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Abstract This article briefly describes the postgraduate pathways in orthodontics in the United

Kingdom. It is hoped that this will assist potential trainees who want to pursue postgraduate training

to understand the different career pathways available to them. It may also add to the knowledge of

some senior colleagues who can explain these career opportunities to their students, as not all poten-

tial trainees will have the opportunity to read this article. In the following pages we will discuss the

different pathways leading to specialist qualification in orthodontics, in the United Kingdom.
ª 2011 King Saud University. Production and hosting by Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Since July 2000, the statutory body overseeing dentistry in the
UK, the General Dental Council (GDC) was given powers to
set up specialist lists of registered dentists who fulfill certain

criteria (Dental Council). Dentists have been given the right
by the GDC to use a specialist title. Two dental specialties –
oral surgery and orthodontics – are recognized under Euro-

pean law. UK law allows the GDC to recognize any dental
specialty where this would be justified in the interests of the
public and the dental profession.

In order to enter a specialist list of the GDC a higher qual-

ification in the specific specialty is required. To increase the
chances of gaining an entry into a higher training post, how-
ever, it is desirable to obtain membership of the faculty of den-

tal surgery examination (the MFDS/MJDS). Until recently,
MFDS/MJDS was a mandatory requirement for entry into
specialist training. The GDC is, however, encouraging ‘flexi-
ble’ entry requirements presumably to increase the pool from

which future specialists can be drawn and as a result this ‘man-
datory’ requirement has been dropped.

The higher training posts are limited in number and entry to

them is very competitive. The majority of the specialist training
posts are open toUKandEuropeangraduates and these are paid
training postswhich attract a salary of £30,000–£46,000 per year.

Non-European candidates can be appointed to these posts if
there is no suitable candidate available among the UK or Euro-
pean graduates. However, this is an exceedingly rare occurrence.

A more common route for the non-European candidates

would be for them to apply to the training courses (postgrad-
uate university courses) as overseas students and they would
follow an identical training course but would be required to

pay overseas University fees up to £56,000 per year.
It may be useful to mention the Intercollegiate Specialty

Fellowship Examination at this stage. Many people think that
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Fellowship in Dental Surgery (FDS) has been replaced by
MFDS/MJDS, which is not the case. In fact, FDS is now an
exit examination rather than the former situation where it

was a prerequisite for entry to specialist training. A candidate
is not appointable to a consultant orthodontist post today,
without having passed FDS(Orth)RCS, generally called by

the descriptive name of ‘The Intercollegiate Specialty Fellow-
ship Examination (ISFE) in Orthodontics’.

2. Three-year programs in orthodontics

The orthodontic trainee has to enter a three-year training pro-
gram, currently called specialist registrars (SpR) (A Guide to

Specialist, 1998). This is usually considered possible after a
period of at least 2 years general professional training and usu-
ally an additional year of in-patient hospital maxillofacial sur-

gery training as well as having a marker of further academic
success such as MFDS/MJDS examination. As mentioned ear-
lier, MFDS or equivalent examination is no longer ‘manda-
tory’ for entry into specialist orthodontic training. However,

it would be remarkable if any of the candidates have been
shortlisted for such posts in the absence of such a qualification.

After 3 years of specialty training the dentist has to sit a

National examination, the Membership in Orthodontics of
the Royal College of Surgeons (MOrthRCS) examination.
Provided the trainee had an official training number they

may then apply to the General Dental Council (GDC) for a
Certificate of Completion of Specialist Training (CCST) which
then allows entry to the GDCs list of specialists in orthodon-
tics (A Reference Guide, 2009).

It should be emphasized that dentists with temporary regis-
tration with the GDC cannot be awarded a CCST at the con-
clusion of training. In other words, an overseas trainee cannot

work as a specialist in orthodontics in the UK, unless he/she
has full registration with the GDC. Another point worth men-
tioning here is that the CCST marks the end of specialist train-

ing, and is a requirement to allow application for a consultant
orthodontist post. Although a CCST is a prerequisite for a
Consultant post, obtaining a CCST does not necessarily qual-

ify one for a consultant post. In other words, all future consul-
tants will need a CCST (or equivalent) but not all CCST
holders will be fully trained to a consultant level. There are
some exceptions to the CCST requirement for overseas dentists

which will be described later under the relevant section. To
have a realistic prospect of success when applying for a consul-
tant post 2 years of further training is required post-CCST.

The 3 year basic specialty training, success in the examina-
tions (MOrth and MSc) and subsequent CCST will enable
UK/European graduates to work as orthodontists either in a

private/NHS practice in primary care, in the Community Den-
tal Service or to work in a hospital setting under the supervi-
sion of a consultant orthodontist.

3. Structure and contents of 3 years MSc/MOrthRCS course

The structure and contents of 3 years MSc and MOrthRCS

training is similar. The 2 years MSc structure may be slightly
different. In this section we would briefly discuss the structure
and contents of 3 years training. Detailed description is be-
yond the scope of this article. The readers are advised to refer

for details to the relevant school prospectus. This brief

information has been taken from the document published by
The Joint Committee for Postgraduate Training in Dentistry/
The Specialist Advisory Committee in Orthodontics produced

on behalf of the General Dental Council (GDC) (2010).
The full-time trainee should spend at least six sessions per

week involved in-patient contact. Out of these six clinical ses-

sions, at least five sessions should involve personal treatment
of patients under supervision by a consultant. In the UK,
one session is from 9 am to 1 pm or from 2 pm to 5 pm.

The program should include personal treatment, diagnostic
sessions, review clinics, formal and informal teaching, research
and reading time. At least one session per week should be ded-
icated to seminars/lectures/case studies.

The number of research dedicated sessions, on average,
should not normally exceed two per week for master’s level de-
grees but this should be revised in the light of local university

regulations for other higher degrees.
The objective of the training programs is to equip the trai-

nee with the knowledge, skills, attitude and competence to pro-

vide the services of a specialist orthodontist normally
practicing in a primary care setting which is equivalent to a
specialist working in the clinics/practices outside the hospital

environment. A total of 80–120 patients would be appropriate
to treat. A guide figure of 65–90 cases treated using a primary
appliance system (i.e. fixed braces), 10–20 additional cases
employing growth modification, and 5–10 cases involving a

minor element of interdisciplinary care might be anticipated.
For the structure and contents of 2 years additional train-

ing program the reader is referred to page 59–60 of the GDC

document (2010).

4. Training options – three-year training programs in

orthodontics

4.1. Specialist registrars (SpR)

The following dentists may apply for specialist registrar posts
leading to a CCST in Orthodontics:

(a) Dentists who are UK citizen or who benefit from Euro-
pean community rights.

(b) Dentists who have overseas nationality, but who have

rights of indefinite residence or settled status in the UK.

Overseas dentists are eligible to apply to these posts, how-

ever, their application would be considered only if there is
no suitable dentist available from the above two categories.
Generally, the overseas trainees, if appointed, will be called

Visiting Specialist Registrar to differentiate them from the lo-
cal trainees. This differentiation is used by the authorities to
have an idea as to how many local candidates are in higher

training. The overseas trainees (who it is considered might
leave the UK at any stage) are not counted in their target pro-
duction of trainees for consultant posts or when manpower
predictions are being made.

4.2. Postgraduate students

Both overseas and local trainees enter a 3 year MOrth/MSc

program as sponsored or self-funded students. Some students
only want to obtain the masters’ qualification and do not re-
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quire the MOrthRCS qualification. If appointed to these posts,
the overseas students will not need to register with the GDC. It
must be emphasized however, that anyone with a masters’ de-

gree in orthodontics is not recognized by the GDC as a special-
ist unless the dentist also passes the MOrth examination and
obtains their CCST.

An overseas trainee can benefit from this opportunity if he/
she does not want to practice in the UK. Some training estab-
lishments still run a 2 years masters’ program for overseas

trainees. While the benefit of this is obvious the clinical training
will be far less comprehensive than with a three year course. If
the masters’ course is of 3 years duration, the overseas dentist
can also sit the MOrth examination, provided the dentist has

either passed MFD/MJDS or part 1 examination of MOrth
The part 1 MOrth is an examination in basic sciences relevant
to the orthodontics. If the masters’ course is of 2 years dura-

tion, it is sometimes possible to extend the course for a third
year to enable the dentist to sit the MOrthRCS examination.

Provided the overseas dentists pass the MOrth and get full

registration with the GDC they can apply to the GDC for inclu-
sion on the specialist list. Although such overseas dentists will
not be awarded an official CCST, once they get on theGDC spe-

cialist list the relevance of the CCST is questionable. These over-
seas dentists on the GDC specialist list will be treated by and
employing authority as a specialist orthodontist with CCST.

Generally, the masters course is worth consideration for
overseas candidates (provided they can afford it), as they will
train alongside the SpRs and therefore they have the same

standard of teaching/clinical experience. For financial reasons
many of the dental schools will continue to keep masters/
MOrth for overseas trainees as this is a welcome income

stream which helps keep the department in the good books
of the Universities.

During this 3 year training candidates are trained in all as-
pects of clinical orthodontics relevant to practitioners in the

primary care setting. Aspects of orthodontics which are essen-
tial for hospital consultant posts, however, are not taught in
detail. Almost all home students, during their 3 year specialist

registrar training, complete masters in orthodontics and pre-
pare themselves for the MOrthRCS examination.

A number of dental schools have recently started awarding

a doctorate degree, DDS, instead of a masters’ of science de-
gree. The DDS degree is primarily a research degree rather
than part of a taught course. As part of the masters or DDS

RAINING PATHWAYS IN ORTHODONTICS
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Fig. 1 Schematic diagram showing the pathways to become a specialist and/or consultant.
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both overseas and local dentists will be required to write a dis-
sertation as part of their degree.

Finally, the candidate can take the MOrth examination

either from the Royal College of Surgeons of Edinburgh, the
intercollegiate MOrth which is conducted jointly by the Royal
College of Surgeons of England and the Royal College of Phy-

sicians and Surgeons of Glasgow or sit the FFD in orthodon-
tics from the Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland. The FFD
in orthodontics is considered equivalent to MOrth. The candi-

date can affiliate his specialist diploma with any of the three
UK royal surgical colleges or with the Irish Royal College.

5. The two-year additional training (FTTA) for NHS consultant

and academic practice in orthodontics

After the initial 3 year training if the trainee wants to become

eligible to apply for a consultant orthodontist post, he/she will
have to take 2 years further training concentrating on clinical
management of cleft, orthognathic and interdisciplinary cases
as well as management of a hospital unit within the NHS.

Trainees aspiring for a consultant position will need to success-
fully pass the Intercollegiate Specialty Fellowship Examination
in Orthodontics or FDS(Orth)RCS which is taken to mark the

end of this additional 2 years training period. This examina-
tion is jointly conducted by four royal colleges (England, Edin-
burgh, Glasgow and Ireland). However, after passing the

examination, the candidate is given the option to register as
a fellow with the college of his choice.

Those aspiring to a clinical academic career in orthodontics
once they have completed a specialty training program and

have been awarded MOrthRCS may initially be appointed as
clinical lecturers in orthodontics. This will usually be a three
year appointment although contracts may be extended for up

to 6 years. The trainee is meant to complete a higher academic
degree (PhD) during the period of additional training. The
Intercollegiate Specialty Fellowship Examination will again

be taken at the end of the program.
Academic staff, once they have completed their academic

training, will often hold an honorary NHS consultant post in

addition to their academic post as senior lecturer/reader/pro-
fessor in orthodontics. The different pathways leading to spe-
cialist are shown in Fig. 1.

If an overseas dentist has passed MOrth, has full registra-

tion with the GDC, has passed MFDS/MJDS or equivalent
and is on the GDC specialist list, he/she can apply to FTTA
post. During this additional 2 year training the orthodontists

are trained in three broad areas: clinical, hospital management
and research techniques.

In the clinical category, there is an emphasis on the multi-

disciplinary cases such as orthognathic cases, hypodontia

cases, patients with serious medical problems, cleft lip and pal-
ate and craniofacial syndromes. The aim of management sec-
tion is to train the dentist in the management of health care

delivery and its regulatory mechanisms and the dentist’s read-
iness for a leadership role in a consultant post in the NHS. The
dentist would have undertaken formal research training during

the MOrth training as part of either masters’ course, or a
DDS. However, the aim of this section during FTTA is to train
the dentists in the necessary skills required for evidence-based

practice.
Currently, the UK Orthodontic training is under review.

There are on-going discussions about a 3 year training leading
to MOrth and entry to the specialist list (the current set up)

and a 5 year training called ‘maxillofacial orthodontics’ for
dentists who want to become hospital consultants. The CCST
in maxillofacial orthodontics will be awarded at the end of

5 years after they pass FDS(Orth)RCS/ISFE examination. At
the moment these discussions are in a preliminary stage and
have not yet been agreed by the authorities. In theory, this will

have some implications for overseas trainees.

6. Conclusion

There are a number of different ways to gain orthodontic
training in the UK. The traditional route open to all European
citizens is to apply for an SpR position. This will entail 3 years

full-time training and the trainee will emerge with a masters’ or
doctorate research degree plus the MOrth, a CCST and auto-
matic right of inclusion on the specialist register of the GDC.
For a consultant position in hospital another 2 year training

post-CCST is required. In other words, the total training is
5 years for consultant posts.

Overseas trainees may have to pay for an equivalent train-

ing which can last either 2 or 3 years with fees up to £56,000
per year. There will be no automatic right of inclusion on
the UK specialist list for overseas orthodontists in the absence

of a full-time training number. In addition, there is no equiv-
alent training of 2 years post-CCST available for overseas
dentists.
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