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ABSTRACT

Introduction: Identifying the components of an effective learning environment can clarify
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the conditions that support high-quality learning and inform educational planning. This
study explored the characteristics of an effective learning environment from the perspective
of dental students in the clinical phase.

Methods: This qualitative study used a descriptive phenomenological approach. Twen-
ty-four clinical dental students from Shahid Sadoughi University of Medical Sciences
in Yazd and the universities of medical sciences in Mashhad and Birjand were recruited
through purposive and snowball sampling until data saturation. Data were collected through
in-depth, face-to-face semi-structured interviews, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed using
Colaizzi’s seven-step method. Credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability
were considered to support the trustworthiness of the findings.

Results: The analysis generated three main themes and 15 subthemes. The main themes
were the physical environment (classrooms, clinical departments, and welfare facilities),
the social environment (faculty members, clinical staff, and peers), and the academic-ed-
ucational environment (clinical teaching). Participants particularly emphasized faculty
teaching and interactions, as well as the adequacy of educational and clinical facilities.

Discussion: From the participants’ perspective, an effective learning environment depends
on the interaction of adequate physical resources, supportive social relationships, and orga-
nized clinical teaching. The findings indicate a perceived gap between some existing con-
ditions and students’ preferred learning environment and may help dental schools prioritize
local evaluation and improvement initiatives.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction:

he learning environment includes the

physical, social, psychological, and ed-

ucational conditions in which students
develop knowledge, clinical skills, professional
identity, and confidence. In dental education, this
environment extends beyond the classroom to clini-
cal departments, interactions with faculty and staff,
access to patients and equipment, and the organiza-
tion of practical teaching. Because questionnaires
may not fully capture the context and meaning of
students’ experiences, this qualitative study aimed
to identify the characteristics of an effective learn-
ing environment from the perspective of dental stu-
dents in the clinical phase.

Methods:

A descriptive phenomenological design was
used. Twenty-four clinical dental students, includ-
ing 18 women and six men, participated from
dental schools in Yazd (n=10), Birjand (n=7), and
Mashhad (n=7). Participants were recruited through
purposive and snowball sampling, and recruitment
continued until no new themes emerged. In-depth,
face-to-face semi-structured interviews began with
the question, “In your opinion, what characteristics
should an effective and desirable learning environ-
ment have?” Follow-up questions were used to
clarify participants’ experiences. Interviews were
audio-recorded with consent, transcribed verbatim,
and analyzed using Colaizzi’s seven-step method.
Three participants reviewed the extracted themes,
two qualitative researchers independently exam-
ined the data, and the findings were also reviewed
by two students with characteristics similar to those
of the participants.

Results:

Three main themes and 15 subthemes were
identified. The physical environment included
classroom comfort and ventilation, scheduling of
early classes, availability of patients, dental units
and phantom materials, digital radiography, food
services, welfare facilities, and library resources.
The social environment concerned the manner in
which faculty members delivered feedback, the

in Medical Education

behavior and organizational role of clinical staff,
and students’ perceived ability to raise educational
concerns. The academic-educational environment
included the availability of experienced instruc-
tors, structured demonstrations at the beginning
of clinical rotations, resident supervision, entrance
examinations, clinical requirements, opportunities
to assist in specialized procedures, and depart-
ment-specific concerns about practical exposure,
scheduling, teaching consistency, and assessment.
Participants described supportive feedback and re-
spectful interactions as facilitators of confidence
and engagement. They also reported that shortag-
es of patients or equipment, limited practical ex-
posure, inconsistent supervision, and excessive
emphasis on theoretical assessment could hinder
their learning experience. These findings represent
students’ perceptions and were not intended as an
objective performance comparison among the three
institutions.

Physical factors included classroom conditions,
clinical facilities, and welfare resources. Inadequate
seating, poor ventilation, patient shortages, limit-
ed equipment, and insufficient phantom materials
were reported as barriers, while digital radiography
and well-equipped libraries facilitated learning.

Social factors encompassed instructor guidance,
administrative staff behavior, and peer interactions.
Supportive and constructive instructor feedback,
respectful staff behavior, and collaborative peer
relationships were critical for student confidence,
motivation, and engagement.

Educational factors related to departmental orga-
nization, practical training, and instructional quali-
ty. Students valued experienced instructors, struc-
tured demonstrations, resident supervision, and
opportunities to assist in specialized procedures.
Conversely, excessive workload, limited practical
exposure, and inconsistent teaching approaches
hindered learning.

Overall, the findings highlight that an effective
learning environment requires adequate physical
facilities, supportive social interactions, and struc-
tured educational strategies. Addressing deficien-
cies in these areas is essential to enhance student
learning, confidence, and professional development
in dental education.
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Conclusion:

Participants described an effective dental learn-
ing environment as a combination of adequate
physical and clinical resources, psychologically
safe and respectful interactions, and structured,
practice-oriented teaching. Faculty members had
a particularly prominent role in students’ accounts,
but organizational processes and access to educa-
tional resources were also important. Because the
study used purposive and snowball sampling and
did not compare the three schools at the institu-
tional level, the findings should be interpreted as
context-dependent accounts rather than statisti-
cally generalizable estimates. Local evaluation of
clinical teaching, faculty development, and review
of patient allocation, equipment, scheduling, and
feedback processes may help institutions determine
which improvements are most relevant in their own
settings.

Students emphasized the crucial role of instruc-
tors in shaping learning outcomes. Supportive
teaching, constructive feedback, and respectful in-
teractions were key to fostering motivation, engage-
ment, and professional development, while harsh
behavior, excessive focus on theoretical content,
limited practical training, and inconsistent supervi-
sion negatively affected learning and confidence.

Clinical challenges included insufficient pa-
tients, limited or malfunctioning equipment, and
restricted practical exposure in certain departments,
whereas positive features included well-equipped
facilities, digital radiography, and structured dem-
onstrations. Classroom conditions, scheduling, and
welfare services also influenced concentration and
satisfaction.

Overall, students perceived a significant gap be-
tween the current and ideal learning environment.
The findings highlight the need for faculty devel-
opment, improved instructor—student interactions,
and structured evaluation of clinical and classroom
settings to enhance teaching quality. The study is
limited to dental students, and results may not be
generalizable to other medical disciplines.
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