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Introduction 

Faculty development is critical for teaching and learning 
in dental education, as it provides opportunities for faculty to 
be exposed to knowledge and skills that could prepare them to 
teach and assess the changing needs of students [1]. However, 
robust programming in dental schools may have been lacking 
due to various limiting factors related to lack of resources, such 
as financial support and time for faculty [2]. The important role 
of faculty development in general has been widely recognized 
and is not limited to dental education [3,4]. A number of studies 
of medical school faculty development programs found that they 
were effective at developing teaching skills, building colleague 
relationships, initiating curriculum changes, and contributing to 
overall academic advancements [5,6]. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has pushed the education system to abruptly change into a virtual 
teaching and learning format. Thus, dental faculty have had to 
adapt their educational content into an online format requiring 
significant additional efforts surrounding teaching methodologies 
and according to assessment needs. The virtual learning 
environment prompted by the COVID-19 pandemic has further 
propelled the need for institutions not only to sustain dental  

 
education programs, but also to develop educational approaches 
and methodologies that could accommodate the demands of 
students and engage the faculty in the new education era.

Faculty support and training during the rapidly changing 
virtual teaching and learning environment is essential. However, 
few studies have been available to shed light on faculty perspectives 
on remote teaching, and additional research is necessary to 
explore the needs of faculty in the virtual teaching environment. 
Understanding the unique nature and specific needs for providing 
faculty development experience in learning and teaching could 
shed valuable information to both faculty and students. The 
purpose of this study was to evaluate the perspectives of faculty on 
faculty training and development during the COVID-19 pandemic 
through identifying the need and the type of support for them. 

Methods

The study protocol was approved by the Harvard Medical 
School and Harvard School of Dental Medicine Institutional 
Review Board (number: IRB20-2056). The survey-based study 
included the ladder faculty members at Harvard School of Dental 
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Medicine (HSDM) during the COVID-19 pandemic. The survey 
was distributed in late June of 2020 to ladder faculty members by 
email about their interest in faculty development opportunities. 
Two separate reminders were sent approximately one week 
apart in July 2020. The survey contained 19 questions with a 
combination of multiple-choice and free response questions. The 
survey questioned the preferred types, length, times and content 
of faculty development programs, in addition to the challenges 
and adaptations in teaching that were made due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Using the Likert scale, the survey asked participants 
about their interest level in attending programs containing 
topics such as experiential learning, feedback in clinical settings, 
assessment and rubric designs, diversity and inclusion in the 
classroom, and peer learning. Furthermore, the survey explored 
their interest level in attending programming on academic 
technology topics such as Zoom (Zoom Video Communications, 
Inc. San Jose, CA) online meetings, online learning designs, 
intellectual property, classroom technology, Poll Everywhere 
(Poll Everywhere, San Francisco, CA), presentation software, 
universal design, and Canvas (Canvas Instructure Inc., Salt Lake 
City, UT) technology. The survey was administered on the platform 
of Qualtrics (Qualtrics International Inc. Washington, D.C.) and 
descriptive statistical analysis was performed to analyze the 

results of data. 

Results

Fifty-six faculty members responded to the survey of the 125 
ladder faculty members at Harvard School of Dental Medicine 
(HSDM) resulting in a response rate of 44.8%. The majority 
of respondents (71.4%, n = 40) expressed a general need for 
faculty development programs. In terms of change into a virtual 
learning environment due to the COVID-19 pandemic, a majority 
of these faculty members (75.6%) stated that the move to remote 
learning had Major Impact or Some Impact on the effectiveness 
of their teaching. Some of the major concerns they expressed 
were engagement with students (41.67%) and use of technology 
(22.2%). Few also expressed concerns with access to teaching 
resources (13.89%), use of technology (22.2%) and unreliable 
internet access (9.72%) (Figure 1). Twelve participants submitted 
narrative comments that Zoom video communication, especially 
the breakout and poll features, has been the most useful in 
remote teaching and learning. Some of the tools and techniques 
the respondents would like to learn more about were the Canvas 
learning management system, effective ways of engaging with 
students, and asynchronous learning.

Figure 1: Faculty perceived challenges with remote teaching

Further analysis of the survey results revealed that the 
respondents were interested in having guest speakers and 
presentations (21.1%), mentoring (20.3%), webinars (21.1%), 
and workshops (20.3%) rather than book discussion (4%) 
(Figure 2). The majority (62.8%, n=44) of respondents preferred 
the online format rather than the in-person format. Of that group 
of 44 respondents, 63.6 % preferred the online synchronous live 
format while 36.4% participants preferred the self-paced recorded 
format. About half of the respondents (48.28%) reported that they 
preferred one hour for the length of faculty development program 

and 26.6% of respondents reported they preferred less than three 
hours. Respondents most often indicated that they do not have a 
preference of the specific time they would like to participate in the 
program (37.7%), and lunchtime from noon to 1pm was the most 
popular among the options (32.08%) (Table 1). 

The respondents were asked to rate their interest level in 
attending programming in different teaching and learning topics 
(Figure 3). The types of programming that respondents considered 
most essential were “Designing authentic assessments” and “Race, 
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Gender, Sexual Orientation, and Religious Issues in the classroom” 
with 18% and 20% of total respondents choosing the option 
“consider it essential” respectively. The most popular options that 
a majority of respondents expressed interest in were “Feedback 
and assessment in clinical settings” and “Peer learning” where 
35% and 32.5% of respondents reported Very Interested. Some 
respondents also chose the interest option for “Experiential 
learning”. The respondents were also asked to rate their interest 
in attending programming in academic technology topics (Figure 
4). “Designing for online learning”, “Classroom technology” and 

“Poll Everywhere” were the topics that many responded as Very 
Interested with 29%, 30%, and 25% response rate. Respondents 
were often also interested in learning more about different Canvas 
learning management system topics such as “online quizzes 
and exams”, “grading and assignments”, “communicating with 
students” and “creating and posting content” with 32% response 
rate. They also included narrative comments that they would 
like to see the program focused on “online teaching technology”, 
“rubrics to self-assess how effective we are at teaching” or 
“inclusive teaching practices”.

Figure 2: Faculty preference on the types of development opportunities.

Figure 3: Faculty interests in attending programing on the Teaching and Learning topics.
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Figure 4: Interests in attending programming on academic technology topics.

Table 1: Preferences in Faculty Development Programs.

Questions Respondents

Preferred Format N = 70

In Person 37.14% (26)

Online, synchronous (live) 40.00% (28)

Online, asynchronous (recording/self-paced) 22.86% (16)

Preferred Length N = 58

One hour 48.28% (28)

Less than three hours 27.59% (16)

Half Day 5.17% (3)

Full Day 6.90% (4)

No preference 12.07% (7)

Preferred Times N = 53

Morning (9AM – Noon) 16.98% (9)

Lunchtime (Noon – 1PM) 32.08% (17)

Afternoon (1PM – 4PM) 13.21% (7)

No preference 37.74% (20)

Discussion 

Dental schools are encountering a shortage of full-time faculty 
members and are exposed to the additional challenges related 
to the COVID-19 pandemic requiring an abrupt switch to the 
virtual learning environment [7]. The pandemic has required 
dental programs to adjust and rearrange their curricula given the 
remote situation requiring the use of technology for teaching and 
learning. It was important during the COVID-19 pandemic, with a 

unique need for a new teaching environment, to provide robust 
faculty development programs that could benefit both faculty and 
students in their remote learning experiences. The results of the 
current survey found that the majority of faculty were interested 
in participating in faculty training programs. Furthermore, the 
respondents expressed interests in having programs especially 
focused on different pedagogical technologies such as the Canvas 
learning management system or Zoom video communications.
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The effective use of alternative pedagogical approaches, 
including the integration of emerging technologies such as online 
and blended learning, has been on the agenda of dental schools in 
the United States since before the pandemic [8,9]. However, faculty 
who attempt to continue teaching in the way they were taught may 
be confronted with the challenge of developing digital pedagogies 
and some may not have the skill set to implement them effectively 
[10,11]. According to available literature, the success of e-learning 
depends on the attitudes and interactive teaching styles of the 
faculty, as well as on the experience and attitudes of students with 
regard to technology [12]. Thus, it would be essential to guide the 
faculty how to familiarize with interactive teaching through online 
platforms using various faculty development programs [13].

According to Hung et al., students generally rated their online 
curriculum positively, suggesting that the current crisis might 
offer dental schools opportunities to leverage technology in new 
ways that enhance dental education. The study showed that while 
most students had experience with online education, many faculty 
members lacked both experience and expertise using technology 
and the various online educational platforms.14 According to 
Turkyilmaz et al., while students are digitally literate, using 
technology daily, educators have relied primarily on textbooks, 
handouts, and notes during lectures.15 Furthermore, students 
observed that faculty estimated to be under 50 years of age were 
more likely to incorporate e-learning into courses and more likely 
to use social media for communication [15].

The results of the study showed that promoting student 
engagement was a significant issue for remote teaching. Some 
studies suggest that Zoom lectures that use breakout rooms 
to work on questions in smaller groups helped with student 
engagement [16]. Interactive sessions that implement ungraded 
quizzes or polls during online lectures are also beneficial, so 
that students can focus on specific areas for improvement and 
stay engaged. Therefore, to facilitate the transition into virtual 
dental education, it is necessary to develop effective instructional 
methods that meet course objectives, increase interactivity, and 
enhance student engagement [16,17].

According to Tricio et al., faculty members strongly agreed 
that training in teaching and learning skills helped them improve 
the quality of their students’ learning and they witnessed 
improvement in their teaching and learning activities, assessment 
tasks and intended learning outcomes [18]. Furthermore, 
according to Kaczmarek et al., many faculty members reported 
increased faculty burnout due to virtual teaching difficulties 
such as technological challenges, instability and associated 
anxiety.16 Dental faculty has been experiencing high levels of 
burnout, and the sudden transition to online dental education has 
added another stressful sources of burnout among faculty [19]. 
Therefore, it will be not only beneficial, but critical to have faculty 
development programs geared toward technology and online 
educational platforms in the context of change into virtual and 
remote learning during a pandemic era. 

The study by McAndrew et al. showed that there had 
been an almost six-fold rise in the number of offices of faculty 
development at institutions since 2001 [20]. However, there have 
also been financial barriers for faculty development programs, 
since the funds for faculty training programs might be provided 
on a more flexible basis in most schools. According to Steinert et 
al., sustained financial support is instrumental in the success of 
faculty development efforts [21]. Thus, allocation of institutional 
financial resources may be critical to support and to create new 
faculty development programs. 

In addition, there are significant time constraints for the 
faculty, as they have multiple responsibilities including patient 
care, research, education and administrative responsibilities. As 
the survey results showed, the faculty preferred online faculty 
development programs due to ease of scheduling and less time 
commitment. According to Cook et al., faculty members are affected 
by issues of time and location so clinical calendars, committee and 
teaching schedules, and travel commitments can all combine to 
make scheduling in-person faculty development activities difficult 
[22]. To support active participation in faculty development 
programs, institutions can play a role by allowing flexibility in 
administrative workload or faculty schedules so that they can 
devote time and efforts to faculty training programs. Furthermore, 
the institutions can create various types of faculty development 
programs with different durations so that faculty can commit to 
these programs given sufficient flexibility. Moreover, institutions 
can consider expanding their infrastructure to support online 
faculty development programs by allocating financial and human 
resources to support the programs.

Organizations such as the American Dental Education 
Association (ADEA) have extended faculty development training 
programs focused on needs during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The ADEA programs have helped faculty and administrators to 
share ideas and recommendations for teaching modalities on 
ADEA Connect, including online education and other creative 
teaching methods, during this unprecedented time [23,24]. In 
addition, as mentioned in O’Neill and Taylor study, the creation 
of a Faculty Development ADEA Special Interest Group (SIG) to 
support collaborations and formalize the reporting of activities 
of faculty development personnel at dental schools would further 
help faculty to navigate various faculty development programs in 
current times [25]. Administration may explore creative means 
to encourage faculty to participate in these programs including 
protected faculty development time and opportunities. With 
regards to expectations and responsibilities, institutions could 
further consider the participations in these faculty development 
programs with regard to promotion and tenure decisions 
for faculty. The limitation of this study is that the survey was 
conducted only in one dental school. The faculty in other schools 
might have different perspectives on their faculty development 
programs. Furthermore, because the pandemic is evolving and the 
curriculum has been changing rapidly, faculty may change their 
opinions based on the curriculum modification [26].
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Conclusion

The abrupt change to a virtual learning environment during 
the COVID-19 pandemic has significantly impacted faculty 
perspectives of the effectiveness of their teaching. It is essential 
to develop faculty training programs in teaching and learning that 
can support the faculty to continue providing educational needs 
of students through virtual learning format. Dental schools and 
organizations should consider allocating institutional resources 
to develop and utilize various faculty development programs 
focused on current technologies to contribute positive changes to 
the paradigm of dental education for faculty and students.
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