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bstract

he COVID-19 pandemic has brought unprecedented changes in healthcare and surgical training, with elective operating reduced or stopped,
onferences rearranged and examinations cancelled. Trainees and trainers have adapted, creating innovative and resourceful ways to continue
earning, enabling progression through surgical training. With rising COVID-19 cases across the world and further waves of infections likely,
e reflect on recent changes to surgical training and discuss how best to support the next generation of surgeons during this period of
ncertainty.
 2020 The British Association of Oral and Maxillofacial Surgeons. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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nprecedented  change

arch 11 2020, the date the World Health Organization
eclared COVID-19 a pandemic, will go down in history.
ithin days surgical training had changed beyond recogni-

ion, with elective services suspended to maximise critical
are and hospital capacity.1,2 Teaching events were can-
elled and many trainees were redeployed to other hospital

3,4
reas such as Intensive Care Units (ICU). Surgical organ-
sations worked tirelessly to issue and update guidance for
he prioritisation of services, safe practice and the use of
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ersonal protective equipment (PPE).5–7 Training bodies
djusted recruitment, appraisal, licensing and certification
rocesses to the changing situation and to maintain career
rogression.8,9 Additionally, postgraduate medical examina-
ions were cancelled to mobilise clinicians for clinical duties
nd to reduce the risk of viral transmission between groups
f trainees.10,11

The General Medical Council (GMC) in the United
ingdom encouraged clinicians to be flexible and work

ntelligently,12 which fostered innovation. Trainees and train-
rs adapted to the new working environment to create novel
earning opportunities. With continually rising COVID-19
ases we reflect on changes seen in surgical training since

arch 2020 that should remain as we continue to adapt to

his pandemic.
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eaching

raditional teaching has been disrupted by social distanc-
ng requirements preventing the congregation of trainees.
ncreased use of telecommunication and video conferenc-
ng software has led to novel teaching methods including
irtual/online teaching programmes.13,14 Online video peer-
o-peer teaching has become increasingly popular allowing
ar more delegates than would have traditionally been able
o attend in person.15,16 As online platforms develop, these
ave become increasingly interactive including breakout
ooms, workshops, and polling allowing greater audience
articipation. Social media has been used to disseminate
earning, host open discussion regarding topics of inter-
st and to spread awareness of teaching resources far and
ide. Trainees and educationalists have also created banks
f educational videos exclusively using social media and
nstant messaging platforms making them easily accessible
nd engaging.17

Virtual conferences enable clinicians to attend from across
he globe at little to no expense, sharing knowledge and
esearch with the wider medical community.18 Even the
ocial aspects of a conference can be accommodated with
he use of networking areas and industry exhibitions. One
onference even had a professional chef cook-along session
o make up for the lack of a conference lunch.19 It is likely
hat conferences in the future will use a hybrid model, includ-
ng both face-to-face and virtual aspects in order to make the
vent more robust and accessible.

These novel teaching opportunities can be accessed by
 far greater audience from further afield at convenient
imes, whilst keeping everyone safe. It is our hope that these
esources and events continue to develop after travel restric-
ions and social distancing rules are lifted to create legacy
raining resources that can be utilised by clinicians world-
ide.

raining

he surgical workforce must make every effort to train the
ext generation of surgeons. Whilst elective operations were
ancelled in response to the initial spike in COVID-19 cases,
very effort has been made since June 2020 to reinstate and
rotect surgical services and training.20 This has been facili-
ated by the separation of elective operating form emergency
ork in dedicated ‘COVID-free/light sites’, including pri-
ate hospitals. Every elective operating site, including private
ealthcare institutions, should be considered to help continue
raining.21

Whilst emergency operating did not cease, many con-
itions were managed non-operatively if possible, such as
ntibiotic therapy for acute appendicitis,22 further reducing

raining opportunities. When operating, trainers should ide-
lly identify learning objectives before starting a procedure
nd discuss these during or after the operation. Every case

m
m
c
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hould be a learning opportunity and logged in trainees’
ortfolios as to demonstrate progression through the train-
ng programme. Using a structured framework in reflective
ractice such as the ‘What’, ‘So What’ and ‘Now What’
ethod is critical to maximising learning opportunities and

evelopment as a surgeon.
The supervision of competent trainees undertaking opera-

ions that they are able to perform independently also allows
bservation of their non-technical skills including commu-
ication, team-working, and leadership. With COVID-19,
esources such as the Non-Technical Skills for Surgeons
NOTSS) course materials are now available free online and
urgeons regardless of experience would benefit from further
eveloping these skills.

The increasing development of virtual reality and digi-
al simulation software can enable trainees to develop and
aintain procedural and clinical skills alongside the use of

imulation box trainers.23,24 Multidisciplinary team (MDT)
articipation is also important, to improve both clinical and
on-technical skills and should be continued in order to mit-
gate the impact of changes to training opportunities caused
y the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic.

linical  supervision

enior-led teaching ward rounds are as vital as ever for
rainees to learn how to apply specialist knowledge to clinical
cenarios. Post-take ward rounds can often be most beneficial,
roviding ample opportunities for case-based discussions.
his is also particularly useful for trainees during periods
f redeployment to other areas of the hospital such as ICU
n order to maximise learning. Whilst this is understandably
ifficult, experiences in less familiar specialties provide fresh
raining opportunities enabling you to develop as a healthcare
rovider.

The healthcare profession has adapted to COVID-19
y increasing the use of telephone and video outpatient
onsultations.25 Trainers can observe trainees conducting
utpatient appointments in this environment and use these
hallenging circumstances to hone their telecommunication
nd outpatient skills. It is likely that remotely conducted
utpatient clinics are here to stay.

xaminations

everal written postgraduate surgical examinations such as
he international Intercollegiate Membership of the Royal
ollege of Surgeons examination (MRCS) have been newly
omputerised in the wake of COVID-19 with candidates
ompleting the assessment using an online platform instead
f sitting them in busy exam halls. While this method

ay not be revolutionary, it is relatively progressive in
edicine; a vocation centred on face-to-face inter-personal

ommunication. While technical issues are always a pos-
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ibility, the computerisation of written examinations is a
ogical development, not only by reducing the risk of
iral transmission between the 6000 surgical trainees con-
regating at MRCS exam locations each year, but also
y reducing their considerable travel and accommodation
equirements.

Many surgical examining bodies are still discussing how
est to deliver Objective Structured Clinical Examinations
OSCE) for many examinations in the COVID-19 era. Clin-
cal assessment, non-verbal body language communication
nd procedural skill testing would be difficult to simu-
ate online. Whilst further increases in COVID-19 cases

ay dictate necessity to adapt OSCE examinations, many
emain hopeful that this can be avoided. However, signifi-
ant changes have already taken place with the GMC recently
pproving, for the first time, that the clinical Fellowship of
he Royal College of Surgeons (FRCS) examinations should
ake place this year without the physical examination of a
atient.26 While it is too early to validate this new exami-
ation methodology, it does provide a way to assess trainees
nd enable career progression during the ongoing COVID-19
andemic.

rofessional  development

hroughout the COVID-19 pandemic many would have oper-
ted in unfamiliar theatre environments; with new teams
ho may or may not be familiar with specialist operations,
ften in different operating theatres with more PPE. This can
ave a profound impact on team dynamics and ultimately
atient safety. Situational awareness and effective communi-
ation between staff can be impaired by PPE.27 Additionally,
ehydration, hunger, and tiredness when operating in such
onditions raise the risk of error.28

Human factors (HF) awareness and training is important
o optimise ourselves and reduce the risk of medical error.29

e recommend colleagues avail themselves of the many
nline human factors learning resources, podcasts and webi-
ars that now are available for free. During times of reduced
urgical activity, it may also prove beneficial to reflect on
epartmental and team dynamics. It is important to actively
ower hierarchy within the team, engage with trainees and
mpower junior colleagues to be able to speak up without
ear of retribution if they have any concerns about patient
afety.30

Changes in healthcare services have been rapid and evolv-
ng throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. Services require
xtensive auditing and evaluation to ensure that the highest
evels of patient safety and quality improvement are main-
ained. Trainees would benefit from being involved in such
rocesses including hospital managerial decisions to develop
heir own management and leadership skills in preparation for

onsultancy. COVID-19-related research opportunities are
lso available including its implications for surgery, service
elivery, patients and clinicians.
axillofacial Surgery 60 (2022) 42–45

onclusions

hroughout the initial surge of COVID-19 there was unprece-
ented change in healthcare services across the world.
urgical training has adapted remarkably to this reduction

n surgical activity and disruption to traditional learning
pportunities. Innovation and the utilisation of tele and video-
onferencing has enabled surgical trainees to access a wealth
f educational resources, though with the ongoing rise in
OVID-19 cases it has never been more important to reflect
n the learning opportunities that exist, and to create others
here needed. Despite uncertainty and change, trainee’s will

ontinue to progress through their training programmes to
ecome tomorrow’s surgeons with the help and investment
f their supervisors and mentors.
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