
Townies discuss whether ethics can be instilled through classwork
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The conversation, taken from one of Dentaltown’s 
busiest message boards, begins on the next page.
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Arizona Administrative Code requires dentists to take three hours of ethics continuing 
education every license cycle. Do you think ethics can be taught? I am leading a CE course on 
ethics in Phoenix, Arizona, on Nov. 4 and your questions, ideas, and comments will be helpful 
to me. n

Absolutely not. This is what politicians do to make themselves feel better. 
The law mandating ethics courses in California was signed into law by our dear Gov. Arnold 

Schwarzenegger, who it was discovered had impregnated the maid and had an illegitimate child 
with her. What he does in his own time is his private business, but the irony in this case was too 
great to ignore. n

You can preach ethics all you want, but in the end it comes down to the individual person. 
Far too many times have we all seen colleagues who seem to have lost their minds and do 
outrageous things that would be considered unethical. Sadly, most of the ones I see revolve 
around money. 

Several of my past residents have been pushed by corporate dental practices to do things 
that went against their core of ethics. One recently reported to me that the office she is in 
won’t allow her to do Class 2 composites. Instead, the doc wants her and the other associates 
to wait and do inlays or onlays so they can use the CEREC unit. I’m sure very few people 
would agree with this approach, and many would view it as unethical. But, the bigger question 
is this: If our regional boards don’t step up and punish unethical behavior on a consistent 
basis, what’s keeping it from spreading? n

My ethics professor in dental school flat-out told us that you can’t teach ethics and make 
someone ethical; you can just make them ethicists. I tend to agree with his statement. Probably 
the best exercise he had us do was to write a paper on our moral compass (what is was, why it was 
that, etc.) then taking us through different scenarios and having us “pre-decide” what we would 
do in tough situations, so we wouldn’t be making such decisions in the heat of the moment. n

In my experience, people become ethical after they are caught and before they are convicted 
and sentenced. n

I’ve been through a couple of business graduate level ethics courses as requirements for some 
other things I was taking. It’s really not all that hard or complex. You can sum it up in one 
sentence: “What I’m about to do, would it bother me or embarrass me if it was put up on the 
flashing board in, say, Times Square, for everyone to read?” That’s pretty much it. n

Can Ethics Be Taught?
Townie “jbrett” opens the nature/nurture discussion as related to ethics
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I know ethics can be taught by example and otherwise. Being aware is not the same as being 
a “good” or moral person ... but it’s tough to do without awareness. We all make assumptions, 
usually self-serving, and it’s good to have discussion around that. Parenting, staff, being a doc-
tor, a citizen, all should involve questioning our assumptions.

If ethics can’t be taught, then Jesuit education is a waste of time. (True religious education, 
not indoctrination.) n

We do some ethics “salon” classes with the D4s and they are usually a good discussion in 
small groups about ethical issues facing dentists and dental auxiliaries. I don’t know if the classes 
“teach” ethics, but it does help get the students thinking about these things and maybe seeing 
some different perspectives that they wouldn’t have otherwise considered. There are always 
students who don’t take these small group discussions seriously (show up late, don’t participate, 
are visibly bored) and they are usually the same students who in clinic act somewhat cavalier or 
irresponsibly. People have a way of showing you their true colors. 

So, I think the ethics courses are helpful to those who are open to it (and probably already 
have a good handle on their ethics and moral compass). Those who really need the help are 
closed to it, and it doesn’t really help them at all. Ah, well—you can’t save everyone. n

Ethics is hardwired. Then easily overwritten by greed, dishonesty and even popular opinion. n

But isn’t that what religion does? Attempts to teach values to individuals? Can one adhere to 
religious tenets and be unethical? n

Religion just reminds them what they already knew. n

We had a strange dude who taught an ethics class in DS one semester. I thought it was very 
interesting. I only remember one thing he said and it has stuck with me forever. 

“The major difference between a profession and a business is that in a profession, the cus-
tomer is not always right. … It’s up to the doctor to do the right thing, even if the patient 
demands otherwise.” n

 
This is the classic scenario used in most ethics courses: Imagine that you are standing beside 

some tram tracks. In the distance, you spot a runaway trolley hurtling down the tracks toward 
five workers who cannot hear it coming. Even if they do spot it, they won’t be able to move out 
of the way in time. 

As this disaster looms, you glance down and see a lever connected to the tracks. You realize 
that if you pull the lever, the tram will be diverted down a second set of tracks away from the 
five unsuspecting workers.

However, down this side track is one lone worker, just as oblivious as his colleagues. 
So, would you pull the lever, leading to one death but saving five?
This is the crux of the classic thought experiment known as the “trolley dilemma,” devel-

oped by philosopher Philippa Foot in 1967 and adapted by Judith Jarvis Thomson in 1985. 
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The trolley dilemma allows us to think through the consequences of an 
action and consider whether its moral value is determined solely by its outcome.

When the question is “can ethics be taught,” to me it implies some kind of 
static 2 + 2 = 4 kind of thought process. I don’t see it that way. Rather than think 
about it as some static answer, it seems to me it’s more, “Can a critical thought 
process be developed to help us achieve more ethical outcomes?” I think it’s too 
complicated otherwise. n

Well, we instill values on our kids, right? Sharing 
is a good thing; no hitting; use your words; always use 
please and thank you; always replace the toilet paper roll 
if you take the last sheet; never eat someone else’s lunch (office ethics); don’t call 
someone a bad word. n

I would agree values shape behavior. But is being 
rude unethical, or just bad manners? We’ve all come 
across doctors who are very blunt and direct and not 
very pleasant. Does that make them unethical? n

“What would you do?” when it comes to ethics is 
such a foolish question. You’re all right—ethics are situ-
ational and cultural.

Unethical behavior is rarely identified by the perpetrator because according to 
their culture/life, they’re doing nothing wrong. I met a doc once who was disturb-
ingly unethical but still managed to say, “I love helping my patients!” at the end of 
the day. Delusion is the sister of unethical behavior. n

Getting back to the question, you can’t teach any 
subject in a vacuum. Back in the day, we were schooled 
in restorative and then had a separate comprehensive 
care clinic, as if they were mutually exclusive. 

It becomes difficult to teach ethics when you aren’t teaching business, man-
agement, communication skills and debt management. It’s much easier to push 
back on the use of the Cerec for every case when you can pay your bills and your 
$400K school debt. Ethics needs to be part of a much larger business curriculum 
that is missing from our education system. n
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What do you think?
Search: “Ethics Taught”
While “jbrett’s” class is over, the ethics debate is ongoing. To read more posts or to 
share your ethical opinions, go to dentaltown.com and search the message boards for 
“ethics taught”—this conversation will be one of the top results.
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