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To the Editor:

We would like to congratulate Dr Chatziralli et al. for
their thought-provoking study on virtual education for
ophthalmology during COVID-19. In this cross-sectional
survey study, Dr Chatziralli and her team found a sig-
nificant increase in the use of e-learning alternatives during
the pandemic [1]. Medical training relies on the continued
succession of learners, and as such, there is a critical need
to minimize disruptions in this process to avoid negative
downstream sequelae. Thus, learners and educators alike
are reimagining contemporary medical education with
a “forward thinking and scholarly approach” in adopting
virtual pedagogies for acquiring clinical knowledge and
skills [2].

Recently, we conducted a study to assess the efficacy of
interactive virtual ophthalmology education for medical stu-
dents during COVID-19. We found that interactive webinars
and modules can successfully recreate clinically immersive
learning environments while maintaining social distancing.
Furthermore, we found that such open-access virtual plat-
forms may mitigate inequities in accessing high-quality
medical education and also reduce feelings of social isolation
among learners [3]. Our findings are applicable beyond the
context of COVID-19—globally, medical students report not
gaining sufficient exposure to ophthalmology through formal

medical education, and virtual learning may help to bridge
this gap.

Moreover, the authors argue that a “significant and
inescapable disadvantage of the shift online is the
restriction of professional networking and opportunities
for ‘in person’ collaboration.” [1] Of course, this has
implications for personal and professional development
among the next generation of physicians [4]. Medical
students already comprise one of the world’s loneliest
populations, and early reports suggest that the mental
health effects of social distancing and the colloquially
termed “Zoom fatigue” may be deepening feelings of
isolation in this group [5].

COVID-19 has catapulted us into a future defined by
virtually integrated medical education. How we choose to
move forward in this paradigm may redefine what it means
to be a medical student, doctor, and lifelong learner forever.
Future studies should investigate the impact of this shift
toward virtual learning on metrics of learner well-being and
professional identity formation as well as a more nuanced
understanding of how to best deliver medical education in a
virtual setting.
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