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ABSTRACT
The aim of this research was to evaluate the perception of the students of the School of
Dentistry of the Federal University of Rio Grande do Sul (FO-UFRGS) who took the
elective subject of Dental Care for Patients with Special Needs (PSN) in relation to said
course. A longitudinal, observational and analytical study was carried out, in which a
questionnaire with 20 open and closed questions was applied to 64 students of 9th and
10th semester who had taken this subject. A total of 98.4% (n = 63) of the students felt
moved and learnt a life lesson with the patients; 86% (n = 55) identified with dental care
for PSN; 67.2% (n = 43) showed no interest in specializing in the area; however, 76.6%
(n = 49) said they were prepared to work with PSN; 98.4% (n = 63) would recommend
this area to their peers; 100% (n = 64) considered that what they learned was important
for their academic training as dental surgeons and that this discipline should be
obligatory in the course curriculum. The students surveyed believe this area is important
for their training and should be considered obligatory; it has allowed them to see a new
reality and demystify their fears and preconceptions. In addition, it has made them more
qualified professionals with greater empathy to serve this population.
Keywords: dentistry education, dental care for people with special needs, attitude.

INTRODUCTION

According to Decree No. 3298, a person with a disability is one who
permanently exhibits loss or reduction in an anatomical structure or function which
limits certain activities, within what is considered normal (1).
The 2010 Demographic Census showed that 45,606,048 million people reported
having at least one of the deficiencies studied (visual, auditory, motor, mental or
intellectual), which corresponds to 23.9% of the Brazilian population (2).
People with disabilities are at increased risk for oral diseases, due to systemic
use of medications, difficulty in controlling bacterial plaque, and poor eating habits.
Therefore, such patients should receive early and increased care to avoid future
problems (3-4). However, they have greater difficulty in receiving dental treatment than
other members of the population given the lack of professional preparation for this
specialty (5). This behavior is being modified by professionals who seek to integrate
PSN into society and provide differentiated care according to the needs of each patient,
including them in health care systems (6).
According to Silva et al. (7), the presence of PSN in the surgery requires
ergonomic adaptations for their limitations, in addition to a qualified dental surgeon.
There is a serious shortage of professionals willing to care for PSN, probably
due to a lack of sufficient theoretical bases and motivating clinical experiences that
provide them with knowledge and self-confidence (8). It is essential for students, as
future professionals, to be trained so they can avoid preconceptions and face personal
difficulties (9). Unless there is a drastic change in dental education, millions of citizens
will be denied the necessary access to oral care and health services. This change would
have a significant impact on the quality of life of these patients (10).
Since the enactment of Law 9.394/96, higher education institutions have been
free to design their curriculum, having the possibility of including or not certain
disciplines. One of them is care for PSN (11).
The National Curricular Guidelines for dental courses in Brazil, approved in
2002, state that the training of dental surgeons should enable them to act at all levels of
health care and, and to that end, they should go through general training (12). This shows
that dental professionals need knowledge to meet all their patients’ needs, regardless of

their characteristics. The need arises, then, to include the discipline of Care for PSN in
undergraduate studies.
Figueiredo (2002) (13) states that dental education institutions must be aware of
their social nature vis-à-vis PSN. The experience of working and coming into contact
with these patients is essential in the training of future dentists and contributes with
excellence to the inner growth and experience of life as human beings (14). Care for
PSN, at undergraduate level, provides more than just techniques for preventive and
healing treatments; it also provides experiences with other sciences and with
interpersonal relationships, which will help train students as individuals (15).
The aim of this research was to evaluate the perception of the students of the
School of Dentistry of the Federal University of Rio Grande do Sul (FO-UFRGS), who
took the elective subject of Dental Care for Patients with Special Needs (PSN) in
relation to said course.

METHODOLOGY

This was a longitudinal, observational, and analytical study. The evaluated
population were students of 9th and 10th semester of the School of Dentistry of the
Federal University of Rio Grande do Sul who took the elective subject of Dental Care
for PSN in the following semesters: 2016/1 to 2017/2. A student from this population
was trained and calibrated to administer Amaral et al.’s (22) non-inductive questionnaire,
with open and closed questions, to all the students enrolled, except her, totaling a
sample of 64 students. All participants signed a free and informed consent before
starting.
The questionnaire had 20 questions related to the feelings and degree of
difficulty they faced in terms of procedures and types of patients; as well as the
experiences, bonds and relationships they forged with the PSN and their caregivers.
They also asked about the biggest challenge and their perception of the discipline of
dental care for patients with special needs.
After collection, the data were tabulated in a data bank in Excel 2013. The
answers obtained and the correlation between the variables of the different questions
were analyzed quantitatively, presented in absolute and percentage relative frequency.

The answers to the open questions were organized, grouped according to their similarity
while maintaining the essence and richness of the originals, and transcribed in the
aforementioned article.
The internal consistency of the instrument was assessed with Cronbach's alpha,
which measures correlations between items in a questionnaire by analyzing the
responses. The values range between 0 and 1, with results of 0.7 and over showing good
reliability. High reliability (greater than or equal to 0.95) is generally not recommended
as it indicates that items may be redundant. The value obtained in this study was 0.8.
The project of this study was initially approved by the Research Committee of
the School of Dentistry and then by the Research Ethics Committee of the Federal
University of Rio Grande do Sul, under No. 1,939,527.

RESULTS
Regarding questions related to students’ feelings about dental care for PSN,
most of them did not report negative reactions (Table 1).

Table 1 - How students felt about dental care for PSN
NO

YES

n

%

n

%

Are you uncomfortable with the behavior of
patients with special needs?

57

89

7

11

Are you annoyed by the behavior of patients
with special needs?

60

93.75

4

6.25

Do you feel tense when a patient with special
needs is nearby?

53

82.8

11

17.2

Do you feel like stopping treatment during
the procedures?

58

90.6

6

9.4

Do you feel you could get more involved
with the patient during care?

24

37.5

40

62.5

Generally speaking, do you feel
overburdened in the sessions?

38

59.4

26

40.6

Regarding the degree of difficulty faced when seeing PSN, students responded
on a scale from 1 to 5 (from least to most difficulty) and stated that their biggest
problem was dealing with non-cooperative patients (Chart 1).
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Chart 1 - Degree of difficulty faced by students during dental care for PNS
Source: Authors

The students’ responses on the experiences, bond and relationship they forged
with PSN and their caregivers in the dental appointments showed they had felt moved,
learnt a life lesson and talked to the patients’ caregivers (Table 2). (Table 2).
Table 2 – Relationships and bonds forged between students and caregivers and
patients with special needs

NO
n

YES
%

n

%

Are you touched by the life stories of these
patients?

1

1.6

63

98.4

Did you learn life lessons through the
sessions?

1

1.6

63

98.4

During the appointments, did you manage to
engage in good dialogue with the caregiver?

1

1.6

63

98.4

Did you feel identified with care for PSN?

9

14

55

86

Faced with the question “Which deficiency did you find the most difficult when
providing care?”, the students answered: 45.3% (n=29) autism; 25% (n=16) cerebral
palsy; 3.1% (n=2) schizophrenia; 6.3% (n=4) mental retardation; 3.1% (n=2) West
syndrome; 14% (n=9) others; 3.1% (n=2) none.
Regarding the greatest challenge they faced during dental care for PSN: 17.2%
(n= 11) of students responded physical restraint of patients; 17.2% (n=11) mentioned
care for uncooperative patients; 14.1% (n=9) indicated management through
non-pharmacological behavior control addressing psychological aspects; 9.4% (n=6)
difficulty understanding patients; 6.25% (n=4) performing any procedure; 6.25% (n=4)
did not face difficulties; 4.7% (n=3) lack of preparation to deal with situations that arise
during dental appointments; another 4.7% (n=3) creating a bond with patients and 3.1%
(n=2) facing family life stories.
The responses obtained on the importance of the elective PSN discipline at
FO-UFRGS showed that students considered it fundamental for their academic training
as future professionals (Table 3).

Table 3 - Importance of the discipline of Dental Care for Patients with special
needs at FO-UFRGS
NO

Do you feel prepared to provide care for
PSN?

YES

n

%

n

%

15

23.4

49

76.6

Are you interested in specializing in the area
of care for PSN?

43

67.2

21

32.8

Would you recommend the area of PSN to
your peers who did not take the subject?

1

1.6

63

98.4

Do you consider that what you learned in this
subject is important for your vocational
training?

0

0

64

100

Students were also asked whether Dental Care for Patients with Special Needs
should be a compulsory subject in the curriculum. All the students said it should be.
There follow some of the reasons given, in their own words:
“Providing care to all patients must be part of the course of studies.” “An
experience all students need.” “All students should go through that experience to
become a well-rounded professional, especially if there is a lack of professionals in the
area.” “This is essential knowledge in the training of a general clinician, and it is also
very rewarding.” “All students should have contact with PSN before graduating, so that
in the future they do not refuse care out of fear or suspicion.” “This discipline makes us
more humane and enables us to take care of PSN at the end of our studies.” “Despite the
difficulties, the discipline shows us a reality that we often do not perceive. These
patients need a lot of help, and it is important to society that our school should offer this
service.” “It has trained us as more humane and prepared professionals; it should be
more valued by students, teachers and the institution.” “I learned to value this specialty
that I did not know.”
In the last question, the students described their perceptions, fears and mistrust
before starting the Care for PSN subject: “I arrived on the first day of school afraid of
what I would find...” “It is very important to have that first contact with PSN and let go
of the fear and preconceptions... It helped me not to feel mistrust when providing care
for PSN...” However, this fear was demystified throughout the course: “When I
enrolled, I must admit that I was very afraid of what would come, of not being able to
care for and deal with PSN adequately. But, after starting the activities, I began to feel
an immense pleasure to be able to help improve people’s lives...” “Many students feel

afraid when working with PSN given their lack of preparation, but from the moment
they learn to work with them, personal and academic enrichment becomes apparent.” “I
had a lot of difficulty and I got tense during some sessions, but over time I gained
practice and I think I have improved how I deal with both caregivers and patients.”
In addition, they reported on the learning and life lessons received during the
course: “I learned a lot from people who live in a different reality from ours.” “...the
experiences lived were unique.” “...I acquired a more humanized view of patients. We
ended up sympathizing with the history of the family and the patient and realizing that
sometimes we complain with no reason to do so. I also learnt a lot about working with
patients. I believe that all students should take this subject, because it leads to
professional growth.” “It is the most humane care that exists at the school...” “The
subject promotes a great experience in dealing with patients and helps us empathize
more with others...” “The PSN subject provides life lessons that make us rethink
everything...” “...it was a really special experience. Contact with these patients, besides
being unique, provides us with learnings in terms of dealing with and understanding the
particularities of each patient.” “Moving and enriching discipline...” “The discipline
surprised me in each appointment...” “It's a moving discipline.”
In many of the responses, students mentioned caregivers, which showed their
importance in their experiences: “...I learned a lot with patients and caregivers...” “... I
saw the great effort families make to care for these patients, I did not tire of praising
them...” “The relationship I established with caregivers was excellent and it always
touched me to see how they devote themselves to their PSN.” “... caregivers are a major
part of the care, as they must be able to explain everything carefully and without
judgments...”
The importance of pursuing this discipline for a dental surgeon’s professional
life was also mentioned: “It is an essential discipline for our academic training, as it
teaches us to deal with patients in all types of situations, to learn about the oral
consequences of certain syndromes and possible drug interactions, as well as to train
ourselves as more humane professionals.” “... learning to manage special patients trains
us as professionals that are better prepared to face the challenges of more complex care,
from the technique to the emotional preparation of all the people involved.” “Discipline
is fundamental for academic training... our fears, preconceptions and negative images

disappear and it is no longer frightening to care for PSN.” “...I realized why it is
necessary to go through this experience and to be able to care for all individuals equally.
More professionals must be prepared to care for these patients and that is only possible
during undergraduate studies.” “This discipline is extremely important because it gives
us a vision that we do not have throughout the degree...” “... I feel dentistry is much
closer to the concept of health than just aesthetics...” “The discipline was very valuable
within my training.”
They also cited the impact of dental care on the lives of people with disabilities:
“Special patients, as any others, have rights, and one of them is the right to health. Oral
health care is part of general health care, and we must provide it...” “... it is important in
terms of patient inclusion, comfort and interest in their situation. We must practice
dentistry in a more humane way.”
Finally, the following is the full testimony of a student, which shows how some
students empathized with the discipline, patients and caregivers; as well as the
recognition of the importance of care for PSN and the satisfaction feeling it entails:
“Care for PNS is a wonderful discipline. Having been able to work with these patients,
to enter their world, to be able to help caregivers (who suffer so much) and to give
technical quality care with a lot of love is really rewarding. It was an experience where I
received much more than I could give. I received more love, hope, willpower and
gratitude. I am grateful to those very special patients, who reaffirmed my decision of
having chosen the right profession. And I am grateful to the teachers... thank you for
that wonderful experience.”

DISCUSSION

This study allowed us to verify the benefits of the elective discipline of dental
care for patients with special needs at the School of Dentistry, UFRGS, for the training
of its academicians, as 89% of students did not feel uncomfortable with PSN behavior,
93.7% did not feel irritated and 82.8% did not feel tense during the sessions.
The results of this study are consistent with those of Gomes (2009) (16), who
concluded that the philosophy of care for PSN by undergraduate students of the
dentistry degree should provide non-technical learning, but seek, mainly, to provide a

scientific basis for them to act safely when faced with the different neuropsychomotor
and/or systemic problems of these patients. In addition, it prepares future professionals
so they can offer more humane treatment, and encourages interpersonal relationships
with the patient and person responsible/caregiver.
The experiences and relationships that students live, throughout their academic
training, are fundamental to define the professionals they will become. Students need to
have some contact with PSN during their undergraduate studies in order to familiarize
them with such patients and to demystify many preconceptions about this type of care.
The discipline of dental care for patients with special needs at the FO-UFRGS
welcomes students in the morning and evening sessions, from the third semester, who
provide clinical support in the tenth semester as part of the care provided to patients of
the Center for Dental Specialties (CEO), and in the eighth and ninth semesters for those
students who choose it as an elective course.
We agree with Ryan et al. (17), who state that contact with PSN during
undergraduate studies, regardless of the semester, gives students countless opportunities
and lessons learned that they would otherwise not receive, in addition to testing their
professional commitment and presenting them with a more realistic view of the world.
Furthermore, as a treatment option for these patients, general anesthesia is used
in many cases. Moraes (18) believes that in dentistry, there is a need to establish a special
relationship and trust between the professional and the patients, in order to minimize
threatening and stressful situations. This is even more important for PSN, as this fact
allows many treatments to be carried out outside a hospital environment. Only scientific
knowledge and technical skill are not sufficient for certain difficult situations that occur
during dental care for PSN; professionals need to be sensitive to identify each case, and
this can only be acquired with practice, which is why it is necessary to have this
experience during undergraduate studies.
There are patients with systemic disorders/syndromes that are difficult to care
for in the clinical practice with PSN, as Gryst (19) stated: they have great difficulty
cooperating, tire very quickly and have severe attention deficits. The students surveyed
found that the most complicated cases were patients with autism and cerebral palsy.
However, despite the difficulties, they did not fail to care for these patients.

In 2002 in Brazil, Dental Care for Patients with Special Needs was established
and regulated as a specialty by the Federal Council of Dentistry (12), with the intention
of training dental surgeons to care for such patients, who need special dental care
throughout their life or a specific period. This marked the beginning of a movement in
favor of the health rights of PSN in the dental area, in addition to promoting the creation
of space and a process to give more value to this specialty. Still, dental care for PSN
remains a challenge for dental surgeons, as only few of them are trained to treat them,
both in the public and private sectors (20).
Figueiredo (13) emphasizes that social inclusion regarding PSN care in health
services must be established as an essential quality factor of the services provided.
Regarding dentistry, the dental surgeon needs to be prepared to provide this type of care
and university studies may be the best option to begin this training. According to this
study, 76% of students who took this subject feel ready to care for such patients after
graduation.
Interestingly, given all the knowledge acquired while taking the subject, 98.4%
of the students surveyed recommend their peers take the PSN course. The training they
received has helped them reduce their anxiety, uncertainty and intimidation when caring
for such patients after graduation. We believe that this area of learning should not only
be covered with the regular education structure, but rather it should encompass a range
of other training activities (21).
Despite the positive responses received regarding the care and discipline of
dental care for PSN at FO-UFRGS, 67% of students do not have an interest in the
specialty. This result agrees with what Amaral (22) found: most of the students
researched (70%) do not wish to pursue the specialty of Care for PSN. However, 69%
of students in this study responded that they would provide care to PSN in their private
practice and 21% said they would try to do so.
In Brazil, not all dental degrees provide adequate and specific preparation for
PSN Care. A study conducted by Fassina (23) in universities throughout Brazil revealed
that 56.36% of them have PSN-related content in their curriculum. Of the latter, 70.97%
have this content as mandatory and 29.03% as elective. In addition, they found that 45%
of students chose to take this subject when it was an elective course. In this study, 100%
of the students surveyed said that care for PSN as a subject was important for their

academic training and that it should be mandatory in dentistry studies. This is similar to
what Santos (24) found: 94% of the students participating in his study had the same
opinion. In 2017, Ferreira et al. (25) verified the perception of the graduate student in
dentistry regarding the care for people with disabilities. They concluded that students
were aware of the fact that the opportunity of having this experience in their course
helped them become more prepared professionals, outside the university environment,
in addition to minimizing the difficulty faced by these patients in seeking care.
In this study, students unanimously felt that dental care for PSN was important
for their academic training and that it should be compulsory in the curriculum. Based on
the results obtained, we conclude that there is a demand for dental students to have
greater contact with patients with special needs within the FO-UFRGS, because, in
addition to the scientific knowledge they obtain, it allows them to see other realities and
contributes to their training as more humane, well-rounded and better trained
professionals.
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