
The General Dental Council (GDC) is NOT an expert educa-
tional body, which is a message the Council plans to convey 
most forcefully during the year ahead. That may be surprising 
as, for many years, one of its principal roles has been to over-
see dental education.

While not giving up on dental education the GDC’s emphasis 
and role has changed dramatically. Until recently, it described 
itself as having ‘statutory responsibility for ensuring high 
standards of pre-registration and post-registration education 
for all groups of dental professionals.’ Now, the emphasis is that 
its ‘unique contribution and expertise as a regulator should lie 
in protecting and refl ecting public and patient interests and 
wishes, needs and expectations, and the core values of safety 
and standards assurance.'1

This new ethos belongs to the post-Shipman tidal wave of 
change and the interests of patients are, quite rightly, pre-
eminent throughout the GDC’s work. But there are concerns 
about the speed of change and lack of pan-dental involvement. 
A press release published as recently as July 2006 reported on 
how well the UK’s dental schools were performing, announc-
ing: ‘UK dental schools are providing sound training for the 
dentists of tomorrow.' However, an Education Strategic Review 
Group was then charged with reviewing the Council’s educa-
tion function ‘in the light of a modern understanding’ of its 
role. The group’s fi ndings were, chiefl y: that the emphasis of 
dental education should be on outcomes NOT inputs, innova-
tion should be favoured, patient focus and professionalism.

Each dental school will be encouraged to devise its own cur-
riculum and course length without the need of GDC approval. 
No one would have been surprised if it was being mandated 
that The fi rst fi ve years (TFFY ), the GDC’s 2002 education 
document, should be more fl exible. Nor that the visitation or 
inspection panel process was too much of a burden and should 
end. Both of these changes were predicted in an editorial in 
the BDJ in 2006.2 But there is surprise because the change is 
so radical and:
• There has not been a formal consultation exercise on 

changes which are of fundamental importance to the pro-
fession. Instead, the GDC has held stakeholder workshops 
which had the aim of ‘reaching a mutual understanding of 
the strategic direction of the GDC in relation to education’

• The eight person review group included four working in 
dental education but no professor of education

• There has not been more reference to what is happening in 

Europe, specifi cally the work of the Association of 
Dental Education in Europe3 which has based some 
of its recommendations for the competencies of European 
dentists on TFFY.

Indeed TFFY, a landmark document which benchmarked den-
tal education for the fi rst time, was the starting point in 2003 
– following a meeting at the GDC - for developing a commonly 
agreed core dental curriculum across 23 countries. The GDC 
might be moving away from TFFY, but, ironically, it lives on in 
Europe. The Profi le and Competencies Document, reviewed by 
a substantial number of European dental organisations, will be 
released at the ADEE conference in Helsinki in August .4

Another irony is funding. Following the dental schools visi-
tation the inspectors warned that there was ‘an urgent need for 
substantial additional funding if high quality dental training 
is to be sustained'. Yet the suggestions of the Strategic Edu-
cation Review Group will inevitably create major resource 
implications and an administrative burden which an Educa-
tion Committee minute notes will ‘have a substantial backwash 
effect on dental schools.'

The Dental Schools Council (DSC) has expressed its concerns 
in a measured way, stating that it has no argument against a 
patient focused agenda adding: ‘but this does need to be bal-
anced with professional opinion, evidence and resource.' For 
governance reasons the review document, endorsed by the 
GDC’s Education Committee in April 2008, is set in stone and 
the Education Committee is due to discuss plans next month 
for its implementation. If the GDC wants the highly-prized 
commitment of dental school staff to be maintained for the 
benefi t of dentists and DCPs of the future, a thorough commu-
nication exercise is imperative. It needs to make up for the lack 
of consultation thus far and, in the words of the DSC, garner 
‘professional opinion, evidence and resource.'
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