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ABSTRACT:

Educational changes resulting from sanitary orders during the COVID-19 
pandemic significantly affected the personal freedom and sense of subjectiv-
ity among participants in educational processes. The aim of the study was 
to identify the personal experiences of the sense of being the subject of ed-
ucation of three groups: students with special educational needs, including 
disabled students, their teachers and parents, during and after the pandem-
ic. The article applies the concept of a sense of subjectivity, which includes  
4 dimensions: a sense of: 1) freedom of choice, 2) agency, 3) responsibility 
for one’s actions, and 4) interpersonal contacts based on equality and partner-
ship. Reconstructions of the experience of being a subject of education were 
carried out within the framework of qualitative study (focus group inter-
views), which was a part of the Polish national Psychological and Pedagogical 
Support Programme for Students and Teachers, conducted by Cardinal Stefan 
Wyszyński University in Warsaw and partners. The article discusses 4 dimen-
sions of the sense of subjectivity in three groups of respondents. The study 
revealed a diversity of experiences. It was found that students with special ed-
ucational needs experienced a low sense of subjectivity in education; however, 
the determinants of this condition were not only the result of the peculiarities 
of education in times of the pandemic, but above all to the specificity of the 
educational system itself. Among teachers and parents, the sense of subjectiv-
ity was higher and characterised by other qualitative indicators (mainly in the 
area of the sense of responsibility and agency).

Being the Subject of Education  
– Pandemic and Post-Pandemic Experiences  

of Students With Disabilities, Their Teachers and Parents

Marzena Dycht1, Emilia Śmiechowska-Petrovskij1, Kamil Kuracki1

1 Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński University, Poland



108

IJSE 2023, 38(3), 107-122

https://doi.org/10.52291/ijse.2023.38.43

Being the Subject of Education – Pandemic and Post-Pandemic Experiences ...

INTRODUCTION

The concepts present in special education regarding  
a multidimensional perspective on disability emphasise 
the context of the subjectivity1 of the person experienc-
ing the disability or developmental disorder (and related 
aspects such as dignity, autonomy, identity) (Goldan et 
al., 2022; Niemi & Mietola, 2017; Podgórska-Jachnik, 
2009; Rozek & Stobäus, 2017; Rzeźnicka-Krupa, 2011; 
Szczupał, 2008). The subjectivist view of the human being 
includes humanistic thinking about one’s autonomy, inner 
independence and responsibility for one’s own behaviour, 
as well as the right to shape one’s own destiny (Głodkows-
ka, 2014; Kosakowski, 2009). Subjectivity, in the present 
model, constitutes one of the basic attributes of a human 
being, while support, care, rehabilitation or education are 
an absolute imperative for the subjective treatment of peo-
ple with disabilities (Żółkowska, 2008). All educational 
and therapeutic activities should create a supportive envi-
ronment that activates the person, his or her need of par-
ticipation and self-fulfilment, making him or her aware of 
his or her potential for agency, for influencing and taking 
responsibility for his or her own life. One of the key roles 
in this concept is played by the family of the person with 
a disability. In addition, it is important to support each 
person in his or her development process through a vari-
ety of educational offers tailored to his or her needs and 
real capabilities, as well as the existence of relationships be-
tween different actors in the sphere of education based on 
the principles of equal status and rights, acceptance and 
understanding, respect and tolerance (children, parents, 
teachers, therapists, headmasters). From the point of view 
of special education, the idea of subjectivity is therefore 
expressed, among other things, through the possibility of 
receiving education in all types of schools, according to 
individual developmental and educational needs and pre-
dispositions, through the adaptation of the content, meth-
ods and organisation of education to the psychophysical 

characteristics of the students, as well as the possibility 
of benefiting from pedagogical, psychological and thera-
peutic care and special forms of teaching (Krause, 2010). 
In Poland, education and support for students with di-
verse educational and developmental needs takes place in 
segregationist (special institutions and schools) as well as 
mainstream educational institutions. The predominant 
form of education is inclusive education. In the school 
year 2021/2022, a total of 162122 students with disabil-
ities and social maladjustment were educated in primary 
and secondary schools, of whom 112145 in mainstream 
schools2 (Statistics Poland, 2022).

The turn towards a humanistic approach revealed the 
need to ask questions about, among other things, the es-
sence of subjectivity and what it means to be a subject. 
Teacher subjectivity is understood as freedom of the teach-
er to act, which is expressed, for example, in setting goals, 
taking initiatives and making decisions that improve the 
quality of the work of students, the class or the school as 
a whole. Student subjectivity, on the other hand, means 
that the student is able to make choices about roles, tasks, 
methods and partners for school activity. The student 
makes his or her own decisions, influencing the course 
of his or her actions and experiences the consequences, 
having a sense of responsibility for his or her actions 
(Borawska, 2009). The subjectivity of the parent, which is 
important, especially in the context of building partner-
ships between the family home and the (pre-)school envi-
ronment, is expressed, among other things, in the parent 
having equal rights to teachers in decision-making, the 
freedom to form assessments and present their views and 
positions on the education process and its effects, in the 
sense of common goals and relative equality of partners, 
as well as in the possibility to participate in shared dia-
logue on curriculum content and the directions, princi-
ples and methods of work within the scope of education 
and upbringing (Szempruch, 2009).

 One operational model of sense of subjectivity that 
can be used in study practices is that of Maria Nowic-
ka-Kozioł (2000). It captures the following components 
of the sense of subjectivity:

1 In Anglo-Saxon terminology, the concept of “subjectivity” and “sub-
ject” has a slightly different meaning than in Central European cul-
tures. For this reason it is difficult to find a suitable equivalent for 
the construct “podmiotowość”, “podmiot” developed in Poland. The 
latter is most similar to the English “personhood” understood as “sta-
tus of a conscious, rational and independent partner” with a strong 
emphasis on the aspect of causality or agency. However, taking into 
account the multidimensional approach to “subjectivity” and “sub-
ject” contained in Donald E. Hall’s publication “Subjectivity” (2004), 
in the present text these lexemes are applied. For better understanding 
of the phenomenon in question, the first part of the article explains 
how to understand it, along with an operational model of the concept 
of “sense of subjectivity” (Nowicka-Kozioł 2000).

2 According to the Regulation of 9 August 2017 on the conditions of 
organizing education, upbringing and care for children and young people 
with disabilities, social maladjustment and at risk of social maladjust-
ment (Journal of Laws of 2020, item. 1309; Journal of Law, 2020), 
students with disabilities in Poland include: children and young 
people who are: deaf, hard of hearing, blind, visually impaired, with 
motor disabilities, including aphasia, with mild, moderate or severe 
intellectual disabilities, with autism, including Asperger’s syndrome, 
and with multiple disabilities.
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1.	 sense of freedom of choice – conscious deci-
sion-making and purposeful management of one’s 
behaviour;

2.	 sense of agency – i.e. influence on the occurrence 
or non-occurrence of external situations;

3.	 sense of responsibility for one’s actions;
4.	 a sense of equal partner interpersonal contacts.
Educational changes resulting from sanitary or-

ders during the COVID-19 pandemic significantly en-
croached upon the personal freedom and sense of subjec-
tivity of participants in educational processes. In Poland, 
the COVID-19 pandemic was declared in March 2020. 
One of the first decisions to counteract the spread of 
coronavirus was to suspend teaching and upbringing as 
well as childcare activities in schools and educational in-
stitutions from 12 to 24 March 2020. Subsequently, it 
was made compulsory to perform educational tasks by 
means of distance education methods and techniques. 
School principals (including in special schools), in co-
operation with teachers, decided how to organise re-
mote learning, choosing appropriate solutions and tools. 
A flexible system of distance learning was created, adapt-
ed to the needs of almost 5 million students from ap-
proximately 24,500 schools (Report of the Minister of 
National Education; MEN, 2020). Taking into account 
public expectations, from 4 May, the process of gradual 
reopening of selected types of schools and educational 
institutions began, with the appropriate sanitary regime, 
especially those providing classes with a child/student 
with a certified need for early development support and 
special education (special institutions were ones with the 
relatively shortest time of obligatory remote education). 
Starting in September of the 2020/2021 school year, 
schools were given the opportunity to implement differ-
ent educational options: a) functioning in the conditions 
of traditional education in the institution’s building (pro-
viding this type of education for the youngest children, 
from grades I-III and SEN students) – these solutions 
were most often preferred in special schools, b) education 
in the remote mode (learning with the use of modern 
technologies at home, offered to students in the higher 
grades of primary schools: 4-8 and secondary schools), c) 
hybrid mode education (mixed mode, giving the possi-
bility to quickly switch from in-school to remote learning 
or to combine them at the same time), which was dedi-
cated to students with an individual learning status, those 
in quarantine and those with chronic illnesses. Students 
with a statement of special educational needs were given 
the opportunity to be safely educated in all education-
al activities in a traditional way, using distance learning 

methods and techniques or in a mixed manner, depend-
ing on the needs and preferences of the child and their 
parents. From the 2021/2022 school year, all children 
and young people (including those with special devel-
opmental and educational needs) attended full in-school 
education. Students without symptoms of infection or 
infectious disease and where quarantine or home isola-
tion was not imposed were allowed to attend school. On 
28 March 2022, the obligation to wear masks was lifted 
and the state of epidemic emergency caused by SARS-
CoV-2 infections was lifted in Poland on 1 July 2023.

In the study dedicated to the functioning of schools 
and students with special educational needs during that 
period, the focus is on organisational forms of education, 
including technological aspects, cooperation between 
school and family, teachers’ practices, including those of 
special education teachers in the field of education and 
rehabilitation, assessments of the effectiveness of intro-
duced teaching and support strategies in remote form, 
changes in students’ functioning from the perspective of 
teachers and parents, and parents’ experiences (study re-
view after: Dycht, 2022, Śmiechowska-Petrovskij et al., 
2022). Little space is devoted to reconstructing the per-
sonal experiences of the respondents, including the cat-
egory of subjectivity. Therefore, the aim of the research 
presented in this article was to identify how students with 
special educational needs, including disabled students, 
their teachers and parents, reconstruct their personal ex-
periences of being a subject of education during the pan-
demic (isolation, remote and hybrid education) and after 
the pandemic period.

METHODS

The study was conducted within the framework of the 
Psychological and Pedagogical Support Programme for Stu-
dents and Teachers (MEiN/2021/DPI/76; MEiN, 2021)), 
funded by the Polish Ministry of Education and Science. 
The aim of the programme was to help combat the effects 
of the COVID-19 pandemic experienced by subjects in 
the educational system. The programme was implement-
ed by the Cardinal Stefan Wyszynski University and its 
partners, from 01.06.2021 till 30.11.2022. One of its 
components – in addition to psychological and peda-
gogical counselling, training, scientific and education-
al materials and the activity of support coordinators in 
the regions – was the implementation of scientific study 
(Śmiechowska-Petrovskij et al., 2022). The study results 
presented in the present article are a part of a broader 
quantitative and qualitative study.
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The present study was carried out in a qualitative par-
adigm, using a focus group interview (FGI) technique. 
The aim of the study was to identify the personal experi-
ences of the sense of being a subject of education of three 
groups: students with special educational needs, includ-
ing students with disabilities, their teachers and parents, 
during the pandemic period (lockdown, remote and hy-
brid education) and after the pandemic. The study was 
conducted by means of distance communication (video 
interviews on the Cisco Webex platform) with groups 
of 2 to 6 people. Interviews lasted up to 120 minutes. 
The study was conducted among: students with mild and 
moderate intellectual disabilities from primary (3 inter-
views, 16 people) and secondary special schools (3 in-
terviews, 13 people), and students with disabilities and 
other special educational needs (autistic spectrum dis-
orders, hearing impairment, motor impairment, social 
maladjustment) from mainstream primary schools (3 in-
terviews 15 people), and secondary schools (2 interviews, 
12 people). The study was also conducted among the 
teachers of the students under study: special education 
teachers, working in special education centres and special 
schools (3 interviews, 13 participants), as well as special 
education teachers, co-organizing the educational pro-
cess of students with special educational needs (SEN) in 
inclusive education, working with students with autistic 
spectrum disorders, hearing dysfunction, motor dysfunc-
tion, intellectual disability and social maladjustment), 
participating in the study (4 interviews, 20 participants). 
Parents of the aforementioned students were also inter-
viewed (5 interviews, 20 participants). The respondents 
came from 4 regions. The article contains excerpts from 
statements made by people representing particular study 
groups. The code symbols placed next to them denote 
in the following order: type of institution /type of study 
group (SP – primary school, SPP – secondary school, 
SOSW – special educational centres, U-student, NI – 
student with intellectual disability, N-teacher, NW – in-
clusive education teacher, R-Parent) / region (1-lubuskie, 
2- lubelskie, 3-warmińsko-mazurskie, 4 - małopolskie) / 
number of the examined person.

The study was conducted between March and June 
2022. The interviews were focused on the following top-
ics: 1. experiences from the beginning of the pandemic; 
2. relationships with other participants in the educa-
tional process during and after the pandemic; 3. current 
post-pandemic experiences in relation to school; 4. vision 
of the school of the future.

The interviews were recorded observing the principles 
of ethics. All respondents consented to participate and 

to be recorded (underage participants took part in the 
study with their parents’ consent), in addition, they were 
allowed not to reveal their faces and not to speak when 
they did not want to. The next step was to transcribe the 
recordings. The verbal data were coded based on the con-
cept of sense of subjectivity and its 4 dimensions (Nowic-
ka-Kozioł, 2000).

RESULTS

Subjectivity: sense of freedom of choice – conscious 
decision-making and purposeful management of one’s 
behaviour
Freedom is the ability to choose and not being subject 
to coercion. A person is free when and insofar as he can 
choose. The spread of the pandemic and the isolation 
measures during COVID-19 have significantly reduced 
said freedom.

SEN students reacted to the closure of schools and 
the transition to remote education with an amplitude of 
emotions (ranging from pleasant, such as joy at not going 
to school, to difficult ones: fear, apprehension, anxiety). 
A difference emerged between students without intel-
lectual disabilities, educated in mainstream schools, and 
students with intellectual disabilities, educated in special 
schools. The latter mentioned difficult emotions more fre-
quently and associated them primarily with imposed so-
cial isolation – restricted contact with peers and teachers.

Positive emotions: joy, enthusiasm were associated 
by some students from mainstream schools with the op-
portunity to decide on their own time. Paradoxically, the 
injunction to stay at home and study remotely loosened 
the discipline of daily routine and students were happy 
not to have to get up in the morning, to be able to stay in 
their pyjamas, to eat meals at different times, to play on-
line games, to communicate with their peers through so-
cial media and communicators – these were the activities 
they undertook on their own (their parents controlled 
them less due to work). In the first stage of remote educa-
tion, lessons took place in asynchronous form (uploading 
materials and assignments, sending them back by the stu-
dents), only later – in the form of online lessons synchro-
nously on various platforms such as Google Meet, MS 
Teams and others. These two forms also differentiated the 
range of student choices. They saw asynchronous edu-
cation as more convenient, enabling them to get better 
grades with less effort. They pointed to working collab-
oratively while completing individual assignments, using 
online resources rather than completing assignments on 
their own. This type of work also freed up time, with 
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some respondents mentioning that they could choose to 
do things that they usually did not have time for (e.g. 
playing games, reading), as one respondent mentioned: 

I had more time for my own activities. I was especial-
ly involved in drawing, playing games, and talking to 
my friends. (SP/SPE/U/3/B3)

There was also a small number of respondents who 
used this time for additional learning. Synchronous ed-
ucation, on the other hand, although perceived as more 
effective from the point of view of real learning outcomes 
rather than grades (appreciation of the fact that teachers 
could explain learning content, tasks), was potentially  
a greater constraint on their freedom. Thus, some stu-
dents chose not to turn on the cameras (officially with 
the excuse of technical difficulties), not to take notes, not 
to do physical exercises during PE classes 

To be honest, most of the time I didn’t take notes. 
70% of my notebook is drawings. It’s like that  
a lot, a lot, a lot, but not what you need. And so it 
was nothing interesting at the time. (...) I either lis-
tened to the teachers or I didn’t. I either took notes or 
I didn’t. (SP/SPE-NI/U/1/B5)

Students consciously opted for resistance strategies 
(Czerepaniak-Walczak, 2006; McLaren, 1991). They 
clearly revealed their feeling of the oppressiveness of the 
educational system (which was already present before the 
pandemic). Students indicated a sense of pressure related 
to educational results, the vision of external examinations, 
and some also noted that their experiences of relationships 
with teachers had oppressive features (the teacher as a hold-
er of power over the student, controlling the latter by giv-
ing grades – not always perceived as fair ones). Remote 
education, as a suspension of the previous order of things, 
therefore acted liberatingly. It enabled arbitrariness, devoid 
of a long-term perspective (anticipation of consequences).

Resistance strategies – consciously deciding with re-
gard to one’s behaviour – are also evident in the treat-
ment of masks as a restriction of their freedom, and not 
complying with the obligation to cover the face (not 
wearing masks). The abolition of the order to wear masks 
was seen by the majority of respondents as a practical end 
to the pandemic 

of course we didn’t want to wear them from the be-
ginning, so yes, that’s why I said that 28 March is 
then the end of the pandemic. (SP/SPE/U/3/B2)

In the case of students with intellectual disabilities, 
educated in special schools, a different experience was 

observed. They perceive school as a friendly place where 
they form bonds with teachers, students, have the op-
portunity to experience new situations, learn about na-
ture, art – school situations are dynamic for them. They 
rarely mentioned their decisions, instead they reported 
their emotions. Although the pattern of their daily life 
had also changed, the change in routines had a negative 
trait. They often suspended their activities, lay in bed, did 
nothing without external motivation. This is particularly 
evident in the accounts of their parents: they emphasise 
their children’s inertia, apathy, lack of initiative. In the 
case of this group of respondents, it is difficult to find in-
dicators of conscious decision-making and management 
of their behaviour.

The analyses carried out show that the feeling of sub-
jectivity in the aspect of feeling free to choose – conscious 
decision-making and purposeful management of one’s 
behaviour concerned only a part of the students surveyed 
and referred to the freedom to decide about one’s body, 
its location and the freedom to manage one’s attention. 
A significant proportion of the students surveyed revealed 
resistance strategies to the perceived power from the ed-
ucational system (oppressiveness of the grading system, 
the education programme and the teachers).

As far as teachers – special education teachers – were 
concerned, a nagging sensation in the initial period of the 
pandemic was the feeling of impotence and limitation 
as well as the inability to make choices – as to where to 
stay (isolation), as to the form and way of implementing 
the educational process (limitation of institutional and 
didactic resources). Teachers from special schools point-
ed out the difficulty in establishing communication with 
students with more profound disabilities, which, due to 
their characteristics, very much limit social contact and 
project distraction: 

(...) even afterwards, when we were able to connect, 
the deaf children still preferred to function based on 
worksheets; they thought that for them an online les-
son was a lost lesson, they preferred to work through 
something themselves. (SOSW/N/FGI/2/B1) 
When learning remotely, students were more un-
comfortable. They did not want to join Meet. They 
preferred us to send them materials by email. Our 
students with autism are non-speaking – here the 
teachers had more of a problem. (SOSW/N/1/B3)

The educational situation did not improve with the 
lack of or poor access to the Internet in rural areas, insuf-
ficient competence, lack of time among the students’ par-
ents to handle the multimedia used in online education, 
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which made it difficult or impossible to establish remote 
contact or transfer classroom materials. Teachers from 
mainstream schools emphasised difficult accommodation 
and material conditions of their students, especially in 
large families. 

In spite of the significant organisational challenges 
and constraints on the functioning of the students and 
the first negative personal emotional experiences related 
to the pandemic, the teachers consciously made decisions 
to intensify their efforts to adapt the content, methods 
and organisation of education to the predispositions and 
educational needs of their students. They deliberately 
guided their pedagogical behaviour in such a way that, 
even at the expense of their own well-being, they would 
even more fully enable their students to pursue their ed-
ucation despite the pandemic. They decided to record 
lessons and instructional videos for students and their 
parents instead of sending teaching materials, translating 
learning content and solving problems over the phone 
or via a variety of apps (Classroom, Meet, Ms Teams, 
Zoom, Messenger, Wordwall, Learning Apps). They also 
worked in asynchronous mode (Librus, Vulcan, email). 
Distribution of learning materials proved to be quite 
a challenge. So all possible means were used – includ-
ing directly reaching the child’s home with a packet of 
prepared worksheets. For teachers, these conscious and 
deliberate actions had a positive impact on their sense of 
personal freedom of choice and professional satisfaction. 

As in the case of educators, parents of SEN students 
perceived the sudden and unexpected onset of the pan-
demic mainly in catastrophic terms, as evidenced by the 
terms such as: shock, trauma, horror or punishment in 
their narratives. It is difficult to find sentences in their 
statements that attest to the sense of freedom of choice 
they felt at the time. Solutions to many issues related to 
the education and rehabilitation of children were devel-
oped and implemented without prior public consulta-
tion. Particularly in the early days of the pandemic, par-
ents were therefore faced with numerous challenges in 
supporting their children’s development at home, often 
creating therapeutic aids on their own and organising 
their child’s rehabilitation process based solely on in-
structions, tasks and worksheets provided electronically 
by specialists. Thus, they almost automatically had to be-
come overnight their children’s teachers and therapists. 
However, the pandemic turned out to be a period chang-
ing over time, with a gradual stabilisation, hence, as the 
weeks of the pandemic progressed, parents of children 
with special educational needs were progressively more 
able to make autonomous decisions being the result of 

a profit and loss balance related to their child’s educa-
tion and rehabilitation. Consequently, due to time con-
straints, among other reasons, many parents consciously 
opted out of having their children fill out the electronic 
worksheets they received, while others intensified their 
efforts towards a more flexible form of work (e.g. home 
office), enabling them to become more involved in their 
child’s education and rehabilitation. In turn, for some 
parents who were able to do so due to their socio-eco-
nomic status, the pandemic proved to be an impulse to 
give up work altogether and devote themselves to rais-
ing and caring for their child. Moreover, many parents 
of children attending special institutions, which worked 
without major changes to the sanitary regime, also made 
the decision, due to the perceived fear for their children’s 
health, to leave them at home and pursue educational 
activities in a hybrid mode, among others 

I was afraid to send Patryk to school, he stayed practi-
cally until the end of the school year with me.
(R/SPE/2/B3)

Sense of agency – i.e., influence on the occurrence or 
non-existence of external situations
In their accounts of the onset of the pandemic, its dura-
tion and the return to post-pandemic school reality, SEN 
students manifested virtually no sense of agency.

The most distinct area of agency that could be iden-
tified in the statements of some of the respondents was 
that concerning the immediate future: related to prepar-
ing for the matura exam [final high school examination; 
transl. note] and/or obtaining a professional certificate 
(in the case of students from vocational schools): 

Right now I am living my matura exam preparation. 
But, well I think I am able to embrace one of these 
things so that I don’t mess it up (...). So I try to fo-
cus on just preparing for the matura exam (...). And 
maybe some personal development as well. 
(SPP/SPE/U/3/B3)

In a few statements, there appeared motifs indicating 
rather a lack of belief in their ability to influence external 
situations, mainly because they had repeatedly experi-
enced the ineffectiveness of the support system (e.g. in 
a few statements on peer violence, they noted that aggres-
sive students were not removed from schools and that the 
measures taken were not sufficient to protect the victims, 
resulting in a fear to report abuse, the consequence of 
which could be revenge from the perpetrators). In con-
trast, when experiencing violation of school rules (e.g. 
not exceeding the number of tests in one day), they in-
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dicated that teachers did not bother to comply with the 
regulations. One student expressed this suggestively: 

All we can do is complain. Complaining did not 
help, even legal knowledge did not help. 
(SP/SPE/U/3/B2)

There were also opinions that some changes have to 
be systemic – they are not on the side of the students or 
even the teachers or the management.

Even when students were asked about their vision of 
the school of the future, to determine the scope of change, 
they were very cautious in their statements. Again, there 
appeared a difference between students with intellectu-
al disabilities, educated in special schools, and students 
without intellectual disabilities from mainstream schools. 
The former had great difficulty in indicating the modifi-
cations needed, most often stating that they would not 
change anything. A single comment was made about in-
creasing the time of outdoor activities. Mainstream stu-
dents, on the other hand, made some suggestions, but 
these were mostly reactive rather than creative. Students 
experience a great deal of overload at school. In their 
statements about it, they focus on the reduction of the 
core curriculum, the change/abolition of the grading sys-
tem, the rearrangement of the school space, the change 
of teaching methods and school communication. They 
unequivocally see the grading system as harmful, creating 
pressure, unhealthy competition. However, the students 
surveyed do not feel that they could be initiators or cre-
ators of change in the educational environment. 

In the case of teachers, the sense of agency as a compo-
nent of the sense of being a subject of education can be ob-
served mainly in the area of proactive measures in response 
to the difficulties manifested during the pandemic period. 
This required teachers to assess the pedagogical situations 
that occurred and respond adequately in the context of: 
recognising, understanding, structuring and prioritising 
the events triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic, flexibly 
using the resources available to meet the challenges of re-
mote education and, above all, realising that any demands, 
limitations of education in the era of coronavirus infection 
are worth the effort and commitment for the sake of the 
SEN student. The teachers’ sense of controllability and re-
sourcefulness was manifested in the effective creation of 
teaching and therapeutic activities using IT in face-to-face 
and asynchronous contact, through differentiated appli-
cations, or in a stationary form – convenient for students 
with more profound developmental disorders: 

I have such (experience) that the teacher can cope 
with everything. (...). In hindsight, you can say that 

we really managed this pandemic problem well. (...). 
These different regulations that systematised (the 
work) and the aids that finally started to appear were 
very necessary to perform this work with children at 
an increasingly better level. (SP/NW/2/B1)

They are also aware of the internal and external re-
sources acquired, which positively influenced their lev-
el of resourcefulness and agency in their teaching work, 
such as increased IT competences, innovative skills, the 
use of new technologies to make traditional lessons more 
attractive: 

we enriched ourselves with the ability to quickly find 
various additional aids, videos, games that would en-
rich our lessons, attract the attention of the students 
and this paid off, these skills simply stayed with us. 
(NSOSW/1/B3) 

On the other hand, the focus interviews revealed lim-
ited spheres of influence for special education teachers: 
reduced psychological and digital well-being under con-
ditions of social isolation and increased use of IT, vari-
ability in interpersonal relationships taking place using 
new technologies. Teachers also showed little causal com-
petence in terms of their ability to separate their private 
and professional lives: most special education teachers ex-
perienced a lack of time for themselves and their families. 
Therefore, the vision of the future school, in the opinion 
of many of them, is mainly based on compensating for 
deficits: in the narratives, they voiced requests focused on: 
systemic changes in the area of educational development 
management, organisation of learning, special needs di-
dactics and enriching the forms of necessary support.

Parents’ experience of their sense of agency, on the 
other hand, concerns areas related to their involvement 
in their children’s education, heightened by worry about 
the possibility of later gaps in their children’s knowledge 
and skills, as well as their determination to overcome the 
numerous obstacles that arise during this time. Most of 
the parents interviewed felt the need to respond to both 
the observed and anticipated effects of the pandemic. 
Although the actions taken, according to the parents’ 
statements, were not related to their ability to design and 
implement systemic changes (macro scale) and were lim-
ited to the home environment (micro scale), including 
organisation of learning spaces, providing equipment 
and teaching resources and ongoing assistance with tasks 
and exercises, they undoubtedly made a significant con-
tribution to creating optimal conditions for children’s 
development and education. 
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Mum was demanding and enforced certain things 
(...) Mum had to become a teacher, and there were 
no crayons at home, no plasticine – and all the shops 
in the pandemic were closed at the beginning and you 
had to search and live by your wits and it was actu-
ally us – the parents – who organised these children’s 
work. (R/SPE/4/B4)

An expression of the parents’ perceived need for agen-
cy, as well as the need for freedom of choice and partner-
ship in deciding on the goals, principles, methods and 
shape of the education system, is also found in a number 
of postulates they formulated with respect to the vision of 
possible changes in the Polish post-pandemic school. In 
them, parents expressed, among other things, the need for 
teachers to be more reflective in terms of understanding 
the diverse needs of children, to intensify social integra-
tion activities, to increase the range and size of specialised 
classes or to reduce class size and make groups of children 
with disabilities in integrated classes more homogeneous. 

I would like a school where they will look at children’s 
needs. They will notice them and not treat children in 
such a way that if my son is not able to sit at his desk, 
then he is naughty. (R/SPE/3/B1)

It should be added, however, that to a large extent 
the parents’ sense of agency seems to be determined by 
factors which significantly influence the whole family 
system, such as: the type of disability of the child, the 
number of children, the family’s place of residence, the 
parents’ occupational activity and the type of educational 
institution attended by the child. In this context, par-
ents raising children with a relatively high level of psy-
chosocial functioning, living in places with better access 
to treatment and rehabilitation infrastructure, being able 
to reconcile home and work duties due to the nature of 
their work, as well as parents of children attending kin-
dergartens and special schools, where remote education 
was present for significantly shorter time than for chil-
dren from mainstream schools, were in a much more fa-
vourable situation.

Sense of responsibility for one’s actions
SEN students – participants in the research – feel a re-
sponsibility for their performance mainly in the educa-
tional area – school record. They know that effort is nec-
essary to achieve certain results.

Some respondents did not take responsibility for their 
actions during lockdowns, suffering the consequences 
when they returned to school (unlearned material, worse 

grades, gaps in knowledge and skills). A lack of respon-
sibility for the process and a passive responsibility for 
the results (responsibility borne – passive state3) can be 
identified here. For this group of students, the physical 
return to school was associated with anxiety, stress and 
the impostor syndrome.

Other students, on the other hand, both during lock-
downs and when they returned to school, did put effort 
into the process (took responsibility for the activity – ac-
tive state), but at the same time it was a fairly common 
experience for them that their effort did not result in 
the expected outcome in terms of grades, school perfor-
mance. They felt that it was the school situations that sig-
nificantly affected their grades, not their state of prepara-
tion (e.g. too many tests in one day, stress resulting from 
oral exams, getting lower grades due to minor mistakes 
resulting from carelessness; they indicated that at home 
or when working on their own in class they did well with 
the material in question, and during formal tests they did 
worse). This could be described as a feeling of being held 
accountable, although the source of the situation was be-
yond them. 

The students’ statements suggest that they have a nar-
row scope of freedom to decide on their own actions and 
a low sense of agency. They depend on external instances 
(teachers, parents), which lowers their feeling of being 
responsible for their own actions.

As far as the teachers surveyed were concerned, re-
sponsibility was mainly expressed in the efforts to imple-
ment differentiated education to the fullest extent possi-
ble in the era of the coronavirus pandemic. This required 
providing each developmentally different student with 
the best possible conditions for functioning. In the first 
and later waves of the pandemic, the student support in 
mainstream and special schools took a variety of forms, 
depending on the organisational capacity of the institu-
tion, the communication and technological competence 
of the teachers, and the preferences, abilities and needs 
of SEN students. The degree to which they were inte-
grated, but also the level of responsible teacher involve-
ment, often determined the quality of special education 
in COVID conditions: 

3 Responsibility, following Ingarden (1987), is understood as: 1. bear-
ing responsibility for something (responsibility borne - passive state); 
2. taking responsibility for something (responsibility taken - active 
state); 3. being held responsible (the source of the situation is out-
side the agent and is aimed at causing changes in his or her personal 
structure); 4. acting responsibly occurring with the individual’s full 
understanding of the situation and awareness of the motives and val-
ues underlying the action (active state).
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We supported each other, we talked to each other, 
we consulted certain behaviours of the children (...). 
There was commitment from all sides and coopera-
tion. (SP/NW/3/B3)

With a high sense of responsibility for the student (re-
sponsibility actively undertaken) and for the continua-
tion of education under stressful conditions (responsibil-
ity borne), they consciously undertook the arduous task 
of preparing packets of teaching materials (individually 
tailored to the needs of each student, resulting in their 
own overwork) and often spontaneously, personally dis-
tributed them to parents or forwarded them by tradition-
al mail or the institution’s online platform. They worked 
patiently and for a long time to overcome difficulties of 
information and communication nature when working 
with students who experienced problems in the commu-
nication process and deprivation of rehabilitation needs 
(deaf, autistic, non-speaking, with moderate and severe 
intellectual disabilities).

A feature of accountability is the voluntariness and 
awareness of the task commitments undertaken. From 
the narratives presented, there emerges a picture of com-
mitted, caring teachers, often performing their time-con-
suming professional commitments with dedication at the 
expense of their private lives (constant availability). This 
type of behaviour is an expression of the teachers’ concern 
and conscious responsibility for the SEN student and his 
or her family environment. It indicates active, responsible 
action that takes place with a full understanding of the 
situation on the part of the individual and with an aware-
ness of the motives and values underlying the action. The 
parents’ responsibility for the actions taken during the 
pandemic becomes apparent not so much in terms of tak-
ing responsibility for specific events (passive state), but 
rather in terms of a series of initiated responsible actions 
in response to difficult situations (active state). As in the 
case of teachers, the involvement in the process of creating 
a learning environment adapted to the varying psycho-
physical capacities of students with special educational 
needs is here one example among many of the conscious, 
mature and thoughtful actions taken by their parents 
aimed at creating a scaffolding for their children’s devel-
opment, especially during the unpredictable period of the 
pandemic. In the narratives of the parents interviewed, 
there are many statements regarding, among other things, 
the efforts they made to minimise their children’s fear and 
to explain to them the context of the changes they were 
experiencing, the limitations and restrictions resulting 
from the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 virus. 

I was at first looking for information on how to start 
a conversation about the pandemic so that it would 
not frighten him and so that it would have some ef-
fect and so that the right information would be com-
municated (R/SPE/2/B1)

An expression of the parents’ sense of responsibility 
for activities related to the educational process is also 
their high degree of reflectiveness and insightfulness in 
analysing the currently observed consequences of pan-
demic education and designing possible solutions. In-
deed, parents pointed out a number of both negative and 
positive consequences of the restrictions introduced over 
many months, and also recognised the need for changes 
in the organisation of psychological and pedagogical sup-
port in kindergartens, schools and institutions. 

What else... children after the pandemic needed to 
talk to a teacher, to a psychologist – this was missing... 
I personally think that one psychologist per school is 
not enough. There should be more. There should be 
conversations with such kids, because the pandemic 
didn’t affect them well. (R/SPE/3/B2)

Sense of equal partner interpersonal contacts
In the interviews conducted, statements concerning the 
relationship between students and their peers, teachers 
and parents occupy a lot of space. Apart from a few cases 
of pupils (at risk of social maladjustment and with the 
spectrum of autistic disorders) who indicated an imbal-
ance in their relationships with teachers, perceived as un-
fair, most of the pupils interviewed indicated that their 
interpersonal contacts, especially with adults, were sat-
isfying and they experienced support and felt that they 
could count on them. They did not raise the issue of 
asymmetrical relationships. At the same time, interper-
sonal contacts were the area of functioning in the pan-
demic and post-pandemic period that evoked a great deal 
of contrasting emotion among the respondents.

Remote education resulted in students with intel-
lectual disabilities educated in special schools suffering 
a decrease in well-being, experiencing isolation and a lack 
of meaningful interaction with both peers and teachers. 
The majority of students were unable (infrastructural bar-
riers), unwilling (due to fatigue and low computer effi-
ciency) or incapable (technical problems) of using online 
activities, if offered, and thus lost their connection with 
teachers and therapists. The return to the institutions by 
this group of students was associated with joy, enthusiasm 
resulting from meetings with teachers and peers. In small-
sized classes in special schools, the opportunity for strong 
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bonds is greater, and individual work in rehabilitation ses-
sions provides a feeling of greater personal support. 

Students without intellectual disabilities from main-
stream schools reported a change in their relationship 
with teachers. Most of the respondents experienced great-
er interest on their part, and the forms of contact had 
changed: students dared to communicate by email and 
messaging apps (the times of contact and the degree to 
which it was formalised had changed). In addition, many 
of them indicated that online lessons had made it possible 
to talk to teachers about more than just school topics.

In terms of peer experience, for many of the students 
surveyed, the period of isolation translated to reduced in-
terpersonal contact, a change in the form of this contact 
(to online). Some respondents created a kind of online 
schoolyard with their peers, where they would meet, 
play games, exchange GIFs or memes. However, in the 
majority of statements, it can be noted that the students 
limited the number of people they interacted with (in 
relation to school situations) and indicated ‘closing in on 
themselves’, less willingness to share their experiences. 
The majority of respondents felt happy to physically re-
turn to school and appreciated the opportunity to meet 
friends in person, as well as spoke of improved relation-
ships. Unfortunately, for some respondents (particularly 
those with autistic spectrum disorders), the bonds lost 
during lockdowns were not rebuilt when they returned to 
schools. The pattern of social relationships in classrooms 
had changed. Some respondents recalled feeling lonely.

A large proportion of respondents indicated a change 
in their relationship with their parents. Students from 
both mainstream and special schools noted and appre-
ciated their parents’ help with remote education. Many 
students were positive about their relationship with 
their parents, noting no significant change, despite be-
ing forced to spend more time together during isolation. 
Some, however, observed a deterioration in their rela-
tionship with their parents as a result of the demands 
placed on students – demands on learning and grades, 
but also on household responsibilities.

The qualitative analysis of the focus interviews estab-
lished that, in the opinion of the majority of special edu-
cators, the quality of interaction with the parents of stu-
dents was dependent on their interest and involvement in 
the teaching and learning process of their child. Parents 
were for the most part active, mobilised their children to 
participate in online and in-class activities, and not in-
frequently took initiatives to diversify and adapt remote 
lessons. In the teachers’ narratives, mutual relationships 
were dominated by respect, understanding, educational 

partnership and common goals. Refusal to cooperate oc-
curred in isolated, individual cases. 

With regard to pupils, in the first phase of the pan-
demic, teachers quite often reported forms of active co-
operation: pupils willingly complied with requests and 
instructions, showed great interest in IT, diligently filled 
in their work sheets, did their homework, maintained 
convenient e-mail and telephone contact with their tu-
tors, not infrequently establishing genuine interperson-
al contacts in the educational dialogue. Over time, the 
commitment, school activity of SEN pupils weakened 
considerably and the pandemic time highlighted nega-
tive behaviours (resistive reactions, aggression, rebellion, 
school passivity, cheating). 

For almost all teachers from special and mainstream 
schools, the relationship with their principals meant 
active interactions. The educators value the principals’ 
commitment to solving technical difficulties and com-
plex situations in their relations with parents and stu-
dents, their high organisational competence, the emo-
tional and financial support received. The principals are 
praised for their good organisation of remote work, their 
understanding of the special needs of students. 

In contrast, cooperation between teachers was 
multi-layered and varied with a predominance of com-
mitted, authentic interpersonal relationships. According 
to the majority of special education teachers, their mutual 
interactions were good and partner-like. What prevailed 
was a shared experience, mutual kindness and helpfulness: 

My relationship with the therapists and teachers was 
very positive. It was actually a very difficult time for 
us, but we all supported each other. (NSOSW/2/B4) 

In contrast, in the case of teachers from mainstream 
schools, the research revealed a range of interactions and 
a diversity of attitudes resulting from teachers’ positive 
or negative attitudes towards inclusive education. At the 
early stages of education, this interaction was positive, 
with a sense of mutual respect and equality, whereas in 
the higher grades, understanding the pupils’ specific 
needs by teachers of specific subjects proved problematic. 

As far as the parents of SEN pupils are concerned, the 
pandemic period turned out to be a testing time for the 
interaction within the framework of educational partner-
ship assuming a friendly, co-responsible and goal-oriented 
relationship. The qualitative analysis of the collected ma-
terial, however, does not provide for any clear summary 
of the parents’ assessment of their own relationships with 
other participants in the educational process. On a global 
scale, in order to provide parents with a sense of equal 
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contact in a multi-stakeholder educational partnership, 
there was certainly a lack of public consultations during 
which they would have the opportunity to express their 
observations, concerns and ideas in relation to the need 
for changes in the educational system resulting from 
the pandemic situation. At the level of the school-fam-
ily home relationship, on the other hand, many parents 
emphasised that during the pandemic period they main-
tained regular and satisfactory contact with teachers ini-
tiated by both parties. In this relationship, they felt they 
were equal actors, as evidenced by their declared ability to 
report emerging needs related to their child’s education 
and rehabilitation on an ongoing basis and to participate 
in the search for optimal solutions to meet them. This 
is confirmed, among other things, by the parents’ state-
ments in which they testify to their appreciation of the 
teachers’ concern and efforts to provide quality education 
in difficult pandemic conditions.

The teacher has five of them, she sent the presentation 
every day, prepared the materials and contacted us on 
a daily basis. So much so that when Nina had a crisis 
of some kind and we were in contact on WhatsApp, 
the teacher pretended to call Nina spontaneously be-
cause she felt that ‘Nineczka’ (that’s a pet name she 
calls her) needed it. The teacher did her job in 100% 
and even more than that, she earned great respect 
from me. I don’t know if, if I had been healthy (and 
I was ill), I would have been able to do equally well 
as a teacher, honestly – a revelation! (R/SPE/4/B2)

 On the other hand, negative evaluations also feature 
in the parents’ narratives. Some of the parents inter-
viewed perceive the pandemic period as a time of marked 
weakening of the relationship with teachers, resulting 
above all from the lack of regular face-to-face contacts, 
which are conducive to building dialogue. 

Regarding those contacts before, especially that con-
tact between parents and teachers – two or three 
words every day with the teacher are important and 
this daily contact makes it easier for us to handle our 
own child. And that hasn’t returned – that’s not there 
yet – at least in my school. And that’s what I miss.
(R/SPE/4/B1)

DISCUSSION AND LIMITATIONS 
OF THE STUDY

The analyses conducted offered, on the one hand, new 
knowledge about the experience of the self as a subject 
of education by students with special educational needs, 

including disabilities, their teachers and parents, but, on 
the other hand, allowed a deeper understanding of the 
quantitative data, provided in other studies, about the 
functioning of participants in educational processes in 
the area of special educational needs during and after the 
pandemic. Previous research have revealed difficulties in 
the implementation and course of remote education, due 
to the change in the form of education and the limited 
opportunities for accessing education and health services 
especially in groups of students with special education-
al needs (ALLFIE, 2020; Daniels et al., 2020; OECD, 
2020; Oster et al., 2021; Special Needs Jungle, 2020; 
Yazcayir & Gurgur, 2021), especially students with intel-
lectual and developmental disabilities (Al-Mamari et al., 
2021; Jeste et al., 2020; Zamkowska, 2022). Increased 
difficulties in daily functioning have been reported in in-
dividuals on the autism spectrum as a result of the break 
with schema therapy (Fong et al., 2020; Lugo-Marín et 
al., 2021). In addition, previous studies have also high-
lighted the challenges posed by digital learning tools, 
mental health issues and the needs of students with ad-
ditional complex disabilities (Rosenblum et al., 2021). 
They highlighted problems that have been exacerbated 
by the pandemic shift to virtual learning platforms that 
are unsuitable in terms of accessibility and usability for 
users with visual and hearing impairments (Battistin et 
al., 2021; Rosenblum, 2021). They revealed the difficult 
experiences of remote education, the place and role of 
students, their parents and teachers (Domagała-Zyśk, 
2021). The results of the qualitative data presented in 
this article proved to triangulate with the quantitative 
data and provide insights into the causes of the present-
ed states of affairs.When it comes to the experience of 
being a subject in education, there is a clear difference 
between the non-adult research participants – students – 
and the significant adults – teachers and parents. Pupils – 
although treated as subjects, as the results of the research 
conducted in the teacher and parent groups indicate – 
have little sense of subjectivity in school situations. The 
pandemic has highlighted the problems of schooling that 
existed before the pandemic period. The analyses con-
ducted show that the feeling of subjectivity in the aspect 
of freedom of choice – conscious decision-making and 
purposeful directing of one’s behaviour – was only ob-
servable in the sample surveyed in the case of students 
without intellectual disabilities, educated in mainstream 
schools. In their case, it referred to the freedom to de-
cide about their body, its location and to the freedom 
to manage their attention. It was in the nature of their 
choices with regard to space and habits (evident in the 
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changed pattern of daily life – oriented towards obtain-
ing pleasure and avoiding punishment) and recreational 
activity choices (oriented towards obtaining pleasure and 
benefits). A significant proportion of them revealed strat-
egies of resistance to perceived power from the educa-
tional system (the oppressiveness of the grading system, 
the educational programme and the teachers). Students 
have a remarkably low sense of agency, of influencing ex-
ternal situations. They do not see themselves as initiators 
or creators of change. With a narrow scope of freedom 
to decide on their own actions (the direction of actions 
in the school area is perceived as external – curriculum, 
teachers’ requirements, examinations) and a low sense 
of agency, they have no sense of personal control limits. 
They depend on external instances (teachers, parents), 
which lowers their feeling of being responsible for their 
own actions (they tend to be held responsible or held 
accountable rather than acting responsibly). In spite of 
this, most of the students surveyed indicated that their 
interpersonal relationships, especially with adults, were 
satisfying and they experienced support and felt that they 
could count on them. The aspect of asymmetrical rela-
tionships was not raised by them.

The experience of being a subject of education for 
teachers and parents is outlined differently. The analyses 
showed that teachers’ sense of subjectivity, in terms of 
freedom of choice, in relation to the tasks arising from 
the implementation of remote education was signifi-
cantly reduced by the necessity to respect the constraints 
imposed by the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Over time, with the gradual adaptation and positive as-
similation and optimisation of the newly developed ed-
ucational solutions, the space for conscious autonomous 
decision-making consisting in differentiating the avail-
ability of education for SEN students during the pan-
demic also increased – translating into an increasingly 
perceptible sense of freedom of choice. The pandemic 
experience of special educators (difficulties in imple-
menting education under pandemic conditions result-
ing in a temporary deterioration of their psychological 
well-being) did not permanently impair their sense of 
agency and resourcefulness. Thanks to support from stu-
dents and parents, appreciation of their social role, and  
a sense of professional solidarity, some teachers even 
experienced satisfaction with the new type of remote 
working and tangible pedagogical successes, and had  
a sense of controllability and decision-making through 
the introduction of diverse educational and rehabilita-
tion solutions. Ultimately, teachers mostly perceived 
themselves as change-makers, having a causal influ-

ence on activities relevant to the educational process 
and creating a support network for students and their 
parents within a changed education system in difficult 
post-COVID conditions. In view of the rapid changes 
taking place nowadays in the surrounding reality caused 
by the pandemic, the arrival of new threats, challenges 
and educational tasks had to go hand in hand with the 
emergence of teachers as subjects who recognise these 
tasks and include them in their scope of responsibility 
– for themselves and others, for the student and for the 
continuation of education under stressful conditions. 
The vast majority of teachers surveyed identified this 
category in a similar layer of meaning – as a sense of 
obligation or even necessity to behave in a certain way, 
as active, responsible behaviour, with an understanding 
of the situation that was the pandemic, as well as an 
awareness of the motives and values underpinning their 
committed action. Special educators assessed that they 
provided remote education in an educational dialogue 
with students with disabilities, based on mutual respect, 
with a sense of equal, authentic and partner-like inter-
personal relations with parents and other co-creators of 
the educational process (less evident in inclusive educa-
tion). 

In the light of the results obtained, the experience of 
being a subject of education in the case of the parents 
surveyed is most evident in the sense of empowerment 
and responsibility for actions taken. This is because their 
awareness of freedom of choice proved to be rather vari-
able over time and the sense of equal personal contact 
was assessed ambiguously. While the onset of the pan-
demic appeared to be a moment associated with feelings 
of disorientation and severely limited possibilities to 
purposefully direct their own actions, during the course 
of the crisis, parents were increasingly confronted with 
the need to make many autonomous decisions related 
to their children’s education and, indirectly related to 
this, their own professional activity. Driven by a sense of 
parental responsibility and the need for empowerment, 
depending on a variety of life circumstances and fam-
ily resources, they have to a greater or lesser extent in-
tensified their efforts to minimise the experienced and 
anticipated consequences of difficult situations in rela-
tion to the child’s education and rehabilitation. Often, 
but not always, in the execution of these undertakings, 
they could count on the support, care and multifaceted 
assistance of teachers and professionals, taking care of the 
high quality of the relationship in the triadic relationship 
pupil-parent-teacher. Although, as a result of the lack of 
opportunities to consult top-down implemented solu-
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tions concerning the shape and form of education, the 
parents surveyed did not feel that they had a significant 
influence on systemic changes, their perceived need for 
agency, co-determination and building educational part-
nerships was expressed was expressed in a number of pos-
tulates related to the prospect of a post-pandemic school. 
Moreover, at the level of the home environment, their 
determination and commitment proved to be significant 
in co-creating, at a difficult time, learning environments 
adapted to children’s diverse abilities. 

The reconstruction of personal experiences related to 
the sense of being a subject of education in the pandemic 
and post-pandemic period of each study group was pos-
sible due to the democratising and emancipatory nature 
of the research procedure adopted. It made it possible 
to identify personalised experiences in the tripartite ar-
rangement between the actors: student-parent-teacher 
important from the perspective of building educational 
partnerships. Nevertheless, the chosen procedure has its 
limitations, related to the ability to generalise conclu-
sions. The first is related to the selection of the sample 
of respondents: among students with special educational 
needs, a distinction can be seen between students from 
special schools who experience intellectual disabilities 
and those without intellectual disabilities from main-
stream schools. Although it is true that in the Polish 
educational system the majority of students with intel-
lectual disabilities attend special schools, a broader per-
spective would be provided by the inclusion of blind or 
deaf students from special schools. As far as teachers are 
concerned, the results may in turn be influenced by the 
fact that the samples were obtained thanks to the support 
of school superintendents, so it may well be that teachers 
who are very active, community-minded and willing to 
get involved in external projects were selected. A limita-
tion of the parents’ sample, on the other hand, is that 
mainly parents of students from special schools wanted 
to be involved in the research.

The second limitation is the nature of focus group 
research, where there exists the possibility that, among 
other things, participants interact with each other (e.g. 
the phenomenon of group conformism, suggestion, 
domination), or the moderator’s influence, e.g. on the 
tendency to make contextualised statements that depend 
on the conditions of the interview or inhibit discussion 
(e.g. through inadequate verbal and non-verbal signals).

These factors need to be taken into account when 
generalising conclusions. Nevertheless, the material ob-
tained is rich and goes beyond the results of previous ex-
plorations.

CONCLUSIONS

The research, focused on the experience of being a subject 
of education in a pandemic and post-pandemic situation 
in the area of teaching students with special educational 
needs, highlighted the difficulties faced by participants in 
educational processes already before the pandemic. In the 
end, the Polish school managed to cope with the chal-
lenge of pandemic education, although this was possible 
thanks to such dimensions of the sense of subjectivity as 
the responsibility and empowerment of adults – teachers 
and parents. 

The analysis of verbal material showed that students 
with special educational needs from mainstream schools 
perceive school as a predominantly educational space, 
where they often feel anxiety, stress, pressure to obtain 
good grades, worries about final examination results, 
feelings of uselessness of much educational content, its 
excess, inadequate teaching methods – aspects related to 
functional limitations resulting from disabilities were not 
raised in the survey. On the other hand, the vision of 
school, which is portrayed by the statements of pupils 
from special schools, is different – for them, school is 
a friendly place, an area for the formation of meaning-
ful relationships with teachers, pupils, an opportunity to 
experience new situations, learn about nature, art. It is 
a good place, which they do not want to change. Perhaps 
mainstream schools can learn something from special 
schools. 

The research also revealed that although students ap-
preciate the help of parents and teachers during and after 
the pandemic, they have a low awareness of their great 
involvement in the education and treatment process.

The image of teachers working with students with 
disabilities and developmental differences revealed in the 
narrative research points to them as subjects with a need 
for co-determination and highly involved in the creation 
of the educational and therapeutic process for the benefit 
of the students and their family environment (despite the 
reduction in personal well-being as a result of the pan-
demic), with an awareness of social responsibility for the 
role entrusted to them and with a sense of equal social 
partnership with the other co-creators of the educational 
process. The focus research provides arguments for the 
perceived need for dedicated support for special educa-
tors in terms of: 
−	 improving system changes in the field of special edu-

cation (especially in inclusive education), 
−	 enriching forms of indispensable support within the 

framework of accessibility of digital technology with 
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solutions favourable to the organisation of education 
and special needs teaching, which have proved suc-
cessful in remote education (modern communication 
and information technologies in the diversification of 
methods and forms of work with SEN pupils),

−	 developing strategies to improve their psychosocial 
well-being, compromised in COVID settings.
The qualitative analyses conducted indicate that 

during the pandemic period parents perceived the build-
ing of subjective relationships as one of the key tasks for 
the contemporary post-pandemic educational reality. 
What emerges from the parents’ narratives, is, on the 
one hand, a clear vision of possible changes related to the 
functioning of the post-pandemic school, while on the 
other hand, a strong need for empowerment and co-de-
ciding on the shape of the educational system, as well 
as a willingness to take responsible action to build edu-
cational partnerships. This may contribute to the need 

to design solutions (both on a micro and macro scale) 
to improve the cooperation between home and school 
environments aimed at supporting the development of 
SEN children.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

Each authors of this paper contributed equally to this work. 

The authors wish to thank all of the participants who voluntarily 

agreed to take part in this study.

DECLARATION OF INTEREST STATEMENT

The author reported no potential conflict of interest. 

FUNDING

This research was funded by Polish Ministry of Education 

and Science, grant number: MEiN/2021/DPI/76 (Psycholog-

ical and Pedagogical Support Programme for Students and 

Teachers).

REFERENCES 

ALLFIE, (2020). The Alliance for Inclusive Education’s submission to the Education Select Committee’s ‘The impact of COVID-19 

on education and children’s services’. London. Retrieved from: https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/8754/pdf/ 

(accessed August 8, 2023).

Al-Mamari, K.H., Al-Zoubi, S., & Bakkar, B.S. (2021). The Impact of e-Learning during COVID-19 on teaching daily living skills 

for children with disabilities. Journal of e-Learning and Knowledge Society, 17(3), 135-145. https://doi.org/10.20368/1971-

8829/1135482 

Battistin, T., Mercuriali, E., & Zanardo, E. (2021). Distance support and online intervention to blind and visually impaired chil-

dren during the pandemic COVID-19. Research in Developmental Disabilities, 108(103816). https://doi.org/10.1016/j.

ridd.2020.103816

Borawska, I. (2009). Idea podmiotowości we współczesnej szkole [The idea of subjectivity in contemporary school]. In J. Niemiec 

& A. Popławska (ed.), Podmiotowość we współczesnej edukacji. Oglądy – intencje – realia [Subjectivity in contemporary 

education. Views – intentions – realities], (pp. 167-178). Białystok: Non-State Pedagogical University in Białystok Publishing 

House.

Czerepaniak-Walczak, M. (2006). Pedagogika emancypacyjna. Rozwój świadomości krytycznej człowieka [Emancipatory peda-

gogy. Development of human critical consciousness]. Gdańsk: Gdańsk Psychological Publishing House.

Daniels, H., Thompson, I. & Porter, J. (2020). School exclusion risks after COVID-19. Retrieved from: https://Daniels-et-al.-2020_

School-Exclusion-Risks-after-COVID-19.pdf (accessed July 24, 2023).

Domagała-Zyśk, E. (2021). Włączmy kamerki. Z doświadczeń edukacji zdalnej w szkole i na uczelni. [Let’s turn on the camer-

as. From the experience of remote education at school and university]. Lublin: Episteme Publishing House. Retrieved from  

https://repozytorium.kul.pl/server/api/core/bitstreams/4626834e-7325-4d6c-b50d-fb4ee268d922/content (accessed No-

vember 30, 2023).

Dycht, M. (2022). Doświadczenia rodziców, nauczycieli i uczniów ze specjalnymi potrzebami rozwojowymi i edukacyjnymi w czasie 

pandemii i (post)pandemii COVID-19. [Experiences of parents, teachers and students with special developmental and edu-

cational needs during the COVID-19 pandemic and (post)pandemic]. In K. Kuracki & Ż. Tempczyk-Nagórka (ed.), Wsparcie 

psychologiczno-pedagogiczne w polskiej szkole w sytuacji pandemii i postpandemii. Od wsparcia online po zmiany offline. 

[Psychological and pedagogical support in Polish schools in a pandemic and post-pandemic situation. From online support 

to offline changes], (pp. 28-52). Toruń: A. Marszałek Publishing House, Retrieved from https://pwpp.uksw.edu.pl/wp-content/

uploads/2022/09/IV-Monografia-Program-Wsparcia.pdf (accessed July 24, 2023). 



121

IJSE 2023, 38(3), 107-122

www.internationalsped.com

Marzena Dycht, Emilia Śmiechowska-Petrovskij & Kamil Kuracki

Fong, V., Birmingham, E., & Iarocci, G. (2020). Understanding the impact of COVID-19 on families of autistic children in British 

Columbia. Retrieved from https://kidsbrainhealth.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/COVID_FINAL-report.pdf (accessed July 

11, 2023).

Głodkowska, J. (2014). Rozważania nad podmiotowością a niepełnosprawność – u źródeł współczesnego ujęcia i w perspekty-

wie interdyscyplinarnej [Considerations on subjectivity and disability – at the sources of the contemporary approach and 

from an interdisciplinary perspective]. Człowiek – Niepełnosprawność – Społeczeństwo, 2(24), 91-109. https://doi:10.5604/ 

17345537.1126294 

Goldan, J., Nusser, L., & Gebel, M. (2022). School-related Subjective Well-being of Children with and without Special Educational 

Needs in Inclusive Classrooms. Child Indicators Research, 15, 1313-1337. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12187-022-09914-8 

Ingarden, R. (1987). O odpowiedzialności i jej podstawach ontycznych. [On responsibility and its ontological foundations]. Transl. 

A. Węgrzecki, In R. Ingarden, Książeczka o człowieku. [A book about a man], (pp. 71-169). Cracow: Literary Publishing House.

Jeste, S., Hyde, C., & Distefano, C. (2020). Changes in access to educational and healthcare services for individuals with intel-

lectual and developmental disabilities during COVID-19 restrictions. Journal of Intellectual Disability Research, 17, 825-833. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/jir.12776

Kosakowski, Cz. (2009). Węzłowe problemy pedagogiki specjalnej [Key problems of special education]. Toruń: Akapit Scientific 

Publishing House.

Krause, A. (2010). Pedagogika robocza – złudzenia i nadzieje alternatywności w pedagogice specjalnej. [Working pedagogy – illu-

sions and hopes of alternativeness in special education], In Z. Melosik & B. Śliwerski (ed.), Edukacja alternatywna w XXI wieku 

[Alternative education in the 21st century], (pp. 39–49). Poznań-Kraków: Impuls Press.

Maison, D. (2022). Jakościowe metody bada społecznych. Podejście aplikacyjne [Qualitative methods of social research. Appli-

cation approach]. Warsaw: PWN.

McLaren, P. (1991). Rytualne wymiary oporu – błaznowanie i symboliczna inwersja. [Ritual dimensions of resistance – clowning 

and symbolic inversion]. Transl. P. Kwieciński. In Z. Kwieciński (ed.), Nieobecne dyskursy [Absent discourses], part I, (pp. 66-

79). Toruń: Nicolaus Copernicus University Press.

Lugo-Marín, J., Gisbert-Gustemps, L., & Setien-Ramos, I. (2021). COVID-19 pandemic effects in people with Autism Spectrum 

Disorder and their caregivers: Evaluation of social distancing and lockdown impact on mental health and general status. Re-

search in Autism Spectrum Disorders, 83(101757). https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rasd.2021.101757 

Niemi, A., & Mietola, R. (2017). Between hopes and possibilities. (Special) educational paths, agency and subjectivities. Scandi-

navian Journal of Disability Research, 19(3), 218-229. https://doi.org/10.1080/15017419.2016.1239588 

Nowicka-Kozioł, M. (2000). Odpowiedzialność jako wartość i postawa [Responsibility as a value and attitude]. In M. Nowic-

ka-Kozioł (ed.), Poczucie odpowiedzialności moralnej jako aspekt podmiotowy [The sense of moral responsibility as a subjec-

tive aspect], (pp. 13-23). Warsaw: Żak Publishing House.

OECD, (2020). The impact of COVID-19 on student equity and inclusion: supporting vulnerable students during school  

closures and school re-openings. Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development. Retrieved from  

https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/view/?ref=434_434914-59wd7ekj29&title=The-impact-of-COVID-19-on-student-equity-and-in-

clusion (accessed July 21, 2023). 

Oster, E., Jack, R., & Halloran, C. (2021). Disparities in Learning Mode Access Among K-12 Students During the COVID-19 Pan-

demic, by Race/Ethnicity, Geography, and Grade Level – United States, September 2020-April 2021. Morbidity and Mortality 

Weekly Report, 70(26), 953-958. https://doi:10.15585/mmwr.mm7026e2 

Podgórska-Jachnik, D. (2009). Pedagogika specjalna w pogoni za uciekającym podmiotem [Special education in pursuit of the 

escaping subject]. In M. Bielska-Łach and U. Bartnikowska (ed.), Pedagogika specjalna. Różne poszukiwania – wspólna 

misja [Special education. Different searches – a common mission], (pp. 165–179). Warsaw: Academy of Special Education 

Publishing House.

MEiN, (2021). Program wsparcia psychologiczno-pedagogicznego dla uczniów i nauczycieli [Psychological and pedagogical sup-

port program for students and teachers], financed by the Ministry of Education and Science under Agreement no MEiN/2021/

DPI/76 of 01.06.2021.

MEN, (2020). Zapewnienie funkcjonowania jednostek systemu oświaty w okresie epidemii COVID-19 [Ensuring the functioning of 

the education system units during the COVID-19 epidemic]. Report of the Minister of National Education. Warsaw: Ministry of 

Education and Science.



122

IJSE 2023, 38(3), 107-122

https://doi.org/10.52291/ijse.2023.38.43

Being the Subject of Education – Pandemic and Post-Pandemic Experiences ...

Rosenblum, L. P. (2021). Access and Engagement: The Effects of the Pandemic on the Education of Blind, Low-Vision, and Deaf-

blind Students. American Action Fund for Blind Children and Adults. Retrieved from https://nfb.org/images/nfb/publications/

fr/fr40/3/fr400309.htm (accessed July 22, 2023) 

Rosenblum, L. P., Chanes-Mora, P., & Fast, D. (2021). Access And Engagement II: An Examination of How the COVID-19 Pan-

demic Continued to Impact Students with Visual Impairments, Their Families, and Professionals Nine Months Later. Research 

report. Retrieved from https://static.afb.org/legacy/media/AFB_AccessEngagement_II_Accessible_F2.pdf (accessed July 27, 

2023). 

Rozek, M. & Stobäus, C. (2017). Special Education Teachers Life Stories: Subjectivity and Education. Creative Education, 8, 

1957-1967. https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2017.812133

Journal of Laws, (2020). Rozporządzenie w sprawie warunków organizowania kształcenia, wychowania i opieki dla dzieci  

i młodzieży niepełnosprawnych, niedostosowanych społecznie i zagrożonych niedostosowaniem społecznym [Regulation on 

the conditions for organizing education, upbringing and care for disabled children and youth, socially maladjusted and at risk 

of social maladjustment], Dz. U. z 2020, poz. 1309 [Journal of Laws 2020, item 1309]

Rzeźnicka-Krupa, J. (2011). Niepełnosprawność i pedagogika. Pytanie o podmiot a kwestia tożsamości i zmiany paradygmaty-

cznej dyscypliny [Disability and pedagogy. The question of the subject and the question of identity and the paradigmatic 

change of the discipline]. Studia z Teorii Wychowania, 2/2(3), 267-283.

Special Needs Jungle, (2020). Evidence submitted by Special Needs Jungle to the 2020 House of Commons Education Commit-

tee Inquiry into the Impact of COVID-19 on Education and Children’s Services). Retrieved from https://committees.parliament.

uk/writtenevidence/9019/pdf/ (accessed July 14, 2023). 

Szczupał, B. (2008). Godność osoby z niepełnosprawnością. Studium teoretyczno-empiryczne poczucia godności młodzieży  

z dysfunkcją narządu ruchu [Dignity of a person with a disability. Theoretical and empirical study of the sense of dignity of 

young people with musculoskeletal dysfunction]. Cracow: Akapit Scientific Publishing House.

Szempruch, J. (2009). W poszukiwaniu idei podmiotowości relacji edukacyjnych rodziny i szkoły [Dignity of a person with a dis-

ability. Theoretical and empirical study of the sense of dignity of young people with musculoskeletal dysfunction]. Chowanna, 

52(65), 79-88.

Śmiechowska-Petrovskij, E., Kuracki, K., Paluch, M., & Tempczyk-Nagórka, Ż. (2022). Szkoła w sytuacji postpandemii – per-

spektywy badawcze [School in a post-pandemic situation – research perspectives]. In K. Kuracki & Ż. Tempczyk-Nagórka 

(ed.), Wsparcie psychologiczno-pedagogiczne w polskiej szkole w sytuacji pandemii i postpandemii. Od wsparcia online po 

zmiany offline [Psychological and pedagogical support in Polish schools in a pandemic and post-pandemic situation. From 

online support to offline changes], (pp. 68-99). Toruń: A. Marszałek Publishing House. Retrieved from https://pwpp.uksw.edu.

pl/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/IV-Monografia-Program-Wsparcia.pdf (accessed July 21, 2023),

Yazcayir, G. & Gurgur, H. (2021). Students with Special Needs in Digital Classrooms during the COVID-19 Pandemic in Turkey. 

Pedagogical Research, 6(1), em0088, https://doi.org/10.29333/pr/9356

Zamkowska, A. (2022). Funkcjonowanie szkół specjalnych dla uczniów z niepełnosprawnością intelektualną i wieloraką w czasie 

pandemii wirusa Covid-19 w Polsce [Operation of Special Schools for Pupils in Grades 4–8 with Moderate and Severe Intel-

lectual and Multiple Disabilities During The Covid-19 Pandemic in Poland]. Lubelski Rocznik Pedagogiczny, 41(2), 101-117. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.17951/lrp.2022.41.2.101-117

Żółkowska, T. (2008). Osoba z niepełnosprawnością intelektualną w społeczeństwie. Koncepcje a rzeczywistość [A person with 

intellectual disabilities in society. Concepts and reality]. In I. Ramik-Mażewska and G. Leśniewska (ed.), Aktywizacja społec-

zno-zawodowa osób niepełnosprawnych ruchowo. Poczucie jakości życia niepełnosprawnych [Socio-professional activation 

of people with physical disabilities. The sense of quality of life of disabled people], (pp. 10-25). Szczecin: University of Human-

ities of the Society of Universal Knowledge Press.


