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ABSTRACT

Introduction: The dental profession can be highly demanding and stressful as practising dentistry requires the acquisition of
certain academic, clinical and interpersonal skills. Due to the current situation of the COVID 19 pandemic in the country, dental
students especially in the final year are highly susceptible to increased stress and anxiety due to the added factors during these
times. The purpose of this survey was to identify the stressors among final year dental students so that various methods can be
advocated to minimize the stress level among students.

Methods: A cross-sectional study using an online questionnaire was conducted among final year dental undergraduate students
of North India. A link was created and distributed to the students. A total of 163 students participated in the survey out of which
161 students responded to all questions.

Results: Responses were collated, and average percentages were calculated. The main stressors among students were, the
mode of examination (95.7%), insufficient exposure to clinical work (92.5%), lack of preclinical and clinical skills(85.1%), com-
promised clinical learning (88.8%). 91.9% of students were also stressed about spreading the disease to their family or closed
oneswhereas85.1%studentswerestresseddue to the uncertainty regarding their career.

Conclusion: The results of our study indicated that the Covid-19 pandemic has significantly impacted dental education result-
ing in enormous stress among dental students. This study can provide an insight to the faculty and dental schools regarding the
problems faced by students and can help in strengthening the current educational system.
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INTRODUCTION The first case of Coronavirus in India was reported in Kerala
on 30™ January 2020. The government of India announced its

Coronavirus is a highly infectious disease caused by severe 4t Jockdown on 24" March 2020 as a preventive measure to

acute respiratory distress syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS- ¢onrol the spread of the pandemic. This led to the closure of
CoV-2). The first case of Coronavirus was reported in Wu- 1] educational institutions. The 1% lockdown was announced
han China in December 2019. Since its first case in China, 421 days and then it was further extended till 31 May in 4

it has now spread to almost every country.h World healthl OI- phases after which the restrictions started to ease in a phased
. . . 3 [T 1] . . . . .
ganization declared it as “pandemic™ on 11" March 2020." To  yanner2 However, the educational institutions continued to

curb the spread of Coronav1ms, most governments ?roupd remain closed resulting in changes in the teaching-learning
the world have taken preventive measures such as social dis- 1 athods from conventional classroom teaching to online

t?mcing ar%d s.elf —i§olation leading to closures .Of alll 'educa— teaching. This also resulted in a halt in the clinical and hands-
tional institutions like schools, colleges and universities. on training experienced by the dental students
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Globally, an increased level of stress is seen among the stu-
dents pursuing professional courses, especially the medical
and dental students.*** The dental profession can be highly
demanding and stressful as practising dentistry requires the
acquisition of certain academic, clinical and interpersonal
skills. Studies conducted previously have shown increased
stress and anxiety levels in dental students especially the fi-
nal year students.*The frequently encountered stressors in-
clude factors relating to the fear of failure in examinations,
poor grades, not being able to meet the academic and clinical
requirements, frequent assignments and examinations, inter-
actions with faculty and support staff, family pressures, per-
sonal relationships and financial burdens.”'?These stressors
are consistent with most dental students globally. Different
factors can affect an individual in different ways but chronic
stressors can cause increased anxiety and depression which
can further lead to poor academic performance amongst stu-
dents.

It is also evident from the previous studies that stress levels
among the students usually increases as they progress from
their initial years of graduation to the final year of studies.®
°In India, the bachelor of dental surgery course is of 4 years
duration followed by one year of rotatory internship. The ba-
sic sciences and the preclinical courses are taught in the first
two years whereas the 3 and 4" years are mainly focused
on clinical education. At the end of the final year, the student
has to undergo examinations in 8 subjects and due to the in-
creased academic and clinical load, it is considered to be the
toughest year.

Since the start of the pandemic, studies have also been car-
ried out in various parts of the world to assess the impact
of Covid -19 on dental education.*! The authors have not
come across any study identifying the sources of stress
among the dental undergraduates during the Covid-19 pan-
demic in North Indian students. The purpose of this study,
therefore, is to identify the perceived sources of stress among
final year dental undergraduate students during the COVID
19 pandemic.

MATERIALS & METHODS

Study design: A cross sectional study was conducted among
final year dental undergraduate students of North India.

Study Sample: An online survey was conducted using
google forms. A Questionnaire was made using google forms
and a link was created and distributed to final year dental
undergraduate students studying in various government and
private colleges in North India. The link was shared via
Whatsapp.

Ethical Considerations: The participation was voluntary.
Informed consent was obtained and only those students who

agreed to participate were included in the study. A total of
163 students participated in the survey out of which 161 stu-
dents responded to all questions.

Questionnaire

A detailed structured questionnaire was created using google
forms consisting of 3 sections. The first section introduced
the research to the participants and collected the informed
consent of the participants. The forms were created so that
only the participants who gave informed consent could par-
ticipate in the study. The second section collected the demo-
graphic and academic details of the participants including
gender, age, year of study, name and type of the institution.
The third section comprised of a modified DES (Dental En-
vironmental stress)*with 20 items under 4 different headings
including Mode of Teaching, Academics and Performance
Pressure, Preclinical and Lab work and Professional training.
A 3 point Likert scale (agree, neutral, disagree) was used to
assess the responses. At the end, there was an open-ended
question where students were asked to specify the reasons
for stress during this period other than mentioned in the
questions.

RESULTS

Responses were collated, and average percent-
ages were calculated

Demographic details: Out of the 163 total respondents,
98.8% (161) who gave informed consent were included in
the study.Out of the 161 respondents, 78.9%(n=124) were
females and 21.1% (n=34) were males.The mean age of the
students was 22.72 years with arange from18-29 years.85.7%
(n=135)students were studying in private institutions where-
as 14.3% (n=23) were in government institutions.

Mode of Teaching (Figurel, Table 1)

When asked about the mode of teaching, 57.8% (n=93) of
the students found conventional classroom teaching better
as compared to the online teaching mode (Figurela). Issues
with increased screen time were faced by 79.5%(n=128) of
the students (Figure 1b ). 28.6% (46) students faced prob-
lems due to the unavailability of gadgets(Figure 1c). Almost
half of the students (55.3%;n=89) faced problems in attend-
ing classes due to distractions at home (Figureld ).75.8%
(n=122) students faced problems due to connectivity issues
(Figure le). 54.7%(n=88) students felt that there is a lack of
two-way communication in the online mode (Figurelf).

Academics and Performance Pressure (Figure2, Table 2)

58.4% felt the increased burden of assignments during this
period(n =94) (Figure 2a), whereas 49.1% (n=79)faced diffi-
culty in understanding the subjects at home (Figure 2b).67.1%
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(n=108) students felt that due to the lockdown,they are lack-
ing the guidance required from teachers and mentors(Figure
2¢).

67.7% (n=109) students faced problems due to a lack of an
ideal study environment at home (Figure 2d). 77.6% (n=125
) students felt that due to absence from campuses and in-
ability to access the libraries, they lacked the study material
for preparation (Figure 2e). Another important stressor was
uncertainty regarding the mode of exams which was felt by
95.7% (n=154)of the students(Figure 2f).

Pre -Clinical and Lab work (Figure3, Table 3)

Out of 161 respondents,92.5% (n=154) students felt that
there has been insufficient exposure to clinical/patient work
due to absence from the campuses during the lockdown pe-
riod (Figure 3a). Also, 85.1% (n=137) students felt that they
would be lacking the skills required in the preclinical and
clinical work as they were unable to complete their clinical
and lab postings due to the Covid 19(Figure 3b). 88.8% (
n=143) of the respondents felt that due to the lack of under-
standing of clinical procedures and protocols, their clinical
learning would be compromised (Figure 3c).

Professional Training (Figure4, Table 4)

85.1%(n=137) respondents were stressed about the fact that
during the internship period they may not be able to acquire
the required clinical skills because of the drop in dental pa-
tients due to the ongoing pandemic(Figure 4a). Many of the
students (84.5%;n=136) feared getting exposed while per-
forming clinical procedures in patients (Figure 4b). Another
reason for stress during the pandemic among 83.9% (n=135)
students was the lack of clinical training required for han-
dling patients during the pandemic (Figure 4c).

The majority of the students (91.9%;n=148) were also appre-
hensive of the fact that being a dental professional while car-
ing for patients they may spread the disease to their family
or closed ones. (Figure 4d). Regarding the career placement,
85.1% (n=137) students were stressed due to the uncertain-
ty regarding their career/ placement because of the current
situation(Figure 4e).

In the open-ended question where the students had to men-
tion the reason for stress, many students were stressed for not
being able to practice their laboratory or clinical skills for
a long time which in turn could greatly affect their manual
dexterity skills.

DISCUSSION

Dentistry is considered a stressful and demanding profes-
sion. Previous studies have identified the main stressors
among dental students like workload, peer competition, ex-
amination and grades, patient care responsibilities, difficulty

in learning clinical procedures, reconsideration of dentistry
as a proper choice, fear of failure, faculty relations and fi-
nancial responsibilities.'”?? The present study was carried
out to identify the perceived sources of stress amongst the
final year dental undergraduate students of North India dur-
ing the Covid-19 pandemic so that targeted interventions can
be suggested and implemented.

The modified DES (dental environmental stress ) scale used
in our study has also been used previously by many authors
to assess the stress level among dental students.

Assessing the current mode of teaching, students have adapt-
ed to the new online mode but still more than half of the stu-
dents find the conventional classroom teaching to be better
as compared to the online mode. Most of the students also
faced issues due to the increased screen time, connectivity
issues at home, distractions at home. Similar findings have
been reported from other studies* *questioning the blended
mode of teaching suggested in upcoming times.

In the survey conducted, academics and performance pres-
sure was also a reason for stress for many of the students.
Almost half of the students felt burdened due to the increased
number of assignments being given during this period and
also faced difficulty in understanding the subjects at home.
Many of the students were anxious as they felt the lack of
guidance from their teachers and mentors due to absence
from the schools /colleges during this period and also felt
that they do not have the required study materials as they
were unable to access the libraries. Students also felt that at
home, they lacked an ideal study environment required for
professional studies. However, the major stressor among the
students was fear related to the examinations 95.7%. Most of
the students felt quite apprehensive about their upcoming ex-
ams. The findings are similar to the other studies conducted
in different parts of the world.'*!

Clinical and professional training seemed to concern the
majority of the students as most of the students agreed that
due to their physical absence from the campuses during this
period, they are going to lack the manual dexterity skills
required for the dental profession. Similar results were re-
ported in other studies®** suggesting that the majority of stu-
dents expressed deep concerns regarding graduating without
gaining practical experience in certain clinical procedures.
A significant concern among the students due to the clini-
cal care education emphasizes the need for consideration of
strategies like a demonstration, simulated clinical learning.
Also, prolonged suspension of clinical training is likely to
have an impact on the clinical confidence and competence
of dental students. Another major stressor among dental stu-
dents was the fear of acquiring and transmitting infections
to their families and loved ones. This has also been reported
in previous studies.”**Most of the students were also found
to be anxious regarding their career and future placements.
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CONCLUSION

The findings of the present study indicate that Covid -19 pan-
demic has resulted in a significant amount of stress among
dental students. Many stressors were identified during this
period, the important ones being related to the examination
fear, clinical training and career placements. Stress due to
any reason can result in diminished efficiency and learning
among students. It can also lead to emotional exhaustion and
substance misuse. This suggests the need for counselling and
behavioural support for students and also the implementa-
tion of various strategies by the dental schools and profes-
sional councils. The impact of lockdown on education has
also been carried out in other areas of education other than
dental and significant stress levels has been seen among the
students and strategies has been advised by the experts.

Limitations & Future Recommendations

The present study was a cross-sectional study limited to
fewer participants. The findings of the study might not ap-
ply to other dental schools. Also, the study was conducted
considering the current pandemic situation, at the time of
publication of the article, the situation might be different as
pandemics can change their course resulting in changes in
guidelines and recommendations.

Future studies with larger sample size and assessing the
pandemic situation at that time should be conducted so that
professional schools and councils can come up with strate-
gies that will help in reducing the stress level among dental
students. Based on the current study following recommenda-
tions are provided :

1. Considering the constantly changing situation of the
pandemic, dental schools and councils after discus-
sion with the faculty and students, should improvise
the teaching-learning methods and implement policies
and protocols to protect the students, staff and the pa-
tients.

2. Institutions should make the necessary changes in the
clinical settings to ensure a safe and infection-free en-
vironment for the stakeholders(students and patients).
This will ensure a sense of security and confidence
among the students, patients and also the faculty.

3. A reform in educational systems is required so as
overcome the current pandemic scenario and also to
be prepared for similar future events.
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T Table 1: Responses To Questions Related To Mode Of
el o Teaching
- N / o I. MODE OF TEACHING
QUESTIONS RESPONSES
‘ AGREE NEUTRAL DISAGREE
- - 1. Doyou find the online  10.6% 31.7% 57.8%
a. Percentage of students feeling b. Percentage of students feeling .
stressed due to insufficient clinical stressed due to lack of preclinical teaChlng mode to be (n=17) (n=51) (n=93)
exposure :l‘()isliisnf;ssa result of absence from better as compared to
conventional class-
. room teaching?
e 2. Are you facing any 79.5% 14.3% 6.2%
Ll issues related to (n=128) (n=23) (n=10)
increased screen time
nowadays due to the
ongoing online ses-
c. Percentage of students feeling sions?
stressed due ":::r':il:;’“'i“" clinical 3. Are you facing prob- 28.6% 311% 40.4%
lems in attending the ~ (n=46) (n=50) (n=650
. ) o online classes due to
Figure 3(a - c): Responses to Questions Related ToPreclinical the unavailability of
And Lab Work. gadgets (desktop/lap-

top/mobiles) required
for online teaching?

I 4. Doyou face problems  55.3% 24.2% 20.5%
Eu;"".m ol in attending online (n=89) (n=39) (n=33)
Disagree. ® Disagree .
2 c.lasses due to distrac-
tions at home?
5. Do you face problems  75.8% 17.4% 6.8%
in attending classes (n=122) (n=28) (n=m)
a. Percentage of students feeling b. Percentage of students stressed due due to Connectivity
stressed due to the fear of failure in to the fear of exposure to Covid -19 . ?
acquiring required clinical skills in 1ssues:
internship/training period 6. Do you feel that as 54.7% 28% 17.4%
. . compared to class- (n=88) (n=45) (n=28)
- o ;
ol ol room teaching there
&) is a lack of two-way
communication with
teachers during online
teaching?
c. Percentage of students feeling the d. Percentage of students stressed due .
lack of adequate clinical training for to the fear of transmitting infections Table 22 Responses to Questlons Related to Academ'
handling Covid -19 patients to their family/closed ones. .
1CS and Performance Pressure
| .
o | II. Academics and Performance Pressure
O0sagee | .
B ‘ Questions Responses
‘ Agree Neutral Disagree
|
; 7. Do you feel burdened due  58.4% 24.8% 16.8%
to the amount of assign- (n=94) (n=40) (n=27)
e. Percentage of students stressed due ments given during the
to the uncertainties in their career .
lockdown period?

8. Areyou facing difficulty 491% 34.2% 16.8%

Figure 4 (a - e): Responses to Questions Related to Profes- in understanding the (n=79)  (n=55) (n=27)
sional Training. subjects at home?
9. Do you feel that due to 67.1% 21.7% 1.2%
your physical absence from (n=108)  (n=35) (n=18)
the campus during this

period, you are lacking the
guidance needed from your
teachers/mentors?
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Table 2: (Continued)

I1. Academics and Performance Pressure
Questions Responses

Agree

Neutral Disagree

10. Do you face problems 67.7% 17.4% 14.9%
duetoalack ofanideal  (n=109) (n=28) (n=24)
study environment at
home?

1. Do you feel that due to 77.6% 14.3% 8.1%
absence from campuses (n=125)  (n=23) (n=13)
and the inability to access
the libraries, you are lack-
ing in the study material
required for preparation?

12. Do you feel stressed 95.7% 4.3% o
about the uncertainty (n=154) (n=7) (n=0)

regarding the upcoming
exams and also the mode
of the examinations?

Table 3: Responses to Questions Related to Preclini-
cal and Lab Work
II1. PRECLINICAL AND LAB WORK
Questions Responses
Neutral
5.6%
(n=9)

Agree

Disagree

13. Do you feel stressed
about the fact that
there has been insuf-
ficient exposure to
clinical /patient work
due to absence from
the campuses during
the lockdown period?

92.5%
(n=149)

1.9%
(n=3)

11.2%
(n=18)

14. As most of you were
not able to complete
your clinical and lab
postings due to the
COVID 19 pandemic,
do you feel that you
would be lacking the
skills required in the
preclinical and lab
work?

85.1%
(n=137)

3.7%
(n=6)

88.8%
(n=143)

15. Do you feel a lack
of understanding of
clinical procedures
and protocols can
compromise your
clinical learning?

3.7%
(n=6)

7.5%
(n=12)

Table 4: Responses to Questions Related to Profes-

sional Traininig
IV. Professional Training

Questions Responses
Agree  Neutral
85.1%
(n=137)

Disagree

11.2%
(n=18)

16. Do you feel stressed
about the fact that dur-
ing your internship/
training period you
may not acquire the
required clinical skills
as aresult of adrop in
the number of dental
patients due to the
COVID 19 pandemic-?

17. Do you feel stressed
due to the fear of the
risk of getting exposed
to COVID 19 while per-
forming clinical proce-
dures on patients?

3.7%
(n=6)

84.5%
(n=137

13.7%
(n=22)

1.9%
(n=3)

18. Do you feel that you
lack the adequate clini-
cal training required
for handling patients
during the COVID 19
pandemic?

83.9%
(n=135)

12.4%
(n=20)

3.7%
(n=6)

6.8%
(n=1)

19. Do you feel apprehen- 1.2%
sive about the fact that
being a dental profes-

sional, while caring for
patients you can spread
the virus to your family

or closed ones?

91.9%
(n=135)

10.6%
(n=17)

20. Do you feel stressed
about the uncertainty
regarding your career/
placement due to the
current situation of
the COVID -19 pan-
demic?

85.1%
(n=137)

4.3%
(n=7)
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