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Abstract 
Background. While forensic odontology is a very specialized field and its importance in legal proceedings has 
been recognized all over the world, due to a lack of offered university courses, the access to education in the field 
is limited for many interested candidates. 
Objectives. This research was inspired by dentistry students who asked to include more topics concerning Forensic 
Odontology in the Forensic science course. The objectives were to evaluate the forensic odontology teaching pro-
gram in pUMs and compare it to educational courses in other european countries.
Material and Methods. The paper form questionnaire was prepared and completed by 89 students of the Dentistry 
program studying in 2nd semester who participated in the study. The proportion of respondents who answered for 
each category of each question was calculated. 
Results. The study showed that the majority of students have never heard about Forensic Dentistry. On the other 
hand, 96% are interested in the subject and would like to participate in facultative classes and laboratories. The 
majority also agreed that forensic odontology should be taught as a mandatory subject for dentistry students. 
Conclusions. The survey showed that the current status of forensic odontology education for undergraduate stu-
dents is unsatisfactory. Only general aspects of forensic odontology are covered in preceding university curricula 
and they are not constantly updated for the increasing educational needs. The other types of education in different 
countries were presented based on the information obtained from web sites and finally, the possible problems due 
to the unsatisfactory education were discussed (Dent. Med. Probl. 2013, 50, 2, 217–222). 
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Streszczenie
Wprowadzenie. Mimo że odontologia sądowa jest specjalistyczną dziedziną, której znaczenie w postępowaniu 
medyczno-sądowym jest uznane na świecie, ze względu na brak oferty kształcenia na poziomie uniwersyteckim 
dostęp do edukacji w tej dziedzinie jest ograniczony dla wielu zainteresowanych kandydatów.
Cel pracy. Zainspirowani przez studentów stomatologii, którzy domagali się zwiększenia liczby zajęć z odonto-
logii sądowej w ramach przedmiotu medycyna sądowa, autorzy postanowili określić rzeczywiste zainteresowanie 
i potrzeby studentów, ocenić program nauczania odontologii sądowej na Uniwersytecie Medycznym w poznaniu 
i porównać z kursami edukacyjnymi w innych krajach. 
Materiał i metody. przygotowano ankietę w formie papierowej, która następnie została wypełniona przez 89 stu-
dentów oddziału stomatologii (ii semestr). Wyniki poddano analizie i obliczono odsetek odpowiedzi na poszcze-
gólne pytania.
Wyniki. Badania wykazały, że z jednej strony większość studentów nigdy nie słyszała o odontologii sądowej. Z dru-
giej strony, 96% respondentów jest zainteresowanych tematyką i chciałaby uczestniczyć w zajęciach fakultatywnych 
i ćwiczeniach. Wyniki ankiety wykazały, że odontologia sądowa powinna być nauczana jako odrębny przedmiot. 
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Odontology per se deals with the scientific and 
practical investigation of teeth, their structure, de-
velopment and function. its incorporation into fo-
rensic medicine includes the examination and 
evaluation of dental evidence for its presentation 
in the interest of justice. 

The most common role of the forensic odon-
tologist is the identification of deceased individu-
als and human remains based on the recognition 
of the unique features present in dental structures. 
The work of a forensic odontologist also includes 
assisting at the scene of mass disasters, age estima-
tions and bite marks analysis. 

The forensic odontologist is usually a member of 
the investigating team [1], the composition of which 
varies, depending on the nature of the case. During 
any disaster, the role of the forensic odontologist in 
victim identification is the confirmation of the iden-
tity of a deceased person by matching post mortem 
data with ante-mortem dental records of the miss-
ing person. This process is simple in concept, but it is 
complex in execution and requires the skills and ex-
pertise of fully trained forensic odontologists [2]. The 
skills held by experienced specialists place them in  
a unique position within the investigation team. The 
odontologists have general medical and anthropo-
logical knowledge in the recognition of body parts, 
as well as specialized dental anatomical skills. Their 
ability to recognize omission or misinterpretation of 
information in any of the phases of the process will 
ensure that errors are not compounded [3].

apart from disasters and crime, which are not 
often seen in everyday practice, the forensic odon-
tologists are involved in litigation and malpractice 
cases almost every day. 

although the field of forensic odontology is 
more developed in the world than it is in europe, 
the involvement of the dental practitioner in peni-
tentiary cases and legal proceedings is rising. 

The forensic odontologist assists legal authori-
ties by examining dental evidence in different sit-
uations. Forensic odontology requires theoretical 
and practical interdisciplinary knowledge of the 
dental sciences. it relies on detailed knowledge of 
the teeth and upper and lower jaw. Thus, foren-
sic odontology is an interdisciplinary subject that 
covers the dental anatomy, radiography and the 
interpretation of radiograms, dental materials, de-
velopmental anomalies and others (Fig. 1). 

specific training is required to become a fo-
rensic odontology expert, and professional activi-
ties in the field cannot be carried out by dentists 
without such training [4]. although the forensic 
odontologist, as a profession is well known, cur-
rently there is no specialty Forensic Odontology 
program in poland nor in most of the european 
countries.

Typically, the professionals are DMD or DDs 
graduates and postgraduates educated and certi-
fied in the area of forensic odontology. Unfortu-
nately, to work as an expert in forensic odontolo-
gy neither medical nor dental background is con-
ditional. The anthropologists, masters of dental 
hygiene or medical doctors can work as forensic 
odontologists, in very rare situations. it is com-
monly known that many pathologists and an-
thropologists have considerable experience relat-
ed to the jaws and teeth. it is also believed that 
only highly experienced forensic odontology pro-
fessionals supplemented with the local knowledge 
are equipped to meet the challenge of this complex 
and important aspect of forensic science, especial-
ly in cases of international range [5]. in poland, 
where no postgraduate education in the field is of-
fered, the few but distinct cases of lawyers tending 
to overvalue the knowledge and giving an opinion 
in cases involving the scope of forensic odontolo-
gy, were also indicated.

Many professionals who have dealt with at 
least one aspect of forensic odontology have been 
enticed by the specialty, due to the challenging yet 

Wnioski. analiza programu nauczania wykazała, że obecny stan edukacji studentów w tej dziedzinie jest niezado-
walający. programy nauczania obejmują jedynie ogólne aspekty odontologii sądowej i nie odpowiadają obecnym, 
rosnącym potrzebom edukacyjnym. przedstawiono również rozwiązania stosowane w edukacji odontologii sądowej 
w innych państwach oraz wskazano możliwości rozszerzenia oferty edukacyjnej (Dent. Med. Probl. 2013, 50, 2, 
217–222).
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Fig. 1. The interrelations of forensic odontology with 
other disciplines

Ryc. 1. powiązania odontologii sądowej z innymi 
specjalnościami medycznymi
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exciting nature of the work. However, separating 
oneself from the emotional aspect, it is necessary 
to possess a thorough education and background 
in order to become a forensic odontologist. 

There are no special requirements to become 
a forensic odontologist in the european Union. in 
most universities offering postgraduate education 
in forensic odontology a DDs (Doctor of Dental 
science or equivalent) or at least a bachelor’s de-
gree in a scientific field is required.

after graduating with a DDs or DMD, in a few 
countries, continuing this education generally in-
cludes the completion of various courses, some of 
them awarded in the form of certification or di-
ploma. Most courses offered by universities and 
dental schools are organized usually in the form 
of workshops. some colleges and universities offer 
postgraduate courses including additional class-
es in human anatomy and anthropology, forensic 
medicine, genetics, methods and techniques of fo-
rensic odontology, oral and forensic pathology and 
laboratory classes.

apart from the basic practice of dentistry, addi-
tional extensive training is necessary to understand 
the different methods and to acquire modern tech-
nical skills associated with forensic odontology. 

The forensic odontologists and other specialists 
interested in forensic dentistry are supported by the 
international Organisation for Forensic Odonto-
stomatology (iOFOs) which promotes the educa-
tion and research in the field and offers the interna-
tional courses and workshops. international meet-
ings and conferences are organized every year. 

in non-european countries there are special-
ized institutions supervising the education, certi-
fication and also revision of the professional qual-
ifications of forensic odontologists. 

While not every dentist recognizes the need 
for further postgraduate education, and the edu-
cational offers in european universities and dental 
schools is limited to only a few (i.e. in poland, with 

its over 38 million people, the fifth largest popu-
lation country in the eU, there is no institution 
offering any postgraduate education in the field. 
Therefore, it seems that the only way to expand 
the qualifications of dental practitioners in foren-
sic odontology is to develop and extend the educa-
tion at the undergraduate level.

Most universities and dental schools devote 
only several hours to forensic odontology during 
the last two years of studying by integrating the 
subject into their oral pathology or forensic med-
icine courses [1, 6]. pUMs, being a leading medi-
cal university in poland with nearly 150 dentists 
graduating annually in both polish and english 
programs, offers only four 45-minute long study 
hours in forensic odontology (2 lectures and 2 lab-
oratories) incorporated into the Forensic sciences  
course.

although the important role of forensic odon-
tology is commonly appreciated, neither number 
of hours nor the scope within undergraduate den-
tal curriculum guarantee the development of ba-
sic theoretical knowledge and practical skills that 
are essential for specialists involved in forensic od-
ontology. 

Despite there being a need for dental evidence 
investigation in many cases in poland, the scien-
tific background for the experts’ proceedings is 
non-existent or hardly known. 

Material and Methods
in months passed, dentistry students have ap-

proached the lecturers from the Department of Fo-
rensic Medicine and inquired informally about the 
possibility of incorporating more topics concern-
ing forensic odontology into the currently avail-
able course. 

To estimate the real needs, a simple question-
naire (Tab. 1) was prepared, and the students of 

Table 1. Questionnaire used in the study (it was prefaced by questions asked to obtain statistical data)

Tabela 1. Kwestionariusz użyty w badaniu własnym (poprzedzono pytaniami w celu uzyskania danych statystycznych)

Have you ever heard the name Forensic Odontology? Y n

Do you know the main interests of Forensic Odontology? Y n

please read the explanation at the end of the questionnaire

Would you like to attend the facultative classes in Forensic Odontology? Y n

Do you think Forensic Odontology should be taught in dental schools as the mandatory subject? Y n

should every dental practitioner take part in a course dedicated to Forensic Odontology? Y n

if invited, would you participate in Forensic Odontology laboratory/or practical classes Y n

explanation: Forensic odontology is the dental specialty including the elements of both, clinical dentistry and forensic medi-
cine. it deals with the evaluation of dental evidence in identification of unknown humans, disasters victims, as well as the 
interpretation of bite marks at the crime scene and the litigation and malpractice. 
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Dentistry program studying in the 2nd semester in 
poznań University of Medical sciences were kind-
ly asked to answer the questions.

all 87 students agreed to participate in the 
study and answer each question asked in the ques-
tionnaire. The questionnaires were completed and 
delivered for analysis in paper form. The propor-
tion of respondents answering for each category of 
each question was calculated.

Results 
From a total of 89 students, 62 admitted they 

have never heard about forensic odontology be-
fore. They were included into group no. 1. The 
remaining 27 students recalled the name forensic 
odontology (group no. 2) and most of them (17) 
recognized the main interests of the discipline. 

From group no. 1, only 5 people admitted 
knowing what the main focus of forensic odon-
tology was. an overwhelming majority (94%) of 
students (from both group no. 1 and group no. 
2) would participate in facultative classes if orga-
nized, and almost 97% would like to participate in 
laboratories or practical classes. The positive atti-
tude to the mandatory classes in forensic odontol-
ogy is represented by more than 80% of students 
who participated in the study. Two thirds (66%) of 
the students agreed that every dental practitioner 
should take part in a course dedicated to forensic 
odontology. 

Discussion
Despite the demand for well-educated and 

experienced forensic odontologists being recog-
nized globally, the progress in forensic odontology 
in most of the european countries has been rela-
tively slow. it is dependent on the development of 
training and research facilities in dental schools 
and oral pathology departments [7]. 

although each dental practitioner has a respon-
sibility to understand the forensic implications asso-
ciated with the practice [1, 8], the importance of pro-
viding proper education and training to every person 
interested in forensic odontology is apparent. 

a traditional dental education does not equip 
one in possessing the knowledge and experience 
that is required to evaluate and interpret dental 
records for forensic odontology purposes. it is re-
ported that even in countries where the forensic 
dentists are qualified and certified professionals, 
the rate of wrongful interpretation of dental evi-
dence is high [3].

The best way to avoid wrongful convictions 

and erroneous opinions is to offer knowledgeable 
courses accompanied by extensive training, giving 
an opportunity to achieve competency and profi-
ciency in the field. 

it is stated that the interpretation of antemor-
tem information and its transcription must be un-
dertaken by experienced odontologists, trained in 
the complexities of the computer system, the lan-
guage of the system, its codes and its capabilities. 
To delegate this task to an inexperienced dentist 
may result in errors of transcription and com-
pound problems [3]. Documentation of the evi-
dence gathered and the interpretation of records 
received may appear simplistic, but summarizing 
the findings into a formal legal opinion document 
will have further compounding problems if un-
dertaken by an inexperienced practitioner [2].

The advantage of the experienced forensic od-
ontologists over general dental professionals and 
non-dentists is commonly approved [3, 5, 9, 10] es-
pecially in establishing identity.

in recent years, the involvement of forensic od-
ontologists in all phases of disaster victim identifi-
cation was documented. The delays in the reconcil-
iation (formal identification) process due to the fail-
ure of disaster victim identification management to 
embed odontologists within the investigation and 
to include them in management decisions process 
throughout the operation were also reported [3]. 

experienced odontologists may have been 
more accurate in their interpretation of the post-
mortem findings. Continuing education and on-
going training of forensic odontologists should be 
considered an integral part of disaster manage-
ment preparedness [3].

The examination of human remains is not taught 
at an undergraduate level and errors will inevitably 
occur if this is undertaken by untrained, inexperi-
enced dentists. The stressful nature of the work with-
in the mortuary should also only be undertaken by 
trained and experienced odontologists [3].

The extensive training in forensic odontolo-
gy techniques and methods, as well as theoretical 
background, may come from post-graduate cours-
es, when a candidate can work together with an 
experienced odontologist in a real situation and 
use approved techniques and methods or at mini-
mum, observe the procedures. 

academic programs of this type are offered in 
many universities around the world and are usu-
ally designed for graduated dentists or Bsc degree 
holders (Tab. 2). 

Unfortunately, the dental schools or universities 
to offer courses in forensic odontology are not found 
in every country, or even every geographic region. 
They are found more frequently in countries outside 
europe (i. e. Usa, Canada, australia, india). 
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in the european Union, the numerous post-
graduate courses in forensic odontology (Diplômes 
d’Université en identification odontologique) are 
offered in many French Universities (i.e. nantes, 
nancy, Montpelier, Toulouse, Marseille and poit-
iers). The usual education prerequisites for forensic 
odontology courses are a DMD or DDs degree.

There are only two universities in the europe-
an Union to offer a Masters of Forensic Odontology. 
The academy program in University of leuven (Bel-
gium, http://www.kuleuven.be) spreads over 1 year 
full-time or 2 years part-time and is taught in eng-
lish. The minimum requirements for the candidate 
includes the possession of a fundamental knowledge 
of basic science courses such as biology, chemistry, 
physics and mathematics. The program involves the-
oretical courses, self-study, preclinical courses and 
demonstrations in the field of Forensic Dentistry.

The only university in the UK to educate candi-
dates in the Master of science in Forensic Odontol-
ogy is offered at the University of glamorgan (http://
courses.glam.ac.uk). it is designed for current practi-
tioners with a Bachelor in Dental surgery (or equiva-
lent) qualification in dentistry, and introduces them 

to act as expert witnesses to present dental evidence 
in this rapidly expanding specialty. The aim of the 
course is to provide graduates with the knowledge 
of basic sciences required for forensic practice, and 
the fundamentals of the law and legal system, as well 
as their applications to forensic investigations in this 
field. The possibility to complete the course without 
a dissertation is offered and awarded with a pg Di-
ploma in Forensic Odontology. it is also possible to 
take individual modules and be awarded a pg Cert 
in Forensic Odontology. 

The main aim of the course is to train forensic 
odontologists in the scientifically based principles, 
to develop necessary practical skills in case work, 
to prepare for the role of expert witness by devel-
oping self assessment and self criticism, to intro-
duce the judicial structures surrounding forensic 
odontology and to encourage the development of 
research skills in the discipline.

Due to the narrow offer of postgraduate pro-
grams and courses, we recognize that systemic im-
provements are necessary to develop and extend 
the undergraduate programs. The philosophy be-
hind teaching detailed forensic medicine to under-

Table 2. The examples of postgraduate forensic odontology university degree programs outside europe

Tabela 2. przykłady umieszczenia odontologii sądowej w dydaktyce podyplomowej w wybranych pozaeuropejskich szkołach 
dydaktycznych

Course
(Kurs)

award
(Dyplom)

Mode and duration
(Tryb i czas trwania)

prerequisite qualifications
(Kwalifikacje wstępne)

***The University of Texas 
in san antonio Usa [11]

CerTiFiCaTe OF COMple-
TiOn OF FellOWsHip in 
FOrensiC ODOTOlOgY

330 hours (in cam-
pus) + 330 (off 
campus) (max. 22 
months)

graduated dentists

The University of Western 
australia [12]

graDUaTe DiplOMa in 
FOrensiC ODOnTOlOgY

2 years full-time Bachelor of Dental science

Melbourne Dental school
australia [13]

graDUaTe DiplOMa in 
FOrensiC ODOnTOlOgY

one year full-time 
only

a Bachelor of Dental science or an 
undergraduate degree from another 
discipline such as medicine, anthro-
pology, anatomy or law.

school of Dentistry
The University of adelaide
australia [14]

graDUaTe DiplOMa in 
FOrensiC ODOnTOlOgY

HOnOUrs Degree OF 
BaCHelOr OF sCienCe 
in DenTisTrY (FOrensiC 
ODOnTOlOgY)

* internal * full-time: 
one year * part-time: 
two years
 
* internal * full-time: 
one year * part-time: 
two years 

Bachelor of Dental surgery degree 
or equivalent. students must have 
at least two years post graduation 
clinical experience
students who completed at least 
the third year of the B.D.s. degree 
or who have qualified for the B.sc. 
degree

University of pretoria 
rpa [15]

Msc(Odont) FOrensiC 
ODOnTOlOgY
pgDipDent in FOrensiC 
ODOnTOlOgY 
phD in FOrensiC ODOn-
TOlOgY

2 years BChD

completed Oral Biology course

*** Course recognized by the aaFs Odontology section [16] as fulfilling the requirement of formal course of instruction on 
Forensic Odontology. 
*** Kurs uznany przez Dział Odontologii aaFs [16] za spełniający wymagania formalnego kursu odontologii sądowej.
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graduates is that dentists should be able to assist 
routine medico-legal cases [6]. an introduction of 
forensic odontology as a separate subject may help 
the graduated dentists to achieve adequate profi-
ciency and competency in the field. 

The characteristics and scope of the satisfactory 
education on the forensic odontology for dental grad-
uates was recognized and discussed by acharaya [6]. 

The survey undertaken at five non-eU univer-
sities (in norway, Japan, australia, Malaysia and 
nepal) revealed the presence of detailed curricula 
and general standard in teaching a forensic odon-
tology; however, they cannot cover the recent ad-
vances in forensic sciences [6].

at the moment in many of the european 
countries there are no institutions that could initi-
ate any education in the field of forensic odontol-
ogy. The authors conclude that there is a need for 
creating at least one group of certified scientists 
and academic faculty, in every european coun-
try, which would be able to increase their activi-
ty and provide the possibility for education in the 

field. The authors find the present state of educa-
tion in forensic odontology unsatisfactory. They 
suggest the most important directions for educa-
tion in the field:

– dentistry students should be provided with 
the opportunity to attend an academic course re-
lated to the subject (lectures, seminars, demon-
strations, laboratories), the separate subject should 
be introduced into the curriculum; 

– postgraduate education, directed mainly 
towards forensic medical experts, orthodontists, 
maxillofacial surgeons, graduated dentists as well 
as dental hygienists and dental technicians should 
provide the possibility of earning certified qualifi-
cations. it should be directed to include public den-
tal health workers as well as private practitioners;

– weekend (i.e. 15 hours) courses for a wide 
range of non-dental personnel and other students 
interested in the subject (medical and law students, 
community health officers, police technicians etc.) 
focusing on the basic knowledge of forensic odon-
tology and securing of trace evidence. 
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