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The Experience

Here, in Spain, life has rapidly been pushed into an indoor-restricted
life as a consequence of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. The measures
towards an indoor-life started in Barcelona when, on March 12th, the
Government of Catalonia published a resolution declaring that
presential educational activities must stop.1 Two days later, this
resolution was followed by a Royal Decree issued by the Spanish
Government, which suspended classes on the whole country and
established much more strict measures, such as the obligation to stay
at home —with some exceptions, like shopping for groceries or
working—.2 Since then, COVID-19 cases have not stopped rising, making
Spain the European country with the most confirmed cases, exactly
152,446 on April 9th.3 Because of the strong bond between health
institutions and medical training, medicine faculties are being the most
affected ones by this worldwide crisis.

What has changed for medical students?

For me, a second-year medical student at the University of Barcelona,
presential classes have not been replaced with recorded or real-time
online classes as fast as has been done in other faculties4 —and some
classes have not been replaced at all—. Workload has not decreased,
and libraries are closed, leaving us without the possibility of consulting
a wide range of recommended bibliography. In some subjects, teachers
have started uploading their PowerPoint presentations with audio
records or explanatory notes, sometimes published with a significant
delay. We assume that this lateness on home-learning-appropriate
material is due to the fact that our teachers are usually health workers
who must be having frenetic and stressful workdays, but this issue is
making e-learning harder and slower for students. Moreover, most
universities, like the University of Barcelona, have declared the end of
presential classes for this semester,5 what will make us lose face-to-
face classes even if the lockdown ends before the academic year does.
To make everything more complicated, confinement has several
negative psychological effects,6 which we can expect to be influencing

our academic performance and that will become worse as the isolation
is prolonged.

Even though that every situation that | have described is negative, that
is not all the picture. Communication between teachers and students
has increased spectacularly and workload is trying to be progressively
adjusted. Exams are being rescheduled and the topics that are included
in each one are being reevaluated, giving us more time to prepare for
them. In addition to this, lots of exams are being planned to be taken
online, avoiding a high load of tests when the isolation ends.

A highly relevant concern to take into account is the lack of planned
alternatives for clinical practices. On March oth, all the Catalan
medicine faculties cancelled this practices, which are required for the
degree.7 | have been lucky enough to be in second year, the last year
without clinical practices and, therefore, my knowledge on how it is
being managed is very limited, so | will not discuss this topic.

What do we expect for the next weeks of isolation?

It is a common thought between my classmates that the issues
previously exposed will eventually disappear. Predictably,
communication between teachers and students will continue to
increase, and it will help teachers prepare content that is more useful
for us. Another important change we will surely experiment is that we
will eventually get used to the situation, and thus develop routines and
habits that will allow us to decrease isolation-related psychological
effects and increase our productivity.

Summary

The COVID-19 outbreak is the biggest health emergency that Spain has
faced since it became a democratic country in the late 70s and it is
affecting every aspect of its citizens life. For medical students, it is
being though to keep up to date with the degree in this new and
unexpected situation, but the teaching community is making
considerably efforts to make their subjects more accessible.

1 Medical Student, University of Barcelona, Spain.
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