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Over the past two years, I have had the pleasure of running
regular didactic sessions with our psychiatry research track res-
idents. Sometimes, those sessions are held in a traditional journal
club format, with one resident responsible for the presentation of
the article, followed by an open discussion on the content of the
paper and, in particular, its methodological aspects. Other times,
we do a around-the-table discussion of a specific paper, usually
a reflective piece on the directions psychiatric research seems to
be heading towards. That was the case last week, when we
discussed a review article focusing on the limitations and per-
spectives related to different approaches we can use to concep-
tualize the psychiatric diagnosis [1]. So far, nothing new. Except
for the fact that, due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the rec-
ommended social distancing measures, our department, as many
others, had to convert most of our residency didactic activities to
distance learning. Instead of meeting in person for a literal
around-the-table session, we met online, using one of the several
available video conference platforms.

I am not particularly tech savvy but did not think it would
be a problem. By now, I have performed telehealth appoint-
ments extensively and have participated in different video
conferences and virtual meetings, and things usually seem to
go fairly well. Every now and then there were issues with
someone forgetting to mute their microphone while another
person is speaking, as well as a poor internet connection that
would cause some of the participants to have their images
frozen. Nothing that could not be easily fixable.

This time, however, it was different. As I started to speak, I
noticed that virtually everyone had not only their microphones
but also their videos in “off” mode. I could not see the faces of
those who were present in the session and, worse, could not
say who was paying attention and who was not and even
whether or not they were hearing what I was saying. Some
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people had called from their phones instead of joining the
sessions from their computers, and that added an extra prob-
lem: in addition to not being able to see those participants’
faces, it was not even possible to know for sure who they
were, as they were identified just by their respective phone
numbers and not by their names. As I tried to ask questions to
the audience about the topic we were discussing, there were
usually long gaps, and at times some participants would make
comments through the chat feature of the platform we were
utilizing, instead of speaking up. After a while, I no longer
could resist and asked the residents why they were keeping
their videos off. Was it because the connection was poor? I
heard the most curious answers, such as “I am actually driving
home,” “my house is too messy,” “we are just shy,” and, most
importantly, “that’s how we have been doing during all other
lectures.”

I am quite used to giving lectures and really enjoy it. Still, as
the facilitator of a discussion, I always rely on people’s facial
cues and body posture to assess whether or not I am being
successful in engaging them and to make adjustments and fur-
ther clarifications to what I am saying. I like the interactions
and sometimes the arguments that result from a particularly
controversial topic, especially when it comes to research edu-
cation. Similarly to what happens with psychotherapy training,
nobody learns research by mutely watching someone talking
about it. It is not difficult to find good online resources, includ-
ing videos on a variety of topics. You can surely learn about
research by watching them. However, can you learn how to
do research if you limit your learning to the unilateral
watching of a video? Prior to the onset of the COVID-19
pandemic, many medical schools around the country al-
ready offered their students the opportunity of watching
live-streamed lectures instead of physically attending them
[2]. That possibility may be regarded as an attractive alter-
native to getting dressed up, driving to the site where the
lecture was being given, struggling to find a parking spot,
and, finally, spending two hours in a crowded room
watching a lecturer talk non-stop and monotonously
displaying slide after slide. If that is the case, I agree:
streaming the lectures makes much more sense.
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Nevertheless, the unique differential offered by going to a
university instead of staying home and reading books or
watching videos has to do much more with the possibility of
exchanging impressions and experiences than with being pro-
vided with knowledge. One of my medical school professors,
back in the early 1990s, used to joke about how we “learn a lot
by rubbing our brains against each other.” If the process is
unilateral, there is no actual “brain rubbing.” That is not some-
thing new, and educators have been, for decades, discussing
alternative models that could potentially replace the traditional
lecture approach. Problem-based learning (PBL), flipped
classroom, and many other innovative approaches all seem
to have their strengths and limitations, and it will be very
interesting to assess how they will navigate the COVID-19
era. Is it feasible to properly conduct a PBL session online,
if the participants’ videos are off and are not able to talk
among themselves in smaller groups? What would be the role
of the facilitator in this new reality?

I do not have the answers to those questions, and I am not at
all against distance learning, specially in the current scenario.
only think we (and, by we, I mean faculty members, residents,
and students) should have an open discussion about it, in order
to achieve a certain level of compromise as for how to conduct
an online teaching session. For example, the simple habit of
sharing with the residents and students, in advance, a list of
expectations concerning an upcoming lecture (e.g.,
recommending the audience to be prepared to keep their cam-
eras on, to mute their microphones when not speaking, and,
when possible, to minimize environmental distractors) might
help the speaker and the audience establish a common ground
for the didactic session, making the experience in question
much more productive and enjoyable. Furthermore, members
of the audience might feel particularly uncomfortable with
interrupting the speaker to ask a question during an online
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teaching session, and planning for intermittent, brief pauses
in the flow of the lecture, during which the spectators should
be asked if there are any questions or comments, is likely
recommendable. Lecturers might have different levels of com-
fort with the use of the chat window, and one possibility is
assigning a co-presenter (or a volunteer among the audience
members) to monitor the questions and comments posted
through chat and read or synthetize them during the pauses
mentioned above. I recently tried that, with good results.
Finally, there are several options in terms of audience re-
sponse applications, which facilitate live interactions with
the listeners and may be particularly useful during online
teaching involving large audiences.

I recently heard a historian stating that pandemics have a
catalyzing effect on emerging changes in society, some of
which might already had been rehearsed but had been facing
some resistance. If that is true, distance learning is here to stay,
and we will have to deal with it. And make the most out of it.
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