Received: 3 June 2020 Revised: 21 June 2020

Accepted: 23 June 2020

DOI: 10.1111/0di.13527

LETTER TO THE EDITOR
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COVID-19—Are telehealth and tele-education the answers to
keep the ball rolling in Dentistry?

Dear editor,

Larry David, the co-creator and producer of Seinfeld, when asked
by a reporter from the New York Times about what he fears the
most while quarantining during the COVID-19 Epidemic, responded
“Anarchy and a potential dental emergency — and not necessarily in
that order”(Dowd, 2020). The pandemic introduced a new layer of
challenges on how to provide care and alleviate pain. Restrictions
have been implemented by the majority of governments, as
SARS-CoV-2 has been detected in saliva samples and infection
typically spread through respiratory droplets (Centers for Disease
Control, 2020).

The management of dental patients during the COVID-19 pan-
demic poses additional challenges also because of widespread, global
shortages in PPE and of lockdowns, where such recommendations fall
short. There is not such a thing as a “one size fits all recommendation.”
Several recommendations have been laid out for the provision of oral
health care, including telescreening and triaging, patient evaluation
and cohorting, and pharmacologic management (Ather, Patel, Ruparel,
Diogenes, & Hargreaves, 2020). Substitution of the use of handpieces
by hand instrumentation when possible and the use of minimally in-
vasive dentistry has also been advocated. In fact, telescreening is an
important first measure to determine whether patients may or may
not be suspected of COVID-19 infection. However, it constitutes only
one of many of the uses of teledentistry, which may be a valuable tool
in the management of dental patients during the pandemic.

Teledentistry refers to the use of information and communica-
tion technologies to improve dental care offered to distant or iso-
lated people, with the support of specialists (Carrard et al., 2018;
Daniel & Kumar, 2014). More recently, teledentistry use has in-
creased progressively, particularly in large countries such as Brazil.
In the case of the Telehealth program of the Federal University of
Rio Grande do Sul, the goal is to strengthen the coordinating role
of primary care and improving health care with the use of innova-
tive telehealth applications with actions that include teleconsul-
tation, telediagnosis, and tele-education (Harzheim et al., 2016).
Specifically, we have EstomatoNet, a telediagnosis service created
to support primary care dentists and physicians in the diagnosis and
decision making for oral lesions. A survey on the reports of this ser-
vice reveals that in 25% of the requests, the recommendation was

medication prescription or follow-up (Carrard et al., 2018). This sug-
gests not only that telescreening and teletriage might be extremely
useful, but also that telehealth strategies might be effective in the
pharmacological management of several oral conditions, contribut-
ing to reduce SARS-CoV-2 spread.

Lastly, we will approach tele-education in dentistry, since dental
education has come to a halt worldwide. It is clear that the COVID-19
pandemic has had an impact on dental education (Quinn et al., 2020),
disrupting the traditional education of future dentists for months to
come. Tele-education quickly became an option (Mukhopadhyay
et al., 2020) that has been welcomed by health science students and
faculties. Incorporating online elements into education has been re-
ported to bring many benefits, and has been recognized as a suc-
cessful educational strategy, including dental education (Linjawi,
Walmsley, & Hill, 2012). It may represent an important tool during
the pandemic, in terms of increased accessibility, at anytime and
anywhere (Quinn et al., 2020).

To the benefit of dental educators, the existing evidence sup-
ports that dental education with the support of telematics is effec-
tive in knowledge acquisition (Lima et al., 2019). However, it should
be pointed out that distance learning is not transferring the tradi-
tional lecture to a web-based platform. Distance learning must not
be a poor version of traditional, in-class dental education. In spite
of its success, our experience with tele-education also had its chal-
lenges, particularly low attendance (Roxo-Gongcalves et al., 2017),
which were partially overcome by further adapting and changing the
courses to incorporate the needs of students (Bavaresco et al., 2019).

CONCLUSION

The novel pandemic undoubtedly created stress throughout the
healthcare system, and for dentistry to keep the ball rolling, dental
care delivery needs to be redesigned. Evidence supports the use of
teleconsultation consulting and tele-education as effective alter-
natives in this hard period to avoid SARS-CoV-2 dissemination and

more collateral damage.
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