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ABSTRACT

Objective: To evaluate Indian dental students’ perception of seeking international dental higher education
during COVID-19. Material and Methods: We conducted an online survey among the dental students. A
self-administered questionnaire was prepared, which had information on country choice, reasons for the
decision to study abroad, measures to be taken by the foreign universities because of COVID-19, the
application’s status, current plan, and opinions on exploring other possibilities. Results: Four hundred
students constituted the final sample, out of which the majority were females (69.3%). Most of the students
were not sure about their status in the application process (63%). The current plan to study abroad
remained uncertain for almost half of the students (50.2%). Concerning the status of the application process,
a significantly higher number of female students were “not sure” and are still “searching colleges” (p<0.001).
Similarly, a higher number of females were “uncertain” or “postponed” or “canceled” when compared to the
males concerning the current plan to study abroad (p=0.001). Also, a significantly higher proportion of
female students cited the study budget as the main deterrent for pursuing a career abroad and opined that
“flexible study options” will help them get admissions post-COVID-19 (p=0.001 and 0.035). Conclusion: A
substantial impact was perceived by Indian dental students concerning higher education abroad, more
among females.
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Introduction

Choosing a career is one of the critical and impactful decisions in a student’s life. Advances in dental
research, with opportunities to treat patients, make dentistry an inspiring and enriching profession. It is both
demanding and remunerative, thus has the potential to attract new aspirants. It takes years of dedicated
training and expertise to get a bachelor’s degree in dentistry. The current situation of Indian dental graduates
has a lot of struggle in building up the career. India has 269 institutes offering MDS and 8183 offering BDS [17,
producing about 24000 graduates every year [27]. There has been a marked improvement in the dentist-to-
population ratio in India (1:5000) [37].

There are diverse options available for graduated dentists to pursue a higher qualification in their
chosen field of specialization elsewhere. The factors that influence the choice of profession relates to the
expectations of the work [47]. The majority of dental students prefer to pursue specialty degrees [57]. Popular
reasons for choosing dentistry from earlier studies were family advice, prestige, and medical sciences interest
[67]. After graduation, 35.1% planned to do post-graduation in India, while 18.5% planned to pursue post-
graduation abroad. Fewer students were interested in pursuing a research-based career. The majority of the
students planned to pursue a post-graduation degree after completing graduation, and few were inclined to be
employed in the public or private sector.

Dental students perceive future career challenges during graduation [77]. Concern about future career
challenges during graduation is a global issue. The increasing number of dental schools in India and a rising
number of graduating dentists are few causes of stress. It owes to quality dental education deficiencies with
unrealistic criteria for getting accepted into premier institutes for higher education, lean and insufficient job
opportunities [87.

Another option for Indian dental graduates is pursuing higher education abroad. An excessive number
of students are now exhibiting a desire to pursue their further studies or career abroad in response to various
factors, including monetary benefits, a better quality of life, a better job and research opportunities, and an
unparalleled experience living overseas [67]. Trends in international student flows suggest that non-European
students in the last decade were more in European countries, and a significant number of students are from
India [97.

COVID-19 has involved 216 countries and has become a global public health problem [107. The
spread of COVID-19 disease may have an unequaled and potential effect on dental students with high
uncertainty regarding their future and foreign dental education [117]. The economic, travel and market
uncertainty caused by the COVID-19 pandemic may also have a telling effect on the aspirants. Most dental
clinics were closed indefinitely or provided emergency services that could further deter aspirants from seeking
foreign education due to the profession’s faint prospects [127]. A Recent review has discussed numerous
challenges that would be encountered in dental practice during and post-COVID-19 [187]. A recent study on
various dental schools from different countries highlighted the many difficulties that have been met by
individuals, communities, and dental schools. Students faced disruption in the dental education and clinical
training, and faculties in the dental schools have experienced various hardships [147]. Many essential aspects
like the need to re-evaluate the policies and curriculum, distance learning, outreach, and multi-professional
support have been identified as the gaps in the US dental school preparedness for pandemics [157]. Studies
reported the impact of COVID-19 on dental and medical education [16,17]. In contrast, no studies have
reported the effect or perceptions of dental students’ on pursuing international dental higher education during

COVID-19. Given this background, we aimed to evaluate Indian dental students” perceptions of international
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dental higher education during COVID-19 and compare these characteristics between male and female dental

students.

Material and Methods
Study Design and Ethical Clearance

We conducted a cross-sectional online survey among the final-year students, interns, and recent
dental graduates. Permission to conduct the study was obtained from the institutional ethics committee of the
Kasturba Hospital and Kasturba Medical College, Manipal (IEC: 843/2020). We have registered the protocol
with the clinical trial registry of India (CTRI/2020/07/026473). Informed consent was obtained from all the

participants.

Sample and Data Collection

A response distribution of 50%, 5% margin of error, and 95% confidence interval yielded a sample size
of 877. We had collected data related to age, sex, and a screening question to evaluate their plan on pursuing
higher education abroad. A self-administered questionnaire was prepared, which had information on country
choice for higher education, reasons for studying abroad before COVID-19, views on studying abroad after
COVID-19, and opinions on the measures taken by the foreign universities to facilitate international students.
Students could choose more than one option for these questions. The questionnaire also included information
on their application process status, current plan because of COVID-19, and opinions on exploring other
possibilities.

The questionnaire was prepared based on the panel’s inputs (dental student representatives and
faculty members) received over three rounds and were adapted to the contexts of Indian dental education and
COVID-19. A pilot study was conducted to evaluate the feasibility of the questionnaire, face and content
validity. The questionnaire received favorable feedback and required minor edits in wording to maintain
clarity. An online survey tool using Google forms was made, and the investigators shared the link to the
survey with a brief explanation about the need for the study through WhatsApp study groups. Students were
encouraged to fill in the questionnaire and were requested to share the same with their peers. We invited
approximately 4000 students from 30 government and private dental schools to participate in this study. Due
to this study’s nature, the investigators had no role in the participant selection as the survey tool was
circulated through the study groups among these institutions’ student groups. The survey was kept open for
receiving responses from 17th May 2020 to 6th September 2020. Dental students who were not planning to

pursue higher education abroad or were not willing to participate were excluded.

Data Analysis

All the analysis was done using SPSS version 20. The results were presented as descriptive statistics,
and the Chi-square test was used to evaluate the differences between males and females. A p-value of <0.05 was
considered statistically significant. Construct validity was assessed with the variables that evaluated the
“reasons that have led to the decision to study or to appear for licensing exams overseas before Covid-19” and
“cons of pursuing your career abroad after COVID-19 pandemic” among students who were not sure and those
who have applied, or searching colleges. Internal consistency of the questionnaire was performed using Kuder -
Richardson 21 test (KR-21) for all the 14 items of the two domains “reasons that have led to the decision to
study or to appear for licensing exams overseas before COVID-19” and “cons of pursuing your career abroad

after COVID-19 pandemic” and within the domain level.
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Results

A total of 535 students responded, out of which 12 students declined to participate. Out of these, 123
students were further excluded as they had no intention to pursue higher education abroad. Four hundred
students constituted the final sample, out of which the majority were females (69.3%) and currently pursuing
final year dentistry (62.8%). The mean age of the students was 22.48 (SD=1.47). There was no significant
difference in the distribution of students with (n=400) or without (n=123) plan of studying abroad between
males and females (p=0.841).

Most of the students were not sure about their status in the application process (63%). The current
plan to study abroad remained uncertain for almost half of the students (50.2%), while nearly 1/4% of the
students would like to postpone their plans due to the COVID pandemic. If conditions are not conducive, more
than 3/4% of the students would consider taking a year break and explore other possibilities. Concerning the
status of the application process, a significantly higher number of female students were “not sure” and are still
“searching colleges” when compared to male students (p<0.001). Similarly, concerning the current plan to
study abroad, a significant number of female students were “uncertain” or “postponed” or “canceled” when

compared to the male students (p=0.001) (Table 1).

Table 1. Distribution and comparison of the perceptions in pursuing higher education abroad between
male and female dental students.

Questions Male Female Total p-value Power
N (%)
What is the status of your application process?
Enrolled 5 5 10 (2.5) <0.001 100
Filling out applications 12 6 18 (4.5)
Not sure 59 193 252 (63.0)
Searching for colleges 47 73 120 (30.0)
Considering the COVID -19 pandemic, what is your current plan
to study overseas?
Cancelled 6 292 28 (7.0) 0.002 100
Postponed 27 66 93 (23.2)
Uncertain 52 149 201 (50.2)
Unchanged 38 40 78 (19.5)
If conditions are not conducive to study abroad, would you be
willing to take a break for one year and consider exploring other
possibilities?
Maybe 87 136 173 (48.2)  <0.001 100
No 42 50 92 (28.0)
Yes 44 91 185 (33.8)

The most sought-after countries for pursuing higher education were the US (72.5%), UK (68%), and

Australia and New Zealand (63.7%). The most common reasons for pursuing higher education abroad were

» <

“Better quality of education and training,” “Better lifestyle and living standards,” “Ease in finding work after

education,” “Better research opportunities,” and “Desire to live and work abroad.” The most critical

disadvantage perceived to study abroad after COVID-19 pandemic was “difficult to obtain permanent

» o« » o«

residency,” “travel restrictions,” “tougher admission protocol,” and “study budget.” Most of the students opined

»

that universities should “Ease in visa formalities,

(Table 2).

Flexible admission criteria,” and “Flexible study options”
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Table 2. Distribution and comparison of the preferences and opinions in pursuing higher education
abroad between male and female dental students.
Questions Male Female  Total p-value Power
N (%)

Which countries are you considering to study in or appear for
licensing exams? *

USA 89 201 290 (72.5)  0.97 5
UK 86 186 272 (68)  0.58 20
Europe 68 126 194 (48.5)  0.07 97
ANZ 71 184  255(63.7)  0.09 96
Middle east 48 83 126 (31.5)  0.32 59
South Asian Countries 22 62 84(21) 0.31 58

Which of the following reasons have led to your decision to study
or to appear for licensing exams overseas before COVID-19
surfaced?

Better quality of education and training 103 243 346 (86.5)  0.28 68
Ease in finding work after education 92 217 309 (77.2)  0.44 40
Increasing competition in India 92 147 239 (59.8) <0.001 100
Desire to live and work abroad 89 205 294 (73.5) 0.73 12
Better research opportunities 95 220  315(78.8)  0.62 19
Unavailability of certain courses in your college/country 60 122 182 (45.5)  0.38 48
Better lifestyle and living standards 104 223 327 (81.8)  0.34 64

According to you, what are the cons of pursuing your career abroad

after COVID-19 pandemic? *
Fear of getting infected 62 160 222 (55.5)  0.17 84
Compromised mental health 54 114 168 (42) 0.61 20
Tougher admission protocol 88 227  815(78.8)  0.02 99
Less job opportunities 71 187 258 (64.5)  0.06 98
Ditficult to obtain permanent residency 103 231 334 (88.5)  0.93 5
Travel restrictions 96 226 322 (80.5)  0.41 44
Study budget 84 230 814 (78.5) 0.001 100

In your opinion, which of the following measures, if taken by the

foreign universities, may be useful in getting admissions?+
Extended deadlines of application 104 220 324 (81) 0.23 71
Ease in visa formalities 113 262  3875(93.8)  0.30 66
Flexible admission criteria 109 260 369 (92.2)  0.07 99
Flexible study options 106 257  863(90.8)  0.04 99

+Multi-response items.

A significantly higher proportion of females than males responded that “increasing competition in
India” was one of the reasons to study or appear for licensing exams abroad before COVID-19 (p<0.001). A
significantly higher proportion of female students cited the study budget as the main deterrent for pursuing a
career abroad after the COVID-19 pandemic (p=0.001). Concerning the measures to be taken by the foreign
universities, a significantly higher number of female students opined that “flexible study options” would help
them in getting admissions post-COVID-19 (p=0.0385) (Table 2).

Construct validity was evaluated with the variable that assessed the “reasons that had led to the
decision to study or appear for licensing exams overseas before COVID-19” among students who were not sure
and those who have applied or searched colleges. There were significant differences in 4 out of the seven items
in this domain. However, in the domain “cons of pursuing your career abroad after COVID-19 pandemic,” only
the study budget showed significant difference among students who were not sure and those who have applied
or searching colleges. The rest of the items were perceived similarly among students who were not sure and
those who have applied or searching colleges.

The overall reliability coefficient was 0.65, and the coefticient decreased when any of the items were

deleted. The reliability coefficient for the domain “reasons that had led to the decision to study or to appear for
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licensing exams overseas before COVID-19” was 0.54 and the coefficient decreased when any item was deleted.
The reliability coefficient for the domain “cons of pursuing your career abroad after COVID-19 pandemic” was

0.58, and the coefficient decreased when any item was deleted.

Discussion

We aimed to evaluate the perception of Indian dental students in pursuing their career abroad post
COVID-19 pandemic. Most students were females, which could be attributed to females choosing dentistry as a
career in many dental schools in India. It can be attributed to the belief of females being able to effectively
balance a personal and professional life, as the dental profession allows for a more flexible working schedule
[187.

Continuing education overseas may present many challenges like visa requirements, homesickness,
financial constraints, and other factors. During colonial times, the trend for Indian students was to study in the
UK, to a lesser extent, to other European countries and the US [197 Post-Independence. Students received
support from the government.

Our results reflected that while 87.7% of students were sure about appearing for licensing exams to go
abroad post COVID-19 pandemic, 40.2% of the students were uncertain about studying for licensing exams for
going abroad.

For most students, better education and training opportunities were the most influential factor for
higher education abroad, similar to previous reports on Indian dental students [207]. However, there were no
significant differences between males and females except for “increased competition in India.” Most students in
our study opted to study USA, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. It could be due to the ease of
communication, lifestyle, and freedom offered by these countries [217. On the other hand, when it came to the
countries which everyone preferred the least were South Asia and the Middle East. The lack of enthusiasm in
dental students for middle eastern countries could be attributed to several challenges: supportive services,
restricted movement, communication, and discrimination challenges [227. Europe, on the other hand, was the
continent about which the students relatively had equal opinions. However, there were no significant
differences between males and females.

The current status of the application of the students who gave the nod to move abroad in the future,
27.2% of students were looking for colleges, and only 2.83% were enrolled in their desired college. In contrast,
most students (66.5%) were not sure about the status of their application. These students’ plans may have been
canceled or delayed due to the unexpected lockdown of various countries resulting in the sudden suspension of
classes and the halt of visa processes [237. Nearly one-fifth of these students had their plans unchanged
because some are hopeful that COVID-19 is a temporary situation.

On the one hand, living abroad seems to be rewarding and satisfactory in terms of money and lifestyle.
According to several studies conducted in Vietnam and Japan, most students identify the lack of financial aid as
the prime factor in not going abroad [247]. Especially in these extraordinary times, one’s fear of going abroad
may increase many folds due to the added drawbacks like changing countries’ policies. For example, the USA
has altered its rules for an H1B visa, affecting many students in the future [257]. A majority of students
identified financial budget, strict admission protocols, and fewer chances of getting a permanent residency
being the most critical factor for not going abroad.

We have seen significant differences between males and females concerning the perceptions of

pursuing higher education. A higher number of female students were “not sure” and are still in “searching
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colleges” and were “uncertain” or “postponed” or “canceled” regarding the current plan to study abroad when
compared to the males. Our study showed that more females than males perceived “increasing competition in
India” as one reason to study abroad before COVID-19. Also, female students cited the study budget as the
main deterrent for pursuing a career abroad. They opined that universities should allow for “flexible study
options” to help them get admissions post-COVID-19. These differences could be because females may have a
higher number of goals, due to which they perceive more negative outcomes than males after attaining higher
job responsibilities. It may eventually conflict with their other life goals. It was also seen that females are less
likely to take up high-power job responsibilities even when there was no extra effort [267.

Studies have suggested that dynamic hybrid training, which consists of traditional clinical training
with online newer teaching methodologies, is the current requisite. Dental education has to cope with the
COVID-19 pandemic, and institutions need to develop strategies to provide a safe dental learning environment

for effective clinical training of future dental students.

Conclusion

The sudden emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted many dental students’ plans to pursue
higher studies from universities abroad. Overall, a substantial impact was perceived by Indian dental students
concerning pursuing higher education abroad. Also, the effect was more for female students when compared to

male students.
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