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Lithuanian society actively supports Ukraine and is very close to the threat of extended war. How to communicate with preschool children about
cruel war events is a problematic question for many parents and educators.

Purpose — to study the attitude of parents to communicate with children about the war, to determine the ways of thinking and perception of
military events by children through drawings.

Materials and methods. The study was conducted in 5 kindergartens in Vilnius with the participation of 113 parents of 36 children.

Results. Results revealed that 54.9% parents noted that they are talking about the war with their preschool-age child. 31.8% parents gave
permission to speak and draw with their children about the war. The average age of children was 5.3+0.7 years. 72.2% of parents who permitted
to talk about the war in Ukraine with their children indicated that they speak to their children about the war, and only 46.7% of parents who not
gave permission indicated that they speak to their children about the war (p=0.006).

Data showed that even children not directly impacted by war violence often are aware of current war events. Children’s drawings demonstrated
a concrete understanding of war events and emphasized war’s negative emotions and destructive consequences. The predominant theme of
the drawings were weapons, war events, falling bombs, destroyed houses, dying people, soldiers, and frightened faces.

Conclusions. The study revealed that only half of the parents talked to their children about the war in Ukraine. Analysis of the form and
content of the drawings show that the experienced war events left a robust impression on the children. It is essential to know the feelings and
experiences of preschool children, to react appropriately according to their age and respond to their needs. It is necessary to talk to children
about the war, trying to understand their worldviews, imaginations, and fears, because war experiences at an early age are a severe factor for
the child’s further development.

No conflict of interests was declared by the authors.
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Ak powkinbHATa B JINTBI cripuiinMaloThb BiliHy B YKpaiHi: aHasni3 manioHKiB
0. KocrTiok1, C. JleciHckieHe2, A. JlaniHckavite3, P. Camb6apac2

THaujoHanbHWI yHIBEPCUTET OXOPOHM 300P0B A Ykpainu imeHi 1.J1. LLynuka, M. Knis

2BinbHAHCLKNIA YHIBEPCUTET, MeanyHW hakynbTeT, IHCTUTYT KNiHIYHOT MeanumHm, Kninika ncvixiatpii, Jlntea.
3BinbHIOCHKNIA yHiIBEPCUTET, MeanyHnin dakynsteT, JnTtea.

JINTOBCbKE CyCNiNbCTBO akTUBHO NiATPUMYE YKpaiHy B yMOBaX LUMPOKOMACLITAOHOI BiiHW. HK pO3NOBICTY AITAM AOLIKINBHOMO BiKy PO XOPCTOKI
BOEHHI noAji — npobnemHe nutaHHs Ans 6aratbox 6aTbkis i negaroris.

MeTta — B1BYMTI CTaBfEHHA OATbKIB O CMiNKYBaHHA 3 AiTbMY NPO BiliHY; BU3HAYUTI CNOCOOU MUCAEHHS | CIPUAHATTS BOEHHX NOAIA AITbMY
4epes MaioHKN.

Matepianu Ta meTogu. JlocniaxeHHsa npoBeaeHo B 5 AnTaunx caakax BinbHioca 3a ydacTio 113 6atbkis i 36 aitei.

Pesynstatn. Cepen onutanvix 6arbkis 39,8% O03BOAMAM FOBOPUTY 3 AiTbMM MPO BiiHY Ta ManioBaty BpaxeHHs. CepenHilt BiK AiTet CTaHOBMB
5,3%0,7 poky. 3a OTpUMaHUMK AaHMK, HaBiTb AiTUW, AKi 6e3nocepeaHbo He NOCTpaxaany Bif, BiiHM, 4acTo 3HaOTb NMPO NMOTOYHI BOEHHI Nofji.
AHaniz Gopmn i 3MICTY MaITIOHKIB 3aCBIAYMB, O NEPEXNTI BOEHHI NOAIi CNpaBuin Ha AiTeV CUbHE BPaxXeHHdA. [uUTadi MamioHK nokasanm
KOHKPETHE PO3yMiHHS BOEHHVIX MOAjN, NiAKPECANAN HeraTBHI eMoLji Ta PYMHIBHI HACAIAKYM BiiHW. [epeBaxHO TeMOI0 MatoHKiB Oy 36post,
BOEHHI noaji, nagaioyi 6oM6u, 3pyitHOBaHi ByAuHKM, BMUpatoYi NI0aM, Conaatv, nepenskaHi 00amyys.

BucHoBku. O6pa3oTBOpUi 3aCO0M BMPASHOCTI Mif 4ac PO3MOBM 3 AITbMI MPO NEPEXNTI NOAIT BUOAINCSA OyXE OOPEYHVMM 1 NOTPIOHUMN,
[anvi BMOry BigyyTV 1 3p03YMITV CIPUIAHATTS BIHN AITbMU.

ABTOPU 3aABNSIOTb MPO BIACYTHICTb KOHMIKTY IHTEPECIB.

KntouoBi cnoBa: fjT1, ManoBaHHs, AOLKINbHUIM BiK, ANTAYMI CadO0K, BiMHA, YKpaiHa, Jlntea.

Introduction
ar causes stress and negative
experiences, and children are

especially vulnerable. Understanding
and exploring what children perceive and
understand about war is essential in helping them
cope with direct or non-direct war exposure and
the associated feelings and fantasies. As children
grow up, they encounter battles and warring
people in fairy tales, movies, computer games,
and reality. It’s a pity, but wars are happening in
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the world now. Still, many beautiful and good
initiatives are trying to help societies that have
survived the horrors of war or war refugees.
Weallunderstand that peaceisthebest environment
for children to grow up in, but many people deal
with war experiences and consequences. There
are relatively few scientific articles on these topics
related to the war experiences of preschool age
children [1,2,10,13,14].

Russia’s sudden attempts to occupy Ukraine
and the ongoing brutal war on the territory of
Ukraine posed and continue to pose a threat to

ISSN 2663-7553 Modern pediatrics. Ukraine 6(134)/2023



Yntamrte Hac Ha cawuTi: http://medexpert.com.ua

OPUTTHAABHI AOCAIAKEHHSI

Lithuania and the Baltic countries as well. The state
of Lithuania and the people of Lithuania strongly
support and help the people of Ukraine and their
tenacious defense and brave fight for freedom in
every possible way. In Lithuanian society, there
are many actions of support for Ukraine, and a lot
of verbal and visual information about the war’s
progress in the media, primarily through television,
radio, and internet portals. Adults and teenagers
actively help Ukrainian families who fled the war
to Lithuania. How preschool children perceive
the ongoing war in Ukraine has not been studied
and paid little attention to. Communication with
children about cruel war events is a problematic
question for many parents and educators. Because
a vivid imagination and symbolic way of thinking
characterize 4—6-year-olds, the perception and
understanding of this unexpectedly brutal war in
Ukraine by preschool-age children still remains
unclear. There is little information about how
to discuss the events of the ongoing war with
children. According to the W.P. Candy, «children’s
mark making and graphic symbol making appears
to be a universal phenomenon; the preschool
children’s drawings and verbal accounts are related
in a number of different ways» [2]. Drawing could
help the child to depict imagination and serve as
an appropriate way to ventilate and explain war-
related worries and other emotional experiences [7].

The purpose of the research — toinvestigate how
preschool children and their parents communicate
about the war with each other. Also, to find out
what symbols, details, colors, and motifs prevail
in children’s drawings about the war in order to
understand how children feel after the start of the
war in Ukraine.

Materials and methods of the research

113 Parents in 5 kindergartens in Vilnius
(with the agreement of the administrations) filled
out an anonymous questionnaire developed by
the authors. 15 item questionnaire comprised
general data about the respondent and child, ways
of communicating with the child about the war
events, attitudes of parents, and impact of war
events on the child’s emotions, mood, general well —
being, behavior, drawings, games, communication,
appetite, sleep. Parents were asked permission to
meet their children, discuss the war, and make
drawings. Children were interviewed individually
with open-ended structured questions about the
war designed in a child-appropriate way. Children
were interviewed in the kindergartens individually
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in comfortable and quiet settings and were
asked to draw the war. Quantitative and qualitative
analyses of children’s drawings were made in this
study.

In addition, Ukrainian children who came
to Lithuania also visited the kindergartens where
the research was conducted. There were 9 of these
children. With their parents’ permission, we asked
them to draw a war. When the children finished
drawing, they were given emotional support.
And as a final ritual, each child was asked to outline
their palm on a piece of paper. Together with the
pupils of the kindergarten from the colored palms
of the children was drawing a Sunflower as a symbol
of Ukrainian victory.

Continuous variables were expressed as the mean
+ standard deviation, and qualitative data were
reported as numbers and percentages. Associations
between qualitative parameters were tested
using the %2 test or Fisher’s exact test. The level
of statistical significance was p<0.05. Microsoft
Excel 2010 was used for coding the procedures,
and IBM SPSS 20.0 was used for statistical data
analysis.

Results of the research

113 Parents in 5 kindergartens in Vilnius filled
in the questionnaires. 36 (31.8%) parents gave
their permission to talk about the war with their
child. Meanwhile, 77 (68.2%) did not give consent.

Results revealed that 62 (54.9%) parents noted
that they are talking about the war with their
preschool-age child, 3 (2.5%) respondents chose
to answer «not know» and 1 (0.9%) didn’t answer
this question.

23 (63.9%) parents who gave permission
to talk about the war with their children indicated
their children were asking them about the war.
Meanwhile, only 33 (42.9%) parents who not
gave permission, indicated that their children ask
about the war (p=0.106). Furthermore, parents
who permitted to talk about the war in
Ukraine with their children significantly more
often indicated that they speak to their children
about the war (26 parents (72.2%)) compared to
parents who did not give permission (36 (46.7%)
parents) (p=0.006).

Parents’ notes about how Kkids’ drawings
changed in the ongoing war context. Parents have
noted in the questionnaires that they have noticed
a change in their children’s drawings regarding
the context of the war in Ukraine. According
to the parents’ most frequent answers in their
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Table
Characteristics of preschoolers’ drawings
Characteristics | % | n
War action 61.1% (n=22)
Planes, drones, bombs, bullets 27.8 10
Tanks 38.9 14
Fire 19.4 7/
Dead people lying on the ground 13.9 5
Destroyed, demolished houses in war action danger, frightened people 16.7 6
Helpless, running people in war attack situations 30.6 1
Fighting soldiers, attacking people 36.1 13
Other contents 38.89% (n=14)
Human figures and emotions 2.2 8
Only Ukrainian flag 55 2
Undefined chaotic lines 55 2
Little peaceful symbols without people and big empty space 5.5 2
Shapes
1. Brightness of the line: % n 2. Intensity of colors: % n
Bright line 94.4 34 Intense color line 94.4 34
Medium line 5.4 2 Dull/pale color line 5.6 2
Pale line 0 0
Chaotic, unfinished line 0 0
3. Number of colors used in a drawing:
One 2.8 1 Two 8.3 3
Three 5.6 2 Four 1.1 4
Five 11.1 4 Six 36.1 13
Seven 13.9 5 Eight 1.1 4
4. Paper sheet filling:
Fulfilled paper sheet 66.7 24
Incompletely filled paper sheet 33.3 12
Centered paper sheet filling 0 0
5. Colors:
Blue 88.9 32 Yellow 80.6 29
Green 72.2 26 Black 69.4 25
Brown 1.7 15 Red 75.0 27
Orange 30.6 11 Pink 55.6 20
Purple 38.9 14
Dominant other than war action images in drawings:

Ukrainian flag 33.3 12 Lithuanian flag 8.3 3
Clouds 33.3 12 Sun 250 12
Hearts 8.3 3 Flowers 8.3 3
Rain 56 2 Butterflies, birds 5.6 2
Usual home living 2.8 1

children’s drawings, <appeared more hearts
and blue-yellow colors», «the child started to
draw Ukrainian flags», and <«child mostly uses
blue-yellow colors in his drawings, often draws
Ukrainian flags».

An interview was conducted with 36 children,
and all children made their drawing. The average
age of children was 5.3+0.7 years.

Each child’s drawing was studied, examining
the filling of the page space, choice of tools, colors,
represented symbols according to content, form,
and prevailing themes, and the child’s verbal
descriptions or comments while drawing, if
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there were any. The content and characteristics
of drawings are presented in Table.

Content, symbols and characteristics of the
drawings

Comparison of boys’ and girls’ drawings. Both
boys’ and girls’ drawings show action and military
equipment — tanks, rockets, shotguns, bullets,
falling bombs and soldiers in action. Boys depicted
more air military equipment — aeroplanes, drones,
and girls depicted more land military weapons —
tanks, shotguns. In all children’s drawings
dominate bright colors — blue, green, yellow, and
red. In girls’ drawings, orange, pink, and purple
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colors were also noticeable. Boys used more
cold colors like blue, black and green. Moreover,
many children drew scared people with hands
up and sad faces. The girls drew burning houses,
fire and people running away from them more
often. Also, more symbols like the sun, rain, clouds,
and hearts are seen in girls’ drawings. Although
the children were asked to draw a war (in general),
most of them drew the ongoing war in Ukraine.
The drawings of all children often depicted
Ukrainian flags.

Comparison of drawings of children who talk
and do not talk about the war with their parents.
Considerable differences were not noticed when
comparing drawings of children who talk about
the war with their parents and who do not talk.
Children see warimages on television in the pictures
of both subgroups’ dominated war images —
soldiers in action, running, leaving home, and
military equipment (tanks, rockets, aeroplanes).
Both groups also portrayed burning houses and
destroyed houses with broken windows; such views
were often shown on the news.

Children’s verbal thoughts and statements during
the drawing process. 19 children expressed their
thoughts during the drawing process. Most often:
«during the war the sky is red», «I am angry
because Russian soldiers destroy houses», «Russia
isa «bad country», so I colorit in black in the map»,
«people running from a war», «a house is on fire
and people leaving their home», «I am angry and
I draw an angry face», «Scared people», «I drew a
rain, sad sun and sad people». One child drew a war
drone and told stories about Bayraktar. Children
also told how they or their families are helping
Ukrainian refugees.

All examined children’s drawings are presented
in Figures 1-4.

Comparison of Lithuanian and Ukrainian
children’s drawings. Ukrainian children’s drawings
in Vilnius (Lithuania) reflects the immediate
encounter with traumatic war situations and
events that are difficult for them to depict, the lines
of the drawing are blurred, shaky, different from
the bright drawings of Lithuanian children, which
reflect their vivid impressions about the war events
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Fig. 1. Children’s drawings
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Fig. 3. Children’s drawings
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Fig. 4. Children’s drawings

from the media. Ukrainian children’s drawings are
presented in Figures 5, 6.

Discussion

In our study, similar to the results of other
studies [3,13] of children’s war drawings they
presented depictions that reflected a concrete
understanding of war events and emphasized the
negative emotions and destroying consequences
of war. The recent outbreak of war in Ukraine,
frequent and frightening reports of war events in
the media and the great concern of the country’s
public reflected in children’s drawings in this
study. Most children drew bright, solid lines and
colored intense pictures of war events illustrating
their vivid impressions. The dominating themes
identified in the children’s war drawings: war as
armed and dangerous activity; war as an expression
of aggressiveness and conflict; war destroying
houses and daily living of people; and death.

The horrors of Russia’s war against Ukraine
have affected millions of Ukrainians and their
supporters worldwide. Some of the people who
were forced to flee from the terrible events of the
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war stayed in Lithuania. The events of this ongoing
war affect the daily lives of children and adults
and are a frequent topic of conversation. It was
essential to investigate how parents in Lithuania
talk about the war events with preschool children.
Assuming that less than half of parents permitted
to speak and draw with their child about the war
demonstrates that they are not sure what and how
to talk with the child and that finding appropriate
ways for a conversation about the ongoing war is
challenging. While refusing to give their consent,
parents noted their will to protect their children
from the severe painful information.

Data from this study revealed that children
see war events in media and know about the
ongoing war; content and symbols of the ongoing
war events were depicted in children’s drawings.
Thus, the possibility to draw the war expands
the child possibility to communicate perceptions,
imagination and worries. Research data shows that
even children not directly impacted by political
violence often are aware of current conflicts and
report feelings of fear, anxiety, anger, sadness and
confusion. Although not directly in harm’s way,
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Fig. 6. Children’s drawings

children exposed to war through the media or other
sources must try to make sense of the information
they receive [14].

It is important to understand what and how
children perceive and imagine the ongoing war
and encourage parents and educators to find
appropriate ways for such communications with
preschool children. It is essential to know the
feelings and experiences of preschool children,
to react appropriately according to their age and
respond to their needs. Research shows that it is
necessary to talk to children about the war, trying
to understand their worldviews, imaginations,
and fears, because war experiences at an early
age are a severe factor for the child’s further
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development [7,11,12]. Visual means of expression
appeared to be very appropriate when talking to
children about their experiences of war events
because verbal information alone is not enough.
Drawing is a suitable and helpful way to talk with
a child about difficult experiences, helping them
explore, understand, react, process and integrate
experiences into the life narrative they create.
Parents and educators of the preschool children
demonstrated a big interest in the ongoing study
and drawing as a relevant communication form
with the child on challenging themes. W.P. Candy
notes in her dissertation, <«teachers of young
children should understand that there is a
significant  relationship  between  children’s
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drawings and their verbal accounts [2]. Young
children use their drawings and associated talk as
a way of communicating to each other and adults.
It is not only important to provide opportunities
for children to create spontaneous art and listen
to their stories but also to observe children as
they draw. Sometimes it is only through attentive
observation, coupled with sensitive questioning
that a sound interpretation of the child’s story is
possible» [2]. Data of our study also revealed that
children’s verbal thoughts and statements during
the drawing process naturally took place in a
mutually complementary interaction.

In the research the concepts of war and peace
are often investigated and explored together
[3,4,9,11]. Research findings indicate that
developmental differences between children
were evident via their drawings and knowledge
of peace and war, confirming that children’s
understanding of war precedes their understanding
of peace [6]. Understanding the enemy concept also
is described as an essential component of picturing
war in preschool children [8,9]. Our study didn’t
investigate peace concepts and drawings of peace
or enemies. A brief ritual was elaborated at the end
of the communication to help the child to close the
interview in a more positive way and provide the
possibility to be active and do a symbolical thing
to help Ukraine and Ukrainians to defend their
country. Children were doing this willingly and
participated in this symbolical play: they drew
counters of their hands then cut off, researcher
wrote their wishes to Ukrainians, and put them
into a circle as a sunflower (often associated with
Ukrainians). This symbolical ritual appeared to
serve as a helpful ending tool. It enabled children
to be active participants and contribute to helping
people in war while sending them personal regards.
The literature indicates that taking into account
the creative imagination of children, the elements
of play and drawing can be successfully combined
when studying children’s inner well-being and
emotional experiences [8,9,14].

It is crucial to study the impact of the recent
war in Ukraine for children and find appropriate
ways in which parents and educational institutions
can contribute to the proper support of children
during the events of the war. Hence, preschoolers
need to be informed and involved in community
life in an age-appropriate way when trying to help
Ukraine live in peace. Children of preschool age
have a sensitive, magical, symbolic perception of
the world, so it is often uncomfortable for adults
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to talk to them about the problematic experiences
of war, death, the destruction of cities and other
disasters. Or adults are avoiding, not knowing how
much children understand, or how to tell them
about the war events. When bereavement occurs,
there is often a desire to protect children from
sad, painful experiences. It is impossible to protect
children from news about the war, but what and
how adults tell them is important. Even then,
if the children are not told about the war, they hear
about it from those around them in kindergarten,
society, on the radio, on television. To what extent
and how children understand the ongoing war,
how much they need to feel involved depends on
sociocultural traditions and age characteristics of
children. In our study, participants were five year
olds; all knew about the ongoing war in Ukraine
and willingly communicated about the events,
demonstrating empathy and understanding of
war-related difficulties. Families of some children
were actively involved in helping war refugees, and
children told about this.

It is difficult for children to formulate and
express their emotional states in words, so it
is easier and more informative to translate and
describe their attitude through drawing [7]. While
drawing and playing, or moving, children have
the opportunity to relax, create and convey what
is important to them and what they would not be
able to describe and name in words [1,2,12]. Seeing
children’s drawings makes it easier for adults to feel
and understand their inner world and imaginations
and find ways to appropriately respond to the
child’s individual needs. By drawing, playing, and
talking, children can express and understand their
experiences and safely return to them, process
them, and react.

In conducting this study, authors also noted
the importance of creating safe environment
for communication with the child. Like other
researchers [8,12,13], we also chose a semi-
structured form of interview, communicating
with the child in the preschool educational
institution he or she attends (where the child is
already accustomed) and creating a supportive,
cooperative relationship. During the interview the
investigatorsbuilt connection with the children and
created conditions for them to express themselves,
to feel accepted, safe and calm, and children found
a desire to communicate and draw.

Adults tend not to discuss serious topics with
children, but when sad events directly affect everyday
life, talking about difficult war events becomes
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necessary. Children should have the opportunity
to talk about their experiences, expectations, and
imaginations and think about the causes, effects, and
goals of war according to magical, symbolic thin-
king characteristics. Children who have experienced
difficult experiences of war and migration are at a
higher risk of having psychosocial development diffi-
culties later in life, therefore complex support services
and programs are being developed and implemented
in various countries in order to cover all areas
of life, especially in the early years of the child [5,9].

Conclusions

Children’s perception of ongoing war events and
their representation is shaped by their immediate
experience, the nature of the events themselves,
and the images they see in media. The predominant
theme of the drawings were weapons, war events,
falling bombs, destroyed houses, soldiers, dead
people, and frightened faces. The opinions and
statements of parents, and family members, and
the nature of public information tools and media
broadcasts news were important for children’s
understanding of ongoing war events. When a
child is drawing war experiences and depicting
war events, it is essential to be close to the child,
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