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ARTICLE INFO

ABSTRACT

The COVID-19 pandemic brought about profound changes in social and professional contexts. Schools and universities all over the world were closed to curb the contamination. In a short period, many educators were forced to reinvent their classes in a non-classroom mode, mediated by technology. This scenario of overwork can lead educators to stress, favoring distress, anxiety, and depression due to the uncertainties resulting from the pandemic and the search for new knowledge acquisition. This paper shows the research results conducted by university educators in Latin America who have been exercising teaching activities during social isolation imposed by COVID-19. The results show that with just one exception, educators from all countries reported suffering from some stress-related aspects concerning some manner to remote teaching. Higher workload perception came from women, unfolding gender inequalities amplified during pandemics. There is no clear relationship between the degree of technological expertise and stress factors, although, in general, educators use more time to prepare learning material and monitor students’ progress. Technological infrastructure was not a big concern for those educators in big cities, but some fundamental infrastructure problems were reported due to each country’s economic reality or geographic conditions.
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RESUMEN

La pandemia de la COVID-19 provocó profundos cambios en los contextos sociales y profesionales. Se cerraron escuelas y universidades de todo el mundo para frenar el contagio. Muchos educadores se vieron obligados a reinventar sus clases en un modo no presencial, mediado por la tecnología en un corto período de tiempo. Este escenario de exceso de trabajo puede llevar a los educadores al estrés, favoreciendo el malestar, la ansiedad y la depresión por las incertidumbres derivadas de la pandemia y la búsqueda de nuevos conocimientos adquiridos. Este artículo muestra los resultados de una investigación realizada con educadores universitarios en América Latina que han venido ejerciendo la actividad docente durante el aislamiento social impuesto por la COVID-19. Los resultados muestran que, con una sola excepción, los educadores de todos los países informaron sufrir algunos aspectos relacionados con el estrés en relación con alguna forma de enseñanza a distancia. Las mujeres percibieron una mayor carga de trabajo, lo que generó desigualdades de género amplificadas durante las pandemias. No existe una relación clara entre el grado de experiencia tecnológica y los factores de estrés, aunque, en general, los educadores emplean más tiempo para preparar material de aprendizaje y monitorear el progreso de los estudiantes. La infraestructura tecnológica no era una gran preocupación para los educadores en las grandes ciudades, pero se informaron algunos problemas fundamentales de infraestructura debido a la realidad económica de cada país o las condiciones geográficas.

    Palabras clave 
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1. Introduction

More than two years after the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic and after many imposed periods of social isolation, in the so-called “post-pandemic” period, many challenges are still identified in acting and interacting professionally and socially through technologies. Although online interaction technologies are not new to many, the requirement imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic has significantly increased their use (Hew et al., 2020). It is expected that the COVID-19 pandemic may trigger a series of individual and specific policy changes around the world (Novaes & Aquino, 2021) and their psychosocial impacts are still to be fully understood.

In this emerging public health scenario, the face-to-face activities of educational institutions were interrupted and started to be performed through digital resources. The educator, considered an essential agent of this process, found himself abruptly and urgently responsible for significantly altering his pedagogical practice. The unprecedented changes in educational practices (Fardoun et al., 2020) and the uncertain future give room for discussing educators’ mental health (Sahu, 2020). Anxiety and depression, exacerbated by uncertainties, a fierce search for knowledge acquisition and the information flow´s intensification should significantly increase this process, bringing negative physiological consequences, such as stress (Gómez-Gómez et al, 2022).

In this paper, we present the results of a survey with higher education educators in Latin America, aiming to understand the stress factors related to the urgent changes in teaching practices resulting from the pandemic. The survey was conducted through an online questionnaire, answered by 1010 university educators who have been teaching during social isolation imposed by COVID-19. The initial survey comprised respondents from Argentina (52), Bolivia (24), Brazil (451), Chile (13), Colombia (19), Costa Rica (6), Ecuador (2), Mexico (2), Panama (15), Paraguay (3), Peru (48), The Dominican Republic (76), Uruguay (232), Venezuela (20). From these, countries without a significant number of respondents were not submitted to qualitative analysis.

The collected data were submitted to qualitative and quantitative analysis to help us understand: a) the occurrence or not of signs of stress among higher education educators during the period of isolation and migration to remote classes; and b) the relationships among the levels of signs of stress and other variables related to a personal profile, teaching performance, isolation context, experience with tools and methods for online teaching and work relationships. Data resulting from the survey suggests stress factors among educators involved in remote activities during the COVID-19 pandemic, emphasizing gender.

The paper is organized as follows: the next session discusses related work on the subject, while section 3 explains the scientific method underpinning this article. The fourth section analyzes all data gathered, related to the stress factors related to teaching conditions in pandemic times. Section 5 details specific points per each participating country. Section 6 discusses the main findings based on data analysis and, finally, conclusions are presented in Section 7.

2. Related Work

Higher Education Institutions gave different answers to the emergency brought by COVID-19 pandemic. For instance, Knopik and Oszwa (2021) and Rodríguez-Paz et al. (2021) discuss some specific strategies taken during pandemic times in different context. However, most of the institutions worldwide adopted, for some time, synchronous remote teaching as an alternative to face-to-face classes, meetings, and the supervising processes, which allowed professors to carry out their academic activities in a brand-new context. In this sense, an already stressful situation, caused by the limitations imposed by COVID-19, was potentialized by the work-related context brought to professors’ homes.

Odriozola-González et al. (2020) conducted a survey on symptoms of depression, anxiety and stress at the University of Valladolid, Spain, during the first weeks of confinement, collecting data from collecting data from 2,500 respondents (335 teachers). Educators from the Arts and Humanities fields showed significantly higher scores on the depression, anxiety, and stress scales, followed by educators from the Health, Science and Social Sciences and Law fields, and finally, educators from the Engineering and Architecture.

Huang and Zhao (2020, 2021) analyzed data from a national survey conducted in China to assess the impact of the pandemic on the mental health of workers in general. From the 7,236 respondents to the questionnaire, 1,404 were educators (university, high school, and primary education). 35.1% of the educators presented anxiety symptoms, 21% had depression and 14.3 reported problems in sleep quality.

Pather et al. (2020) carried out a qualitative study with 18 anatomy educators from 10 universities in Australia and New Zealand during pandemic. Respondents reported that although they remained focused on pedagogical issues, the expectations, and skills to develop them had changed, mainly about training and appropriate use of technologies. Respondents also reported concerns about the sustainability of their jobs, due to budget cuts and the significant increase in the workload for preparing educational material.

Monteiro and Souza (2020) conducted a literature review of publications between 2017 and 2020 to identify the effects of the transition to remote education and the social isolation caused by the pandemic on educators’ working conditions and mental health. Although the research did not focus on a specific country or region, the analysis was discussed from the Brazilian context. They conclude that the precariousness of teaching work was already a reality before the pandemic, intensified by changes due to pandemics. Moreover, the demands regarding pedagogical and evaluation aspects, learning paradigms, and adequacy to information technologies have increased. A similar analysis is brought by Pereira et al (2020) and Robinet-Serrano and Pérez (2020).

Zeeshan et. al. (2020) highlights the issues faced by the university faculty of 16 universities in Pakistan, regarding techno-stress due to a lack of pandemic preparedness, through a qualitative study based on interviews. Their findings show that most faculty educators felt overburdened with additional responsibilities about online teaching besides their efforts.

The - sometimes abrupt - return to face-to-face activities in unprecedented teaching situation caused also significant impacts on teachers’ well-being and quality of life, as discussed by Ozamiz-Etxebarria et al. (2021) and Lizana et al. (2021), as well as the impact on universities, which remains an open question to be verified in the next years (García-Peñalvo et al., 2021a).

3. Method

3.1. Participants

The survey involved nine countries in Latin America and the Caribbean, surveying 1010 university educators, who have been in social isolation imposed by COVID-19 – a convenience sample. Invitations to participate were made via social networks and lists of participants from scientific societies. The Research Ethics Committee of the leading institution approved the study (CAEE: 31159320.8.0000.0084) and all ethical principles were respected.

3.2. Procedures

The online questionnaire, used as an instrument of data collection, allowed reach and agility in data collection, considering the limitations imposed by the pandemic of COVID-19. This questionnaire was developed and applied in a previous study carried out in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic in the Brazilian reality (Araujo et al., 2020).

The questionnaire was self-explanatory and took an average of 10 minutes to be answered. The data were obtained between May and June 2020. It should be noted that the questionnaire was prepared and made available via Google Forms in all participating countries except Uruguay, which used another platform due to the country’s data protection policy and because more than 50% of active university educators in the country are in the same Higher Education Institution which required some adjustments to the instrument to meet the local reality.

3.3. Limitations

In this research, convenience sampling was used with higher education educators working in Latin America and the Caribbean. However, not all Latin American countries entered this sample. Some did not respond to the invitation, and others could not carry out a significant collection that could generate results, such as Ecuador and Mexico, which had only two respondents. There was no uniformity in the number of participants per country, while in Brazil and Uruguay there were more than 200 respondents, 451 and 232, respectively, other countries did not reach 20. Panama, for example, presented its results with only 15 respondents.

It is noteworthy that the data were collected at the beginning of the pandemic when the countries participating in this research were still starting remote education. It is possible, over time, that the stress of higher education educators may have changed due to adaptation to technologies or tiredness of so much time in isolation.

4. Analysis

This section presents the responses obtained by the collection instrument, according to the expected dimensions of analysis.

4.1. Participants’ profile

From the 1010 participants who responded to the survey, 555 identified themselves as female (close to 55%), 452 male (close to 45%) and 3 participants did not want to inform the gender. Regarding age: 5.3% are under 30 years old, 22.7% are between 30 and 39 years old, 39.8% are between 40 and 50 years old and 32.2% answered to be over 50 years old. Most respondents (71.7%) have graduate degrees (43% said they had Ph.D. / Post-Doc while 28.7% had a Master’s degree), 14.2% had post-graduation (MBA-like), 12.1% had only a degree, and 2.1% declared others. Regarding teaching experience, most respondents (62.9%) have more than ten years of teaching experience: 18.5% are less than five years, 18.6% between five and nine years, 31.6% between 10 and 19 years and 31.3% are 20 years or more. These data are summarized in the infographic in Figure 1.


Figure 1. Participants’ profile.
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During the pandemic, 27.9% declared they were not having remote experience, 67.8% were having some remote activity and 4.3% opted for N/A. Of the 1010 participants (initial survey population), 103 (about 10% of the initial population) said they were not doing the remote activity. These data were taken from the survey, as they did not answer the rest of the questions. Thus, from here, 907 respondents will be considered as the total number of research participants.

Other important data gathered from the survey are: 82.4% of the participants declared to be living with the family during the pandemic, 11% alone, 5.9% opted for "others" and 0.7% for N/A. 60.4% of these participants live in large cities (more than 500 thousand inhabitants), 9.9% in medium-big cities (300-500 thousand inhabitants), 15.9% in medium-sized cities (100-300 thousand inhabitants), 7.2% in medium-small cities (50-100 thousand), 5.3% in small cities (less than 50 thousand inhabitants) and 1.2% chose N/A as the answer option. Regarding computer devices, 73.2% reported having exclusive use equipment, 15.7% shared use and 11.1% did not have or chose N/A as the answer standard.

4.2. Experience in online teaching and use of technologies

Regarding previous remote teaching experience before the pandemic, 35,5% declared that they had never had it, while 60.2% had already had some experience and, still, 4.3% declared N/A. About their skill level with the use of equipment (computers, tablets, or smartphones) and software in general, a large majority (59.4%) declare themselves to have high or very high skill, as shown in Figure 2.


Figure 2. Experience with technologies and software in general.
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When asked if the equipment and internet access they had was sufficient to carry out their remote activities, the vast majority (87.2%) of the participants said they had adequate equipment and internet access (87.9%). On the other hand, it was found that only 26.4% said they had acquired some type of technology to exercise their remote activities.

When asked about difficulties in using technologies and software, 45.3% of respondents stated they had difficulty, representing almost half of the participants. Among the most acquired technologies are: equipment (computer, notebooks) and updating equipment; video conferencing systems, such as Zoom; higher speed internet; peripheral equipment, such as graphics tablet, microphone, headphones, mouse, digital whiteboard, webcam; software such as screen recorders, video editor.

4.3. Perception of stress

Regarding the seven variables that may indicate stress, the following results were found in Figure 3. The most impacted variable perceived by the participants was physical discomfort (48,30%), followed by anxiety (47%) and muscle, bodily pain (44 %).


Figure 3. The seven dimensions of stress.
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These dimensions were also related to gender (Figure 4), previous experience in technology-mediated education (Figure 5), ability with technology (Figure 6), training before and during social isolation (Figure 7), size of the participants’ city (Figure 8).


Figure 4. Stress x Gender.
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Figure 5. Stress x Experience in technology-mediated education before confinement.
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Figure 6. Stress x Knowhow in digital resources.
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Figure 7. Stress x Training.
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Figure 8. Stress x City size.

[image: ]


There is a marked predominance in the perception of female educators’ stress factors to male ones. Studies show that women have more symptoms of stress than men. There are indications, according to studies, that this more significant stress may be related to the accumulation of household functions (care for the home and children), usually associated with women in societies in which there is a solid macho cultural component, as is the case in many countries in Latin America (Goulart Junior & Lipp, 2008; Martins, 2007; Sadir et al., 2010).

On the experience with remote education before the pandemic and know-how about technologies and resources, there is a predominance of stress in educators who already had experience/had know-how about technologies, which, at first glance, might seem strange. However, these educators probably had some experience, they knew a little about the digital platforms and resources, but they experienced the continuous use of these platforms and then, the problems that arose were: unstable internet connection, overload of digital platforms, among others, that made the experience frustrating. On the other hand, according to Figure 7, it seems that training in the use of platforms and digital resources was a gain for educators, since they were the ones who reported lower stress levels.

Regarding the size of the participants’ living cities, stress is more evident in people living in big cities in five of the seven dimensions. This may be related to the lifestyle and urbanism itself. People who live in large cities generally live in smaller apartments or houses, with a non-existent or reduced leisure area, more significant mobility difficulties, and higher living costs.

5. Main Considerations by Country

5.1. Argentina

In Argentina, classroom activities were suspended from March 20th, 2020. University authorities and educators have been making great efforts to continue higher education virtually. Most respondents are women (61%) from the central region of the country and reside in large cities. They have extensive teaching experience in higher education, mainly in public education, and most of them work in the STEM area.

The stress factors reported with a greater degree of impact have been “muscle and body aches” and “anxiety”. Women have shown a higher percentage of worsening of body pain symptoms, while men have reported a somewhat more significant impact on anxiety. Stress aspects are linked to other information gathered in the survey. Most of the educators (over 50%) have answered the categories workload and lack of personal time with “much” or “extremely”, respectively. Besides, they qualified with the same intensity the excessive overlapping of household tasks that usually loads more heavily on women since in Argentine society, the work burden is often not distributed in an egalitarian way at home (Goren et al., 2020).

It should be noted that a significant percentage (62%) expressed having worsened in one or more of the aspects related to stress. Regarding other emotions, the categories that appear most are “tiredness” and “anguish”. There is tangible evidence that stress on Argentine university educators has increased in the COVID context, as can be seen in other reports (COAD, 2020; UNICEF, 2020).

Concerning self-perception of skills in digital technologies, the results show a contrast in a high level of management of technologies (most of the educators are in STEM – Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (García-Peñalvo et al., 2022; García-Holgado et al., 2022)) compared to the difficulties encountered in using them in teaching (nearly 50% expressed difficulties). Surprisingly, few seem to have sought help. According to the survey, the use of teaching tools outside the physical space in the classrooms posed several challenges for many of the people surveyed. Reflections were expressed from a positive perspective of the situation that initially demanded hard work. They say it was confusing, but “finally, worthy”. On the other hand, several educators have considered that the amount of work increased notably, generating stress and burnout.

Beyond the challenges of using technological tools, most of educators adapted their classes to be performed virtually. According to the people surveyed, this situation generates a change in the educator-student relationship. They indicate that the relationship in the physical classroom “is not replaceable by the virtual one” since “empathy with the student is difficult to achieve”. However, the difficulties in communication or the number of complaints from students have remained low; they seem to have understood that the present difficulties are typical of abrupt change. A detailed report on Argentinian situation can be seen in Casali and Torres (2021).

5.2. Bolivia

From March 12th, 2020, Bolivia begins social distancing due to COVID-19. In the first three months, the distancing has strict measures that force citizens to stay at home six days a week, going out to refill for one day in the morning. Social distancing persists in Bolivia; however, regulations have been made more flexible due to the population’s needs.

The survey was disseminated by institutional mail at the Universidad Mayor de San Simón and through friendly educators in four other Bolivian universities. Only 23 educators responded to it. Based on the observed results, it is presumed that these educators could represent a select group of educators active in using ICT in higher education.

The results show that all educators work in universities (all public) that suspended activities during isolation. Most had previous experience in virtual classes; they have adequate computer equipment for their work and access to an internet connection that covers the requirements to carry out virtual classes. More than 60% indicate that they have high skills in handling computer equipment and related software. The educational tools that prevail among the respondents are Moodle, Google Classroom in the case of LMS. For video conferencing, the most common are Jitsi, Google Meet and Zoom. Note that Bolivian educators seem to prefer free educational tools.

In the psychological-emotional and physical aspects, findings show that female educators reported greater susceptibility to physical manifestations during social isolation - more than 60% of female educators report feeling discomfort compared to 40% of their male colleagues. Women educators present higher physical discomfort, muscle pain and memory failure; while men present higher manifestations such as irritation, discouragement, and anxiety.

Most educators consider they work more at home than at the office during social isolation. The workload perception is noticeably more significant in women. Besides, the workload of the office and domestic tasks is considered double shift by most of the educators, being noticeably higher in women. Likewise, less than 50% of men consider that personal time is insufficient. While, in the case of women, the vast majority consider that they do not have a time of their own.

Most educators consider that the dialogue with their superiors has deteriorated. Women have a perception that the home environment is not appropriate for work; Men do not have the same perception, and it is undoubtedly due to attention to housework. Also, most women feel more insecure about their job position than men; this perception is because women are more likely to lose their jobs due to “macho culture” still present in Bolivian society.

5.3. Brazil

The first case of COVID-19 in Brazil was reported at the end of February 2020, as we followed the progress of the pandemic in China and the countries of Europe. The São Paulo city became the epidemic epicenter in the country, registering its first death in mid-March. Before the end of the same month, all Brazilian states already registered confirmations of infected citizens. In one month, the epidemic reached the entire national territory. The data presented by the Brazilian educators who participated in the survey demonstrate that the perception of stress is strong among higher education educators in Brazil who remained in remote education activity during the social isolation resulting from the pandemic.

There is a marked predominance in the perception of stress factors in female educators, some symptoms are related to aspects of their own physiology such as pimples, pelvic pain, dry skin, menstrual cramps (Calais et al., 2003). Besides, there are factors related to the accumulation of domestic functions (care for the home and children), generally associated with women in societies where there is a solid macho cultural component - such as the Brazilian one (Goulart Junior & Lipp, 2008; Martins, 2007; Sadir et al., 2010). Stress factors are more present in educators who work in Social and Legal Sciences courses, followed by educators in Health Sciences fields, and less present in Arts and Humanities, who work in more than one field.

There is a strong inverse correlation between stress factors and the self-perceived ability with digital technologies, especially concerning discouragement and the feeling of incapacity - the latter factor may be due to insecurity for the full use of digital technologies in the educator teaching-learning process. Still, it can also point to a need for improvement in the user experience currently provided by the most used tools. In addition, there is a great expectation about the appropriate use of technology and its availability, on the part of educators, which often was not matched due to the infrastructure of the educational institution that was not prepared for such a huge demand, leading them anxiety and reinforces discouragement and the feeling of incapacity (Poalses & Bezuidenhout, 2018; Pather et al., 2020; Sahu, 2020).

A more comprehensive analysis of Brazilian situation can be seen at Araujo et al (2020).

5.4. Colombia

In the case of Colombia, there were 20 answers mainly from the Southwest region from the public and private institutions with more than five years of experience in teaching-learning processes. All the surveyed educators revealed they have computers in their homes and with a good internet connection. One of the most complicated situations was regarding the lack of methodological models supporting teaching in COVID time.

Most surveyed people have reported that excessive stress (Pedrozo-Pupo et al., 2020), especially when they have little or no control, can cause health, mental, and physical problems. Managing a new teaching style, disruptions to research and writing practices, and the realities of working from home have proved to be a dramatic task for many of them. Most of the surveyed educators manifested that, during the COVID-19, they have experienced a range of emotional reactions: frustrated, overwhelmed, stressed, and tired. In the psychological-emotional and physical aspects, findings show surveyed people reported greater susceptibility to physical manifestations during social isolation. This is causing significant disruptions to their schedule, due to educators being asked to do a lot of work related to the transition to online instruction in a short time while also feeling anxious about their family and community.

The responses have revealed some positive aspects during the COVID-19 Pandemic: most educators continued to teach, non-digital content became digital, and several educational institutions transitioned all their operations from traditional face-to-face to online teaching. According to the survey, there was no difference in relation to stress factors with educators who have received any training in digital technologies in teaching before or due to the pandemics.

5.5. Dominican Republic

In the Dominican Republic, 79 university educators from different provinces participate in the study. 92% of the educators surveyed confirmed that they have a computer for exclusive use at home, and 78.50% admit having a good internet connection that allows them to carry out their work activities. Due to the protection measures against the COVID-19 pandemic and during the months of home confinement, great difficulties were identified with the methodology for remote teaching: 47% admitted having methodological limitations, even though 63.3% of the educators recognized that the university where they work provided training on the use of technological tools for remote teaching before the social isolation and 73.42% during the quarantine.

We did not find high degrees of irritation, physical discomfort, and anxiety in the educators in this studied case. We consider that this can be associated with monitoring and accompaniment developed by the different Higher Education Institutions to their educators. They managed to complete the different periods of the school year, digitize their content, and use different tools for synchronous and asynchronous communication.

It is noteworthy that the institutions and educators of the Dominican Republic have agreed on the importance of continuing work with their students in the pandemic. Planning for the possible reopening of universities, they have undergone a redesign and recovery process of their subjects or courses as well restructured to achieve a new model of the organization of learning teaching processes, thoroughly hybridized, improving the quality of services, taking advantage of the lessons learned during this period of the pandemic.

5.6. Panama

As of the announcement of the first case of COVID -19 in Panama on March 9th, 2020, economic and university activities were interrupted, until the National Government decreed a curfew and the confinement of the population. Universities began the closure of their facilities on March 13th. In Panama, the beginning of the semester is generally at the end of March. Classes were delayed in some universities for up to a month, and the reactivation of academic activities was possible through remote channels.

This work collected 20 responses mainly from educators from the province of Panama (65%) and countryside (35%), most of which were public universities (90%). Educators adapted their courses to the platforms recommended by the Technology Centers, accompanied by training, which facilitated the adoption since 66% had had previous contact with technological tools and distance courses. Similarly, a significant number (86%) maintained their classes, using technologies remotely.

Educators acquired equipment such as tablets and other devices to carry out their academic tasks. Many of them stated that they had computer equipment that they use exclusively for classes.

Educators experience increased physical discomfort and muscle pain (from 23% at the beginning to 38% in the last periods of the pandemic). In comparison, the lack of memory has not been significant (more than 80% state that they have not had a memory loss). Irritation and discouragement have not constituted a health threat, although 31% of educators answered that they begin to feel irritable and with feelings of apathy.

Educators express their dissatisfaction with workload (85% answered that they increased significantly), in the remote attention to students. 69% of educators respond that they take on many hours of work, coupled with domestic tasks at home. Consequently, 56% responded that they do not dedicate themselves enough to gratifying personal activities and have begun to experience loneliness.

Regarding the work environment, responses point out the inconveniences that occur during remote classes: excessive noise, inadequate real estate, and frequent distractions (69%). The most significant insecurity concerns student evaluation (38%); with a diversity of responses in other factors, such as applying ICT-mediated learning methodologies and psychological orientation at work. Educators perceive less insecurity with employment contracts (more than 54%). Regarding the relationship with the students, 54% answered they had perceived a slight or minimal decrease in motivation. Complaints in the dynamics of the classes have been very few with 56% of the educators.

5.7. Peru

On March 16th, Peru began to adopt compulsory confinement as a measure adopted by the government. At universities, the acceptance of the use of technologies for educational and pedagogical processes brought not only needs of a competitive nature, those concerning digital skills, but also logistical and equipment difficulties.

In the specific case of Peru, internet access is still a complex problem to solve. The internet is still a scarce resource in rural areas, so some students must travel a few hours to have connectivity. Another problem in the high Andean areas is that due to the nature of the geography (high hills and canyons), educators cannot get good Internet signals and, consequently, several times they are unable to teach. Thereby, educators and students have been affected because they have poor connectivity (García-Salirrosas, 2020), generating anxiety, despair, and stress (Cao et al., 2020; Rajkumar, 2020).

The results from Peru show that 52 surveys were answered mainly by educators from the department of Apurimac (55.8%), Lima (15.4%), Arequipa (9.6%) and other departments of the country (19.2%), most of which were public universities (71.1%). The most significant number of educators surveyed belong to the male gender (84.6%) and a minority to the female gender (15.4%). Most educators are aged between 40 and over (76.9%), and a minor part is under 40 years old (23.1). Therefore, they are educators with experience in teaching. Most of the educators work in the engineering area (69.6%), and they have master’s (46%) and Ph.D. (36%) degrees.

The educators changed teaching from face-to-face to remote. They have had to train in using tools for synchronous and asynchronous teaching. Something important to note is that several universities migrated to the free services offered by Google.

5.8. Uruguay

Uruguay (3,505,985 population) has 107,623 university students. The Universidad de la República (Udelar), comprises 99.4% of them, with around 150,000 active students and 11,500 educators. On March 16th, all face-to-face educational activities at Udelar were suspended, trying to continue higher education using digital platforms, providing some commercial solutions, in addition to the institutional Open Digital Ecosystem (VLE, multimedia and recorded video-lectures). During 2020 and part of 2021, all the activity was remotely developed through digital platforms.

Regarding the analysis of the survey carried out with educators and institutional studies (Dirección General de Planeamiento, 2020), there is evidence of perceived stress factors in the educational workers during the pandemic. According to the respondents’ profile, most of them are women (68.75%) from the capital Montevideo (93.26%), postgraduate (34.62%), aged 30 to 50 years (56.73%), from Health Sciences (54.32%), have less than ten years of university teaching experience (51.92%), and work 20 to 40 hours weekly (58.65%). During quarantine, they have spent most of the time with their family, children and/or partner (37.50%) isolated in their home, with an average of 2.8 people. Before the quarantine, 53.85% of them had already experienced remote teaching, but during quarantine this experience was extended up to 88.94%.

Considering the stress factors, “anxiety” (48.07%), “muscle and body aches” (42.31%), and “discouragement” (35.58%) are the most mentioned. 21.63% started to feel helplessness or frustration and were irritable (12.50%). Most educators experienced workload (54.33%), overlapping domestic and work tasks (53.3%) and lack of personal time (45.2%), similar to results in Dirección General de Planeamiento (2020): almost 74% of educators have felt overloaded in the performance of their tasks, 60% of educators said that care responsibilities increased and 77.9% of female educators had difficulty in combining work and care (70.2%).

Concerning self-perception of digital skills, results show a contrast in the management level compared to the difficulties encountered in using them in teaching during the COVID-19. The perceived digital skills level is medium or high for 77%, while 51% have had difficulties with digital tools and/or remote teaching methodologies. In those cases, they sought co-workers’ help (56.25%), same as in Dirección General de Planeamiento (2020): 74% of educators carried out remote teaching in the first semester in coordination with a teaching team. Educators also show digital competencies for the autonomous search for solutions, seeking support in internet tutorials (50%), and, to a lesser extent, they go to institutional technical support (36%).

Before the quarantine, 42.79% received training on technological tools for teaching through virtual learning environments, while during the pandemic this percentage rose to 51.92%. Internet access at home is adequate for 84.13% of educators, and 72.60% have equipment for exclusive use, and they are appropriate for all their work activities for 77.88% of them. Satisfaction levels found in the DGPlan (2020) show 75% of educators satisfied or very satisfied with the remote teaching experience of the first semester at Udelar.

5.9. Venezuela

In Venezuela, the national government decreed a “State of Alarm” on March 13th, 2020, and with this, the suspension of educational activities, initially for 30 days (Hernández et al., 2020). Subsequently, the Ministry of Popular Power for University Education (MPPEU) decreed the Home University Plan as a state policy and ordered educational organizations to adapt the teaching functions to the different pre-existing educational platforms. Still, it did not consider that in most of the country’s public universities the technological and connectivity infrastructure is highly precarious and even non-existent, as well as that of the population in general.

We obtained a total of 22 participants, among educators from different public universities concentrated in the center of the country (Aragua, Miranda, and Capital District states), whose responses were evenly distributed between both sexes. Of this population, five educators responded not having previous experiences with remote teaching-learning processes mediated by ICT. Likewise, only five of the respondents stated that they are not currently immersed in distance learning activities.

Besides, five professors do not have technological equipment for exclusive use or appropriate remote activities, since they must share them with the family group. Their activities must be carried out at inappropriate hours, which sometimes must be for rest and family enjoyment.

Only six educators indicated having access to an adequate Internet connection service to carry out activities, ratifying what is indicated in different studies (Fardoun et al., 2020; UNESCO, 2020). But only three educators expressed their refusal to pursue remote activities. Likewise, seven of those surveyed said they felt insecure and had difficulties regarding the proper management of the technologies and methodologies required to conduct remote teaching.

In addition to the above, ten educators expressed feeling irritated and discouraged about abruptly and disruptively facing a new modality in their daily teaching activities. Finally, thirteen said they were overwhelmed by excessive work and lack of personal time despite being confined to the home.

6. Overall Discussion

In general, educators of all countries —except the Dominican Republic—, reported suffering from some physical discomfort, such as muscle pain and body aches, and the occurrence of episodes of memory failure, irritation, discouragement, and anxiety. All these stress-related elements were linked, in some manner, to the professional activity of educators in remote teaching during COVID-19 pandemics. The reasons why these factors were not predominant in the Dominican Republic educators is a subject for further studies.

Respondents firmly pointed out gender-related aspects in many countries, namely Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Panamá, Uruguay, and Venezuela. When reporting a higher workload perception, this report was more frequent coming from women. Cultural aspects of the region, like the “macho culture”, make women more vulnerable to home office activities, due to the attention they are supposed to pay to housework. Due to the high domestic demands, the home environment is not appropriate for work, for some of them. This is a clear finding of inequalities related to gender and amplified by pandemic regulations.

Before the pandemic, technology was mainly considered a complement used in hybrid modalities, but it became the only means of teaching. In this context, other problems arise, such as the lack of training to carry out educational plans created for face-to-face modalities, to virtual modalities. In this sense, there are some interesting findings in the increase of stress symptoms related to using ICT tools for virtual learning. There is no clear relationship between the degree of technological expertise and stress factors. While educators with less expertise could feel insecure when using new technology, they tend to have fewer expectations than those who have a more significant experience with educational technology. Educators with less experience probably have a safe-easy approach to the problem: they use fewer tools more efficiently (i.e., WhatsApp sharing files, or videoconference recording the whiteboard), having less stress than those trying to use technology under a raised bar approach. However, in general, educators use more time to prepare classes and design and build resources, using the extra time to track students’ progress and homework review.

Most of the respondents reported having some previous experience in remote activities, mainly from Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Peru, and Uruguay. However, no direct impact of these previous experiences on stress factors was clearly perceived. Besides, it is common sense that previous or continuous training for teaching technologies could help reduce the stress factors on educators. Still, Brazilian and Colombian educators reported no relationship among these aspects.

Due to this specific universe of individuals studied, most of them had access at least to basic technological infrastructure for remote teaching. Most of them lived in bigger cities, whose infrastructure is usually better than smaller towns. However, some fundamental infrastructure problems appeared in some responses, either due to country economic reality - as reported by Venezuelan educators, which mentioned electricity and internet cuts in their country - or geographic conditions - as found in responses from Andean educators, mainly from Peru, since these high-altitude places suffer from poor Internet access.

7. Conclusions

The pandemic resulting from COVID-19 has brought about profound changes for the whole of society, both social and professional context. We have witnessed interaction and communication technologies undergo a significant increase in practically all social and professional activities. Teaching and learning processes also underwent substantial changes in this period, supported by digital technologies. Work, technology, and stress started to live in educators’ homes worldwide.

This paper discusses issues leading to educators’ stress related to the adoption of remote educational practices during the pandemic COVID-19 in the context of Latin American higher education. The study sought to verify educators’ perception of signs and symptoms related to stress associated with the period of social isolation.

Our main findings are that with just one exception —the Dominican Republic— educators of all countries reported suffering from some stress-related aspects, linked in some manner, to remote teaching during COVID-19 pandemics. A more frequent report coming from women is related to higher workload perception, unfolding gender inequalities, amplified during pandemics. There is no clear relationship between the degree of technological expertise and stress factors, although, in general, educators use more time to prepare learning material and to track students’ progress. Technological infrastructure was not a big concern for those educators in big cities, but some fundamental infrastructure problems were reported either due to the country’s economic reality or geographic conditions.

The substitution of face-to-face classes with classes mediated by technology had so far extended its term in all the Latin American countries studied in this survey. This indicates that the challenges overcome by educators for this transition will serve as a basis for continuing these activities in the coming future, influencing the digital transformation in Education, as appointed by Ramírez-Montoya (2020) and García-Peñalvo (2021). However, many challenges remain on the agenda which, combined with the scenario of uncertainty provided by the pandemic, will continue to bring doubts and anxiety, triggering stress —for instance, the assessment process in hybrid contexts is still a subject under research, as pointed out by García-Peñalvo et al. (2021b). All these factors may lead to demotivation, physical problems and emotional changes that will compromise the quality of the teaching-learning process and, at the limit, educators’ health.

This work contributes to the body of knowledge under construction about our experiences during the pandemic of the new coronavirus, a singular moment in history, in registering part of the scenario perceived by higher education educators in Latin America. Future work can be developed to follow these results, carrying out new surveys to understand the evolution of the perception of stress among educators. In addition, this work can awaken new initiatives of research projects and actions to reduce the stressors found in this study.
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