not known them prior to the interviews. To
mitigate the study’s limitations, I acknowledged my biases and kept daily reflective journals
throughout the research process. Additionally, while attending case studies, therapeutic
discussions, and peer support groups at the VeLa project, I maintained field notes for internal
validity. The survey and interview questions were shared with experts in the field from both the
United States and Ukraine for evaluation. This process ensured that all significant facets of the
construct were addressed, thereby establishing the content validity of the research. To further
ensure the integrity of the study, I met with my advisor weekly to discuss my findings.

Future Research

I hope that the conceptual framework presented in this study serves as just the starting
point for further research in the field of Education, particularly on topics such as being, suffering,
stress, trauma, surviving, well-being, and coping mechanisms. Further studies could explore the
correlation between the use of healthy and unhealthy coping mechanisms and the prolongation of
trauma. Additionally, analysing the coping mechanisms and how they affect individuals could
benefit the fields of Education and Psychology. Further research investigating and comparing
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder and Post Traumatic Growth would also be highly valuable and
contribute to a deeper understanding of these phenomena.

Further research could explore how American educators in Florida, Massachusetts, and
across the US maintain well-being and cope with their own trauma and their students’ trauma.

Researchers in other countries might also conduct similar research to identify coping
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mechanisms that help educators worldwide maintain their well-being. Additional comparative
studies could examine differences between educators in urban and non-urban areas, regions with
varying crime rates, and countries experiencing humanitarian crises versus those that are not.
This research might extend beyond the field of Education, encouraging scholars to investigate
how professionals in caring fields cope with their own trauma and the trauma of their clients or
patients.

Final Words

This study explores educators’ insights and experiences in seeking well-being during
prolonged trauma. The developed conceptual framework guided the analysis and organization of
the data. The literature review mirrors findings correlated with participants' perceptions of
trauma, suffering, surviving, and the coping mechanisms they use to maintain well-being.

The stakeholders of this study were Ukrainian educators, psychologists, children, and
their families. This study can be translated into Ukrainian language and shared with educators,
psychologists, and professionals in helping fields to promote self-care, instill hope that
well-being can be maintained during wartime, and equip them with effective coping mechanisms
to support themselves, their students, and their clients.

The narratives of my Ukrainian colleagues provided a unique perspective not only on
surviving prolonged trauma but also on the phenomenon of maintaining well-being during
wartime through the use of specific coping mechanisms. While working with them, I was
fascinated with their resilience in the face of some of the most traumatic events a human being
can endure. I was also profoundly moved by their ability not only to take care of themselves

during these challenging times but also to support those around them, especially their students.
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AFTERWORD

The force of love has no opposite. There is no other power in life but love. There isn’t a
force of negativity... All negative things you see in the world are always, always manifestations
of a lack of love. Whether that negativity is in a person, place, circumstance, or event, it has
always come from a lack of love. — Byrne, The Secret the Power.
This research was made possible through my ability to unconditionally love those around
me and those far away. It was driven by my desire to bring even a little happiness to as many
people as possible, even if only for a moment. Through these feelings, I experience connection to
others. While taking classes in my PhD program, I often heard from professors that it is not
always the researcher who finds the research, but the research finds the researcher. This study
definitely found me. On one hand, it emerged as a consequence of several years of practicing and
using mindfulness in my personal and professional life. And on the other hand, it was shaped by
my volunteer work with Ukrainian collegeaus. I am deeply grateful to all the professionals from
both the American and Ukrainian sites who helped create an environment of healing and support
during our meetings.
Have you ever thought about what type of environment you create with your presence?
Have you ever thought about what type of non-verbal messages you transmit with each of those
trillions of cells that your body consists of? Personally, I aspire to create joy and happiness
around me, as Dare to Do (2021) emphasized, “Your joy is what makes you alive” (4:52).
I know that it is not an easy task. Before beginning my daily meditation practice, I saw myself as

someone who always did good things. My stories were filled with pride in my kindness and care

for others, but were also weighed down by feelings of hurt from others' ingratitude.
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After reading Brown’s (2020) The Gifts of Imperfection, 1 realized that my feelings
stemmed from a lack of boundaries. When I began meditating, I came to understand that people
around me do not always feel, think, or talk about my actions in the way I perceive them. While I
was aware of the differences of consciousness and perception in theory, hours of meditation gave
me a deeper understanding of how these differences operate in real life. Meditation shifted my
consciousness.

Now I am fully aware that my actions do not always come across as intended. For
example, students, particularly those unaccustomed to being challenged at school, may become
upset with a teacher who pushes them to grow. They respond by interpreting as an insult every
action or word from that instructor. In such cases, what educators say and what students hear,
often become two entirely distinct messages. Being mindful of said duality enables educators to
pause when they detect their message as being perceived incorrectly, and to respond, rather than
react.

The practice of mindfulness and storytelling has made me a more resilient person. I
accept myself, people around me, and circumstances as they are, more and more. I remember to
be grateful for a given moment as it is. [ have become a more optimistic person, capable of being
compassionate to myself and those around me. By cultivating acceptance, resilience, gratitude,
optimism, and compassion through practicing mindfulness and storytelling, educators can better
understand their students and all the people around them, while simultaneously promoting their
own well-being and that of others.

Over the last three years, I clearly realized that there is no “magic wand”, no single,
universal coping mechanism that works for me and everyone else. Similarly, no single coping

strategy can resolve all issues. My findings confirm that a human being has to constantly develop
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in four dimensions: physical, mental, spiritual, and artistic. Some individuals can combine two or
even three coping mechanisms at once.

In conclusion, I would like to emphasize that coping mechanisms should bring balance to
different aspects of our lives: physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual. Coping mechanisms
should be adjusted every day, according to one’s conditions. As Weinstein (2015) explained in
her book B is for Balance:

In the end, the key word is balance. You need to find the right balance that works for you.

Celebrate your successes and don’t dwell on your failures. Life is a process, and so is

thriving for balance in your life. A universal law that is the basis of all economic and

personal well-being describes how to put the law to work for you, increase your

effectiveness, and experience a more abundant life ( p. 269).

Supporting Well-being: Tips for Educators Working With Students Affected by Trauma

At the conclusion of the interviews, participants recommended the following techniques
for colleagues who have experienced trauma themselves or work with students who have
encountered traumatic events in Ukraine and globally:

First, “and most importantly”, proceed with love. All interviewed educators suggested
that those, who work with children, have to love them. Larysa observed, “When you love a child,
you will find the right words to make her feel understood. It’s necessary to love children.”
Valentyna stressed, “Only through kindness and love can we help a child to feel protected. We
can show her that there is kindness in the world, despite evil; that there are people who really
care and understand her pain, feelings, and worries.” Maryna explained, “Try to understand a
child's emotional state and mood. Don’t leave it behind. Love them; hug them; smile at them.”

Tamara explained, “Some children come to school to learn, some to receive love. It’s important
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to have “love hugs” during the breaks.” The hardest aspect of being able to love children while
experiencing traumatic events is burnout. No one can love another human being without first
experiencing love for herself. This is why all participants emphasized the importance of
self-care.

Second, know thyself and what coping mechanisms work for you in a given moment “in
order to balance yourself before meeting with students” (Sanya). Maryna emphasized, “Find
resources for yourself to be in resource.” Sergij responded, “Think not only about children, but
about yourself. Understand yourself, your present conditions and state.” Inna suggested, “Go to
the psychologists to unload your psychological overload. To speak about your feelings with
someone else... Have confidence in your knowledge and strength.” Nina explained, “Remember
that we are living beings, with our own emotions, made of flesh and blood. We are not robots.
Trully, we can experience different states specifically during grief. I suggest finding the most
effective resources for renewal.” Tamara highlighted, “Educators need to be able to balance
themselves. You learn how to support oneself and then you can support others. This is so
important. Every teacher must observe and regulate themselves.”

Sanya explained, “Whatever emotions you may have, despondency for example, you
must leave them at the door; you have to smile no matter what. That’s why teachers need to
know a lot of coping mechanisms (breathing, tapping, physical exercises, mindfulness).” All
interviewed participants agreed that it is crucial for educators to be aware of which coping
mechanisms work and when to use them. To find the right coping strategies, educators must
remain curious.

Third, be curious. Inna stressed, “It's important to continue self-development. Don’t stop

at any age. It is essential to use practices of self-knowledge.” Diana explained “Learn more,
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especially about trauma and self-care, non-stop. We can think that we know everything, but
science is always developing and evolving and it’s very useful to read and learn.” Tamara
emphasized, “Be curious. Your curiosity will be transferred to children. Learn new things. Go to
webinars, conferences and learn new things about how to work with children during traumatic
events or with children who lived with trauma.” When you are curious and continually learning,
it becomes easy not only to teach but also to support and benefit your students.

Fourth, “do no harm”. Diana highlighted, “Be careful. Do no harm. Do not transport
trauma. If you do not have enough knowledge it’s better not to do anything at all! This is
important.” Maryna expressed, “All educators have to learn about psychological processes, about
mindfulness, and yoga.” Tamara stated, “Educators should understand how war and/or trauma
affects children's cognitive development. Teachers have to understand what is happening with
children. Why don’t they do homework? Why do they react the way they do?”” Olena explained,

Do no harm. Observe a child. What does he need? If a child needs your help, he will ask

for help. Same with hugs, don't hug children without asking. Sometimes children need to

cry alone. Most importantly, do no harm. The most important thing is to not overstep the
acceptable boundaries. The limits for each child are different. One child will let you be
very close, another at arm’s length, while some may want you to remain two meters
away. [t might take as long as an hour for a child to be able to communicate with others.

An educator should understand how she can help a child here and now, this minute. Ask a

question, ‘Does the child need my help?” Maybe the child can deal with what is going on

herself. Maybe there is someone else who can help. Sometimes educators can harm
children with their advice and their desire to help. Speak with children. Listen to them.

Ask questions. Don’t label and assume.
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Sergij stated, “Understand children’s early needs and your early needs. Gain a better
understanding of the world children live in and how it affects them. World not as a philosophical
concept, but as the cognitive and physical state that affects children.” Sanya offered,
“Understand how they feel and how you can improve their state. Do no harm.” Educators who
can understand student’s feelings and emotions must know how to redirect children and help
them balance.

Fifth, know which coping mechanisms you can use in your work with children at specific
times. Learn as many as you can, so in case one of the mechanisms does not work, you can use a
different one. Use mindfulness, yoga, storytelling, art therapy, and music therapy. Inna
suggested, “Unite children around you. Make it like a family. Teach children to be a team.
Whether children work as a team or not depends on a teacher or the adult who works with them.”
Maryna explained, “No matter what kind of trauma students experience outside of school, what
teachers create inside of the classroom matters. Children have to feel comfortable and safe in
school. Children are like clay and teachers are like sculptors; we shape them everyday.” To sculpt
something beautiful, educators must be mindful of their own form and essence.

Sixth, be an example to students they aspire to follow. Watch your verbal and non-verbal
cues. Think, what do your students actually learn from you? Maryna expressed, “Don’t discuss
news in front of children. Don’t talk about the horrors of politics and the end of the world. Don’t
speak about discouragement, destroyed cities, death and terror.” Nadiya beautifully concluded,
“Don’t give up. Remember your purpose. Continue to work with students. Support them with
your own resilience, stability, and calmness. Be an example YOURSELF that your students will

want to follow.”
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In closing, I would like to express my hope and prayer that this research, along with its

implementation, brings more light than darkness and more good than harm. Amen.
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Appendix A: Recruitment Email

Dear educators,

My name is Natalya Rakevich, I am a PhD student at Lesley University. For my
dissertation I am conducting research about the coping strategies used by educators during the
wartime. [ am concentrating my research on educators who currently live in Ukraine on
non-occupied territories. I emmigrated from Ukraine over 20 years ago, but my bond with
Ukraine, its land and people, remains strong. To support the Ukrainian educators and
psychologists during this difficult time I started the Vela project in April 2022.

As a fellow educator originally from the Ukraine, I am emailing you to ask you to
consider participating in the research project titled “Maintaining Well-being: Coping Strategies
for Prolonged Traumatic Experiences from the Stories of Ukrainian Educators During the
Wartime”. The intent of this research study is to describe how educators living during the active
wartime deal with prolonged daily trauma that affects their lives and the lives of their students.
Your participation will entail filling out the questionnaire from the survey that consists of seven
questions. It will take less than 20 minutes to complete.

This research involves minimal risk to participants. Results will be aggregated and your
identity will be protected. No personally identifiable information will be divulged in reported
results, and results will be shared with you upon request. Participation is totally voluntary, and
you have the right to refuse or withdraw from the study at any time. In the case the survey will
be emotional for you and you will feel the need to talk to a psychologist afterward,
you may wish to reach out to the VeLa Project at Kirovograd Regional Youth and Children
Center, Shulginuh st., 36. Kropivnitskiy, Ukraine. Surkova Hannah Pavlovna is the regional
director and can be reached at (050) 688 27 29, surkovahanna@gmail.com and ask for a free
session with a psychologist. You can also attend the Zoom Peer Support group that runs on
Fridays at 1:00 pm EST by the VeLa project.

This is the Zoom link:
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/84856499837pwd=_ rfWwvu7zLiYLB18bDnzA2TLFGYEIs.1
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Information obtained from this research will inform me in varied ways and help us each
to better serve educators around the globe. I would be happy to provide additional details about
my research and answer any questions you may have. Your participation will inform other
educators by sharing insights into the ongoing efforts to address trauma in schools and help

educators to maintain well-being.

If any problem in connection to the research arises, you can contact the researcher:
Natalya Rakevich by email: ganchina@]lesley.edu or by phone: 781-710-7215.

There is a Standing Committee for Human Subjects in Research at Lesley University to
which complaints or problems concerning any research project may, and should, be reported if
they arise. Contact the Committee Chairperson at irb@lesley.edu

By clicking this link below you are confirming that you are 18 years of age or older and
agree to be part of this research.

[link]
Sincerely,

Natalya Rakevich
My email: ganchina@lesley.edu
My cell phone number: 781-710-7215
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Ukrainian Translation: EjlekTpoHHUIi JTUCT 1J151 BU3HAYEHHS PeCNIOH/IEHTIB
[IlaHnoBH1 OcBiTsAHU!

Mene 3Batu Harans PakeBuy, s acipantka YHiBepcutety Jlecni sikuil 3HaXOIUTHCS y
Cnonyuenux llltatax Amepuku, micti KemOpumxk mrtara Maccauycerc. Jlist cBoei nqucepraii s
MIPOBOKY JOCIIPKEHHS KOIIIHT-CTPAaTeTiH, K1 BAKOPUCTOBYIOTh OCBITSHH ITiJ] Yyac BiifHU. Moe
OpIEHTOBAHO HA OCBITSH, AKi 3apa3 MPOXKUBAIOTh B YKpaiHi Ha BUTbHIN Teputopii. S emirpysania 3
VYkpainu nonaza 20 pokiB ToMy, ajie Miii 3B'S30K 3 YKpaiHOIO, i1 3eMJICI0 Ta JTIOAbMHU 3aJTHIIAETHCS
MirHuM. 11{06 miaTpuMaru yKpaiHCHKUX OCBITSH Ta IICUXOJIOTIB Y 1€l CKIaJHUH Yac, y KBiTHI
2022 poky s 3amoudaTKyBajia mpoekT Vela.

Sk menaror, pogoM 3 YKpaiHu, sl 3BepTarocs 10 Bac €JIEKTPOHHOIO TOIITOO 3 MPOXaHHIM
PO3TISTHYTH MOXKJIMBICTD y4acTi B AOCIIHUIIBKOMY TPOEKTI i Ha3BOIO «30epeKeHHs
n00poOyTy: cTparerii MoIoJaHHs TPUBAJIOTO TPABMATHYHOTO JIOCBIAY 3 iCTOPii yKpaiHChKUX
OCBITSH ITiJT 9ac BiifHW». MeTa I[boro JOCIIPKEHHS — OITUCATH, SIK OCBITSHHU, SIK1 )KHBYTh IT1JT 9ac
aKTHBHOI Bii{HH, CTIPABIISIOTHCS 3 TPUBAIMMH IOACHHUMH TPaBMaMH, SIKi BIUTUBAIOTH Ha TXHE
KUTTA Ta )KUTTSA IXHIX YUHIB.

Bamra yyacts nepenbauaTime 3alI0BHCHHS aHKETH 3 OTIMTYBaHHSI, SIKa CKIIATAEThCS 3
cemu muTanb. Lle 3aiime MeHIe 20 XBUIHH.

51 Gyny BasuHa Bam 3a Bai BHECOK y BaXJIMBY cipay. Lle nociimkeHHs noB'a3aHe 3
MiHIMaJIbHUM PU3UKOM JUTsl yYacHHKIB. Pe3ynbraTu OyayTh y3arajibHeHi, a Bama 0COOUCTICTh
Oyne 3axumiena. JKogHa ocobucra iHpopmallis He Oyle po3royolieHa y 3BITHUX pe3ysbraTax, a
pe3ynbTatu OylyTh Ha/laHi BaM 32 3alTUTOM.

VY4acTh € HOBHICTIO 1I00POBUILHOIO, 1 BM MA€TE MPABO BIIMOBUTHUCS BiJl y4acTi y OIMUTYBaHHI B
Oynb-sKui yac. Y pasi, SIKIIIO ONUTYBaHHA Oyze /Ui Bac eMOLIMHUM, 1 BU BiIYyBaTHMETE
noTpely MOrOBOPHUTH 3 TICUXOJIOTOM MicCHs IIbOTO, BU MOXKETE 3BEpHYTHUCS 110 MpoekTy Vela 3a
anpecoto: KipoBorpaacekuit 06JacHUN LIEHTP AUTAYOI Ta IOHAILBKOI TBOpYOCTI, By ILlynberinux,
36, KponuBHunpkuii, Ykpaina. 'anna CypkoBa € perioHaJlbHUM JUPEKTOPOM, 3 HEI0 MOXKHA
3B's13atucs 3a tenedonoM (050) 688 27 29, surkovahanna@gmail.com 1 nonpocutu npo
0E€3KOILTOBHY CECIIO 3 ICUXO0JI0roM. By Takox Mo)keTe BiJIBIATH IPyIy B3a€MHOI MiATPUMKH
Zoom, sixa npaioe 1o n'stHuLsx o 20:00 3a KuiBcbkum yacoM y pamkax npoekry Vela.
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Ile mocunanHsa HA Zoom:
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/84856499837pwd= rfWwvu7zLiYLB18bDnzA2TLFGY9EIs.1

Indopmariis, orpumMana B pe3yabTaTi IbOTO AOCTIKEHHS, Oy/ie y3arajJbHeHa 1 J0IOMOXe
KOXKHOMY 3 Hac Kpallle CIy)KHTH OCBITSHAM 110 BCbOMY CBITY. S Oyay pajga HajgaTé 10JaTKOBY
iH(pOpMaLIiI0 PO MOE JOCTIIKEHHS Ta BIAMOBICTH Ha OyJb-4Ki Bamli 3anuTaHHs. Bamna yuacTsb
iH(pOpMyBaTUME IHIIUX OCBITSH, IUISTYUCH TyMKaMU PO MOTOYHI 3yCHIUIA IIOO0 MMOJOTaHHS

TpPaBMH B IIKOJIAX 1 TIOTIOMOTH TeJlaroraM MiATpUMYBaTH Oaromnonyyys.

[Ipu BUHMKHEHH] Oy/b-IKHX IPOOJIEM Y 3B'SI3KY 3 JOCIIKEHHSIM MOXHA 3B'A3aTUCS 31 MHOIO:
Haraniero PakeBuy 3a email: ganchina@lesley.edu a6o 3a teneponom: 781-710-7215.

B Vuisepcuteti Jlecini icHye TOCTIHHUN KOMITET 3 JOCIIKEHb Ha JIFOISX, 10 SIKOTO
MOJKHA 1 OTPIOHO MOBIIOMIIATH CKapry a00 MpoOIeMHu, 110 CTOCYIOTHCS OyIb-sIKOTO
JOCIITHUIIBKOTO MPOEKTY, SIKIIIO BOHU BUHUKAIOTh. 3B'SI3aTHCS 3 TOJIOBOIO KOMITETY MOXIIUBO 32
aapecoro: irb@lesley.edu.

Hatuckarouun Ha 11e TOCWIIaHHS HUKYE, BH MiITBEPIKYETE, 1[0 BaM BUIIOBHUWIOCS 18 POKIB 1 BU

MIOTO/IKY€ETECS B3SITH YUacTh y LIbOMY JOCIIIPKEHHI.
[mocwmanns|

[Iupo Bara

Haranis PakeBuu

Most enekrponHa agpeca: ganchina@lesley.edu

Miii Homep mMoOGiasHOTO Tenedony: 781-710-7215
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Appendix B: Survey Questions

1. What is your gender?

2. In which instructional setting are you currently teaching (please indicate the age group)?

3. How long have you been in the field of education?

4. What is/are your current role(s) in your school?

5. Indicate how often you participate in the following support activities during this time of war.
1 - Always 2 - Often 3 - Sometimes 4 - Hardly 5 - Would like/Planning to start soon
6 - Never

Watching TV (Please Explain)

Searching the News after Air Raid Alerts

Personal Communications / Meeting / Speaking with Close Relatives and Friends

Going to Psychologist or Other Specialists

Technology: Playing Games on the Computer, Phone, Playstation, or Other Electronic Device
Using of Social Media

Art or Craft Projects,

Breathing Exercises (Please Explain)

Physical Exercises, walking, and/or Dancing (Please Explain)

Music, Singing, in Chorus, Playing Instruments, Listening to Music (Please Explain)

Using of Alcohol or Tobacco

Using of Substances

Using Prescribed Psychotropic Medications
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Using Non-Prescribed Psychotropic Medications
Meditating (Please Explain)

Storytelling (Please Explain)

Mindful Exercises (Please Explain)

Reading /Writing (Please Explain)

Praying or using religions rituals

Others (Please Explain)

6. How often do you engage your students in the following support activities during this time of
war?

I - Always 2 - Often 3 - Sometimes 4 - Hardly 5 - Never

6 - Would like/Planning to start soon

Physical Exercises, Walking, and/or Dancing (Please Explain)

Breathing Exercises (Please Explain)

Art or Craft Projects (Please Explain)

Mindful Exercises (Please Explain)

Storytelling (Please Explain)

Reading /Writing (Please Explain)

Music, Singing, Chorus, Playing instruments, listening to music (Please Explain)

Others (Please Explain)

7. Will you be willing to share your experiences with me during a Zoom interview (of no more
than one hour)?

No, not able to at this time. Yes (please write your first name and email)
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Ukrainian Translation: 3anuTanHs onuTyBaHHSA:

1. SIxa Bama cTarh?

2. B sxoMy HaBYaJIbHOMY 3aKJIaJll BH 3apa3 MpalroeTe (BKaXxiTh, Oyab Jacka, BiK IiTeH)?
3. Sk naBHO Bu mpamroere y cdepi ocitu?

4. Slka Baiia mocaja y Bamomy 3akiiaji?

5. BkaxiTh, SIK 4acTO BU OepeTe y4acTh Y HACTYITHUX 3aX0/JaX MiATPUMKH i Yyac BiHU.

1 - 3amxau 2 - Yacto 3 - [Homi 4 - HaBpsin um 5 - XotiB 6u/I1nanyro mouaTy HAMOIMKIUM 4aCoOM
6 - Hikonun

[Tepernsaa TeneBizopa (MOSICHITH, Oy/Ib JTacKa)

[Touryk HOBHH MiCJIA NOBITPSHOI TPUBOTH

Ocobucte cminkyBanss / 3ycTpiu / Po3aMoBa 3 OMM3bKUMU POAMYAMHE Ta JIPY3IMU

[Moxin no mcuxomnora abo iHmMMUX (paxiBIiB

TexHomorii: irpu Ha koMm'toTepi, Tenedoni, Playstation abo iHIIIOMY €TeKTPOHHOMY MPUCTPOL
BukopucTaHHs COMialbHUX MEpPEK

Mucrenbki a00 TBOPUI MPOESKTH

JluxanpHa riMHACTHKA (TTOSICHITH, OY/Ib JIacKa)

®di3uuHiI BOpaBH, Xoap0a Ta/a0b0 TaHIi (Oyap Jacka, MOSICHITH)

My3uka, ciB, X0p, Ipa Ha My3UUYHUX IHCTPYMEHTAaX, MPOCIYXOBYBaHHS MY3HUKH (ITOACHITH, Oy/Ib
JlackKa)

BoxuBaHHS anKoroito ado/i TIOTIOHY

BukopucTaHHs HAPKOTHYHHUX PECYOBUH

BukopucTanHs npu3HaAYeHUX IICUXOTPOITHUX Mpenaparis

BukopucTaHHsS ICUXOTPOIHUX MPENapaTiB, 10 HE MPU3HAYAOTHCS 32 PELETITOM

Menuraitist (TIOSICHITE, Oy/Ib JTacka)
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CropiTeniHr (MOsCHITH, Oyab J1acka)

BripaBu Ha ycBioMIIeHICTh, MalHAYITHEC (TIOSCHITH, Oy/Ib JIACKa)

Ywuranus / [lucemo (TOSCHITH, Oy/Ib Jlacka)

MosnuTBa 200 BUKOPHCTAHHS PENITitHUX pUTYalliB

[Hmme (mosicHITh, Oyb Tacka)

6. SIk 4acTo BM 3alTyda€eTe CBOIX YYHIB JI0 HACTYITHHX JOMOMIDKHUX 3aXOIB i1 yac BitHU?

1 - 3aBxau 2 - yacto 3 - iHOAl 4 - teaBe 6 - XotiB 6u/[Imanyto moyaTtn HaROIMIKIUM 4aCOM
5 - HIKOJIH

di3uuHi BOpaBH, Xoap0a Ta/a0b0 TaHIi (Oyab Jacka, MOSCHITH)

JluxanpHa riMHACTHKA (TTOSICHITH, Oy/Ib JIacKa)

Mucrenbki a00 TBOpUi MPOEKTH (TMOSCHITH, Oy/Ib J1acKa)

BripaBu Ha ycBioMIIeHICTh, MaliHYITHEC (TIOSCHITh, OyIb JTACKa)

CropiTemiHr (MOsCHITH, Oy/Ib JT1acka)

UYwuranus / [lucemo (TosICHITH, Oyb J1acka)

My3uka, CriB, Xop, I'pa Ha iHCTpyMeHTax, MpociayxoByBaHHA My3HUKH (IToscHiTh, Oyab Jacka)
[Hmme (mosicHITh, Oy/b Tacka)

7. Yu xoueTe Bu momiuTHCS 31 MHOIO CBOIM JOCBIJIOM ITiJT 9ac iIHTEPB'TO0 B Zoom (TPHUBAJIICTIO HE
OunbIe oHI€T rOAUHMN)?

Hi, napasi He MOXY Tax (Oyap J1acka, HAMMIINITH CBOE IM'S Ta aJipecy
€JICKTPOHHOI MOIITH)
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Appendix C: Interview Consent Form

(CONFIDENTIAL)

Dear participant,

Thank you for agreeing to take part in my study about “maintaining well-being during the
wartime” and to participate in an individual interview session (of no more than one hour). The
purpose of this study is to focus on the coping strategies for prolonged traumatic experiences
during the wartime. This study is part of an academic project for my doctoral studies with Lesley
University. Your participation in this study will be significant and important for the findings that
will be reported in my dissertation. All information will remain anonymous and confidential. No
personal information will be shared, nor published.

To participate in the study you must be an educator who works with children and
teenagers, living on non-occupied territories during the wartime.

The interview session will be recorded, and it will be transcribed as part of the study.
These transcribed notes will not be published or shared with anyone else except with the
researcher. The researcher will guarantee anonymity by securing files with passwords, and the
notes or any identifying information will never be used in published work. Files will be secured
with encryption (transcripts from the interviews, and any files will be locked up — not accessible
by anyone other than the researcher). All files will be destroyed or deleted once the dissertation
has been successfully accepted and presented at Lesley University.

Your participation is voluntary. Although there are no monetary benefits, I hope you find
comfort in telling your story. Even though there are minor risks in participating in this research,
talking about your experience and how you maintain your well-being during wartime might
bring up stressful emotions. If the interview causes undue emotional stress the interview will end
and a psychologist will be provided. If emotions are triggered afterward, you still have the
opportunity to reach out to the VeLa Project at Kirovograd Regional Youth and Children Center,
Shulginuh st., 36. Kropivnitskiy, Ukraine. Surkova Hannah Pavlovna is the regional director and
can be reached at (050) 688 27 29, surkovahanna@gmail.com and ask for a free session with a
psychologist.
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You can also attend the Zoom Peer Support group that runs on Fridays at 1:00 pm EST by the
VelLa project.

This is the Zoom link:

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/8485649983?pwd= rfWwvu7zLiYLB18bDnzA2TLFG9EIs.1

Acknowledgement of participation

I am volunteering to participate in this study. I have been told that I can stop at any time, and I do
not have to answer any questions if I do not want to. No one will know my identity or answers
except the researcher. I also have been told that I can reach out to the Lesley University office of
Doctoral Studies if I have any questions, concerns or complaints about my participation in this
study. I am willing to participate in a Zoom interview with Natalya Rakevich. The interview
may last up to one hour long.

By signing below you confirm that you understand the purpose of the research and agree to
participate. A copy of this form will be emailed to you.

Participant’s full name (please print) Participant’s email address

Participant’s signature Date

Researcher: Natalya Rakevich: ganchina@lesley.edu

Signature

Date
Ph.D Committee Chair: Dr. Patricia Crain de Galarce: pcrainde@]lesley.edu

There is a Standing Committee for Human Subjects in Research at Lesley University to which
complaints or problems concerning any research project may, and should, be reported if they
arise. Contact the committee Co-Chairs irb@lesley.edu at Lesley University, 29 Everett Street,
Cambridge, Massachusetts, 02128. (A copy will be available for the participant.)
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Ukrainian Translation: ®opma 3rogu Ha cniBOeciny:
(KOHd)II[EHI_IH?IHO)
[[TaHOBHUI yYyaCHHKY!

JISIKyt0, 1110 TTOTOAMIIMCS B3SITH y4acTh y MOEMY JTOCIIKEHHI HA TeMY «30epekeHHs J00poOyTy
ITiJT 9ac BIHHW» Ta B3SATH Y4acTh B IHIUBIIyaIbHIN criiBOeCi/l (TpUBATICTIO HE OLIbIIE OTHIET
rouHM). MeTa boro JOCIIIKEHHS — 30CEPEANTUCS Ha KOIIIHT-CTPATETisX TPUBAJIOTO
TPaBMaTHYHOTO JIOCBiAY IMiJ Yac BiitHH. Lle MocmiKeHHS € YaCTHHOKO aKaJeMiuHOTO TIPOCKTY
IUIsL MOE€T TOKTOpaHTypH B YHiBepcuteTi Jlecni. Bamma yuacts y npoMy nociimpkeHHi Oye
3HAYHOIO Ta BAYKJIMBOIO JJII BUCHOBKIB, SIKI Oy/lyTh IIpECTaBIeH] B MOil qucepTartii. Bes
iH(pOpMaLis 3aMMIIUTHCS aHOHIMHOIO Ta KoH]ineHIiiHo0. XKomHa ocobucTa iHdopmariis He
Oyne nepenana abo omyosIikoBaHa.

Jlnst ygacTi y AOCHIKeHHI He0OX11HO OyTH Mearorom, ik mpamkoe 3 TiThMHU Ta
IUTITKaMH, K1 TPOKUBAIOTh Ha HEOKYITOBAaHUX TEPUTOPISIX ITiJT 4ac BiHHHU.

Inreps'to Oyne 3ammcane, i po3mmdpoBane sIK YacTHHA AociikeHHs. Li posmmdposani
HOTaTKHU He OyayTh onmyOsikoBaHi ab0 mepenani HikoMy, KpiM JTociigHuka. JloCIiTHUK TapaHTye
aHOHIMHICTb, 3aXUIIal04YH (HaiIK TapoJIsIMH, @ HOTaTKU abo Oyab-sKa ineHTuikamiitHa
iH(dOopMarris HiKOJIM HE OylyTh BUKOPHUCTAHI B OIyOJIikoBaHii po0oTi. daiinu OymyTh 3aXuIeH1
mmdpyBaHHIM (CTEHOTpaMHU iHTEPB'T0, a TAKOX Oyab-sKi (haiinu OymyTh 3a0JI0KOBaHI —
HEJOCTYITHI HIKOMY, KpiM nociigauka). Bei daitim OymyTh 3HHIIEH] a00 BUAAJICH] MMICHS TOTO, SIK
aucepraiis Oyze yCIiniHo NpUiiHATa 1 mpencTaBieHa B YHiBepcuteti Jlecni. Bama yvacts €
TO0OpOBIITLHOIO. XO0Ua I'POIIOBOI BUTOIM HEMAE, 51 CIIOJIIBAFOCS, 1110 BU 3HAMIETE BTIXy B TOMY,
100 pO3IMOBICTH MEHI CBOIO iCTOPIIO.

He3sBaxkaroun Ha Te, 10 y4acTh y IbOMY JOCIIPKCHHI MOB's13aHa 3 HE3HAYHUMHU PU3UKAMH,
PO3IOBIIb MTPO CBill IOCBI 1 PO T€, SIK BU MIATPUMYETE CBOE OJIArOIIOIYYYsI IMi/1 Yac BiHH,
MOX€ BUKIIMKATH CTPECOBI eMollii. SIKII0 iHTepB't0 BUKIMKAE HaIMipHE eMOIliiiHe HapyKEeHHS,
1HTEpB't0 3aKiHUEThCs 1 Bam Oyne HagaHo rcuxosora. SIKIIo micis 1bOro BUHUKHYTH €MOIIii, ¥
Bac III€ € MOXKIIUBICTh 3BepHYTHCS 10 ITpoekty Vela B KipoBorpaacskoMy obmacHOMY
MOJIOADKHOMY Ta IUTSYOMY LeHTpi, By Ilynaerinyx, 36. KponuBHunbkuii, Ykpaina.

CypxoBa ['anna [1aBiiBHA € perioHAIBHUM JUPEKTOPOM, 3 HEIO MOXKHA 3B'S3aTHCS 32 Tene(hOHOM
(050) 688 27 29, surkovahanna@gmail.com i monmpocuTH Mpo OE3KOIITOBHY CECIIO 3
TICUXOJIOTOM.

Bu Takoxx MokeTe BiIBiaTH TPYIy B3a€EMHOI MIATPUMKH Z00Om, SIKa MPAIIOE MO M'ITHULIAX O
20:00 3a KuiBchbKkuM 4acoM y paMkax npoekty Vela.

Lle mocunanHs Ha Zoom:
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/8485649983?pwd= rfWwvu7zLiYLB18bDnzA2TLFG9EIs.1
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IMigTBepa:KeHHs yUyacTi

51 toOpoBLIBHO Oepy ydacThb Y IIbOMY JOCITIKEeHHI. MeHi cka3aiu, o s MOy 3yITHHUTHUCS B
OyIb-sIKMi MOMEHT, 1 MEHI He MOTPiOHO BiJIMOBIIaTH HAa JKOJIHI 3alMTaHHs, SKIIO S I[bOTO HE
xouy. HixTo He Ai3HaeThCs HI MO€T 0COOMCTOCTI, Hi BIANOBIACH, KpiM IocHigHUKa. MeHi Takox
CKazaliy, 110 S MOXY 3B'A3aTucs 3 0icoM JOKTOpaHTypu YHiBepcuteTy Jleci, Ko y MeHe
BUHUKHYTh Oy/Ib-SIKi TIMTAHHS, 3aHCTIOKOEHHS 200 CKaprH MIOJI0 MOET Y9acTi B IbOMY
JOCITiKeHHI. S roToBa B3STH y4acTh y Zoom-iHTepB'to 3 Haramiero PakeBud. [HTEpB'I0 MOXKe
TPUBATH JI0 OJHIET TOMHH.

[Tiagnucyrounch HIKYE, BU MIATBEPXKYETE, IO PO3YMIETE METY OCIIIKEHHS Ta MOTO/DKY€ETECS
B3ATH y4acTh. Korris 1iei oopmu Oyzie HajicIaHa BaM €JIEKTPOHHOIO TOIITOO.

I[Tpi3BuiLe Ta iM's ydacHUKa Anpeca eeKTPOHHOI MOLITH yYaCHUKA

[Tignuc yyacHuka Hara

HayxkoBwnii criiBpoOiTHuk: Haramist PakeBuu: ganchina@lesley.edu

ITignuc

Hara

I'onoBa nokropcekoro komiteTy: A-p Ilatpicis Kpeiin ne I'anapce: pcrainde@lesley.edu

B VuiBepcureri Jlecni icaye [Toctiitnuit KomiTeT 3 mocmiikeHb Ha JIOIIX, 10 SKOTO MOXKHA 1
MOTPiOHO TOBIOMIIATH CKapru 200 MPOOIeMH, IO CTOCYIOTHCS OYIb-SIKOTO JIOCIII THHIIBKOTO
MIPOEKTY, SKIIIO BOHU BUHUKAIOTh. 3BSDKIThCS 31 CIiBroioBamu komitery irb@lesley.edu B
VuiBepcureri Jlecni, 29 Eepert-ctpit, KemOpumx, mrat Maccauycerc, 02128. (IIpumipauk
Oyae TOCTYIHUMN A7l yYacHHKA. )
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Appendix D: Questions for Semi-Structured Interview

Open-ended question

Possible follow-up to participant response

What can you tell me about your experience
as an educator working during the period of
war?

Thank you for sharing your story and for the
work you are doing daily.

What strategies do you use to maintain your
well-being?

Do you feel that war events affect you and
your students? How?

How do you acknowledge the war events in
your work with children?

Why? Or why not?

If yes, how do you do it?

How do you deal with yours and your
students’ negative emotions?

What strategies do you use in the classroom
with your students?

Can you give me an example of that?
When does that work best

Have you heard about mindfulness as a
strategy- what does it mean to you?

Do you use mindfulness in your work (for self
or with students)?

Have you heard about storytelling as a
strategy- what does it mean to you?

Do you use storytelling in your work (for self
or with students)?

What advice do you have for other adults
working with children at this time?

Thank you
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Ukrainian Translation: IlnTanHs /i1 HAMIBCTPYKTYPOBAHOIO iHTEPB'10

Binkpure 3anutanHs

MoxauBi nogaabii Aii y Biinosiab
YYacHHKA

[Ilo Bu MOKETE PO3MOBICTH TIPO CBil TOCBIJ
POOOTH OCBITSHKOIO B IEpio/ BiitHU?

JIsKy10, 110 MOAUTUIIHCS CBOEIO ICTOPI€EHO 1 32
po0OTY, SIKY BU BUKOHYETE IIIOIHS.

SIki cTparerii BU BUKOPUCTOBY€ETE, 100
30epertu cBoe Onarononyyqysi?

Uwu BiguyBaeTe BU, 110 MO/Ii BIHHU
BIUIMBAIOTh HA Bac 1 Bamux y4HiB? Sk?

Sk BU BU3HAETE TMOIT BiifHU Yy CBOii poOOTI 3
TTbMU?

Yomy? A gomy Hi?

SIKIIO Tak, TO 5K e 3pOOUTH?

Sk BU cripaBisieTecs 31 CBOIMU HETaTHBHUMH
€MOILIISIMH Ta EMOIIISIMH CBOIX YUHIB?

SIki cTparerii BU BUKOPHCTOBY€ETE Ha 3aHATTSIX
31 CBOTMH YUHSAMH?

Uu MOKeTe BU HABECTH MEHI MTPHUKIIA]?
Konu 1nie mpaittoe Halikpaiie

Yu uynu BU Ipo MaltHADYIHEC SK CTPATETio
— III0 II€ 03Ha4Yac 11 Bac?

Uu BUKOPHUCTOBYETE BH MalHYIIHEC Y
po6oTi? Jlns e

Uu yynu B MIPO CTOPITEIIIHT SIK CTPATET1I0 —
110 1€ O3Ha4a€ i Bac?

Uu BUKOPUCTOBYETE BU CTOPITENIHT Yy poOOTI?
SAx?

o BM MOXETE MOPATUTH 1HIIUM JTOPOCIIUM,
SIK1 TIPAIIOIOTh 3 AITHMU IIiJ] 4ac BiiHU?

JsKyro




	Abstract 
	DEDICATION 
	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
	 
	Table of Contents 
	 
	List of Figures  
	List of Tables 
	FOREWORD​Two Years of War, But Actually Ten 
	About the Author  
	Why Study Well-being​ 
	Upbringing  
	Intellectual Orientation: Training and Experience 
	Philosophical Perspectives 
	Knowledge  
	Truthfulness  
	Become an Observer 

	Values 
	Beliefs 
	VeLa Well-being in Ukraine 

	CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
	Statement of the Problem  
	Theoretical Perspective and Biases 
	Purpose of the Study 
	Objectives of the Study 
	Guiding Research Questions (GRQ) 
	Definition of Terms  
	Expected Contributions to the Field  
	Chapter Outline 

	CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
	Conceptual Framework 
	Stress  
	Trauma 
	Being 
	Surviving  
	Suffering  
	Well-being  
	Coping Mechanisms  
	Mindfulness 
	Meditation 
	Connection with Oneself  
	Connection With Others 
	Creativity 
	Storytelling  
	Reading  
	Writing  
	Art 
	Music and Singing  
	Dance and Physical Exercise 


	Summary 

	CHAPTER THREE: METHODS  
	Research Design  
	Phenomenology Design 
	Guiding Research Questions (GRQ) 

	Data Collection Procedure  
	Survey  
	Interviews 

	Participants 
	Demographic Data of Survey Participants 
	Demographic Data of Interview Participants 

	 
	Data Analysis  
	​Survey 
	Interviews  

	Data Interpretation   
	Limitation and Delimitations of the Study 
	Validity 
	Summary 

	 
	CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 
	Прильоти [Pryljoty, Explosions of Airborne Munitions] 
	“Щоб не Плакать, Я Смiялась” [Schob ne Plakat’, Ya Smijalas’, ​Аs to not Cry, I laughed] 
	Connection with Others as a Coping Mechanism 
	Reading and Writing as a Coping Mechanisms 
	Movement as a Coping Mechanisms 
	Music as a Coping Mechanism  
	Other Coping Mechanisms   

	How Teachers Observe Imprints of Trauma in Their Students 
	Обiймашки [Obijmashky, Little Hugs] 
	Movement Strategies in Classroom 
	Art-based Strategies in Classroom  
	Engaging with Music as a Strategy 

	Perplexities Around Mindfulness and Storytelling 
	Perceptions of Breathing Exercises 
	Perceptions of Mindfulness 
	Meditation as a Coping Mechanism for Educators  
	Perceptions of Storytelling  

	Major Findings 
	Finding 1: There is No Cut and Dry Answer  
	Finding 2: Connection With Others is Critical   
	Finding 3: Coping Mechanisms and Mindfulness 

	“Щоб не Було — Вистоїмо [Schob ne Bulo — Vystoimo,  ​No Matter What — We Will Persevere]”  
	Summary  

	CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION  
	Analysis of the Findings 
	Discussion ​ 
	Delimitations and Limitations 
	Future Research 
	Final Words 

	AFTERWORD 
	Supporting Well-being: Tips for Educators Working With Students Affected by Trauma 

	References 
	Appendix A: Recruitment Email 
	Appendix B: Survey Questions​ 
	Appendix C: Interview Consent Form  
	​Appendix D: Questions for Semi-Structured Interview   

