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FACULTY PERCEPTIONS OF THE IMPACT OF EMERGENCY REMOTE
TEACHING ON DENTAL EDUCATION: A QUALITATIVE STUDY

ABSTRACT

This study aimed to evaluate the perception of faculty regarding the influence of Emergency
Remote Teaching (ERT) on the training of undergraduate dental students, with emphasis on
theoretical learning, clinical skills development, and faculty-student interaction. This was a
cross-sectional study conducted with faculty members teaching the final year of the Dentistry
course at a private university in Curitiba, Brazil, using the focus group methodology. Five
faculty members participated, with an age range between 34 and 52 years, a mean time since
graduation of 19.2 + 5.3 years, and a minimum of five years of teaching experience at the
university. Qualitative analysis of the discourses led to the extraction of meaning units, and
the convergence of interpretations established three main categories of analysis: a) the
teaching-learning process in the context of ERT in Dentistry, b) the student and ERT in
Dentistry, and c) the faculty member and ERT in Dentistry. It was observed that the academic
performance of dental students was associated with the difficulty of adapting to ERT and the
psychosocial issues involved in the pandemic scenario. The sudden incorporation of new
technologies into the teaching-learning process imposed significant challenges on the
adaptation of both faculty and students across higher education institutions (HEISs).

Keywords: pandemic, online learning, dentistry.

INTRODUCTION

The SARS-CoV-2 virus was responsible for the pandemic that spread around the
world from 2019 to 2021, affecting millions of people. Given this scenario, the World Health
Organization (WHQ) adopted social distancing as one of the various forms of containment of
virus transmission, which influenced several sectors of society, including education®.

Higher Education Institutions (HEIS) suspended their activities, affecting over 90% of
the student population; according to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO)?. Approximately 190 countries halted in-person teaching.
Consequently, implementing Emergency Remote Teaching (ERT) tools became necessary to
ensure the continuity of the teaching-learning process®. In Brazil, the Ministry of Education
(MEC) issued guiding documents and regulations to establish flexible criteria for in-person
teaching by HEIs. This regulation established the substitution of in-person academic activities
with synchronous and/or asynchronous remote classes. MEC Ordinance No. 343* permitted
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the use of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) and other available resources
to enable the teaching-learning process across different times, spaces, and contexts during the
social isolation period.

Among higher education courses, undergraduate Dentistry was one of the most
impacted. According to the Occupational Health and Safety Administration (OSHA), dentists
were classified as one of the professionals at high risk of morbidity contamination and
dissemination. This classification was due to direct contact with bodily fluids resulting from
aerosol production during dental procedures, in addition to the proximity between the
professional and the patient®.

Consequently, HEIs adopted the cessation of student practical activities in dental
laboratories and clinics. This decision significantly impacted the teaching methodology,
which became virtual during the critical pandemic period®. This shift is believed to be the
greatest challenge faced by educational systems in modern times’, as it involves changes in
content exposure and, consequently, a modification of the educational process. In this regard,
ERT classes compelled students to assume the role of agents in their own training. They were
required to establish their learning profile, aligning with active methodologies where students
play a central role in constructing knowledge, while the teacher acts as a facilitator, assisting
the process®.

It is known that the use of digital resources in higher education already occurred in a
planned manner before the COVID-19 pandemic, aiming to complement and diversify
pedagogical practices®. However, the abrupt and unstructured adoption of ERT posed
significant challenges to institutions. Its effectiveness depends on planning, faculty training,
and adequate methodological strategies'®. In this context, the new model impacted both
faculty and students, affecting not only academic performance but also psychological
aspects!!, revealing structural and pedagogical gaps. Furthermore, the pandemic scenario
accelerated the need for re-signification of higher education, questioning the traditional model
and demanding deep reflections on current formative perspectives'?.

Given the challenges and conditions imposed by ERT in health education,
understanding its impact on the teaching-learning process is essential. Therefore, this study

aimed to analyze faculty perceptions regarding the effects of ERT on the training of
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undergraduate Dentistry students, focusing on theoretical learning, faculty-student interaction,

and the development of clinical skills during and after the pandemic period.

METHODS

This was a cross-sectional study with a qualitative approach, conducted with faculty
members teaching the final year of an undergraduate Dentistry course at a private university
in Curitiba, Parand, Brazil.

The inclusion criteria required that participating faculty members must have been
teaching at the university for at least five years. Additionally, they must have conducted both
theoretical and practical activities (in laboratory and/or clinic settings) with final-year
undergraduate students during the pre-, trans-, and post-pandemic periods (2020 to 2023).
Faculty members were invited to participate voluntarily through email contacts and/or
scheduled in-person meetings during their tenure at the university.

The methodological approach involved a semi-structured interview conducted through
a focus group, held on a pre-established day, time, and location with the participants. The
focus group is a qualitative research technique derived from group interviews!34, Its
objective is to gather detailed information that allows for the understanding of perceptions on
a specific theme or topic (suggested by a researcher or moderator) from a pre-established
group of participants.

The interview was guided by six questions previously developed by the research group
to generate discussion on the theme:

1. Was there a difference between remote and in-person classes?

2. Are remote classes as productive as in-person theoretical classes?

3. How did you perceive the students' dynamic during remote classes?

4. Did you observe student difficulties in the teaching-learning process during emergency
remote classes? If so, what were the main difficulties?

5. Did you notice student difficulties in clinical conduct due to the reduction of practical
classes? If so, what were the main difficulties?

6. Was there any harm to the students' professional training? If so, what were the main

issues?
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The entire dialogue was recorded using a non-internet-connected device. Following
transcription, the resulting file was password-protected, with access strictly restricted to the
researchers. To ensure participant (faculty) anonymity, they were assigned random
alphanumeric codes, using the letter "D" in a sequence from D1 to D5.

The qualitative data analysis was based on the principles of Discourse Analysis?®,
which address the conception of knowledge itself, possible approaches to the studied
phenomenon, and ways of understanding and treating truth. First, an individual or idiographic
analysis was performed, which involved a floating reading of the transcripts to generally
capture the speech content of each subject. The next step was an analytical reading aimed at
extracting the units of meaning (UMs). Subsequently, the units of meaning (UMs) were
interpreted to translate the interviewees' speech into a more formal language. Finally, in the
UMs convergence stage, units with the same interpretation within the interviewee's discourse
were identified.

Subsequently, a general or nomothetic analysis was performed. In this stage, the UMs
were organized into tables for each interviewee and then compiled. The interpretation
convergence among the interviewees was carried out at this moment, resulting in a single
final table containing all collected UMs and their respective interpretations. Thus, the
categories of analysis were constructed based on these general categories.

This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board under registration CAAE
67540823.2.0000.0093, and approval number protocol 6.004.689. Consent and agreement to

participate were obtained through the signing of the Free and Informed Consent Form.

RESULTS

The focus group included five faculty members (two male and three female). Their age
ranged between 34 and 52 years. The mean time since graduation was 19.2 + 5.3 years, and
all participants had at least one specialization degree. Regarding the length of teaching
experience at the HEI, four participants reported having 10 years or more. Based on the
analysis of the discourses obtained from the focus group, three categories were established
through the classification of concepts: a) the teaching-learning process in the context of ERT
in Dentistry, b) the student and ERT in Dentistry, and c) the faculty member and ERT in
Dentistry, as detailed in Table 1.
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Categorization

Units of Meaning (UM)

Interpretation

Participants

The
process in the context of ERT

teaching-learning

in Dentistry

"..in fact, there was even the issue of

Lack of motivation regarding the

o teaching-learning process in the remote | D3
motivation."
format.
Lack of professional
"We were not trained to teach online..." training/qualification to conduct classes | D2, D4
in a remote format.
"What works is recording the class so
people can watch it later whenever they
want..." ] . .
Alternative teaching-learning
" I . D2, D4, D5
these platforms are millionaires today—
dentists who sell online courses."
"...I would offer half a point on the average
for those who turned on their cameras; they ) o
_ Alternative means of motivation for
would open them, but | wouldn't give the D2, D3

point later. | also used to arrange 'coffee

classes' with some groups.”

classes in the remote format.
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"...reduction in credit hours and practice, | Implications of credit hour reduction for | D1, D2, D4,
and this had a significant impact."” practical training in Dentistry. D5
"...In the beginning, we didn't quite know
how things were happening; with cameras
off, only five or six students would join, so
there was no interaction...” Lack of student interaction and
R | ~ | D1, D3, D4,
" .1 think the main difficulty was being | Participation in activities proposed in D5
present in class—accessing the internet and | the remote format.
having the will to be there and pay
attention..."
The student and ERT in ___
) "The most difficult part for me was not _
Dentistry o ) Lack of student feedback in the remote
knowing if the student was understanding D5
) format.
what we were saying..."
"...a good student is a good student both in- | Student commitment and performance DL D2. D3
person and remotely." regardless of the teaching format. o
"I think it is their lack of studying—study | Lack of student motivation for ERE D2 D3. DS
motivation. Organization and motivation..." | activities. o
"They don’t know the basics.” Student performance in ERE and the | D1, D2, D3,
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"..students are reaching us very
underprepared in every aspect...”

"...lack of comprehension, reasoning, and
logic in what they see; a lack of focus."

"...they lack the proactivity to seek out

information..."

implications for Dentistry training.

D4, D5

The professor and ERT in
Dentistry

"What | notice is that | can't keep students'
attention for more than 15 to 25 minutes at

most."

Difficulties in mediating the teaching-

learning process in the remote format.

D2, D3, D4

"We need to find ways to use this
technology to our and the students'
advantage...”

"The issue is the teaching methodology...
we just transferred it from in-person to
online, and we must take some
responsibility for that..."

“...you communicate one thing, and the

person understands another because it’s a

Lack of preparation in the use of
technology by professors in the ERE

format.

D1, D2, D3,
D4, D5

Revista Contexto & Salde - Editora Unijui — ISSN 2176-7114 — V. 26 — N. 51 — 2026 — e16314




FACULTY PERCEPTIONS OF THE IMPACT OF EMERGENCY REMOTE
TEACHING ON DENTAL EDUCATION: A QUALITATIVE STUDY

digital medium and we didn't have digital

training."”

"...I prefer to think about what | could do to
accept this generation as they are, and what
| would need to innovate or improve to be

more assertive...” Need for professional
- A D4, D5
“We can't say 'my professor did it this way' | training/qualification.
anymore. There is no way for us to grow
like we did 20 years ago."
"...but I have difficulty interacting with this ) )
Generational conflict. D1, D2

generation.”

Table 1 - Categorization of discourse analysis obtained through the classification concepts.

Source: Prepared by the authors
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DISCUSSION

The Emergency Remote Teaching (ERT), imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic,
instigated an important discussion regarding the impact of incorporating Information and
Communication Technologies (ICTs) into higher education®®. Furthermore, it challenged the
established forms of integration and interaction between faculty and students, which
constitute fundamental pillars in the teaching-learning process'’.

The sudden changes in academic activities directly interfered with student
development. This interference stemmed from difficulties adapting to the new methodology,
concerns about the quality of education®®, and the disruption of the academic routine®. This
was corroborated by the faculty, who highlighted issues related to students' lack of motivation
for remote activities in their discourses, as evidenced by the following excerpts:

“[...] the main difficulty was being in class, was, right, accessing the internet, having
the will to be there and pay attention [...]” (D5)

“[...] T think their lack of study, like, motivation to study, organization, and
motivation.” (D3)

“[...] they don't have the proactivity to go after the information [...]” (D3)

Corroborating these findings, studies by Marinho?® and Silva®, which included student
reports, mentioned that the academic halt affected learning, leading to a lack of productivity,
procrastination, and organizational difficulty. The major obstacles in the teaching-learning
process included ease of distraction, difficulty in organization, lack of adaptation, and
insecurity in performing procedures in dental clinics?™ 22. This perception of poor focus and
concentration during long classes, along with the misuse of technologies, was also mentioned
by the faculty:

“Nobody wants to memorize anymore [...]” (D2)

“[...] what I notice in the students is that I can't keep their attention for more than 15 to
20 minutes; 25 minutes is the maximum.” (D4)

“The biggest difficulty | felt was the issue of us not knowing if the student was
understanding what we were saying [...]” (D5)

“[...] lack of comprehension, of reasoning, lack of logic in what they are seeing... lack

of focus.” (D1)
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As previously reported, students were required to develop autonomy and,
consequently, needed to work with discipline, planning, and organization?3. However, given a
tumultuous psychosocial scenario, deficiencies in study management were observed.
Furthermore, the Dentistry academic was highly affected due to the loss of clinical and
laboratory practical activities, in addition to the loss of student-patient contact, which are
educational pillars of this course?®. This was indicated by the faculty members in the focus
group, stating that the:

“[...] reduction of practical workload and, and this impacted a lot.” (D2)

In the pandemic scenario, resorting to ICTs was necessary to ensure the continuity of
undergraduate activities. These technologies suddenly challenged faculty members to rethink
new teaching strategies that might minimize the resulting impacts® 26, However, the lack of
preparedness of both the faculty and the universities for ERT, coupled with the overload of
activities often arising from poor time management, made exhaustion common among
professionals and students'” '8, A previous study reported that challenges related to faculty
during ERT included the organization and planning of classes in this new system, also
highlighting the resistance to using technological tools that permeated and are still present in
the academic environment?’.

The variability in digital knowledge levels and experience with virtual teaching,
alongside the digital pedagogical competencies of the faculty, represented one of the main
barriers faced by educators'? 8, This was clearly evidenced in the focus group reports, where
faculty members expressed awareness of their lack of qualification in methodologies for ERT
during the period, stating that:

“[...] we were not trained to give classes online...” (D2)

“[...] the issue is the teaching methodology that... we just brought from the in-person to
the online...” (D2)

This lack of preparedness may have significantly impacted the teaching-learning
process. These difficulties pointed out by the faculty were also related to the implications for
the teaching-learning process, with one participant highlighting that in many cases,

“[...] you communicate one thing, and the person understands another. Because the
medium is the digital medium, and we didn't have this digital training.” (D4)
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A previous study also reported that 67% of faculty members acknowledged being
unprepared for the use of ICTs, and more than half (54%) reported never having participated
in professional development courses on digital tools?®. Another study revealed a variability of
59.8% to 82.9% of faculty who reported no previous experience with online teaching before
the pandemic, and only about 44% used ICTs as support for class preparation?2.

Another challenge faced in ERT was the lack of learning equity, as not all students
possessed the same socioeconomic conditions regarding the quality of internet access,
smartphones, or computers, alongside external distractions and demands!’?8. Digital
marginalization, a term used to refer to differences related to the access and use of ICTs?,
was evident during this period. When comparing internet use across continents, studies
showed disparities: while a high percentage of the European population had quality internet
access®, and most students in a study in the United States reported no technical issues, South
America reported a lower percentage of the population having access, with a significant
proportion of students in Brazil reporting both access and connectivity problems?3 32,

It has been reported that ERT is a temporary strategy, as this method cannot replace
important, necessary connections among the distinct actors in the health teaching-learning
process®. This limitation hinders the development of essential competencies, skills, and
attitudes for the professionals' comprehensive training. It is further highlighted that the loss of
social bonds, physical contact, and interaction exchanges in formal educational settings may
have impacted the learning process, potentially leading to dropout and school evasion®. This
situation may also be related to mental health issues, which were negatively affected by the
aforementioned factors during the pandemic, especially for students®, also considering the
sociocultural context and social determinants in which they were immersed.

New pedagogical approaches, driven by digital cultures and technologies, especially
during the pandemic, have promoted structural and curricular changes. This scenario demands
investments from HEIs in infrastructure and the technological qualification of faculty for the
effective inclusion and use of these tools in higher education?: **. The focus group indicated
this direction, emphasizing the necessity for faculty to find ways to utilize technology for the
benefit of both the instructor and the student.

Consequently, online education is not merely limited to the use of the internet and

electronic devices®. It encompasses the need for interactivity, collaboration, co-authorship,
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meaningful learning, and faculty mediation, which is even more critical in health courses,
where qualitative exchanges lead to the joint construction of future professionals. The
faculty's perception of ERT revealed fragilities in the health training system, associated with
limitations of the involved actors themselves. The analysis of the data obtained in the present
study allows for the identification of critical points in integrating technologies into higher
education without compromising academic development and interpersonal relationships,
which are essential in the field. This issue, therefore, demands continuous investigation,
considering evidence® that online teaching can be as effective as in-person instruction in
developing knowledge and clinical skills.

The focus group differs from the individual interview by relying on interaction among
participants to obtain the necessary research data. Its formation adheres to criteria pre-
determined by the moderator according to the investigation's objectives. The moderator is
responsible for creating a favorable discussion environment that encourages participants to
express their perceptions and viewpoints. Focus groups are preferentially adopted in
exploratory or evaluative research—potentially serving as the primary data source—or as a
complementary technique in quantitative or qualitative research, associated with in-depth
interview and participant observation techniques®’.

One of the limitations presented in this study is the reduced number of participating
faculty members due to the adopted inclusion and exclusion criteria. Although the literature
suggests that focus groups ideally have between six and ten participants®, the flexibility of
qualitative research allowed for a homogeneous group, sufficient to reach data saturation.
This allowed for a homogeneous group, sufficient to reach data saturation, which qualitative
research suggests can often occur with a smaller number, such as five or six participants®.
Furthermore, as this involved only a single focus group, the results cannot be generalized.

Finally, considering the different methodologies adopted by HEIs, the varying levels
of training, and the difficulties faced by faculty in the transition from in-person to remote
teaching, future studies comparing ERT and hybrid teaching are pertinent. This comparison
should especially focus on clinical applicability in professional training, both in Dentistry and
other health areas. Furthermore, it is fundamental to include the student's perspective,
contemplating aspects such as participation, interest, intellectual autonomy, cooperation, and

interaction through virtual tools.
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CONCLUSION

Faculty perception of ERT revealed fragilities in the formative process, especially
concerning the development of clinical skills and faculty-student interaction. Adaptation to
technologies was hampered by structural limitations and psychosocial factors, underscoring
the need for more effective strategies to integrate remote and hybrid teaching into health

education.
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