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ABSTRACT

No previous study has been conducted to assess the perception of students studying in two different educational environments in India—Deemed
and Affiliated. Using the DREEM tool, the study aimed to evaluate and compare students' opinions of the learning environment of a deemed and
affiliated dental colleges in the western region of Tamil Nadu. An e-questionnaire was distributed among undergraduate students. The responses
were collected and analyzed. The mean score comparisons were performed via Student's t-test and ANOVA. The level of significance was set at
<0.05. A total of 312 students participated. The total DREEM score for both colleges was more positive than negative, scoring 141/200 (70.5%) and
139/200 (69.5%), respectively, with marginally higher scores for the Deemed Institute than affiliated students. The Deemed third-year students
showed higher positive perception in each aspect score of the DREEM questionnaire. However, students of both colleges pointed out specific areas
as weak and needing interventions.
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BACKGROUND Overall Dreem Score

"Educational environment" refers to a physical location where 0-50 Very poor

students study. (1) A stimulating learning environment encourages 51-100  Plenty of problems
students to study independently, and any negative factors must be 101-150  More positive than negative
removed. (2) To quantitatively measure this environment, the Dundee 151-200  Excellent

Ready Educational Environment Measure (DREEM) tool was

introduced as a 50-item questionnaire (3). Statistical Analysis

Various areas of concern exist in the educational environment of Indian
dental colleges.(4) While the Indian system comprises affiliated and
deemed colleges, there is limited literature on the learning
environment of these colleges. (4,5) This study aimed to evaluate
students' opinions of the learning environment of a deemed and an
affiliated dental college in the western region of Tamil Nadu. The null
hypothesis was that no significant difference is present in the
perceptions of students belonging to the deemed and the affiliated
dental colleges.

METHODS

Study Design and Settings

The present cross-sectional study was approved by the institutional
Ethical Committee. Online consent was obtained from all the student
participants before the commencement of the survey.

Sample Size
The sample size was calculated based on a previous study by Thomas
etal.(6), and aminimum of 300 students were considered.

Study Participants

Third and Final-year undergraduate students were included. First and
second-year students, and students who did not want to participate or
filled out incomplete forms, were excluded. A total of 312
undergraduate dental students participated in the study.

Data Collection Tool

Students completed an e-questionnaire administered through Google
Forms. The DREEM scores for each domain was evaluated using a
five-point Likert scale, with values as: 0 = strongly disagree, 1 =
disagree, 2 = neutral, 3 = agree, and 4 = strongly agree. The scores for
negatively phrased items were inverted. The interpretation of the
scores is as follows: (7,8,9)

Mean Total Scores
>3.5 "excellent educational aspects"
3.01-3.49 "positive educational aspects"
2-3 "educational aspects to be improved"
<2 “problem areas that need intervention”

Descriptive statistical analysis was performed with IBM SPSS Version
29. For each response the mean score comparisons between the
domain scores and related variables were performed via Student's t-
testand ANOVA. The level of significance was set at <0.05.

RESULTS

Of'the total, 75 deemed third-years (DT), 86 deemed final-years (DF),
75 affiliated third-years (AT), and 76 affiliated final-years (AF)
participated. The mean age was 21.43+1.9 years.

Students' Perceptions Under Each DREEM Domain

The perception of learning and teachers were highest among the DT
students and the lowest were by DF and AT students. The SPA and
SSSP scores revealed minimal differences that were not significant
(p=0.156, p=0.613). SASP showed lower scores in all groups except
the third-year students, and the difference was statistically significant.
(Table 1)

Table 1: Mean Score Across All Domains

Domain |DT (n=75) |DF (n=86) |AT (n=75) |AF (n=76) |p-value
SPL 38.09+4.85 |34.40+5.81|34.734+4.98|36.61£5.40 |0.00
SPT 30.97+4.40 |29.27+5.12|27.80+3.86/29.82+4.89 |0.00
SASP  |25.48+3.65 |23.2944.37|23.79+3.76/24.58+3.63 | 0.003
SPA 33.88+5.23 |32.08+6.04|32.6444.25/33.37+5.55 |0.156
SSSP |18.20+3.46 | 17.64+3.77|18.20+2.73/18.21+3.10 | 0.613
Students' Overall Perceptions

The DREEM overall score revealed a significant difference between
DT and DF students and between AT and AF students (p = 0.002).
(Figure 1)

Mean DREEM sc

Figure 1: DREEM Overall Score of Third- and Final-year
Students of Deemed and Affiliated Dental Colleges
|
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The AF students exhibited higher scores compared to AT students,
whereas the opposite was observed in the deemed institution. The total
DREEM score for both colleges was 141/200 (70.5%) and 139/200
(69.5%), respectively, with marginally higher scores for the Deemed
Institute (Figure 2).

DREEM SCORE

Deemed (N=161)

Figure 2: DREEM Overall Score of Students of Deemed vs
Affiliated Dental Colleges

Affiliated (N=151

DISCUSSION
In the present study, the total DREEM scores for both colleges
corresponded to a “more positive than negative” analogous to studies
conducted in India (1,10,11) and globally (9,12). This points to a more
student-centered curriculum being followed than in other subject
schools (13-15).

The mean DREEM domain scores were more positive for third-year
students than for final-year students at the Deemed Dental College,
which is similar to findings from other studies (6,16,17). This may be
due to the reduced clinical requirements, and absence of upcoming
exams in clinical dentistry subjects. However, affiliated colleges
presented contradictory findings in most aspects, similar to the
findings of a study by Arora et al. (18). The authors of a previous study
reported that this disparity may be attributed to the online educational
methodologies that perhaps increased student stress and signifies the
need for essential curricular adjustments concerning preclinical years.
(18)

Students' Perceptions Across Different Domains

Affiliated students and deemed final-year students pointed to a more
positive approach, and the Deemed third-year students indicated that
teaching was highly thought of. A study in India reported a negative
perception of learning by Final-year dental students (6), whereas
another study reported scores at the borderline of "more positive
perception"” (19).

Those in the third year noted that these students highly thought of
teaching, and all the other student group scores pointed to teaching as
moving in the right direction. Thomas et al. (6) reported a positive
perception of teachers by first-year students, whereas their final-year
students reported the need for some retraining for teachers.

All the students positively perceived their confidence in passing
examinations, similar to the findings of multiple other studies.
(4,6,10,11,20) indicating a strong sense of confidence in their
academic skills. Lower scores on the items indicated a more stressful
environment and the need for intervention. Many authors have
reported similar findings with increasing stress among medical
students (10,21,22)

Most areas need to focus particularly on SSSP domain, which is read as
"Not too bad", as was found in previous studies (17,20,23,24).
Measures to facilitate student learning and interaction may enhance
their social perception.

Limitations

The present study gives an overview of the various areas that need
changes and highlights the need to conduct surveys to enhance the
academic and clinical environment. However, the comparison
between non-clinical and clinical was not made and may be considered
in future with longitudinal studies.

CONCLUSION

The present study concluded both environments to show an overall
positive perception. The results obtained in this study may be used for
the strategic development of curricula, modifications in teaching
methods, and institutional focus to achieve a more positive learning
environment for students.
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