Text of a keynote address delivered by Dr. John O’Keefe at the
first White Coat Ceremony held at the Faculty of Dentistry
at McGill University in 2002

| thank Jim and others for inviting me to this auspicious occasion.

Such an occasion in such an historic place evokes for me a very
strong sense of the past, present and particularly the future

You are fortunate to study and work in a dental school with such a
bright history and good reputation. McGill graduates have
contributed much to our profession over the past century, and
looking out at this group this evening, | am confident that this
proud tradition will continue.

Exactly 100 years ago this month, 1/5 of the dentists of Canada
came to Montreal and founded the CDA. Our national organization
was set up to realize a dream — the dream of raising standards of
practice in all parts of Canada, so that Canadian dentists could look
their compatriots around the British Empire straight in the eye,
knowing that they were at least equals. The dream of constantly
bettering our profession in the eyes of the public is as important
today as it was 100 years ago. And that task will of course fall to
you individually and collectively as you launch yourselves on your
professional career.

This school means a lot to me also, believe it or not. Eleven years
ago, as a new immigrant, | was given an opportunity to teach
Community Dentistry to first year students, and along with Dr
Billette, I introduced those students to clinical dentistry in the so-
called “Mini Clinic” just along the corridor from here. This was the
first rung on the ladder of Canadian dentistry for me and I will
never forget how I benefited from the experience.



One of the abiding memories | have from that time was that | had
the habit of asking the students to evaluate themselves, in addition
to the mark | would give them for their work in the clinic. A
faculty member pulled me aside one day and suggested to me that |
stop doing this because the students didn’t like it. I replied that my
justification for doing this was that these students would have to
evaluate their every action every day for the rest of their career, if
they were going to be responsible professionals.

| continued to do this with the students explaining that it was a
private exercise between them and me and that | was trying to
encourage them to be reflective practitioners. The most gratifying
aspect of this affair for me was that the students usually were much
tougher on themselves than I was.

| hope you take the opportunity over the next 2 years in the clinic
to develop the habits of the reflective practitioner, evaluating all
your clinical decisions and how you deal with patients, colleagues
and staff. The best way to learn is to make mistakes, think about
them, understand what went wrong and decide how best to deal
with that situation next time round.

And no matter how much of a perfectionist you are, you will make
mistakes — and that is okay, as long as you learn from them. | know
all about mistakes, in the 25 years since | was in your position, |
have made plenty of them and | believe I have learned a whole lot
from them; both as a professional and as a person.

| would like to tell you some of the most important things | have
learned in those 25 years.

- Be decent in your dealings with the people around you —
apply the golden rule.
- Never deliberately do harm, tell lies or deceive people.



- Short cuts, while they may seem appealing have a nasty habit
of coming back to haunt you.

- Be as competent as you can be — and keep up to date with the
science and clinical practice of dentistry.

- Treat your staff well — they can make you look great, or the
opposite.

Take care of your appearance — patients like to feel that their health
professionals maintain a certain decorum.

Speaking of decorum brings me to thoughts of this white coat
ceremony. | have to admit that when Dr Allison contacted me
about this first a while back, | had never heard of such a ceremony.
Reading up about it | became fascinated by the symbolism and |
was impressed with the idea that the McGill dental students wanted
to establish a new tradition here.

My understanding is that this ceremony symbolizes your formal
entry to life as a clinical professional and that from today on, you
are expected to assume the responsibilities that go with the
privileges accorded to clinical professionals like dentists.

The white coat itself symbolizes purity (as in doing good) asepsis,
and science, which provides the basis for what we do as dentists.
The white coat is also a uniform that may make you feel very
proud. Please never abuse that pride, and please don’t use the
power that goes with the uniform to exert undue pressure on your
patients in a manner that would not be in their best interests.

Like another institution that uses a white dress as a symbol — the
white wedding — it is not the events on the day of the ceremony
that are the most important. Your everyday assumption of the
responsibilities as a health professional will be what distinguishes
you in the eyes of the public and your peers.



So what are these responsibilities?

You must ensure that you are competent in what you do clinically.
You have an opportunity to learn wonderful and important skills
over the next 2 years, please take every learning opportunity
available to you during these 2 years and continue to learn
throughout life.

You must always act in the interests of the patient, mindful of the
patient’s circumstances.

You really have a responsibility to be a leader in your community
in matters related to health, and particularly oral health. So please
get involved in health-related matters in your community, whether
it be on the board of your local hospital or health unit.

Please get involved in your profession through volunteering on
association or regulatory authority committees. Our profession has
a proud history since its earliest days — and this hasn’t happened by
accident. The future of our profession depends on your
involvement.

You know that | have given a great deal of thought to the future of
the dental profession in Canada. | am convinced that public trust in
professionals, the corner stone of self-regulation, is one of the
major issues facing our profession. It will fall to you to maintain
and enhance that trust though your everyday actions on an
individual basis and collectively.

The success of a health professional depends on building strong
relationships with patients, staff and colleagues. If you keep this in
mind and if you ensure that you are competent and compassionate
in your clinical actions, then the world is your oyster.



| am very proud to be a dentist, and | am sure that | will be very
proud to call you my colleagues. This is a very rewarding
profession in many ways — please wear the responsibilities and the
privileges that are symbolized by the white coat every day in your
hearts and minds.



