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EDITORIAL

How do we fight racism?

Picture this. It is the early 1900s and 
a dentist arrives at his new job. His 
employer takes one look at him and 
declares that the new dentist will 

destroy the practice in a day, solely due to 
the colour of his skin. This dentist was called 
Edward Tull-Warnock, and he is thought to 
be the first qualified black British dentist.1 

It is now 2020, and the fight for racial 
equality is still relevant. Black lives still 
matter, and always will. This statement does 
not dismiss the importance of other races 
but instead addresses the systemic and 
institutional racism faced by black people. 
Although dental schools provide an inclusive 
environment, an improvement from the 
days of Tull-Warnock, nevertheless racial 
discrimination still occurs and more should 
be done to combat it.2

Let’s start off with the political term BAME 
– Black, Asian and other Ethnic Minority 
groups.3 This term is often used to outline 
the diverse nature of different institutions. 
However, the danger of this word is that 
when grouping all minorities together, black 
people are often overlooked. For example, 
in 2016, 41,483 individuals were registered 
with the General Dental Council (GDC) and 
of this number 23% are BAME, but only 1% 
are black.4 These figures expose the need for 
widening participation schemes aimed at 
providing information on entry requirements 
prior to GCSEs, to improve the diversity of 
dental school applicants.

Recently, an Instagram post based on the 
British Medical Association’s guidance was 
circulated by 35 dental and medical schools’ 
societies nationwide. This highlighted how 
students can tackle racism in a clinical 
setting:
1. Seek support – Communicate with a trusted 

individual who will actively listen and help 
you e.g. a supervising clinician, wellbeing 
officer, or even a fellow student

2. Keep a record of the incident – Remember 
to include specific details such as the date, 
time, where and who was involved. This can 

be in any form, written down or recorded 
on your phone

3. Challenge the behaviour – It is important 
to do this in a non-confrontational manner 
whilst maintaining a professional attitude, 
and only do this if you feel able to. Explain 
to them how their words or actions have 
affected you and give them a chance to 
apologise and correct themselves

4. Report behaviour and complain – Familiarise 
yourself with the complaints procedure and 
make a formal complaint so that you can get 
the support you need, to not suffer alone

5. Be an ACTIVE bystander – Make sure 
you support the individual, for example by 
responding, ‘that’s not acceptable’, and asking 
them if they are ok.5

But the thing is, this isn’t just about dental 
students. It’s about all of us. We all have 
to play our part. The current focus on the 
anti-racism movement should encourage 
all dental professional representative bodies 
to follow suit and create resources for 
both dental students and fully-qualified 
professionals alike. Whitgob et al.6 look at 
strategies to address discrimination against 
trainees in a clinical setting. This includes 
approaches that clinicians can employ to 
educate trainees to deal with such events. 
Some strategies mentioned include: 

 Æ Racial harassment case discussions – 
using real or simulated scenarios to create 
discussion between students

 Æ Addressing cultural attitudes and 
unconscious bias – this enables students to 
address their own biases and cultural beliefs 
to make sure that these do not affect treating 
patients from different backgrounds. 
Patel et al.7 found that unconscious bias 
based on skin colour was prevalent when 
dentists created treatment plans for teeth of 
uncertain prognosis. Hence, providing non-
biased training would improve patient care7

 Æ Setting realistic expectations of racial 
mistreatment early on – this involves 
explaining that anyone can be discriminated 
against, allowing students to walk away if 
they cannot cope with the situation and 
need help from a clinician

 Æ Educating staff – this includes training staff 
in both clinical and administrative roles 
on the NHS and Dental Schools’ policies 

regarding racial discrimination. Thus, 
equipping them in deescalating any racial 
or discriminatory events whilst aiding the 
targeted individual.6

I – like many others – do not have all the 
answers and cannot provide all the solutions. 
But, in Black History Month, would like this 
to act as a conversation starter. The GDC and 
the British Dental Association have released 
statements addressing racism, which is a step in 
the right direction.8,9 Moving forward, Edward 
Tull-Warnock as a pioneer must be succeeded 
by many more black dentists. We are on the 
cusp of achieving something great, let’s run with 
the momentum gained and never look back.
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