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ABSTRACT:

Remote education during the COVID-19 pandemic has become a challenge 
for educational practice worldwide. Students with disabilities found them-
selves in an unusual situation in inclusive forms of education. This article pre-
sents the results of qualitative research conducted within a group of 34 teach-
ers of older primary classes (IV-VIII), who, during the pandemic, had among 
the children they were teaching students with disabilities. Study aim was to 
evaluate how is online education of these students is conducted. As a result of 
the research, three descriptive categories of problems with remote education 
of students with disabilities emerged: participation in (remote) classes of the 
disabled students; development/regress of competencies of students with a 
disability due to online education; educational perspectives – inclusive edu-
cation of students with a disability after the pandemic ends.The results of the 
research can be a base for reflection about the necessary actions supporting 
students with disabilities and their teachers in the perspective of returning to 
school and the execution of the inclusive education idea in Poland.
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INTRODUCTION

As presented by Sakellariou, Serrata, Malfitano, and Ro-
tarou (2020) in the initial stage of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, the virus was often called ‘a grand eliminator’. It 
referred to the belief that in the face of such a crisis as 
the pandemic everyone is equally endangered with the 
possibility of being sick. Unfortunately, despite the fact 
that the virus does not choose, it does sharpen distinc-
tively the inequalities. This refers to protection against the 
risk of infection, medical treatment accessibility, access to 
education, keeping the job, et cetera. Due to this, it un-
proportionally affects the part of the population that for 
some reason is in a worse situation. (Douglas et al., 2020).

Disabled people are often perceived as especially en-
dangered by the pandemic risk, its effects, or socio-eco-
nomical repercussions (Sakellariou et al., 2020). There is 
a justified fear that disabled people can be inadequately 
protected against the risk of further impoverishment as 
a result of the economical consequences of COVID-19.

A special group in this context is disabled chil-
dren, who according to UNICEF (Child disability and 
COVID-19) belong to a group most affected by the pro-
cess of marginalization in connection to the pandemic 
situation and reformatting of helping and supporting 
actions. There are also common fears present regarding 
the effect of social isolation or social distancing on a 
child’s well-being, including increased anxiety, depres-
sion, stress, and fear of increasing or returning to pre-
vious existing problems connected with mental health 
(Holmes, et al. 2020). Disabled children can experience 
the negative results of isolation in particular. This can be 
connected with increasing problems linked with disor-
ders as an effect of limited access to therapy and offline 
rehabilitation, as well as problems connected with family 
relations, parental helplessness in terms of managing the 
child’s behaviour.

A separate problem is the education of disabled peo-
ple. According to UNESCO data (2020), the education 
of disabled students in remote forms has more obsta-
cles than in the case of non-disabled students. The crisis 
resulting from COVID-19 shows that disabled people 
receive less help and support than earlier, and non-dis-
abled people. There is also less attention paid to issues 
connected with disabled people’s education in times of 
the pandemic than to non-disabled people (UNICEF, 
2020). Thinking of education in terms of inclusion 

(Savolainen et al., 2012) thus perceive it as one of the 
basic human rights, attention should still be paid to all 
possible obstacles in fulfilling these rights (Mitchell, 
2005; Walton, 2015). It seems that COVID-19 espe-
cially highlights some of them. It refers to, for example, 
differentiated chances for effective education connected 
with a type or level of disability that before the pandemic 
had been perceived as one of the main obstacles (Avra-
midis et al., 2000; Forlin, 2001; Avramidis & Norwich, 
2002; Evans & Lunt, 2002; Thomas & Loxley, 2007; 
Hansen, 2012; Gallagher & Bennett, 2015). Physical, 
sensory, or mild intellectual disabilities were perceived 
almost three decades ago in categories of higher chances 
in terms of joint education than, for example, serious 
behavioural disorders (Scruggs & Mastropieri, 1996; 
Soodak et al., 1998).

The second category of problems that seems to be 
highlighted by the COVID-19 situation is the teacher’s 
competencies to work with the pupil and their support 
in this area (Mitchell & Hedge, 2007; Westwood, 2013). 
The pandemic situation has drastically changed the con-
ditions of education in the whole world. The necessity 
to move to remote education has shown a new area of 
weakness in teachers’ competencies. It turns out that 9% 
of the teachers do not feel comfortable using technology 
tools needed in remote teaching. IT competencies, in-
cluding usage of remote education tools, are connected 
with the age of the teachers. Among a group of teachers 
with a working length of 20-29 years, 13% of teachers 
declared such problems; in a group above 30 years it is 
already 22% in comparison to 6% in a group of fewer 
than 10 years; and 7% in a group of 10-19 years (Kraft 
& Simon, 2020).

A reported problem is also the presence of students 
during classes. The teachers show that on average 60% of 
students regularly attend remote lessons. These numbers 
are visibly lower in societies affected by any of the exclu-
sion aspects. In the case of poverty, it is only 50% of stu-
dents, with a level of 75% when the problem is non-ex-
istent. The research shows that the support for teachers 
in these environments is also smaller (Kraft & Simon, 
2020, 7); and this situation was also present before the 
pandemic (Johson et al., 2012).

When it comes to technical possibilities of the stu-
dents (access to IT tools) 75% of the teachers state that 
the students have necessary tools, but they are differen-
tiated in terms of economical possibilities of the family, 
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student’s environment. Only 64% in impoverished envi-
ronments have such possibilities in comparison to 87% 
in environments of low levels of poverty (Kraft & Simon, 
2020, p. 8).

In Poland, similarly to other countries, the percent-
age of families with a disabled child affected by financial 
difficulties is bigger than in the general population. The 
average monthly income per person is 16.6% lower than 
the national average. The statistics presented by the Cen-
tral Statistical Office in Poland show that the financial 
situation of families with a disabled person is relatively 
worse than in the general population. The expenses of 
these families per person are lower even by several per 
cent (14.9%) (Janoś-Kresło & Słaby, 2016). 

During the pandemic, the education of disabled peo-
ple in Poland was carried out in different ways. Special 
schools (schools where only disabled children are taught) 
can carry out on-site education. The decision about any 
other forms is made individually each time by the Head 
of the School. The situation of students who before the 
pandemic had had their education in one of the inclu-
sive forms: in an integration school or general school, is 
different. In this case, the students, just like their peers 
without any disabilities, were moved to remote or hybrid 
learning. Such solutions are mostly carried out in the ma-
jority of the world. Their intensity, dominance of one of 
the forms is connected with the dynamically changing 
situation and the number of ill people.

The main research problem was set in a very general 
way according to the methodology of interpretative re-
search and: How is the remote education of students with 
disabilities conducted in inclusive forms of education?

METHODS

Study participants
The research was done in an interpretative paradigm 
(Guba & Lincoln 1982), among teachers from integra-
tion and general schools. In Polish educational solutions, 
an ‘integrational class’ is a special, legally sanctioned way 
of education, where up to 5 students are children with 
disabilities and the remaining 15 are children without 
any developmental disorders falling into special educa-
tion needs. Additionally, these classes have two teachers 
(a teacher and a special educationalist). General schools 
(mainstream schools) are schools that both disabled and 
non-disabled children can attend. There are no detailed 

regulations as to the number of students with or without 
disabilities, and there is no double teacher staffing.

The research focused on teachers working in inclusive 
forms of education (Surveys were carried out using the 
Microsoft Teams platform, a tool known to teachers as 
it has been used since the beginning of the pandemic for 
remote education.

The criteria to include in the research group were: 
work in older classes of integration and/or general prima-
ry school attended by students with disabilities; remote 
education execution. 

The exclusion criterion was the teacher’s inexperience 
in working with a disabled child at a mainstream school 
(in the school where the teacher works, the student was 
never a disabled child).

The invitation to the meeting was accepted by 34 
teachers of older primary classes (IV-VIII).

Both teachers of humanities and science participated 
in the research. The length of work was different. There 
were 9 teachers (about 26%) working up to 10 years, 14 
(about 41%) working from 11 to 20 years, and 11 (about 
23%) working more than 20 years. In the research group, 
the majority were women (about 70%, 24 people). The re-
sponses were coded according to the key: W/M – woman, 
man (the number assigned to the research after a dash: in 
case of women from 1 to 24; in case of men from 1 to 10); 
1/2/3: 1 – work experience group up to 10 years; 2 – work 
experience group 11-23 years; 3 – work experience group 
above 20 years; H/S – subject taught: humanities/science.

RESULTS

The performed research allowed the distinguishing of 3 
main (the most commonly appearing answers) specific is-
sues regarding (1) participation of students with disabili-
ties in remote lessons; (2) development/regress of compe-
tencies of students with disabilities as an effect of remote 
education; (3) educational perspectives – education of 
students with disabilities, special educational needs after 
the pandemic.

First thread – participation of the students with 
disabilities in remote classes

Teachers agree that remote education is a big chal-
lenge for students with disabilities. Bigger than for stu-
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dents with no developmental disorders. Students with 
disabilities, special educational needs:

- adapt longer to new situations than their non-dis-
abled peers;

- have problems with attendance more often;
- cope worse with the technical aspect of remote 

learning;
- need more parental control and support;
- lose motivation to work quicker;
- gain less as a result of remote learning than onsite 

learning.

Here are some examples of teachers’ responses:
“(…) they are more lost than their friends, react slow-

er to instructions, they cannot find, for example, the file 
with tasks” (W – 7/2/H).

“Initially they managed technically poorly with re-
mote learning. With time it was better but still worse 
than in the case of their non-disabled friends. They use 
remote learning less” (M – 3/1/S).

“It depends on the student, the type of disability. The 
biggest is the problem with hyperactive students. They 
are not able to sit in front of the computer for all lessons, 
they leave, don’t come back when I ask them. I could 
react in the class, but here there are no possibilities, it is 
difficult” (W – 8/2/S).

Teachers point out possible greater negative results of 
remote learning in a social aspect rather than a didactic 
one. Relationship with friends is one of the key factors 
of inclusive education in the case of students with dis-
abilities. They allow obtaining competencies that in the 
future allow them to function better in an open society.

“Remote education is a bigger challenge for students 
with disabilities. I think, didactically it is not that bad, they 
do their homework if the teacher runs the class well. They 
are also the same active students, but socially there is and 
will be a problem” (M – 2/2/S). (…) seclusion from their 
friends will result at best in slowing the development of 
social competencies of disabled students” (W – 24/3/H).

Another problem noticed by a big group of teachers 
is the phenomenon of “disappearing” students. Teachers 
report that with some students they have no contact, or 
it is limited. This problem was reported by about 50% of 
the research group. It turned out that a larger group of 
teachers from big cities rather than small towns point to 
this as a major issue (about 51% to about 30%).

“There is a problem with the attendance in class, they 
[students with disabilities] are late more often, or they do 

not participate in lessons at all. They need greater paren-
tal control” (W – 12/3/S).

“They get discouraged quicker if something does not 
work out. They seem to be present, but they do not par-
ticipate” (W – 15/2/H).

“There are some students I have no contact with, after 
the first meeting they did not participate in the follow-
ing. Interventions, text messages, e-mails did not help” 
(M – 8/3/S).

“I have students with SEN that do not attend classes. 
Parents say they have no equipment. The school is trying 
to help, but the needs are greater than the possibilities” 
(W – 21/3/S).

“I work in a village and a town school. The attendance 
is worse in the city. I think the problem is with parents’ 
remote work. More people work in the city than in the 
countryside” (M – 5/1/H).

Access to IT tools or old, often breaking equipment, 
as well as IT competencies are the most common problem 
among students with disabilities. It is connected with, as 
pointed out as well by the teachers participating in the 
research, a worse economic situation of the families. It 
is confirmed by research carried out around the world 
for a long time (Kuhlthau & Perrin, 2001, Kuhlthau et 
al., 2005, Parish & Cloud, 2006, Purdam et al., 2008, 
Skivington, 2011, Pinilla-Roncancio, 2015,). Teachers 
point out that the more difficult the economic situation 
of families with a disabled child is a serious problem in 
their remote education.

“Students with disabilities have problems with con-
necting more often. There is not enough equipment at 
home for remote work, especially when parents and sib-
lings also work remotely. Data transfer is a problem. It 
was quite often that during the lesson the connection was 
lost and the work could not be continued” (W – 17/1/S).

Second thread – development/regress of competencies. 
There is a complex picture emerging from teachers’ an-
swers regarding the development of competencies as a 
result of remote learning. The first plan in terms of orga-
nization of education shows low IT competencies of the 
students, especially when they do not have support in the 
IT competencies of their parents.

“Students with disabilities have lower competencies 
in computer skills and this, connected with old equip-
ment, is a serious problem” (M – 7/2/S).

“IT competencies are the problem of many students, 
not only those with disabilities. We say our children are 
the digital generation, but this is not true. Their com-
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petencies are selective, they are connected with using 
their smartphones and social media. Work on Teams or 
any other platform turned out to be problematic” (M – 
9/1/S).

“IT competencies among children are low, selective, 
it is worse than even their parents, this is more common 
in case of children with lower education, or from areas 
where there is no well-functioning internet infrastruc-
ture” (W – 13/2/S).

“The problems are also inequalities in digital compe-
tencies of the parents. Unfortunately, it is so that usually 
if the parents do not have them, then the children are also 
not good with them” (W-16/3/H).

Remote education, however, is also a chance to gain 
new skills or perfecting the existing ones.

“Teachers are no longer the only source of informa-
tion, and it is very good. Finally, Internet sources will be 
used. Students are eager to search for information when 
they finally learn how to do it, and at the same time, 
they also learn to critically look at the content found 
on the Internet. It will help them greatly in the future” 
(M-4/3/H).

“The Internet is no longer only a tool for entertain-
ment. Many students were authentically surprised by 
how many interesting things they can learn” (W-3/1/H).

“Remote lessons can teach students to be responsible 
for themselves and their work” (W-5/1H).

“I have noticed an interesting phenomenon, the work 
of my students who up till now was not particularly good 
at mathematics has visibly improved (…) unfortunately, 
it turned out that it was the parents who did the work” 
(W-18/1/S).

Fears connected with the social functioning of stu-
dents with disabilities are present in every response of 
every teacher.

“Remote education is a completely new experience. 
Students in the majority have their cameras and micro-
phones off during the lessons. You do not know if the 
student is by the computer, you do not know who you 
are talking to, you do not know what the student is do-
ing, you cannot react to non-verbal communication. In 
normal conditions, I knew which student understood 
the instructions, which one needed repeating or having it 
paraphrased. It is especially connected with students who 
have some difficulties in learning. I cannot ask every stu-
dent and make sure they understood; if they know what 
to do because this disorganizes the work. This is very dif-
ficult” (W-23/2/H).

“Problems with concentration are getting bigger 
[about a student with ADHD], following the lesson, it 
is enlarged by the necessity to operate different applica-
tions” (W-1/3/H).

“It seems as she is present only physically [female stu-
dent with a minor intellectual disability], she avoids an-
swering questions, for example, disconnects” (W-2/2/H).

“Constant parental control is also not a good solu-
tion. It’s as if the child stops self-control, responsibility 
development” (M-10/2/S).

“Continual presence of the parent during the lesson, 
in the case of a child with a disability, has many disad-
vantages. Constant supervision is zero responsibility for 
the child, they have no natural interactions with peers” 
(W-10/3/H).

“Children with disabilities show symptoms of help-
lessness quicker. It needs a lot of control in order not to 
do things for the child. Parental assistance for the child 
during the lesson takes over some of the tasks. This is not 
a good solution because it is not the child’s work, but 
the parent’s. The child gets used to the help quickly and 
expects it more often” (W-6/3/S).

“Many children are already in a bad mental condi-
tion resulting from the lack of contact with their peers” 
(W-9/2/H).

“During the pandemic, there is no continuity of reha-
bilitation and therapy, it shows in the students’ behavior. 
Parents are not always able to cope with it. It is a fatal 
situation, regress is visible, for example, in concentration 
and attention” (W-20/2/H).

Third thread – perspectives of inclusive education after 
the pandemic ceases
Teachers are afraid to come back to schools because they 
are aware there might be more, new educational prob-
lems:

“There will be problems with discipline. Anonymity 
of remote education is bigger than in an onsite one. I do 
not see all, I do not hear all especially when the student 
wants it” (W-19/3/H).

The research group agrees that remote education 
will contribute to a significant lack in terms of students’ 
knowledge and skills. After returning to school, accord-
ing to them, it will be necessary to eliminate the deficien-
cies. Many teachers point out the need of repeating the 
curriculum.

“There is no doubt, the curriculum will have to be re-
peated after returning to school. In chemistry or physics, 
there is practically no possibility to conduct experiments. 
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It is as if we moved back in didactics to the feeding meth-
od. Students at most can observe the experiments I con-
ducted. In normal situations we would do them ourselves 
in the lab, they would remember and understand more. 
This is especially needed for students with disabilities. In 
their case, without active methods, there are no results” 
(W-4/2/S).

“I would not say it is a waste of time [about remote 
education], but there is no doubt, plenty will have to be 
repeated. Returning to school will be difficult not only 
due to a lack of knowledge but also to social problems. 
Children need their peers for proper development. I have 
information from many parents that they notice depres-
sive behaviours. It affects all children, disabled as well” 
(W-22/2/H).

Teachers also notice chances as a result of remote ed-
ucation. They point, for example, to new possibilities in 
supporting the education of children with disabilities.

“Remote education forced me to use many new solu-
tions, I will use them in the future” (W-11/3/H).

“This could be an excellent solution for work with ill 
students” (M-1/1/S).

“I do not know why no one has come up with it so far, 
to partially work remotely in case of individual teaching 
of children with disabilities” (W-10/2/S).

“I will not stop from sharing additional materials for 
the class with the students” (M-6/3/H).

“Work with IES (individualized educational sup-
port) or students with SEN makes more sense now, it 
will be easier to fix a time online that will suit everyone” 
(W-14/1/H).

DISCUSSION

Remote education during the pandemic highlighted 
problems and fears connected with inclusive education 
of students with disabilities. It is confirmed by the con-
clusion of the researchers studying the issue formulated 
in the context of joint education and the possibilities of 
fulfilling the educational program by students with light 
disabilities, as well as mild and major ones, especially 
when it is expected they meet the requirements (Mey-
nert, 2014, p. 9).

Closing the school, as the effect of the pandemic, is a 
problem especially for children with disabilities. Among 
children with disabilities (special health needs: mental, 
behavioural), for about 80%, closing schools means los-
ing access to key services (Masonbrink & Hurley, 2020).

It is necessary to realise that there is a connection be-
tween disability and the economic situation of families 
with a child with a disability. As it turns out, it influences 
the possibility to participate in education supported by 
new technologies by students with disabilities.

This is vital especially in the context of future edu-
cation after the pandemic ceases. According to the con-
ducted research, it is unequivocally clear that the teachers 
noticed possibilities given by the usage of new technol-
ogies and they intend to use them in their work with 
students, for example, in situations when the student is 
absent for a longer time, individual consultation, didac-
tic support, or in contacts with parents, planning and 
realising meetings of specialized teams.

It confirms the findings of many authors pointing 
that realising that there is a connection between disability 
and poverty is extremely important for planning effec-
tive inclusive strategies (Palmer, 2011, Mitra et al., 2013, 
Van der Mark et al., 2017). It is also worth pointing out 
that according to the Central Statistical Office of Poland 
(Economic poverty rates…, 2020, p. 3) from 2019 the eco-
nomic grinding poverty rate in Poland among families 
with children with disabilities is significantly higher than 
in households without a disabled person. If in the family 
there is at least one person with a disability, the economic 
grinding poverty rate reported in 2019 was at a level of 
6.5% (7.8% in the year 2018). If in the family there is 
a child with a disability up to the age of 16, the rate in 
2019 was 5.5%, with 3.7% in the case of families with-
out a child with a disability.

Teachers participating in the research see among stu-
dents with disabilities or special educational needs bigger 
problems with adjusting to the remote education, but 
also to conditions of isolation, including peer isolation, 
that can have detrimental consequences in terms of de-
veloping their social and behavioral competencies. The 
isolation experienced during the pandemic is something 
opposite to what people with disabilities need for social 
development (UNESCO, 2020).

Parallel is the results of Joyce Lee’s observation (Lee, 
2020) pointing out the lack of peer interactions can in 
a group of people with special educational needs (ASD, 
ADHD, MPD, difficulties in learning, slower develop-
ment, and other behavioural and emotional difficulties), 
result in skills regression. According to Lee’s research, 
among students with SEN remote education intensified 
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difficulties in fulfilling instructions and independent 
task completion. Among students with ADHD, it was 
noticed, as a result of remote education, an increase in 
confrontationality in relations with parents or more com-
mon anger outbursts (Cortese, et al., 2020). 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Teachers participating in the research all agree that re-
mote education of students with disabilities is a bigger 
challenge than of students without any developmental 
disorders. The results of the research shows three main 
areas around which the responses of the research group 
are concentrated in terms of remote inclusive education 
of students with disabilities. The first is the participation 
of students with disabilities in remote classes. Teachers 
point to lower rates of participation of this group of stu-
dents in remote classes. There are several reasons for this 
teacher-diagnosed situation. Among them are no equip-
ment (not enough equipment in the context of family 
needs, old, broken down equipment); lack of students’ 
IT competencies, lower than in the general population’s 
IT competencies of the parents who cannot support their 
children at the necessary technical level.

Another reason is a worse adaptation to remote learn-
ing conditions of children with disabilities connected 
with their possibilities and needs. The research points to 
attention and concentration disorder, not understanding 
the instructions, not following the flow of the lesson, lack 
of the possibility to individualize the work and adjust it 
to the needs of the students. The second problem arising 
from the research is the fear of the teachers regarding the 
regression in school competencies of the students. It is 
mainly connected to social competencies. Lack of rela-
tions with peers can result in the decline of such arduous-
ly gained skills of functioning in a group. It corresponds 
to teachers’ awareness that during the pandemic, in case 
of many students with disabilities, possibilities to partic-
ipate in onsite therapy are fewer, or in some cases even 
ceased.

Teachers see the results of this in current relations with 
students. There is a visible regress of such skills like inde-
pendence, responsibility, ability to cooperate. Teachers 
also noticed the phenomenon of “disappearing” students, 
not participating in school classes. It is, on one hand, the 
result of intensified difficulties and on the other a lack of 
continuity in therapy and fewer possibilities of adjusting 
to the conditions of remote education. Non-participa-

tion of students in classes is a greater problem in terms of 
students with disabilities rather than with developmental 
disorders. Most commonly, this phenomenon is observed 
in bigger cities rather than smaller towns or villages. It is 
connected most likely with a larger engagement of the 
parents from bigger cities in their remote work, which in 
the case of a lack of or problems with equipment can be 
one of the explanations of the student’s absence in classes 
and lower parental control in terms of the children’s ed-
ucation.

The third problem arising from the research connect-
ed with remote education of students with disabilities is 
the post-pandemic perspective of inclusive education of 
this group of students. Teachers notice positive aspects 
of remote education, for example, ease of contact with 
the student, parent, and specialists. They intend to use 
gained experience in future onsite education. The prob-
lem they notice here, however, is the previously men-
tioned low IT competencies of students with disabilities 
and their parents, and a lack of equipment. Among the 
fears, there is one common opinion that the biggest chal-
lenge of post-pandemic education will be coping with 
the psychological problems of the students. Teachers are 
sure that the problem will not only be a regression of 
social competencies of students with disabilities but also 
new problems such as anxiety resulting from feeling safe 
both physically, as well as mentally in social relations.

The experience of remote education on the level of 
primary school significantly points to a worse educa-
tional situation of students with disabilities which has 
notable meaning in the context of inclusive education. 
It emphasizes with even greater power that inclusive ed-
ucation in terms of this group of students will require 
the activation of more effective mechanisms of support 
that go beyond purely didactic aspects. It needs to be 
foreseen that the support will have to be concentrated 
more in so far as the social and mental functioning ar-
eas of the students are concerned. It will require greater 
accessibility to fast paths of diagnosis and therapy so se-
rious disorders in psycho-social functioning do not ap-
pear. Teachers should also prepare themselves for careful 
diagnosis of the psycho-social functioning of students 
with disabilities. However, the problem is that the ma-
jority of them do not have competencies in this area. 
Thus, it seems necessary to plan systematic actions in 
the forms of workshops and meetings with specialists 
introducing these topics, and giving basic orientation in 
the problem.
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What is positive regarding the effect of remote ed-
ucation is the increased awareness of the meaning and 
value of the cooperation of teachers and parents of stu-
dents with disabilities. The parents had an opportunity 
to see up close the work of the teachers; their effort was 
put into working with their children. The teachers, on 
the other hand, saw in the parents of their students with 
disabilities, specialists from whom they can learn a lot 
and with whom cooperation can translate into an easier 
coping with possible difficulties when working with stu-
dents with disabilities from the perspective of returning 
to school after an over-a-year gap of remote education.
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