
Creative Education, 2021, 12, 2594-2608 
https://www.scirp.org/journal/ce 

ISSN Online: 2151-4771 
ISSN Print: 2151-4755 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ce.2021.1211194  Nov. 22, 2021 2594 Creative Education 
 

 
 
 

Post-Graduation Professors and Coordinators 
with Special Needs: Perceptions about  
Teaching, and Working during  
COVID-19 Pandemic 

Roberta Pires Corrêa1,2,3,4, Roberto Rodrigues Ferreira1,2,3, Paulo Roberto Soares Stephens1,2,  
Tania Araujo-Jorge1,2*, Helena Carla Castro1,4* 

1Programa de Pós-Graduação em Ensino de Biociências e Saúde, Fiocruz, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil 
2Laboratório de Inovações em Terapias, Ensino e Bioprodutos, Instituto Oswaldo Cruz, Fiocruz, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil 
3Laboratório de Genômica Funcional e Bioinformática, Instituto Oswaldo Cruz, Fiocruz, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil 

4PPBI, PGCTIn, CMPDI, LABiEMol, Instituto de Biologia, Universidade Federal Fluminense, Niterói, Brazil 

 
 
 

Abstract 
The challenge of implementing new teaching strategies as well as innovating 
in the academic environment is a task demanded during this global humani-
tarian health problem named COVID-19 pandemic. It demanded that most 
countries adjust their education systems to meet the needs of all students iso-
lated in their houses, requiring even more from professors and coordinators. 
In this article, we collected and evaluated the perceptions of professors and 
coordinators of Brazilian postgraduate courses, self-declared with special 
needs on the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic in the period 2020/2021. 
For that purpose, after being approved by the ethical committee, we applied a 
questionnaire answered by 87 participants with special needs, including pro-
fessors (n = 14) and coordinators (n = 73) of post-graduation programs from 
all five Brazilian regions. Among the 87 participants, there were people with 
blindness/visual impairment (n = 35), deafness/hearing impairment (n = 15), 
as well as TDHA/Dyslexia/Autism (n = 11), or physical disability (n = 8), 
among others. Our work revealed that COVID-19 not only impacted the 
academic level but also the personal and psychological levels of these profes-
sionals with the development of anxiety and depression similar to other pro-
fessional classes (e.g., health area). Thus, strategies of attending this group 
from these Brazilian Lato Sensu and Stricto Sensu graduate programs should 
be planned to help their psychological and mental health and consequently 
assure their good performance as professors and researchers in the near future. 
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1. Introduction 

Coronaviruses (CoVs), belonging to the subfamily Coronavirinae, family Corona-
viridae and order Nidovirales are capable of infecting vertebrates and humans. 
CoVs have been detected previously in outbreaks of the severe acute respiratory 
syndrome (SARS) in 2002/2003, in the Middle East respiratory syndrome (MERS) 
in 2012, and currently, since December 2019, in the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
Coronavirus disease 19 is an infective disease caused by SARS-CoV-2, a virus that 
led to millions of deaths from aggravated pneumonia and named by the Coronavi-
ridae Study Group of the International Committee on Taxonomy of Viruses (ICTV, 
2020, McNamara, 2020). This pathogen, which mainly causes enzootic infections in 
mammals and birds, is capable of infecting cells of the respiratory, gastrointestinal, 
hepatic, and central nervous systems of humans, reported in recent decades (Chen 
et al., 2020, Le Chang et al., 2020; Peeri et al., 2021; Telenti et al., 2021). 

Among the studies of pandemics manifestations, since the 1990s, nothing like 
COVID-19 has been described. This pandemic spread rapidly across six conti-
nents, attacking communities by surprise and hugely victimizing thousands of 
people. It presents dilemmas similar to other infectious diseases of global pers-
pective, which need to be explained whereas its complexity still has to be un-
derstood (Cheng & Shan, 2020; Wu et al., 2020). 

Pandemics situation has always a historical perspective that reveals the interac-
tion between medicine and society. Global crises caused by contagious diseases 
such as smallpox, yellow fever, bubonic plague, influenza, cholera and, now 
COVID-19 became the object of the history of medicine as well as the sociocultur-
al history of these diseases, considering their social, academic, and cultural aspects 
as well as medicine policies (Akin & Gözel, 2020; Høiby, 2021). When it comes to 
the academic context, it involves different actors and actions, and sometimes in 
multidimensional backgrounds such as those of undergraduate and post-gradua- 
tion programs (Morin, 2020). This scenario is more intense in the perspective of 
inclusion, where professionals with special needs had to surpass their individual 
obstacles to attend to the demand in the middle of a stressful situation such as 
COVID-19 (National Academies of Sciences, 2019; Leshner, 2020). 

The Brazilian post-graduate programs present a hierarchic organization 
composed with three main groups: 1) the coordination with the coordinator, the 
vice-coordinator, and the secretary, 2) the researchers that are the professors, 
and 3) the students. Several studies about the students and professors in gradu-
ate or undergraduate levels have been published but the professionals with spe-
cial needs have been not fully investigated (Medeiros et al., 2020, Aragão et al., 
2021, Leal et al., 2021, Patias et al., 2021, Tempski et al., 2021). 

The careers of professors with disabilities, including those with a coordination 
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role, at different levels of education, especially in graduate studies, revealed the 
concept of disability not as a limitation or incapacity but as histories of success 
and resilience. However, to understand disability from its own singularities, it is 
necessary to recognize which conceptions permeate disability nowadays. This is 
important in the academic/university space, which could sometimes show disabil-
ity as a medical condition and not as a biopsychosocial problem (Bronfenbrenner, 
1994, Kassar et al., 2019; Pletsch, 2020; Pletsch & Souza, 2021). 

Based on the pandemic scenario and considering the role of understanding 
the demands of the public with special needs, our purpose here was to analyze 
the COVID-19 impacts, during the pandemic period of 2020-2021, on the aca-
demic, personal, and psychological aspects of Brazilian post-graduation profes-
sors and coordinators that have special needs. 

2. Methods 
2.1. Ethics Committee 

This research is a qualitative-quantitative investigation approved by the Re-
search Ethics Committee of the Instituto Oswaldo Cruz CEP FIOCRUZ/IOC 
under the CAAE number: 34985420.0.0000.5248, and all respondents have 
signed the informed consent form before participating. 

2.2. Information Collection Procedures 

Given the scenario of social distancing of COVID-19 pandemic, it was necessary 
to use research tools that reached participants in an easy and fast way. Thus, we 
used Google Forms that is a free online tool from Google platform and allows us 
to create multiple choices, open or scale-format questionnaires. The link to the 
questionnaire can be sent to the participants via email and/or through What-
sApp and any other social media (Monteiro & Santos, 2019; Mota, 2019). Pre-
viously to spreading the link, the questionnaire was remotely validated by a fo-
cus group with the mediation of a moderator. All professionals (coordinators 
and professors) received an invitation to participate via social networks and/or 
by email from 10/28/2020 to 03/15/2021. 

2.3. Participants 

The 87 participants were selected to have their answers analyzed based on their 
self-declared special needs (14 coordinators and 73 professors) among 1278 res-
pondents in which 1191 have no self-declared disability and/or special needs. 
Bone diseases, cardiopathies, and metabolic diseases such as diabetes were also 
declared as special needs by these 87 participants (n = 18; 20%). We did not ex-
clude these individuals since according to them these diseases cause some type of 
limitation to their life (professional and/or personal), and we decided that this 
concept should not be ignored. 

The rate of about 1:5 (coordinator:professor) cannot be discussed in this ar-
ticle to guarantee the representativeness of results since Brazil did not make the 
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census planned to be made on 2020, only have data from eleven years ago. 
Therefore, we have no data about people with special needs related to 
pos-graduation programs to compare this specific rate. In addition, the Brazilian 
pos-graduation programs can be as small as being composed with 8 professors 
or as large as having 300 of them. 

2.4. Data Analysis 

We analyzed the participants’ answers from the Excel data automatically gener-
ated in the Google Form Platform. During the analysis, the percentage of partic-
ipants who selected each answer was calculated and qualitative analysis was per-
formed as described by Palma et al. 2018. 

3. Results and Discussion 

Individuals and social groups in different historical times and geographical 
spaces have produced their own ways of defining meanings. It reflects not only 
changing medical knowledge and technologies, but also broader influences such 
as ethnicity and class obligations, state policies and responsibilities, religious be-
liefs, gender, nationality, also including in this scenario the special needs pers-
pective (Sevalho, 1997; Souza, 2005). Although COVID-19 is an immediate bio-
logical event, it is also a social event, becoming a potential occasion for the de-
velopment and legitimation of public policies and strategies to help different 
groups including people with special needs. This requires us to know the differ-
ent perspectives that affect this public with special needs to help them to surpass 
any obstacle that may be imposed after this pandemic situation (Souza, 2020; 
Tilghman et al., 2021). 

Among the 87 respondents with self-declared special needs that participated 
in our study, most of them were people with blindness/visual impairment (n = 
35; 40%) or deafness/hearing impairment (n = 15; 17%). Unfortunately, Brazil 
should have done the collection of demographic data the last year but because of 
the pandemic situation, this was not performed. However, our result agrees with 
the demographic data about people with special needs in the Brazilian popula-
tion currently available in which blind and deaf are among the largest groups 
with special needs in Brazil (IBGE, 2010). We also have identified Atten-
tion-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), Dyslexia, and Autism (n = 11; 
12%), physical disability (n = 8; 9%) and other diseases metabolic diseases 
pointed as special needs (n = 18; 20%, see Methods). Most of them (n = 60; 68%) 
answered the questionnaire in 2020 and the group was composed mainly by 
white people (n = 66; 75%), 41 - 60 years (n = 43; 49%), with a salary over 
R$ 7800.00 (n = 76; 87%). This agrees with studies that report the higher acces-
sibility of white middle-age people to higher degree jobs and salaries in good 
places such as universities (Li & Koedel, 2017; Carnevale et al., 2019; Lawler, 
2020). The group has a similar distribution between males (n = 43; 49%) and 
females (n = 46; 52%), which lived with 1 - 3 people at home (n = 77; 88%) at the 
time of the research. When it comes to people without special needs, this distri-
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bution varies, especially in the technological area, where men are more 
represented than women in the reported evaluations (Garcia, 2014). 

Interestingly, the regional distribution of the 87 participants followed the Bra-
zilian Master courses distribution, spread mainly over Southeast (n = 38; 43%), 
South (n = 23; 26%) and Northeast (n = 16; 18%) and lesser at Midwest (n = 6; 
6%) and North (n = 4; 4%) (Figure 1). 

As expected, almost 100% had a doctorate degree (n = 86; 98%) since this de-
gree level is an important prerequisite demanded to be a professor and/or a 
coordinator in Brazilian post-graduate programs. The requirement is mandatory 
at Brazilian public universities which were the majority of the workplace of this 
group (85; 97%) and even more for those in the coordinator position. Despite 
several reports of some authors about the difficulties of people with special needs 
to achieve the higher education, it is still possible to verify that some people with 
disabilities manage to circumvent this “broken” system, by completing higher 
education, reaching Stricto sensu postgraduate studies, and getting their degrees 
at this level (Orlando & Caiado, 2014). 

In our evaluated group, 48% had a post-doc degree (n = 42) and 28% had a 
public fellowship as outstanding researchers (n = 25). According to some authors,  

 

 
Figure 1. Comparison of the regional distribution of the 87 self-declared special needs 
participants (boxed) with the Brazilian master courses distribution in 2014. These region-
al data to construct the map were obtained from the Center for Management and Strateg-
ic Studies (CGEE, 2016). 
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this profile is not so common as these researchers should have achieved the 
scientific knowledge throughout their schooling process, despite the restrictions 
they experienced for social/academic participation. Cases such as those involving 
the deaf community are really difficult as they depend on high-quality interpre-
ters and signs for academic terms that do not currently exist in several Countries 
Sign Language, including Brazil where BLS is a young language that is still 
growing and improving (Capelli et al., 2020, Silva et al., 2020, Castro et al., 
2020). 

During the pandemic, most of the group kept remote/online activities (n = 78; 
89%) and dedicated at least 40h weekly to their academic activities (n = 73; 
83%). The respondents felt workload increase during this period (n = 60; 68%) 
and according to their answers, a high number of their post-graduate students 
had to make changes into their research projects (n = 79; 90%), sometimes even 
replan from scratch all their research work (n = 42; 49%). 

All respondents had internet access and maintained all their teaching activi-
ties, being also involved on advising the defense of dissertations and thesis of 
their students during their research activities (n = 87; 100%). Among the 87 par-
ticipants, 78 (90%) did not have to share their computer with anyone in the fam-
ily but 48 (55%) had internet that was not fully serviceable to their academic ac-
tivity requirements. Different from expected, only 5% pointed this internet situ-
ation negatively to their performance. Lately, with the intensive use of the inter-
net for teaching purposes, complains about the performance and quality of in-
ternet access have been reported in different academic areas (CGI.br, 2017; Go-
doi et al, 2020). Some authors tried to understand innovative pedagogies and the 
factors that affect the performance of learners. This may help us in a near future, 
especially after this pandemic period, in order to organize and orientate the 
education of the next generation with help of these professors (Haniya & Pa-
quette, 2020; Hill & France, 2020). 

Before the pandemic, only 5 (5%) respondents had not used online tools whe-
reas 18 (20%) only used them for personal purposes. Importantly, only 17 (19%) 
were trained by the institution to use the online teaching tools and felt auto-
nomous to work with, whereas 28 (32%) were also trained but still need help and 
19 were totally self-trained. Most of them (n = 70; 80%) were at least moderately 
satisfied with their own performance and intend to use online resources after 
pandemic (n = 79; 90%). This perception is aligned to the current literature that 
discussed that on-line tools came to stay in the education of future generations 
pointing to the pandemic as a turning point situation with huge investments of 
big corporations (Grossi et al., 2021; Wayne et al., 2020, Țurcanu et al., 2020, 
Mola, 2020). 

Regarding to COVID-19 infection, 7 (8%) respondents got infected (2 at the 
time of collection) and 14 (16%) did not know at all. The group had a significant 
COVID's risk group (n = 30; 34%) with contaminated relatives (n = 7; 8%) or 
with family members with symptoms but without testing (n = 6; 6%). Consider-
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ing their age (41 - 60 years; n = 43; 49%), this risk group accords to reports from 
World Health Organization (WHO) and Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention (CDC) that established these ages as presenting higher risk to get in-
fected and aggravate to higher death risk situation (CDC, 2019; Garg et al., 2020; 
Yao et al., 2020; Luo et al., 2020, Ripoll et al., 2021). 

According to our analysis, a high number of the respondents (n = 77; 88%) 
were affected by COVID-19, at least partially (levels 3-5 in 5 points Likert scale). 
Several declared needing emotional support and sought help from family mem-
bers and friends (n = 53; 60%). Probably, part of this need is related to taking 
care of children and the elderly. Since 32 (36%) reported it, with 10 (11%) being 
the main responsible of these activities. 

It is important to notice that, despite their high level of knowledge, those who 
felt the need for emotional support did not look for help in clinics with doctors, 
psychiatrists, and/or psychologists. This is similar to what was reported in the li-
terature, where people with knowledge that recognize the importance of the in-
fective component of this pandemic situation but ignore its psychological as-
pects, including people from health areas (Correa et al., 2021). In fact, they 
should identify the assessment of these psychological aspects as essential for a 
full health state (Perez et al., 2019; Gulliver et al., 2019; Gruber et al., 2020; Or-
nell et al., 2020; Lima, 2020; Santos, 2020). Similar to other professionals, many 
of these professors and coordinators developed anxiety and/or depression (n = 
38; 43%), but just a few had support from their institutions when they needed it 
(n = 5; 5%) (Corrêa et al., 2021). 

The number of answers to the question about difficulties that emerged during 
the pandemic (n = 68; 78%) allowed us to classify them in groups that debate the 
same topic. One answer could be classified in more than one group if approach-
ing several simultaneously (Figure 2). Among the classes of difficulties that ap-
peared during pandemics with the highest level of response were Teaching per-
formance issues, generally regarding to the conditions of internet access and 
form of evaluation assessment of students performance; Lack of face-to-face 
contact, that apparently decreased the participation of the students and com-
promised their interest and performance; and Work overload including mixing 
home activities with home office besides all professional demands that signifi-
cantly increased during pandemics, according to them. 

The analysis using phrases selection showed different issues regarding the 
pandemic situation revealed by the analyzed group when the focus was psycho-
logical and mental perspectives. This agrees with some authors predictions re-
garding professional education and COVID-19 (Sahu, 2020). Among these 
problems we detected concentrating issues (I had difficulty concentrating = 51; 
58%), demotivation (n = 47; 54%), difficulty sleeping (n = 45; 51%), and devel-
opment of anxiety attacks (I had anxiety attacks = 43; 49%) (Figure 3). 

Many of the professors and coordinators did not feel safe when leaving home 
(n = 40; 45%), and one among four needed to seek help (I had the need to seek  
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SPECIAL NEEDS ANSWER EXAMPLES 

Visual 
impairment 

Difficulty in organizing graduate courses and activities remotely 

The combination of all times and obligations of a personal, professional, family nature. The 
distancing made all activities difficult, although it allowed distant people to participate in some 
activities. 

Having to learn to use online work tools. Readjust the teaching plan for remote activities 
(exclude texts from books because there is no PDF available/legal). Record lessons. Make Lives. 
Working from home ALL THE TIME. The invasion of the domestic routine by work activities at 
all hours of the day and EVERY DAY, even on weekends. Not being able to leave the house. 
Having to isolate yourself from co-workers and students. Not being able to go to the library. 
Impossibility to participate in person in newsstands and congresses. Being prevented from 
traveling, from meeting relatives, friends and loved ones. 

Excessive remote activities with physical and psychological effects 

We are being threatened by the virus and also by political conduct. The feeling of threat predates 
the virus for this reason. Our fragility as professors is very great and greatly influences our 
mental state and performance. It also influences our online activities. 

Very difficult to guide, even more so without contact with the samples being studied. 

Hearing deficiency Difficulty in communicating and transmitting program content. 

Difficulty in conducting laboratory experiments. 

Communication difficulty. 

Difficulty in adapting to the virtual world. 

Difficulty in adapting teaching material. 

Teaching a screen (no student interaction), working 100% of the time looking at a computer 
screen. 

Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity 
Disorder (ADHD) 

Impossibility of face-to-face meetings with students and colleagues; impossibility of conducting 
in-person research activities; complete dependence on digital media to get the job done and 
communicate. 

Figure 2. Comparison of the difficulties emerged during the COVID-19 according to the special needs group answers (n = 68; 
78%). They were classified into seven groups: Communication issues, Practical Lab classes issues, Research Activities Issues, Emo-
tional Issues, Wok Overload, Lack of face-to-face Contact, Teaching performance Issues. They were classified in more than one 
group when they fit in. 
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Figure 3. Comparison of the psychological and mental issues regarding the pandemic situation based on the percep-
tions of professors and coordinators with special needs from post-graduation programs of Brazil (n = 87) about them 
(up) and their students (down). 

 
psychological help = 22; 25%), using sometimes the dangerous strategy of 
self-medication (I took self-medication, anxiolytics and/or antidepressants = 9; 
10%). Authors such as Weiss and Li 2020 described strategies for protecting the 
safeness of leading professionals of the health areas, including mentally and 
psychologically, by proposing program directors that focus on myriad threats to 
prioritize their well-being. This kind of program may be useful to professors and 
coordinators that now are being requested to return to their professional activi-
ties at the same time when SAR-COV-2 mutant strains such as Delta are still a 
threat on the way. 

Importantly, when it comes to their perceptions about their students, they think 
that the biggest problem would be the demotivation with the whole situation, fol-
lowed by difficulty concentrating and the development of anxiety attacks. These 
perceptions agree with reports from Collado-Boira et al., 2020 that pointed nega-
tive feelings including uncertainty, nervousness, and fear described by 67 fi-
nal-year nursing and medical students, and Pritchard et al., 2021 that discussed 
suicide deaths and COVID-19 pandemic among the young people as a call for 
Children and Psychiatry Services attention. Interestingly, our group of professors 
and coordinators think that their students have a higher need for psychological 
help than themselves, which leads to the concern about them not getting proper 
help, ignoring their own situation, and worsening this scenario (Figure 3). 
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4. Conclusion 

Health and disease became themes of interest for scientists of different areas, 
from biology to social sciences. The dialogue between humans and these sciences 
broadened the focus onto these subjects. This allows the health-disease process 
to be studied not only as a problem in itself, but also as a tool to discuss impor-
tant conceptions that involve from social values to institutional and/or health 
practices of a society. Our analysis revealed that the group of professors and 
coordinators with special needs that participate in this study is not that different 
from other professionals without any special needs, from education or health 
areas. Similarly, we identified stressful situations, including the development of 
anxiety and depression. There was also a high-risk group that struggles with 
psychological and mental issues, besides difficulties regarding their teaching 
performance and problems involving communication, research activities, and 
emotional aspects, among others. 

It is important to consider that we did not profoundly evaluate each special 
need per se. Specific analyses of these special needs could reveal an interesting 
perspective, especially if these professionals were born blind or deaf instead of 
becoming blind, deaf, or with a hearing or visual impairment after a certain age. 
The people that developed special needs in elderliness did not experience the 
same struggle as the other ones during their academic life. These individuals 
may be well-adapted when it comes to changes imposed by situations such as 
COVID-19, since they know the world before the deficiency. 

Overall, our study is of importance as it reinforced two important points in-
cluding: a) the need of strategies for attending this group psychologically and 
mentally in the near future to avoid the negative effects of this pandemic, and b) 
the necessity of more studies focusing on knowing deeper this public to better 
meet their needs. Considering the absence of studies regarding the group of stu-
dents with special needs, this article also highlights the necessity of studies ap-
proaching them as well since the negative pressure during this worry pandemic 
situation called COVID-19 is constantly pointed by our participants. 
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