
COMMEN T A R I E S

Fate and future of the medical students in Ukraine: A silently
bubbling educational crisis

Nityanand Jain1 | Deepkanwar Singh Panag1 | Mahek Srivastava2 |

Srinithi Mohan2 | Swarali Yatin Chodnekar3 | Amir Reza Akbari4 |

Divyam Raj2 | Dionysia Kravarioti5 | Dorota Świątek6 | Emilia Platos7 |
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In a recently published scoping review in Medical Education, Dobiesz

et al.1 discuss the nature and extent of the impact of wars on the dis-

ruption of medical education in conflict zones. The authors systemati-

cally and thematically highlight five different categories of barriers

and related interventions which were found to be common during all

conflicts irrespective of the period in history. These categories

included challenges with the curriculum, manpower, wellness of edu-

cator and students, resources and oversight of quality of education.

This insightful review could not have been more timely given the

increasing polarisation, radicalisation and instigation across the globe.

According to the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project

(ACLED), since the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, more than

77 000 armed engagements have occurred across different regions of

the world.2 Whilst most of these engagements were at the local level,

some of them have stretched for years, have been deadlier and have

claimed tens of thousands of civilian lives. With this commentary, we

would like to further the discussion presented by Dobiesz et al.1 in

the context of the ongoing Russo-Ukrainian war. We aim to focus

more on the toll that this war has taken and will take on the interna-

tional medical students enrolled in Ukrainian universities, challenges

faced by students seeking transfer in neighbouring EU countries and

the obstacles in their smooth integration.
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Since the beginning of the
Covid-19 pandemic, more
than 77 000 armed engage-
ments have occurred across
different regions of the
world.

Ukraine has over the years become a popular student-friendly

destination for medical education. Its age-old academic experiences,

availability of infrastructure and provision of easily accessible value-

for-money educational opportunities helped it achieve the status of a

global educational hub. Around 80 000 foreign students were esti-

mated to be enrolled in various undergraduate and postgraduate

study courses as of late 2020, with medicine being the most popular

study field. Students from India, Morocco, Turkmenistan, Azerbaijan,

Nigeria and Turkey represented the largest international student com-

munities in Ukraine.

The rapid turn of events left medical students in the middle of an

armed conflict without the chance of being able to leave. Although

public advisories were issued by foreign embassies in the country, the

Ukrainian government and universities underplayed the possibility of

an invasion.3 This created a huge dilemma for the students on

whether to leave the country or not. Whilst there were many students

who proactively returned to their home countries or never came back

due to Covid-19 restrictions, others who stayed back got caught in a

mental, physical, financial and emotional storm. The students had to

rush out to safe locations, underground bunkers, and subway stations.

Some even travelled (and walked) miles overnight to reach the capital

Kyiv or crossed the border into the neighbouring EU countries. Most

students left with whatever they felt was essential for survival, leaving

behind their educational documents, resident permits, and other

important identifications.

Since then, the future of these students has been uncertain as

they look for opportunities for transfers in their home countries or

abroad. Multiple EU universities have announced plans to enrol medi-

cal students fleeing Ukraine along with provision of accommodation,

fee waivers, and psychological support for the students and family

members. However, most of these opportunities have been prioritized

for Ukrainian nationals, whilst international students have been asked

to register for waiting lists. Even for local Ukrainian students, lack of

financial resources to resume education and sustain in a foreign

nation; differences in attitudes and beliefs; experiences of discrimina-

tion from peers, educators and community members; socio-emotional

and mental health issues; issues with overcoming interrupted school-

ing and intercultural competencies; learning a new language of

instruction; marginalisation and adjusting to an unfamiliar education

system pose significant challenges.

However, most of these
opportunities have been pri-
oritized for Ukrainian
nationals, whilst interna-
tional students have been
asked to register for waiting
lists.

Back in the home countries, the situation has been equally

unsupportive. In Nigeria, for example, there are ongoing strikes of aca-

demic staff in higher education universities, which has forced the stu-

dents to look for other opportunities.4 Other countries like Israel,

Turkey and India have reported provisions for accommodation; how-

ever, regulations regarding the same have not been released or remain

ambiguous. After intense international pressure, some Ukrainian uni-

versities resumed online education, yet there remain concerns regard-

ing the gaps in the education and the deterioration in the quality of

education. Even before the invasion, Covid-19 pandemic had led to

multiple challenges for the medical students. There were difficulties

developing practical skills especially in clinical subjects like surgery

and infectious diseases, with some surveys describing remote learning

experience at Ukrainian universities as tiring, ineffective and dull.5

Several technical challenges were highlighted by students in remote

cities regarding poor internet connections, outages and their inability

to obtain technical equipment.5 Another challenge highlighted was

with some professors having limited expertise in digital proficiency.

Recent reports have indicated towards attacks and bombing on

schools and universities, which have caused infrastructural damage to

the premises, thereby delaying the resumption of educational

processes.

Recent reports have indi-
cated towards attacks and
bombing on schools and uni-
versities, which have caused
infrastructural damage to
the premises, thereby
delaying the resumption of
educational processes.
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Another important associated hurdle is the oversight issue, that

is, hurdles associated with differences in the accreditation, gover-

nance and certification processes.1 Even though Ukraine entred the

Bologna Process in 2005 and passed resolution for implementation of

the Unified State Qualification Exam (USQE) in 2018, the reforms

have been slow in implementation and adoption.6,7 According to the

Ministry of Health of Ukraine, it had very limited objective data

regarding the current quality of medical education in the country and

hence could not formulate a more targeted state policy.6 These differ-

ences make it difficult for the host and home countries to smoothly

integrate the students. Additionally, resistance from already enrolled

students against such integration has been also reported in many

countries.8

Another important associ-
ated hurdle is the oversight
issue, that is, hurdles associ-
ated with differences in the
accreditation.

In wartimes, doctors and medical staff have been subject to irreg-

ular and targeted violence and kidnapping, which forces a mass exo-

dus of medical staff. This forced displaced leads to a drain in the

medical personnel supply and the local education system that will

train the future healthcare providers. Moreover, there has been a shift

in the way that hospitals have become trauma and emergency treat-

ment centres at the expense of primary healthcare and essential ser-

vices. Naturally, there are no active teaching hospitals left. Then there

are concerns regarding the diversion of medical students and staff

from their studies to work on the frontline, which can translate to

indefinite hiatus in their education.9 In general, it gives rise to multiple

other issues regarding ethics, legality and personal wellbeing of stu-

dents and educators.

However, a semi-structured interview with medical students who

experienced the 2006 Lebanon-Israel war revealed that the students

view their wartime experience positively.10 The students described

their experience as resourceful, gratifying, and educational in terms of

exposure to normally not exposed pathologies.10 Mclean et al.11 fur-

ther this argument by suggesting that such situations test and help in

developing the reflective skills and higher professionalism of the medi-

cal students and health professionals that can aid in maintaining moral

purpose in difficult situations like wars and pandemics. Perhaps, medi-

cal students who have volunteered to stay back could be given field

and practical trainings whilst serving on the frontlines in more relevant

fields of trauma, orthopaedics, emergency medicine, infectious dis-

eases, and so forth, which would help bridging the educational gaps.

In the short term, online courses from partner universities, volun-

tary participation of university professors in evening school

programmes, bridging courses and sending tangible educational mate-

rial like books, notes and models could be done. Basic language

courses in host countries, virtual provision of psychological support,

establishment of short-term qualification equivalency, issuance of

temporary education documents, crediting course points and free

access to scientific literature for affected students should be encour-

aged. Many educational companies like Elsevier are offering free

access to ClinicalKey, Complete Anatomy, and Osmosis, thereby

enabling medical students and professionals in Ukraine to access all

necessary information. The European Students Union (ESU) has

announced an emergency hotline for students wishing to leave

Ukraine. Additionally, ESU and its partners have compiled files with

useful information on border crossing, safety/security tips and a guide

for refugees in Russian, English and Ukrainian.

In the longer run, there is need to work on quality assurances to

comply with the European Higher Education Area (EHEA), along with

reconciling the gap between the ECTS system and the current credit

system in Ukraine. The focus needs to shift more towards moderniza-

tion of the curriculum and pedagogical methods. The DECIDE

Swiss-Ukrainian project (decentralisation for improved democratic

education) is a nudge in the right direction as it helps demonstrate

how to strengthen the capacity of decentralised management. Contin-

uation of the short-term measures until an ordered transition to a

better-established education system is complete is needed.

Continuation of the short-
term measures until an
ordered transition to a
better-established education
system is complete is needed.

There is a consensus that there is a lot to be done—both immedi-

ately and in the long run. Although broader questions like which uni-

versity will award the final degree and where would it be recognised,

where would students be able to practise remains to be answered,

more important is to focus on what steps need to be taken to reach

the point where students can be awarded a degree or be allowed to

practise medicine in the country they choose.
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In this issue of Medical Education, Luong and colleagues describe

the effects of the pandemic on the personal and professional roles

of the medical education community.1 The effects of the health crisis

on the roles and responsibilities in clinical clerkships are described by

Noerholk and colleagues.2 Together, these well-executed qualitative

studies work as an invitation to reflect on the effects of the pandemic

on our personal and professional identities. To that end, I start with

this commentary.

In the beginning of 2020, the COVID-19 virus quickly spreads

around the world. Images of flooded hospitals are etched in our

memories whether they were seen on TV or as the harsh reality of

one who had to deal with the situation on a daily basis. United, the

pandemic was fought to everyone's best abilities and COVID-19

exposed the necessity, flexibility and sense of community in our

health care system. However, the pandemic also exposed something

else: dormant tensions between different identities held by members
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