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SUMMARY

OBJECTIVE: Assess the impact of COVID-19 on medical students’ internships in public and private institutions in Brasil, in addition to 
estimating the quality of the measures taken by their respective Universities in the face of the problem and the availability of personal 
protective equipment (PPE).

METHODS: A descriptive cross-sectional quantitative analysis study carried out with 317 students undergoing medical internship from 
March 31, 2020, to April 12, 2020. The survey was conducted through an online questionnaire using the SurveyMonkey tool with 20 
questions. Interns from the fourth to the sixth year of medical schools in the country were randomly included in the study through 
a survey sent by Whatsapp application. Statistical analysis was performed using the Chi-Square, considering p <0.05 as significant.

RESULTS: Four main topics were identified in the research: student demographic data; how classes and courses are being taught; the use 
and ease of access to personal protective equipment and the students’ fears and perspectives for the future.

CONCLUSION: The study clarified that although half of the students still have some degree of content and, in their majority, they are 
satisfied, there is still a lot of difficulty in obtaining personal protective equipment, which prevents students from returning safely to 
their internships.
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2020 and 12 April 2020. The statistical analysis was 
performed using the chi-square test, considering 
p<0.05 as statistically significant. The presentation 
of the measured variables is shown by graphs.

RESULTS

A total of 317 students agreed to participate in the 
research. Figure 1 shows the states from which the 
answers come.

Most of the respondents study in private institu-
tions (77.9%). From the total number of respondents, 
54.5% are 5th-year students, 44.2% 6th-year, and 1.3% 
4th-year.

On the contents of the internship, 50.2% (159) have 
their content completely halted; 42.6% (135) have their 
contents partially halted, with theoretical content 
being offered remotely; and 7.2% (23) provided differ-
ent answers. There was no difference between stu-
dents from public and private institutions (p=0.0783).

Most students with halted internships required 
adaptations, and many universities began to offer 
remote classes. Figure 2 shows how the contents are 
being offered.

On PPE, 71.6% (227) reported difficulty of access. 
Of the 44.5% (141) students who have access to PPE, 
70 are provided by the hospital or internship facility, 
54 have protective equipment provided by the univer-
sity, and 17 have acquired it themselves. There was 
no difference between students from public and pri-
vate institutions.

Figure 3 shows how the training related to PPE was 
carried out, demonstrating that students from public 

INTRODUCTION

In December 2019, in the Hubei province, in 
Wuhan, China, there was an outbreak of SARS, which 
would later be discovered as a new virus in circulation, 
Covid-191-3. The virus can cause pneumonia, fever, 
cough, fatigue, or have an asymptomatic presentation. 
With an incubation period of 3 to 14 days before the 
onset of symptoms, it went unnoticed, which could 
explain its worldwide prevalence1-3.

The WHO recommends that the personal protec-
tive equipment (PPE) indicated for health workers who 
come into contact with many people, many of whom 
presenting no symptoms, include gloves, goggles or 
face shield, cap, surgical mask, special masks (N95 or 
FFP2) and apron3. However, from the beginning of the 
Covid-19 pandemic in Brasil and worldwide, there have 
been reports of PPE shortage in hospitals, and in many 
cases, their absence brings concerns about the safety 
of medical students in hospital environments. The use 
of PPE is already scarce in this environment, so many 
were removed from their internship facilities4.5.

The Covid-19 pandemic changed routines through-
out the world with the need for social distancing, quar-
antines, remote classes, the use of new tools, the aid 
of digital technology, and work from home. However, 
medical interns, who are important in hospital envi-
ronments, find themselves in an intermediary situa-
tion, between the regular program, in which remote 
classes are possible, and the in-person care of patients, 
which has been modified and carried out by doctors to 
optimize the use of PPE, of which there is a shortage6.

Thus, the goal of this study is to evaluate the situ-
ation of medical interns in the current Covid-19 pan-
demic scenario.

METHODS

This study is a cross-sectional quantitative anal-
ysis, of descriptive nature, and was approved by the 
Medical Ethics Committee under number 3,979,279.

The survey was conducted based on an online ques-
tionnaire using the SurveyMonkey tool and compris-
ing 20 questions divided into the following subjects: 
demography; how the program has been carried out 
so far; use and ease in acquiring PPE; and students’ 
fears and perspectives.

The survey was sent to medical students from the 
4th to the 6th year of the program from all over the 
country, randomly, via WhatsApp application.

This research was carried out between 31 March 

FIGURE 1. STATES WHERE STUDENTS STUDY.
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contaminated and 19.2% (61) did not have this fear.
If the respondents had the option, 34.7% (110) 

would prefer to work as volunteers wherever there 
was a need, 30.6% (97) would stay at home until the 
pandemic was over, 29.7% (94) would like to have 
continued with their regular internship, and 5.0% 
(16) would prefer to perform other activities. There 
was no difference between students from public and 
private institutions (p=n.s.)

With regard to their perspectives, 50.0% (158) 
feel insecure, because they do not know how they 
will compensate the lost internship time; 21.5% (68) 
are worried because this situation will delay their 
graduation; 19.9% (63) are calm, trying to seize the 
opportunity for medical learning; and 8.5% (27) have 
other expectations.

When asked about their degree of satisfaction with 
how the University is handling the situation, 36.0% 
(114) said they are dissatisfied, 25.2% (80) are satisfied, 
20.2% (64) are very dissatisfied, 14.2% (45) are indiffer-
ent, and only 4.4% (14) are satisfied with their Univer-
sities in this new scenario. There was no difference 
between students from public and private institutions.

DISCUSSION

The Coronavirus Resource Center, of the Johns 
Hopkins University, revealed that by 30 April 2020, 
the current Covid-19 pandemic had already affected 
more than 3 million people worldwide, of which more 
than 80 thousand are in Brasil, and had caused the 
death of over 230,000 people worldwide7.

This has transformed everyday life throughout 
the world. One of the first establishments to inter-
rupt activities were schools because they are not 
considered essential activities. In addition, with the 
current technological advances, it is possible to offer 
remote classes in order to maintain the continuity 
of programs. However, medical students undergo-
ing internships find themselves in an intermediary 
situation. The internship is the stage in which stu-
dents begin their in-hospital activities, with some 
kind of theoretical content as a foundation. And, to 
exercise their in-hospital activities, PPE is required 
so they can be adequately protected. In the current 
pandemic, there is a general lack of protective equip-
ment, leaving medical interns, who do not yet have 
the autonomy to perform medical practices, as the 
last ones to have access to PPE. Thus, they may be 
the class of students who are the most affected by the 

FIGURE 3. TRAINING ON THE USE OF PPE, COMPARING 
STUDENTS FROM PUBLIC AND PRIVATE INSTITUTIONS 
(P=0.0015)

Dynamic of activities and quality of remote classes

FIGURE 2. DYNAMIC OF ACTIVITIES AND QUALITY OF 
REMOTE CLASSES DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC, 
COMPARING SCHOOLS PUBLIC AND PRIVATE 
INSTITUTIONS (P=1,000)

institutions received more training. With respect to 
the theoretical content on Covid-19 and guidance to 
students, 41.6% (132) received this content, but 58.4% 
(185) did not receive any content or guidance. When 
comparing the types of institutions, there was a dif-
ference between those who received training (58.6% 
public x 36.8% private, p=0.0015).

Regarding the safety to see patients, 44.2% (140) of 
the respondents do not feel safe to care for patients in 
the emergency room, 39.7% (126) consider themselves 
partially safe, 10.7% (34) consider themselves safe, and 
5.4% (17) consider other safety issues regarding the 
care of patients in the emergency room in the current 
pandemic. There was no difference between students 
from public and private institutions.

With respect to the fear of contamination by the 
virus, 80.8% (256) of the interns are afraid of being 
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current situation, causing them a series of problems 
and anxiety.

Considering students who are taking remote 
classes, half of them reported that the classes have 
equal or superior quality to the traditional in-person 
classes. Some institutions have trained their teachers, 
further enhancing these indexes. For example, the 
Anhembi Morumbi University provided training for 
100% of its teachers regarding the new type of media 
used for the classes and the handling of the remote 
tool; as a result, 23 of the 35 internship students 
(65.6%) who are taking remote classes considered 
them to be of equal or better quality than in-per-
son classes.

An important issue to be considered is that 71.6% 
of the respondents reported difficulties in getting 
PPE. Due to this difficulty, universities, hospitals, and 
students themselves have been making efforts to pur-
chase PPE. This overall difficulty prevents students 
from safely resuming their internships. Another 
relevant aspect is the training of students on the 
disease and the use of PPE. Many reports describe 
health professionals who were contaminated while 
putting on or taking off their PPE. Over half of the 
students reported receiving no theoretical content on 
Covid-19 (58.4%), nor any training on the use of PPE 
(57.1%). When comparing students from public and 
private institutions, we notice that more students 
from public institutions received specific training 
than those from private institutions [58.6% vs. 36.8%, 
p=0.0015 and 60% vs. 38.1%, p=0.0015, respectively 
analyzed regarding theoretical content and training 
on the use of PPE].

Another relevant aspect is that only 10.7% of the 
respondents considered themselves safe to care for 
patients in the emergency room during the pandemic, 
while 80.8% reported being afraid of being contami-
nated with the virus, which demonstrates widespread 
insecurity regarding the current situation. This prob-
lem is reported by Lai et al., who showed the psycho-
logical effects among 1,257 health professionals who 
worked in Wuhan during the peak of the pandemic 
and identified high rates of depression (50.4%), anxi-
ety (44.6%), insomnia (34%), and stress (71.5%) among 
those interviewed8.

All of these aspects are directed to educational 
institutions, who must provide swift answers to sit-
uations never before experienced or seen. Of all the 
respondents, 56.2% reported some degree of dissat-
isfaction with the way their educational institution 

is handling the current situation. This was expected 
because, in a moment such as this, virtually every-
one had some loss. All sectors of society have vary-
ing degrees of dissatisfaction. According to research 
conducted by the Instituto Datafolha9, for 69% of the 
population, the pandemic will decrease their income, 
generating negative prospects for society. It is up to 
the educational institution to support students at this 
moment when many of them are isolated from their 
families, without being able to go to their internships 
or return home.

We believe that, in universities in general, some 
points of attention could improve the level of satisfac-
tion of these students, such as streamlining the com-
munication channel between the coordination staff 
and students and providing psychological support to 
students. In addition to communication, another key 
point regards information and knowledge. Thus, there 
should be investments in technical communication 
about the disease and the use of PPE and also in gen-
eral communication that is not specific to this prob-
lem. New communication channels should be opened 
for students, and there should be investments in the 
individualization of specific problems.

In addition, investments in PPE can be useful for 
returning to usual activities. Such return can happen 
in two ways: the situation reaches a point of balance 
and internships are resumed, or the number of seri-
ous cases increases greatly and the role of students 
as volunteers will have greater relevance. This volun-
tary work can count as at least part of the students’ 
internship since they will be experiencing a unique 
moment in medicine that has not happened in the last 
hundred years; this makes it easier to compensate for 
lost internship time. These aspects can improve the 
understanding of students, reduce fears and concerns, 
and increase the value of educational institutions for 
students and their families.

This study has some limitations: despite having 
national coverage it could not equally contemplate all 
educational institutions. Still, the number of respon-
dents from each of the educational institutions is lim-
ited. In addition, the proportion of answers has no 
statistical calculations to support them.

On the other hand, this is the first study carried out 
in the country that exposes the situation of medical 
interns in the Covid-19 pandemic and can serve as a 
basis for actions planned by the institutions, assist-
ing them in handling medical internships during 
this period.
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CONCLUSION

It can be concluded, based on this study, that 
remote education is a viable and suitable alternative 
for part of the medical internship support content and 
should be used extensively to train all interns on the 
Covid-19 pandemic and the use of PPE. In addition, 
the creation of new communication channels during 
this moment of a pandemic can increase the safety of 
students and improve their perception of educational 
institutions and their role in this crisis that involves 
the entire health system of Brasil and the rest of 
the world.
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