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The evaluation of higher dental education in Brazil:
A cross-sectional study
Avaliação da educação superior de Odontologia no Brasil:
um estudo transversal

Abstract
Purpose: In Brazil, the SINAES is a process that is currently used to assess higher education
institutions, undergraduate programs and students’ performance on the ENADE national exam.
This study aimed at assessing the Brazilian undergraduate programs in Dentistry, inquiring if
the evaluation results induced to changes to improve the teaching-learning process.
Methods: This cross-sectional study utilized a questionnaire that was e-mailed to 165 professors/
coordinators of undergraduate programs in Dentistry in Brazil in 2003/2004. The data analysis
was based on the themes of the various open- and closed-ended questions: questions 1, 2, 3
and 4 referred to the evaluation of each institution and its undergraduate program, whereas
questions 5, 6 and 7 referred to the ENADE.
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Results: Changes to improve the quality of teaching in Dentistry and the education of new
professionals were driven by the results of the evaluation. These changes were implemented
at all institutions that returned the completed questionnaires.
Conclusion: Improvements in the quality of Brazilian Dentistry will only be possible if the
education of the students and the professors is improved.
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Resumo
Objetivo: No Brasil, o SINAES é a proposta de avaliação da educação superior atualmente
em vigência e que avalia as instituições de educação superior, os cursos de graduação e
o desempenho dos estudantes (ENADE). Este estudo abordou a avaliação dos cursos de
Odontologia em 2003 e 2004 para observar se os resultados da avaliação induziram melhora
no processo ensino-aprendizagem.
Metodologia: Este estudo transversal foi realizado por meio de questionários com questões
abertas e fechadas enviados por e-mail a 165 professores/coordenadores dos programas
de graduação em Odontologia do Brasil em 2003/2004. As questões 1, 2 e 3 se referiram
à avaliação das Instituições e dos cursos de Odontologia. As questões 5, 6 e 7 se referiram
ao ENADE.
Resultados: As mudanças com objetivo de melhora na qualidade do ensino em Odontologia
e na educação de novos profissionais são impulsionadas pelos resultados do processo de
avaliação. Tais mudanças foram implementadas em todas as Instituições de ensino que
retornaram os questionários preenchidos.
Conclusão: Mudanças na qualidade da Odontologia brasileira somente serão possíveis se
ocorrer melhora no processo educativo de estudantes e professores.
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Introduction
Several models of evaluation have been proposed for
classifying institutions of higher education all over the world
(1,2). The first worldwide global university ranking was
published in 2003 by the Institute of Higher Education at
Shanghai Jiao Tong University (SJTU) (3). In Brazil, the
first model of higher education evaluation for undergraduate
programs was introduced in 1983. Since 2004, the National
Higher Education Evaluation System (SINAES) has been
used in Brazil (1,4).
The SINAES has two characteristics: (1) an emancipator
evaluation, which makes it possible for institutions to
participate in their own evaluation processes and (2) a
regulatory evaluation, through which, according to the
received concept, there is control over the opening of
new undergraduate programs and permission for the ones
already open to continue operating (4,5). The SINAES is a
system of global evaluation and is composed of three main
elements: 1) Evaluation of Higher Education Institutions
(AVALIES), compiled from internal and external evaluations;
2) Evaluation of Graduate Programs (ACG), implemented
by the commissions of professors; and 3) Evaluation of
Students’ Performance, based on the performance of a
sample of freshmen (students in their first year) and a
sample of senior students (students in their last year) on a
theoretical test, called the National Examination of Students’
Performance (ENADE) (6).
These three components are part of the same evaluation
system; however, each of these processes occurs at different
times and in different situations. Each component indicates
the strong and weak aspects of the programs and institutions,
and this information should help improve the education
of the students in addition to providing the society with
information about Brazilian higher education (6). The
SINAES has been used to emphasize and stimulate the
expected changes in dental education that were proposed
by the National Curricular Guidelines (DCN).
The DCN for undergraduate programs in Dentistry, which
was approved in November, 2001, provided new guidance
for programs in Dentistry. These guidelines replaced the
minimum curriculum (based on the organization of programs
and specializations) with a more flexible model. The main
guiding principle is a more humanized practice of Dentistry
that focuses on human beings (7,8).
Using questionnaires that were e-mailed to 165
professors/coordinators at undergraduate dental programs in
Brazil in 2003/2004, we sought to evaluate dental programs
that were operating during that period; the questionnaire
addressed whether the results induced improvements to the
teaching-learning process.

Methods
After approval by the local Ethics Committee in
Research, a questionnaire with ten questions was sent by
e-mail (between September 2007 and May 2008) to the
122
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professors/coordinators of undergraduate programs in
Dentistry in Brazil during the period of 2003-2004.
In 2003, there were 165 programs in Dentistry across the
27 states and federal districts of the country. (9). An e-mail
was sent to all current professors/coordinators. Thus, the
e-mail addresses of the professors/coordinators in 2003-2004
were received. Then, 27 questionnaires were e-mailed based
on the state or federal district. Because of the limited number
of responses and because the questionnaires were e-mailed
immediately following a vacation period at the institutions,
between March 16 and 19, 2008, at the beginning of the
school year in Brazil, 27 e-mails were distributed again
to participants in research, except for those participants
who had already returned a completed questionnaire. In the
cases in which e-mails were unsuccessfully delivered, the
addresses were researched further or the questionnaires were
sent to the dental program secretary.
The questionnaire contained ten questions. Seven
questions were analyzed in this article (Table 1).
Table 1. Research questions used in this survey.
1

Do you consider the evaluation of Dentistry programs
important?

2

During your period as the coordinator of the program,
did changes with the objective of improving the program
result from the evaluation in 2003-2004?

3

Do you think that the concept as understood by the
program that you coordinate reflects its reality?

4

What do you think was evaluated by the program?

5

Has there been any type of preparation (students’ study
groups, preparation for different classes by professors,
library, clinics, laboratories) in order to improve your
program based on the administration of the ENADE?
What type?

6

How do you perceive the students’ positions in relation to
the ENADE test?

7

Do you think it important that the ENADE, as a
comparative method, evaluates freshmen as well as
graduates? Do you think this choice may reflect a change
in the student’s profiles during the period of graduation?

The process of data analysis was undertaken through
the aggregation of different themes approached in the
questions. Questions 1, 2, 3 and 4 referred to the evaluation
of institutions and undergraduate programs in Dentistry,
whereas questions 5, 6 and 7 referred to the ENADE.
Questions 1, 2, 3, 5 and 7 were closed-ended questions,
whereas questions 4 and 6 were open-ended questions. The
responses to the closed-ended questions were separated
into affirmative or negative responses, and then they were
discussed. The responses to open questions were categorized
into various reported themes and then were discussed.

Results
The population of the study consisted of 165 subjects.
Only 14 professors/coordinators returned completed
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Table 2. Results
of the study.

Total
Questionnaires
questionnaires
completed
sent

Type of
question

Closed

Number of the
question

Positive
responses

Negative
responses

1

14 (100%)i

-

2

14 (100%)i

-

3

8 (57.14%)

6 (42.85%)

5

4 (28.57%)

10 (71.42%)

7

10 (71.42%)

4 (28.57%)

Themes reported by the respondents
165 (100%)

14 (8.48%)
4

pedagogical projects
qualification of the faculty
physical structure

6

lack of motivation
repugnance
irresponsibility
indifference to the results and
the implications of exercising the
profession

Open

questionnaires. The responses were obtained from 9 of the
27 states and federal districts of the country. The numbers
of professors/coordinators who responded in relation to their
state or federal district were as follows: 4 in Rio Grande do
Sul, 1 in Santa Catarina, 1 in Paraná, 1 in Minas Gerais, 3 in
São Paulo, 1 in Bahia, 1 in Espírito Santo, 1 in Pernambuco
and 1 in Ceará. Table 2 shows the results of the closed and
open questions.

Discussion
Any educational institution is a conglomerate of schools,
departments, teams, and individual scientists. An aggregate
ranking may not accurately reflect the constituent parts of
an institution. None of the existing international ranking
systems aims to quantify intra-institutional diversity in their
evaluations. There has therefore been a lack of relevant
information (2,10,11). The SINAES, in Brazil, is an advanced
higher education evaluation because its results are separated
according to the programs and the students’ performance.
A limitation of the present study was the presence of
questions characterized as closed, demonstrating a preconceived idea. For example, question 1 may have biased
the participants toward a positive response. In face-toface interviews, this problem may be minimized, as the
interviewer may ask for clarification of the answers to the
closed ended questions.
Despite of index of responses being low, the collected
data were of very high quality and can be extrapolated to
other Brazilian Institutions.
Our decision to work with the directors of programs as
co-authors (12-14) was based on their political power and
on their direct involvement in the creation of curricula and
the representation of colleges.
Based on the responses to the first question in our
research, we noted that all of the interviewees answered
affirmatively. In this sense, a respondent emphasized,
“... evaluations highlight the strengths and weaknesses of

an institution and encourage the professors to profoundly
reflect on this information”.
Proposed changes, with the goal of improving programs,
were implemented at all institutions. We may perceive that
changes occurred not only because of the proposals of the
evaluation but also, and perhaps most significantly, because
of the reforms that addressed the curricula.
Beyond the three factors that were evaluated with the
SINAES process, in the opinion of most of the interviewees,
great importance was ascribed to the learning-teaching
process in practice scenarios, as was interdisciplinarity,
which referred to the insertion of faculty members into the
pedagogical projects of the program.
The pedagogical projects established at most of Brazil’s
higher dental education institutions have consisted of
certain scientific characteristics without a vision of the
whole. The curriculum should promote an approximation
between basic scientific concepts and clinical practice. This
type of curricular model has already been applied in some
countries (15-17).
Some changes are necessary to the quality of dental
professors so that the professors, in educating future dentists,
may contribute toward producing new professionals who are
more humane and are able to contribute to more democratic
and egalitarian social developments (18). The professors
themselves are mentioned as one of the greatest obstacles
standing in the way of the implementation of the DCN. This
fact is observed in the following statement extracted from
Carli (19), which discusses professors and coordinators of
programs in Dentistry: “The professor is the great problem.
We currently have an advanced curriculum that is being
implemented by professors who are not following the
evolution of the curriculum. So unexpectedly, professors go
to the clinics (General Dentistry) and teach each other”.
With regard to adherence to the recommendations on
the part of the programs, 6 (42.85%) respondents did not
agree with the concepts provided by the Ministry of Education
(MEC) and thought that the final recommendations in
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2003-2004 did not reflect the reality of their programs. As
one participant said, “I disagree with the opinions presented
by the evaluators in their reports. The impression I had was
that they used a method by which they compared institutions
with their own institutions of origin or with the institutions
that they believed were ideal. The time designated for the
evaluation in loco was short, and the quality of the documents
and information that they highlighted during the visit
certainly exceeded the evaluators’ abilities to evaluate”.
The ENADE aims to assess students’ productivity in their
undergraduate programs (20). Four (28.57%) professors/
coordinators reported that their institutions provided students
with preparation for the ENADE test, such as theoretical
classes and preparatory seminars for the interpretation and
discussion of previous exams. In addition, they explained
that there are fundamental activities that stimulate students,
as well as the implementation of all suggestions (written and
practical exams), during the dental course in the ENADE
model, with the concepts addressed on the ENADE as a
reference.
However, some interviewers disagreed: “… in my opinion,
all the proposed pedagogical actions or the improvement of
physical conditions would reverse the improvements at the
education level. I do not find it interesting that the institution
works only for the purpose of improving performance on
the ENADE, even if there are various factors that influence
in this performance as, for instance, students’ interest in
participating”.
When we asked about students’ positioning in relation
to the ENADE test, most of the responses demonstrated
expressions of discouragement. According to a professor,
“This generation consists of disrespectful and unwilling
young people using any regulatory mechanism”. Previous
studies (21-23) have analyzed students’ self-images. A few
students have reported that patients were more concerned
with technical aspects and professional status.
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In relation to the students’ quality, changes have been
expected, stimulated by the DCN, e.g., changes in the surgical
repair paradigm, focusing only on disease, and on invasive
practices, toward a global paradigm of health promotion
(24). The synthesis report of the 2007 ENADE for programs
in Dentistry (25), published by MEC, has already shown a
tendency toward changing the dental students’ quality.
Ten (71.42%) participants thought that the ENADE test,
when evaluating not only freshmen but also senior students,
might reflect a change in the students’ quality, as shown in
the following passage: “I believe that the comparison is
important for analyzing the levels of philosophical, technical
and scientific learning”.

Conclusions
Changes to improve the quality of undergraduate
programs in Dentistry have been stimulated by the results
of the evaluation process. These changes occurred, not only
because of the suggestions made as a result the evaluation, but
also because of the curricular reform needed to understand
the DCN.
A change in the quality of Brazilian Dentistry, i.e.,
leaving the traditional technical-scientific model for
a newer model that values humanization, will only be
possible if the students’ quality is changed, in addition to the
professors’.
The interviewers have already incorporated into their
programs a methodology similar to the one proved effective
by the ENADE, i.e., seeking to develop content through
process and not only to improve their programs. Despite
this new methodology, students have not shown interest in
relation to the ENADE.
The expectation of professors/coordinators is that
changes may occur in the students’ quality, and that these
changes may be reflected on the ENADE.
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