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Adapting the New Normal
Teaching Strategies as a
Coping Mechanism for Dental
Students
Sir, 

The  current  COVID-19  pandemic  has  jeopardised  various
aspects of patient care and training of dental professionals thus
impelling  the  dental  schools  to  adopt  Emergency  Remote
Teaching (ERT). Dental schools around the Globe have adopted
various innovative virtual communication technology to facili-
tate dental students and patients.1 Currently available smart
devices and various online learning platforms and applications
have made it possible for students to listen, learn, and interact
with the faculty members.2 However, it remains challenging to
balance the educational needs of students and ensure opera-
tor-patient safety while delivering patient care.3  

Many dental schools have completely switched to ERT for theo-
retical teaching and postponed the clinical training on patients
until return to normalcy; while some dental schools allowed only
laboratory preclinical simulation activities with strict physical
distancing measures.4 Currently, theory lectures, case studies,
CBL, PBL, and journal clubs are being conducted either in the
form  of  live  interactive  or  recorded  sessions  by  the  faculty
members. 

Dental students, particularly in the clinical years, experience
significantly higher levels of stress-related to their academic
and  clinical  uncertainties  due  to  the  current  COVID-19
outbreak.5  Additionally,  dental  professionals  have  a  greater
vulnerability of exposure to the SARS-CoV-2 owing to the nature
of the dental treatment procedures,, which in turn, has created
a significant fear among the students, thus predisposing them
to high levels of anxiety and depression. These prolonged high
levels  of  stress  from  academic  and  non-academic  related
concerns may lead to mental and physical disability, if they are
not identified in the early stages.6

Despite the various measures inculcated by the dental schools
to mitigate the challenges posed by the pandemic, a significant
number of dental students particularly clinical year students
experience stress, anxiety, and depression due to the future
uncertainties.  Therefore,  it  is  imperative  to  adopt  the  new
normal teaching strategies that not only facilitate the smooth
conduction of ERT, but also serve as a coping mechanism to over-
come these stressful  conditions and provide an appropriate
psychological support for the students.

In order to identify and address the students’ concerns during
this  pandemic,  we  at  Faculty  of  Dentistry,  SEGi  University,
Malaysia,  has  conducted  online  staff-student  consultative
sessions,  wherein  each  student  has  the  opportunity  to  ex-

press  their  feedback  regarding  the  academic  and  non-aca-
demic  related  issues.  These  students’  concerns  were  cate-
gorised  into  academic,  clinical,  personal,  and  accommoda-
tion-related.  We also practise the system of year coordinator,
and mentor-mentee programme, to address their personal and
professional  problems.  The  year  coordinators  facilitate  the
academic and clinical activities for each year, which includes,
scheduling of online classes, preclinical sessions, and dissemi-
nates the current updates on the COVID-19.  They also regularly
engage  them  in  live  online  sessions  to  update  their
academic  schedule,  online  examination,  marking  system,
and  completion  of  the  minimal  clinical  requirement  (MCE),
particularly  for  the  final  year  students  to  address  their
academic  and  clinical  related  fear  and  anxiety  among  the
students. We also encourage them to practise self-learning,
make full use of available online resources, and learn about the
latest academic developments. For effective utilization of avail-
able time, we also introduced an online Guided self-directed
learning by giving the real-life scenarios through online learning
management system “Blackboard”. This allowed the students
to take guidance from the teachers to search the credible litera-
ture to solve the cases. Furthermore, we introduced online peer
assisted learning which facilitated the interaction among the
senior students and students of the same academic year.

Dentistry, primarily being a clinically orientated course, so we
have allowed the final  year students to work on patients to
achieve minimal clinical requirement before their graduation
by adhering to the strict standard operating procedures (SOPs)
and guidelines for dental practice during this pandemic, thus
reducing the fear of cross-infection by the doctor-patient inter-
action.  Furthermore,  the  annual  professional  examinations
were restructured for online assessments to prevent the delay
in the graduation and beginning of the next academic year,
which  also  was  a  fear  predominately  among  the  final  year
students.

We have also restructured and implemented the e-mentoring
programme  to  provide  constant  consultative  sessions  to
address  the  various  concerns  posed  by  the  vicissitude
pandemic situation. Mentor-mentee sessions allow the indivi-
dual  students  to  discuss  their  academic  and  non-academic
matters,  including  personal  problems  such  as  financial  and
accommodation-related issues, with their mentor. The mentor
acts  as  a  guide,  facilitator,  and  provides  the  appropriate
counselling  to  each  mentee,  thus  promoting  the  overall
personal development of the students. Additionally, students
requiring psychological support were referred to the qualified
counsellor who has been appointed by the university to provide
appropriate psychological support to them.

These collective efforts, taken at our faculty, not only facili-
tate  the  constant  interaction,  and  encouragement  to  the
students,  but  also  provides  appropriate  counselling  thereby
circumventing  the  negative  academic  and  psychological
outcomes.  
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