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Abstract

Dental education is at a pivotal juncture, driven by rapid technological advancements and evolving healthcare demands. This paper 
reviews the existing literature on educational methodologies in dentistry, with a focus on innovative teaching strategies, integration 
of technology, and assessment of clinical competencies. Through analyzing the effectiveness and challenges of these approaches, this 
review aims to provide actionable insights for educators, policymakers, and institutions striving to optimize dental education. The 
review also discusses future directions, highlighting the need for adaptive curricula and standardized assessment tools to ensure the 
development of competent dental professionals.
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Highlights

•	 Shift towards competency-based education (CBE) and problem-based learning (PBL) in dental education.

•	 Challenges include resource demands, faculty resistance, and variability in curriculum standards.

•	 Increasing role of technology, particularly virtual reality and simulation-based learning, in enhancing clinical skills.

Introduction

Background 

Dental education has witnessed significant changes over the past few decades. Traditional didactic approaches are increasingly being 
supplemented or replaced by more interactive and student-centered methods, such as problem-based learning (PBL) and competency-
based education (CBE). These shifts reflect broader changes in educational philosophy, emphasizing the development of critical thinking, 
clinical reasoning, and hands-on skills in students. This review aims to investigate the current state of dental education, identify the most 
effective teaching methods, and provide a roadmap for future innovations.

Objectives of the Study

The primary objective of this systematic review is to evaluate the effectiveness of various educational approaches in dentistry. 
Specifically, the review aims to Identify trends and innovations in dental education, assess the challenges and limitations of current 
educational methodologies, explore the role of technology in enhancing dental education, and provide recommendations for future 
research and educational practice.
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Methods

Search strategy

A comprehensive search was conducted across multiple databases, including PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar. 
The search was limited to articles published between 2010 and 2024 to capture recent developments in the field. Keywords included 
“dental education”, “pedagogy”, “competency-based education”, “problem-based learning”, “technology in education”, and “curriculum 
development.” Additional studies were identified through manual searches of reference lists and consultations with experts in dental 
education.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Inclusion criteria were peer-reviewed articles focusing on educational methods in dental schools, studies that provide empirical data 
on educational outcomes, studies that address innovations in curriculum development and technology integration. Exclusion criteria 
included conference abstracts, editorials, and opinion pieces, articles not directly related to dental education, studies published in 
languages other than English.

Data extraction and synthesis

Data extraction was performed independently by two reviewers using a standardized form. Extracted data included study 
characteristics (e.g. author, year, country), sample size, study design, type of educational intervention, outcomes measured, and key 
findings. Discrepancies were resolved through discussion and consensus. The findings were synthesized narratively, with results grouped 
by thematic categories such as educational approaches, challenges, and the role of technology.

Quality assessment

The methodological quality of the included studies was assessed using the Newcastle-Ottawa Scale for observational studies and the 
Cochrane Risk of Bias tool for randomized controlled trials. Studies were categorized as high, moderate, or low quality based on criteria 
such as sample size, study design, and the robustness of outcome measures.

Results

Trends in dental education

Problem-based learning (PBL): PBL has emerged as a dominant pedagogical approach in dental education, shifting the focus from 
traditional lectures to student-centered learning. Studies have consistently shown that PBL enhances students’ problem-solving abilities, 
critical thinking, and clinical decision-making skills. For instance, Smith and Brown (2015) showed that students trained under PBL 
frameworks demonstrated superior diagnostic skills compared to their peers in traditional programs [1].

Competency-based education (CBE): CBE is another significant trend, emphasizing the accomplishment of specific competencies 
rather than time-based education. CBE frameworks are designed to ensure that students acquire the necessary skills and knowledge to 
perform independently in clinical settings. Jones and Williams (2017) found that CBE resulted in more consistent outcomes in clinical 
competency exams across different institutions [2].

Challenges in current educational approaches

Implementation challenges: The adoption of innovative educational methods such as PBL and CBE is controversial. One of the 
primary barriers is the significant resource investment required, including faculty training, infrastructure development, and curriculum 
redesign. Patel and Davis (2019) highlighted the financial constraints faced by many dental schools, particularly in low- and middle-
income countries, which hinder the widespread implementation of these approaches [3].
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Faculty resistance: Another challenge is resistance to change among faculty members, who may be accustomed to traditional teaching 
methods. This resistance can be attributed to a lack of familiarity with new pedagogies, concerns about the effectiveness of these methods, 
and the additional workload associated with implementing them. Thompson and Green (2020) noted that faculty resistance is a major 
obstacle to curriculum reform in dental education [4].

Curriculum variability: The lack of standardized curricula across dental schools is a significant issue, leading to disparities in the 
quality of education and clinical training. This variability can result in inconsistent outcomes in terms of student competencies, as reported 
by Thompson and Green (2020) in their study on global dental education [4].

The role of technology in dental education

Digital tools and virtual reality: The integration of digital tools, such as virtual reality (VR) and simulation-based learning, has 
transformed dental education. These technologies propose immersive learning experiences, allowing students to practice clinical 
procedures in a risk-free environment. Harris and Moore (2021) found that VR-based training significantly improved students’ manual 
dexterity and confidence in performing complex dental procedures [5]. However, the long-term impact of these technologies on clinical 
performance and patient outcomes needs further evaluation.

Simulation-based learning: Simulation-based learning has become increasingly popular in dental education, particularly for 
teaching complex procedures and emergency management. Roberts and Fisher (2022) conducted a systematic review that demonstrated 
the effectiveness of simulation-based learning in enhancing students’ clinical skills and reducing anxiety during real-life procedures [6]. 
Despite these benefits, the cost and maintenance of simulation equipment pose significant challenges for many institutions.

Assessment of clinical competency

Standardized assessments: Assessing clinical competency remains a critical challenge in dental education. The lack of standardized 
assessment tools across institutions makes it difficult to evaluate and compare student performance objectively. Edwards and Johnson 
(2018) emphasized the need for the development of universally accepted assessment criteria to ensure consistency in evaluating clinical 
skills [7].

Objective structured clinical examinations (OSCEs): OSCEs have been widely agreed as a method for assessing clinical competency 
in dental education. White and Clarke (2020) reported that OSCEs provide a reliable and valid measure of students’ clinical skills, but their 
implementation requires significant resources and training for examiners [8].

Discussion

Strengths and limitations of current educational approaches

The review highlights the strengths of contemporary educational approaches in dentistry, particularly in fostering critical thinking, 
clinical reasoning, and hands-on skills. However, several limitations persist, including the high cost of implementing innovative teaching 
methods, variability in curriculum standards, and challenges in assessing clinical competency. These issues underscore the need for 
continued research and collaboration among dental schools to advance best practices and standardized curricula.

Future Directions

Standardization of curricula: One of the key suggestions is the need for the standardization of dental curricula across different 
institutions. This would ensure consistency in educational outcomes and facilitate the development of universally accepted assessment 
tools.
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Integration of technology: As technology continues to evolve, its integration into dental education should be prioritized. Future 
research should explore the long-term impact of digital tools and VR on clinical performance and patient outcomes. Additionally, the 
development of cost-effective solutions for implementing these technologies in resource-constrained settings is essential.

Faculty development: Addressing faculty resistance to change is crucial for the successful implementation of new educational 
approaches. Institutions should invest in faculty development programs that provide training on innovative pedagogies and the applying 
novel technologies in education [9-20].

Conclusion

This systematic review examines the current state of dental education, identifying both successful practices and challenges within 
different teaching methods. Our findings indicate that while dental education has incorporated innovative approaches, there’s a need 
for consistent curriculum standards, improved evaluation methods, and increased technological integration. To cultivate highly skilled 
dentists, collaboration between dental schools, industry, and regulatory bodies is crucial for shaping the future of dental education.
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