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discussion and strive to model different 
messages.”2 The importance of modelling 
appropriate behavior and attitudes cannot 
be overstated. When encountering formal 
instruction about keeping the patients’ 
needs and goals central and a hidden 
curriculum of criticism and disrespect, it 
is not difficult to see which one will have 
a stronger influence on trainees. Any 
efforts to teach professionalism will be 
fatally undermined by persistent patterns 
of attitude and behavior that contradict 
stated values. None of us are perfect. 
Acknowledging our shortcomings when 
we fail to live up to our highest ideals can 
reinforce professional standards rather 
than undermine them. Addressing the 
hidden curriculum requires a focus on 
behavioral skills such as “situation aware-
ness, decision-making, communication, 
and teamwork.”5 Experienced clinicians 
may need to develop new communica-
tion skills, including those related to pro-
cessing highly emotional encounters with 
patients and mentoring trainees through 
difficult situations. 

The 2018 American College of Physi-
cians position paper “on the relationship 
among hidden curricula, ethics, and 
professionalism” includes principles that 
can be applied to O&P.7 They recommend 
group discussions about challenging 
situations (including “dealing with emo-
tionally difficult patient encounters”) to 
“better align the hidden and formal cur-
ricula.”3,6 Regular check-ins with residents 
can provide opportunities to discuss 
any tensions they feel between formal, 
informal, and hidden instruction and 
what can be learned from those tensions. 
Creating safe ways to “acknowledge fears, 
apprehension, and issues and learn to 
deal with difficult situations” can improve 
clinical effectiveness.5 

Conclusions
We all have an influence on each other. 
I’m grateful for the mentors who mod-
elled appropriate professionalism early 
in my career, the peers with whom I can 
openly discuss current challenges, and 
students who have reminded me of the 

importance of values that can decline in 
priority over time. Having transparent 
discussions with students and residents 
about the hidden curriculum can be a 
learning opportunity for experienced 
clinicians. Their perspectives may not 
be informed by experience, but they can 
provide a fresh perspective on practices 
and attitudes that do not affirm our 
highest values but that we have come to 
accept as normal.

“One of the greatest challenges facing 
medical educators today lies in being 
willing and able to step back and assess 
just what messages are being created  
by and within the very structures they 
have developed and are responsible for.”6 
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