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The Coronavirus pandemic has affected all walks of life in an
unprecedented manner and in order to curb the spread of the same the
government imposed a stringent lockdown. This led to profound effects

on the education and training of medical programmes including
Key words:- dentistry. The study was conducted as a cross sectional online survey
Coronavirus  Infection, ~ Dentistry, circulated among dental post graduate students in Karnataka, India.
Residency This study assesses the impact of COVID-19 on the dental post
graduate training programme considering various factors like; impact
on teaching, training, dissertation, various problems and difficulties
faced by the residents and reasons for stress induced among them. It
also addresses suggestions which would help in alleviation of the
problems. The Government must ensure that the concerned teaching
organisations should take the required measures in order to relieve the
residents of the various problems faced and provide rational solutions
for the same.
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Introduction:-

The Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) was declared as a pandemic on 11™ March 2020 by the World Health
Organization (WHO)'. The Government of India announced a nationwide lockdown on March 25 2020 as an
attempt to contain and prevent the pandemic and promoted social distancing and infection control guidelines like use
of masks and personal protective equipment (PPE).2’3 This stringent lockdown not only disrupted the daily life but
also affected the field of dentistry. *

Taking into the account the post graduate dental training program; the routine out-patient department (OPD) services
and elective procedures were cancelled which in turn reduced the patient influx to the hospitals and institutes. Also,
all the academic face to face teaching activities were cancelled and substituted with various online teaching
methods. This affected the post graduate teaching and learning programme in an unparalleled manner.’

This study aims at evaluating the impact of COVID-19 on postgraduate dental training programme.
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Materials and Method:-

The study was conducted as a cross sectional survey amongst the dental residents in the state of Karnataka, India.
The recruitment email described the study as follows: “Impact of COVID-19 on the post graduate dental training
programme”. A web-link to an anonymous web-based survey was included in this email and responding to the
survey was considered implicit consent. No follow-up emails were sent. A total of 208 post graduate students
participated in the survey (n=208).

The survey was divided into the following 6 parts:

Impact on Teaching

Difficulties and Problems faced by the post graduate students due to COVID-19
Impact on Dissertations

Impact on PG Training

Suggestions for Alleviation of Problems faced

Stress induced and reasons for the same

ANl S e

A pilot study was conducted before finalising the study with 25 participants to vindicate the study. The data
recorded was downloaded and entered in excel spread sheet andanalysed by statistical software (SPSS 12.0 for
Windows, SPSSInc., Chicago, USA) for descriptive statistics.

Results:-

Table 1 shows the year of post-graduation of the participant. Table 2 and 3 shows the impact of COVID-19 on
teaching and the satisfaction of the PG students with the current teaching methods. Table 4 and 5 addresses the
problems and difficulties faced by the students due to the COVID-19 pandemic, respectively. Table 6 represents the
impact of COVID-19 on the dissertation. Table 7 illustrates how the pandemic impacted the PG training. The survey
also took into consideration various suggestions for alleviation of the problems faced by the students (Table 8).
Table 9 addresses the factors which induced stress amongst the students due to the pandemic.

Table 1:- Year of Post-Graduation.

Frequency Percentage
1* Year 9 0.04%
2" Year 56 26.9%
3" Year 143 68.75%
Table 2:- Number of Seminars.
Pre-COVID During COVID
Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage
Daily 39 18.7 44 21.1
One per week 63 30.2 75 36.0
Two per week 49 23.5 43 20.6
Three per week 57 27.4 46 22.1
Table 3:- Satisfaction with Classes.
Frequency Percentage
Satisfied 14 6.7%
Neutral 148 71.1%
Not Satisfied 46 22.1%

Table 4:- Problems Faced by the PG Students.

Frequency Percentage
Decreased Out Patient Department(OPD) 169 81%
Decreased Follow Up Cases 155 74.5%
Decreased New Recruitment of Cases 157 75.4%
Follow up Patients do not have smart phones for teledentistry 66 31%
Not physically seeing and examining patients 155 74.5%
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No regular contact and learning from seniors 119 57.2%
No group study sessions 83 39.9%
No inter department meetings 111 53.3%
Others 29 13.9%
Table 5:- Difficulties Faced by the PG Students.

Frequency Percentage
Decreased Clinical Exposure 194 93.2%
Changes in Working Schedule 130 62.5%
Decreased Teaching Time 91 43.7%
Table 6:- Problems Faced by PG Students in Dissertations.

Frequency Percentage
No Problem with Thesis 30 14.4%
Difficulty in access to infrastructure and resources 127 61.0%
Limited functioning of dental hospitals 138 66.3%
Decrease in number of OPD 149 71.6%
Decrease in recruiting new cases 132 63.4%
Decrease in Number of follow ups 131 62.9%
Others 58 27.8%
Table 7:- Impact of COVID-19 on PG Training.
Frequency Percentage
Decreased clinical skill 180 86.5%
Apprehension regarding passing clinical examination 136 65.3%
Feeling of incompetency to work independently after completion of PG 138 66.3%
Table 8:- Suggestions for Alleviation of Problems Faced.
Frequency Percentage
Modify rules of training 128 61.5%
More virtual workshops for clinical skills 121 58.1%
Virtual conferences /Conventions 105 50.4%
Change of dissertation topic from in vitro studies as against in vivo/ex vivo | 93 44.7%
studies
Relaxation in sample size and duration of study 121 58.1%
Extension for completion from university 124 59.6%
Modification of rules from DCI 146 70.1%
Modify rules for PG exit exam 140 67.3%
Table 9:- Reasons for Stress among PG students during COVID-19.
Frequency | Percentage

Do not feel stressed 14 6.7%
Decreased confidence in diagnosis, examination, and clinical skills 105 50.4%
Inability to provide evidence based treatment 98 47.11%
Uncertainty about professional life 141 67.7%
Spread of infection 146 70.1%
Fear of contracting COVID-19 131 62.9%
Away from family 86 41.3%
Delay for submission of dissertation 120 57.6%
Delay of PG exit exam 100 48.0%
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Discussion:-

Postgraduation (PG) courses in dentistry hone the professionals to provide high quality and specialized health care
services. COVID-19 has caused unprecedented changes to the postgraduate training academically as well as
clinically. The dental residents are unquestionably facing both daily challenges to personal health and long-term
questions about their training experience.’ The current survey evaluated the impact of the pandemic on the
postgraduation training, the problems and difficulties faced by the residents and addressed suggestions for the
alleviation of the said issues.

Majority of the respondents were in their third (final) year of postgraduation followed by 2™ year residents (Table
1). This could be attributed to the timing of the study as the fresh batch of residents had not joined the courses. As an
impact of COVID-19, all the in-person classes have been cancelled in teaching hospitals and institutions to curb the
spread of infection® Instead virtual classes have been practised by all the institutions and the number of seminars and
journal clubs presented has not significantly changed from before to during the pandemic (Table 2). However, only
6.7% of the respondents were very satisfied with the virtual classes (Table 3).

When asked regarding the problems faced (Table 4), majority of the residents responded as decreased OPD (81%),
followed by decreased new recruitment of cases (75.4%) and decreased follow up cases (74.5%). This could be due
the nationwide lockdown in India, the lockdowns in ‘hotspot’ areas and the fact thatlesser number of patients are
reporting to the hospitals due to apprehension regarding the spread of infection. Teledentistry, as recommended by
the Centres for Disease Control (CDC) has been hindering the learning experience for the residents due to the
inability to examine patients physically and lack of face to face interactions (74.5%). Moreover, the respondents
expressed the difficulty in reaching patients who do not own smart phones (31%). Routine OPD has been reduced
and elective procedures have been suspended in almost all the institutions and teaching hospitals.” Social distancing
norms have prevented group studies and discussions among postgraduate students (PGs). In addition to this the PG
curriculum requires the postgraduates to attend national conferences, conventions, workshops and continued dental
education (CDE)programs during their tenure. The residents expressed that even though online conferences are held
there were no hands-on courses and workshops to boost and sharpen their clinical skills. Virtual meetings do not
replicate 5face-to—face interaction and thus, PG students lose their opportunity to network with experts in these
meetings.

The survey also addressed the difficulties faced by the residents (Table 5). A greater part of residents responded
decreased clinical exposure (93.2%) as the major difficulty faced, which could be attributed to the reduced patient
inflow. The other snag faced was change in the working schedule (62.5%) as interim changes were made in the
operatory to reduce the aerosol production and exposure in accordance to CDC guidelines.® If this paradigm shift
continues for too long, the residents may lose skills in managing a broad range of oral pathologies.’ The reduced
patient load has affected the demonstration of many clinical skills in all specialisations as reflected in this survey.
This could be combatted with the use of card cases, simulation of the cases for clinical discussions and
demonstration of procedures on extracted teeth and typhodonts. The faculty members can use instructional videos to
teach PG students and discuss with them online.'°The reduced clinical practise during residency has led to a feeling
of incompetency to work independently after completion of the postgraduation (66.3%). Furthermore, the
apprehension regarding passing their PG clinical exit exam is one of the major reasons for stress amongst the
residents who partook in the study (66.5%).

Another reason for angst amidst the residents was the submission of dissertation, which is critical to clearing the
degree examination. Depending on the type of the study the problems faced by the residents varied. The residents
whose dissertations were in vitro or questionnaire studies expressed that they had no problem (14.4%) or that the
problem they encountered was that they couldn’t access the infrastructure and resources (61.0%) due to the limited
functioning of the colleges and hospitals (66.3%). The most affected residents were the ones whose studies were in-
vivo, ex-vivo and randomised controlled trials; they expressed apprehension due to decreased OPD (71.6%), lesser
number of new cases (63.4%) and the significant reduction in the follow up cases (62.9%).Patients who are the part
of their clinical studies have not been able to come to the hospital for follow up because of lockdown, travel
restrictions, migration to home states from big cities and fear of contracting COVID-19.° This has caused great
inconvenience for the PG students and faculty members. (Table 6)

All dental postgraduation courses are of fixed tenure of three years in India, the pandemic has resulted in loss of
precious time due to lockdown restrictions and interim protocols advised by Dental Council of India (DCI). As a
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result, it is anticipated that these residents may graduate and become specialist/consultant without achieving
proficiency in essential procedures. Similar finding has been brought out during the survey where 66.3% participants
do not feel competent enough to work independently after residency.

The survey asked regarding the possible suggestions and recommendations to counter the issues (Table 8), majority
of them responded as need for modification of the rules by DCI to appear for the clearing exams (70.1%) like
reduction of the quota of cases to be done, increasing the tenure of the course to compensate for the lost time and
increasing virtual and simulatory workshops. A major part of the participants responded that it would be better if the
rules for PG exit exam could be altered (67.3%) like for example exit exams can be conducted as objective
structured clinical exam (OSCE). The respondents felt that the Universities should give them waiver with respect to
the dissertation in terms of changing the follow up and in- vivo studies to more feasible studies (44.7%).
Furthermore, the Universities can accept the students’ request for reducing the sample size and duration of study
(58.1%).

The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in extreme stress and anxiety among the residents both personally and
professionally (Table 9). The residents were stressed regarding the spread of infection (70.1%) as all dentists work
in close proximity with the patients and there is extensive aerosol production in almost all the procedures in
dentistry. Another reason of stress especially among the final year residents was the submission of dissertation as
they have lost considerable amount of time due to the pandemic (57.6%). The reduced clinical time, in flow of
patients and in person examination of patients has resulted in a feeling of ineptitude, decreased confidence in
diagnosis, examination and clinical skills (50.4%) and inability to provide evidence-based treatment (47.11%). All
these factors have resulted in profound uncertainty about their professional life (67.7%).

Apart from the discussed suggestions another issue that needs to be addressed is the enormous number of webinars
conducted. The DCI in association with the departmental societies must take regulatory measures to ensure the
quality of the webinars. Moreover, the higher teaching bodies must conduct more clinical oriented programmes
which would benefit the students in their tenure.

Limitations of the study was that the survey was open for all postgraduates but the first-year students had not joined
the courses at the time of the study hence the maximum number of students who responded were in third and second
year of residency, which could be a possible source of bias. As we have not asked the name of institutes from
participants, there may be a possibility that many PG students from a single dental college/hospital have responded.
Lastly COVID 19 has undoubtedly created unique difficulties for all thus varying moods and circumstances may
lead to variability in survey participation and may also affect responses.

Conclusion:-

COVID-19 has caused unprecedented impact on the education and training of postgraduates in all the branches of
dentistry. There is significant reduction in the clinical training due to the reduced inflow of the patients and lesser
attendance in the OPDs. The residents are also facing problems in completion of their dissertations. In addition, the
PGs have increased stress due to the uncertainty and the lack of confidence to practise independently after residency.
These problems need to be acknowledged by the councils and the teaching bodies and necessary steps need to be
implemented to help the residents in their tenure.
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