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OBJECTIVE: To learn about the perceptions of medical internship students about the early conclusion of the course and their preparation
to act in the fight against COVID-19.

METHODS: An online questionnaire was applied with questions about the socioeconomic profile and the object of investigation. The data
were analyzed using the Bioestat 5.0 software.

RESULTS: 117 students participated, most of whom (61.3%) were male, aged 20 to 25 years (80.2%), of Catholic religion (57.5%), and
attending the 2nd year of internship (50.5%). A small portion (22.5%) reported being in total social isolation. The majority (57.5%) con-
sidered themselves unprepared to act in the fight against the pandemic, and 86.8% of the students believe that the early conclusion of
the course will contribute to the fight against COVID-19 in the country.

CONCLUSION: This scenario points to the urgency of measures that provide, to recent graduates, timely technical preparation, safe work
conditions, and emotional support even at the beginning of their professional career, leading them to competent, dignified and healthy

work, during and after the pandemic.
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INTRODUCTION

The novel coronavirus pandemic that started in
December 2019 in Wuhan, China, due to the poten-
tial of lethality related to the massive alveolar dam-
age and progressive pulmonary failure caused by the
Sars-COV-2 virus, has consolidated itself as a matter
of global concern’.

Initially classified as an epidemic, Covid-19 spread
among the Chinese and foreigners who were in that

province at the end of that year and, due to its rapid
spread across several countries and continents, on
30 January 2020, it was promoted to a Public Health
Emergency of International Importance?3.

In Brasil, the first confirmed case of Covid-19
was recorded on 26 February 2020, imported from
Italy, and by 23 May over 310,000 confirmed cases
and 20,000 deaths had already been recorded in the
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country, triggering the need for intensification of
specific strategic actions to control the spread of the
disease and the number of severe hospitalizations*>.

Among the combat possibilities announced by the
Brazilian Federal Government, the Ministry of Edu-
cation (MEC) took the exceptional measure, through
the publication of Decree 374, on 3 April 2020, and
subsequently repealed by Decree 383, on 9 April 2020,
of allowing the early graduation of health students to
fight the Covid-19 pandemic®’.

Under the allegation that health professionals, par-
ticularly doctors and nurses, would be taken away
from their positions due to the virus and in face of
the substantial increase of patients in need of hospi-
tal care, the MEC considered that the measure would
make more professionals available to work in the
context of the pandemic and thus meet shortages of
workers like the ones that were already taking place
in states where the incidence of the disease is high®.

One Brazilian states that experienced the early
graduation of medical students and other health
programs was Ceard. With eight medical programs
offered in the state, the press reported, on the day
following the publication of Decree 383 by the MEC,
the early graduation of the first 82 students of the
medicine, physiotherapy, and nursing programs, who
are now authorized to act in health services of the
entire country®.

On the other hand, on 15 April 2020, the press
reported that 28 health professionals in Cearé had
been removed from their positions due to confirmed
contamination by Covid-19, among them: eight nurs-
ing technicians/assistants, five doctors, and three
nurses. Other 109 workers were suspected of having
contracted the disease and were awaiting the results
of serology™.

In this scenario, and considering that the early
graduation had the purpose of expanding the labor
force available to the care of hospitalized patients, we
present the following question: do students consider
themselves prepared for the management of infected
patients and other actions to fight Covid-19? What do
they think about the early graduation to act in the
context of the pandemic?

Understanding the perspective of students who are
enrolled in the last periods of programs on such issues
can assist in the elucidation of the challenges and pos-
sible fears related to this atypical moment experienced
by all, which would allow us to have targeted and safe
strategies for the work of these young professionals.

Thus, the goal of this study was to investigate the per-
ceptions of medical interns about early graduation
and preparation to work in the combat against the
Covid-19 pandemic.

METHODS

This is a cross-sectional study, of the opinion poll
type, with no identification of its participants, based
on the provisions of the Resolution 510/2016 of the
National Health Council, conducted through online
questionnaires on the Google Forms Platform sent to
all students duly enrolled in the last two years of the
medical program of a public university in the state of
Ceara, totaling a pool of 166 students. Data collection
began on 3 April, when the first ordinance by the MEC
on the matter was issued, and ended on 22 April, when
the necessary sample size was achieved, considering
a confidence interval of 95% and error of 5%.

The questionnaire was prepared with sociodemo-
graphic variables and the questions: Do you believe
you are prepared to handle the Covid-19 in your profes-
sional practice? What your behavior regarding social
isolation? Did you request early graduation? Are you
familiar with the protocols and guidelines by the Min-
istry of Health for the management of Covid-19? Do
you believe that early graduation will contribute to the
fight against the pandemic?

The data were exported from the Google Forms
platform in the format of an electronic spreadsheet
and analyzed using Bioestat 5.0. The absolute and
relative frequencies of all variables of the study were
calculated, and the association between them was ver-
ified by the G test (Wiliams). Statistical significance
was considered when p<0.05.

RESULTS

The study sample consisted of 111 students, most
of which (50.5%) enrolled in the 2™ year of internship.
Regarding sex, 61.3% of the population was male and
38.7% female. The ages were mostly in the age group
of 20 to 25 years (80.2%). As to family income, we
found that 55% were in the range of up to four mini-
mum wages, 40.5% in the range of over four minimum
wages, and 4.5% reported a family income of less than
one minimum wage. Most declared to be Catholic
(57.7%), and 26.1% stated they have no religion.

When asked about the practice of social isolation,
only 22.5% said they were practicing the “total” type,
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i.e., are not leaving their homes or receiving visits; of
those who reported being in partial isolation, 72.1% jus-
tified it by claiming they needed to leave the house to
go to the pharmacy and/or supermarket, 4.5% reported
leaving a few times to visit family and/or friends, and
one person claimed not to leave the house but receive
the visit from someone hired to perform domestic ser-
vices daily.

Regarding their preparation to act as doctors in the
fight against Covid-19, 57.7% said they did not consider
themselves prepared, while 42.3% responded affirma-
tively. The feeling of preparation was more prevalent
among: males (35.1%), age 20-25 years (30.7%), with
an income between one and four minimum wages
(20.8%), enrolled in the 2" year of internship (27.1%),
Catholics (29.7%), with knowledge of the Covid-19
protocols (47.7%), and who were in partial isolation
(28.9%). Except for the gender variable, all other vari-
ables significantly influenced the perception expressed
by students (Table 1).

In a complementary manner, 95.5% of the students
reported being aware of one or more ministerial pro-
tocols for the management of Covid-19, while 4.5%
reported not knowing any of the official documents;
one student remarked that he did not know the exis-
tence of specific documents on the various clinical
contexts involved in the pandemic. The ministerial
protocols on Covid-19 known by the students are listed
in Table 1.

DISCUSSION

The pandemic caused by Covid-19 has changed
the daily lives of everyone significantly. It affected
various aspects of people’s behavior, which include
work, study, family life, and even spiritual life; the
topic has influenced these scenarios mediated by strat-
egies for coping with the crisis which is still present
in many places.

In Brasil, the fight against the pandemic has
been made possible by the existence of a universal
health care system, which features a hierarchical and
regionalized network of services, and by its body of
workers, which together constitute the patrimony
of the country®™. However, the increase in contami-
nation among these professionals, as a result of an
unhealthy working environment, exhaustive work
hours, and problems regarding the supply of inputs
for individual protection, results in the removal of pro-
fessionals from their functions, generating the need

for other professionals to join in on the frontline of
health services.

Faced with this context, the Ministry of Health
authorized the early graduation of health students in
the last year of university so that they can help over-
come shortcomings identified in places with a greater
number of people affected. However, the government
measure generated disagreements among professional
bodies, society in general, and students themselves,
bringing to the heart of the discussion aspects that
involve the preparation to act and appropriate and safe
work conditions for young professionals, since these
students, although graduated and trained to provide
care in all contexts, are not trained to handle crisis
situations such as the presents one™.

TABLE 1. ASSOCIATION BETWEEN THE PREPARATION
TO ACT IN THE FIGHT AGAINST COVID-19 AND

THE SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC VARIABLES OF THE
INTERVIEWEES.

Preparation to act in the
fight against Covid-19
Variables Yes No p-value®
f % f %
Gender 0.0974
Female 14 126 |32 289
Male 39 351 36 324
Age range 0.0183"
20-25 34 30.7 |55 49.5
26-30 7 6.3 8 7.2
31-40 6 54 0 0
>40 0 0 1 09
Income (minimum wages) 0.4893
<1wage 3 2.7 2 1.8
1to 4 wages 23 20.8 |38 342
>4 wages 21 189 |24 216
Internship year 0.0159"
st year 7 153 |38 342
2nd year 30 271 | 26 234
Religion 0.0020"
Catholic 33 29.7 | 31 279
Christian 0 0 1 0.9
Spiritualist 1 09 6 54
Evangelical 0 0 10 9.0
No religion 13 n8 |16 144
Is familiar with Covid-19 protocols 0.0233"
Yes 53 477 |63 56.8
No 0 0 5 45
Social isolation behavior 0.0456"
Partial 32 289 |54 486
Total 15 135 |10 9.0

* Williams G-test of 0.05.
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In the present study, medical interns gave their
opinion on early graduation and preparation to act
professionally in the context of a pandemic. The find-
ings revealed that the younger ones and those in the
1% year of internship are more insecure. We suppose
that experiences acquired with age and during the
internship, in addition to prior work in the health
workforce, contribute so that older individuals feel
more confident to act.

Religion was another significant variable in this
study. Most students who declared having some kind
of religious belief feel prepared to act in the fighting
against the virus. It is understood that religion can
positively influence students’ health practices since
spirituality is a human dimension that can put health
and disease experiences in a meaningful context, and
when medical students understand its importance,
they are able to reflect on this in relation to their pro-
fessional activity and themselves, which is reflected
in things such as self-care and self-protection™.

Considered by the World Health Organization as
a measure of self-protection, social isolation has been
adopted as a way of hindering the transmission of the
virus and was an aspect investigated among students,
most of whom declared risk behaviors for contagion.
Although all interviewees are practicing some form of
isolation, most of them informed partial isolation, a
similar result found by a study conducted in Ceard in
the general population™. We suppose that this behav-
ior by the students is due to the fact that part of this
group lives far from their families and are the only
ones responsible for acquiring basic supplies and per-
forming essential services.

In the context of public health, the impacts caused
by a virus of fast and easy propagation are severe,
resulting in abrupt changes in health services due to

the increased number of hospitalizations and the col-
lapse of the health care system. Although one of the
currently most widespread guidelines is social distanc-
ing, this does not include activities that are essential to
society, such as those performed by health profession-
als®. The presence of these workers in their work envi-
ronments is necessary to ensure essential care related
to various health aggravations, such as Covid-19, but it
may also lead to an increasingly unhealthy work envi-
ronment due to the high probability of contamination
related to work in this new condition of risk.

In this sense, the preparation of the students to act
in health care services in the context of a pandemic
was investigated in this study. Although most declared
knowing at least one of the protocols by the Ministry
of Health about Covid-19, a portion of the students
does not feel prepared for professional practice. It
should be emphasized that these young professionals,
in the absence of safe work conditions, will be exposed
to contamination in similarly to other workers, since,
even to those who are directly involved with patients,
little has been discussed about work conditions and
organization, up until now, there have been protocols
with recommendations of individual measures, which
are important but insufficient for the general control
of the spread of the disease and exposure to the virus".

The students demonstrated knowing the minis-
terial protocols that involve the management of the
disease at the primary or tertiary level of care, which
may be due to intrinsic motivation since curriculum
classes at the institution investigated have been sus-
pended™. However, the protocol on the use of N95
masks or equivalent was not often mentioned by the
participants, which may suggest little importance
attributed to the subject or ignorance about the exis-
tence of this particular document, which emphasizes

FIGURE 1. MINISTERIAL PROTOCOLS ON COVID-19 KNOWN BY THE STUDENTS

Source: Prepared by the authors.
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the need for raising awareness among students about
the importance of personal protection, on the suffi-
cient and safe use of PPE, and technical preparation
for work, all important measures to reduce the risk
of infection for health workers™.

The early graduation was also the object of this
study. With the onset of the Sars-Cov-2 pandemic,
several countries presented alternative tracks for the
graduation of students, and the Brazilian Ministry
of Education softened the requirements for regular
medical internship duration, allowing also the abbre-
viation of programs, provided that 75% of the hourly
load planned for the medical internship is completed?.

Most students in this study believe that early grad-
uation will contribute to solving the health system
crisis; however, the Federal Council of Medicine (CFM)
clarifies that the early graduation of medical students
is harmful to the training of future physicians, in addi-
tion to not bringing obvious benefits for the care of
the population?.

It should be emphasized that the interruption
of activities in medical schools, which will have an
impact on the time necessary for new professionals
to graduate, was another factor for consideration in
the context of Brazilian universities which was taken
into account in the discussions on the early gradua-
tion. In a virtual survey conducted by the Brazilian
Association of Medical Education (Abem) in March and
April 2020, when questioned about the interruption
of activities, teachers, students, and administrators
revealed a trend of slow and gradual return, without
concrete prospects®.

There are still questions about the characteristics
of this new and young labor force of physicians in the
country after the scenario of the pandemic. With the
early graduation of medical students with a course
load that exceeds 75% of the total requirements, it
is not possible to ensure that everyone has experi-
enced all practical scenarios necessary for adequate
training. Therefore, students who do not have sulffi-
cient practical experience in urgent and emergency
or primary health care may graduate early, since the
areas in question add up to 30% of the load of medical
internships, which may interfere with the quality of
the services provided by these professionals®.

Another issue to be considered in this context is
the growing circulation of fake news about Covid-19
in social media®*. Information on effective pharmaco-
logical treatments is disclosed based on inconclusive
studies, leading specialized medical and scientific
groups to various reflections and encouraging profes-
sional debate, which requires these newly graduated
physicians to have knowledge about and discernment
regarding the best practices for the clinical scenarios
related to Covid-19%.

Despite the different contexts and scenarios, in
face of an unprecedented pandemic and located in
a state where there is a low density of profession-
als, the alternative of early graduation for medical
interns of the last years is a strong alternative that
has been put into practice in several Brazilian med-
ical schools.

CONCLUSION

The results of this study indicate that the debates
on early medical graduation require greater depth so
that the integration of recent graduates into the work-
force can effectively constitute a strategy of expansion
in the context of the pandemic. In addition, these find-
ings indicate the need for improved training of these
young professionals on Covid-19 and how to combat
it, in addition to adequate work conditions and emo-
tional support that lead them to a responsible, safe,
and healthy practice in the context of the pandemic
and after it.

Author's Contribution

Moreira MRC, Parente NC, Aquino RF, and Bar-
ros LL contributed to the concept and design of the
study, data collection, analysis and interpretation
of the results, preparation and critical review of the
manuscript. Candido EL, Oliveira AMF, and Machado
MFAS contributed to the analysis and interpretation
of the results, preparation and critical review of the
manuscript. All authors approved the final version of
the manuscript and declare themselves to be respon-
sible for all aspects of the work, ensuring its accuracy
and integrity.

977

REV ASSOC MED BRAS 2020; 66(7):973-978



DO MEDICAL INTERNS FEEL PREPARED TO WORK IN THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC?

RESUMO

OBJETIVO: Conhecer as percep¢des de estudantes do internato médico sobre formatura antecipada e preparo para trabalhar no combate
a pandemia da Covid-19.

METODOS: Aplicou-se questiondrio on-line com questées sobre o perfil socioeconémico e o objeto de investigagdo. Os dados foram
analisados pelo software Bioestat 5.0.

RESULTADOS: Participaram 111 estudantes, a maioria (61,3%) do sexo masculino, na faixa etdria de 20 a 25 anos (80,2%), de religido
catdlica (57,5%) e cursando o 2° ano do internato (50,5%). Pequena parcela (22,5%) informou estar em isolamento social total. A maioria
(57,5%) se sente despreparada para atuar no combate d pandemia, e 86,8% consideram que a formatura antecipada contribuird para
o0 enfrentamento da Covid-19 no Pais.

CONCLUSAO: Este panorama remete d urgéncia de medidas que propiciem, aos recém-graduados, preparo técnico oportuno, condicées de
trabalho seguras e suporte emocional jé neste inicio de carreira profissional, conduzindo-os ao trabalho competente, digno e sauddvel,
durante e apés a pandemia.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Pandemias. Coronavirus. Satide publica. Internato e residéncia.
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