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Introduction

1) To evaluate the impact of training in sign
language communication (SLC) on dental
students’ empathy and attitudes towards
people with disabilities.

2) To determine dental students’ perceptions of
training in SLC.
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The SLC training program is effective in improving
dental students’ empathy and attitudes towards
people with disability, while providing learning
experiences that are beneficial in improving patient
care and personal development.
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Conclusion

Results
Improvements of students’ level of empathy:

Following the program, participants demonstrated a
significant increase in:
• total mean empathy score of the TEQ (p=0.002,

95% CI of mean difference -8.219, -2.138).
• individual mean scores for 9 (out of 16) items of

the TEQ (p<0.05).

Improvements of students’ attitudes towards
people with disability:

Following the program, participants demonstrated a
significant increase in ATDP score (p=0.048, 95% CI of
mean difference -11.020, -0.051).

Students’ perceptions of learning experience:

Students opined that the learning program

1) Enhanced their disability awareness-
• understanding of Deaf culture
• empowering disability advocacy
• creating a caring society
• comfort in interacting with people who have

disabilities;
2) Encouraged acquisition of skills essential for

professional development-
• communication skills
• critical thinking ability
• teamwork;

3) Improved their personal values or beliefs (e.g.
self-gratitude, empathy, responsibility).
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People with hearing and/or speech impairments (HSI) demonstrated poor oral health status, high burden of oral diseases and low dental attendance (1-3). One of the barriers to achieving satisfactory oral health was communication barrier (4). 

People with hearing and/or speech impairments
demonstrated poor oral health status, high burden
of oral diseases and low dental attendance (1).
One of the challenges to achieving satisfactory oral
health was communication barrier (2). Therefore,
dental professionals need to learn an effective
method to communicate with these patients, as it
is important during consultation and delivery of
dental treatment.

28 first year dental students were randomly 
selected to participate in the SLC course in the first 

semester of the 2019/2020 academic year.

PRE-INTERVENTION:
Participants answered the

1. Toronto Empathy Questionnaire (TEQ);
2. Attitudes towards Disabled Persons (ATDP) 

questionnaire.

Participants underwent the SLC training program. 
Program content:

1. A 14-hour hands-on practical session          
(delivered over 7 weeks);

2. A 3-hour field trip to a Deaf school to conduct 
activities in sign language.

POST-INTERVENTION:
Participants answered the

1. Toronto Empathy Questionnaire (TEQ);
2. Attitudes towards Disabled Persons (ATDP) 

questionnaire.

Students also wrote a reflective journal to note their 
perceptions of the learning program and 

experiences during the visit to a Deaf school.

28 first year dental students were randomly
selected to undertake a 14-hour SLC module
consisting of hands-on workshops, lectures and a
community engagement program, developed by a
Special Care Dentistry specialist and Deaf trainers.
Participants answered the validated Toronto
Empathy Questionnaire (TEQ) (3) and the Attitudes
towards Disabled People (ATDP) (4) survey, pre-
and post-test. Participants also wrote a reflective
journal to note their learning experiences during
the program. Quantitative data were analysed via
T-test (significance level p<0.05). Qualitative data
were analysed via thematic analysis.

RESEARCH PROCESS
Inclusion of SLC training program into the dental
curricula may be an effective approach to
improving dental students’ empathy, which was
reported to decline as they progressed through
their studies (5). The SLC program may also be
introduced as part of the undergraduate or
postgraduate training program in Special Care
Dentistry to improve students’ attitudes towards
people with disability. Collaboration with
organisations offering SLC training program
provides an opportunity for establishing such a
program, while encouraging social integration
between the dental profession and the Deaf
community.
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