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BULLYING AS A BARRIER TO PARTICIPATION IN INCLUSIVE EDUCATION: 

INTEGRATING PREVENTION INTO UKRAINE’S SCHOOL PRACTICES 

This article conceptualises bullying as a systemic barrier to participation within Ukraine’s inclusive 

education. Drawing on 2024 – 2025 empirical studies and current guidance from the Ministry of 

Education and Science, we argue that formal placement without deliberate design of classroom 

interaction leaves learners with special educational needs (SEN) vulnerable to peer victimisation and 

subtler forms of social exclusion. We propose a participation-oriented prevention model that (1) embeds 

anti-bullying measures in each learner’s Individual Support Plan (ISP); (2) extends Universal Design 

for Learning (UDL) beyond access to the design of interaction (predictable turn-taking, rotating non-

hierarchical roles, mixed-ability cooperation); (3) couples high academic expectations with warm, 

consistent teacher - student relationships; and (4) integrates peer support and social-emotional learning 

(SEL) within the base class. Evidence from inclusive classrooms indicates that such routines narrow 

status asymmetries, reduce opportunities for relational bullying, and strengthen belonging. At the 

whole-school level, routine monitoring, staff development, and coordinated engagement with families 

are required, particularly under hybrid and resource-uneven conditions typical of Ukrainian schools. 

Effective bullying prevention is therefore a necessary condition for meaningful participation of SEN 

learners in ordinary classes rather than an optional add-on. 

Keywords: inclusive education; special educational needs (SEN); bullying prevention; participation; 

school climate; peer support; Universal Design for Learning (UDL); social-emotional learning (SEL) 

 

Inclusive education in Ukraine aims to ensure that learners with special educational needs 

(SEN/ООП) learn alongside their peers and take part in everyday classroom life with support tailored 

to their profiles, rather than in segregated settings. Recent studies indicate, however, that bullying 

and subtler forms of social exclusion often undermine this participation even where formal inclusion 

is in place. In this sense, bullying functions as a structural obstacle within inclusion: unless schools 

address it deliberately at class and whole-school levels, placement alone will not translate into 

meaningful involvement (Carmona, García-Fernández, & Martín, 2025; Horton, 2025; Ručman, 

2025). Comparative classroom research reports higher rates of peer victimisation, rejection and 

isolation among SEN learners, with corresponding declines in perceived inclusion and wellbeing. 

Accounts from practice frequently note relational patterns such as exclusion from group work, 

ridicule of learning supports and interference with assistive devices, which erode participation yet 

remain less visible to adults (Carmona et al., 2025; Ručman, 2025). 

Three mechanisms recur across recent evidence and are directly relevant for schools in Zakarpattia 

and elsewhere in Ukraine. First, many inclusion efforts secure access to content and physical space 

but leave participation roles implicit. Where a learner with ADHD, autistic characteristics or specific 

learning difficulties is present yet socially peripheral, status asymmetries create opportunities for 

relational and verbal bullying, especially during cooperative tasks and unstructured intervals (Horton, 

2025). Second, teacher modelling shapes peer responses to difference. Warm, consistent interactions 

coupled with clear expectations for SEN learners are associated with better social positioning and 

lower exposure to bullying, whereas over-protection or visibly lowered expectations are often “read” 

by peers as permission to distance or ridicule (Horton, 2025; Ručman, 2025). Third, support is 

frequently organised as individual pull-out assistance that improves task access without building peer-

mediated participation in the base classroom. When the social field is under-designed in this way, 

exclusion dynamics fill the gap (Carmona et al., 2025). 
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Official guidance from the Ministry of Education and Science of Ukraine specifies that schools 

must ensure a safe educational environment for learners with special educational needs (ООП). In 

practice, this means treating bullying as a barrier in the learner’s Individual Support Plan (ISP) and 

in routine classroom design (Міністерство освіти і науки України, 2025). At ISP level, schools can 

specify protected reporting routes, explicit safeguarding of assistive technology, agreed adult follow-

up and concise scripts for communication with parents. At classroom level, Universal Design for 

Learning principles should extend beyond access to the design of interaction: predictable turn-taking, 

rotating cooperative roles that are not ability-ranked, and visible, low-threshold opportunities for SEN 

learners to contribute to shared outcomes. Evidence from inclusive classrooms suggests that when 

participation roles are planned in this way, peer status gaps narrow and opportunities for relational 

bullying decline (Carmona et al., 2025). Teacher routines that signal high expectations and 

unconditional regard – brief individual check-ins, clear re-entry after pull-out support, public 

recognition of effort –ma reduce social distance and model acceptance that peers tend to emulate 

(Horton, 2025). Complementing these routines with peer support embedded in the base class – 

structured buddying, mixed-ability collaboration with shared products, and explicit recognition of 

inclusive acts – offers socially valued alternatives to exclusion. Where peer support exists only on 

paper or is confined to tutoring, it rarely shifts bullying dynamics (Ručman, 2025). 

Targeted social-emotional learning (SEL) can serve as an inclusion tool when it strengthens social-

emotional competence together with peer relationships. Evidence shows that reductions in bullying 

are mediated through this dual pathway, which is precisely what inclusive classrooms require to 

stabilise participation (Doumas & Midgett, 2024). Ukrainian contributions point in the same 

direction. School-based analyses and syntheses since 2022 document persistent patterns of peer 

victimisation and relational exclusion, and recommend embedding prevention into ordinary class 

routines and teacher–student relations rather than relying on stand-alone programmes (Kostikova & 

Guzenko, 2024; Melnychenko, 2024; Shakhrai, 2024; Nypadymka, 2025). International guidance is 

compatible with this stance: UNESCO’s whole-school approach treats safety as a precondition for 

participation and calls for routine monitoring, staff development and engagement with families, 

which can be adapted to the hybrid conditions and uneven specialist availability that characterise 

many Ukrainian schools (UNESCO, 2025). 

In sum, current evidence supports a practical synthesis for Ukrainian settings. Bullying should be 

defined explicitly as a participation barrier within inclusion planning; participation roles need to be 

designed to reduce status asymmetries; teachers should couple warm relations with clear expectations; 

peer support must be visible in the base class; and SEL should be used to consolidate the competencies 

and relationships that sustain inclusion. These measures do not replace formal policies. They provide 

the social base without which formal inclusion remains vulnerable to everyday exclusion. 
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