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E-mail from a medical student 
(edited):

I have a friend who is interested in going into 
surgery. Her grades are average and so in order 
to improve her chances, she was introduced by 
her fianc®ôs father, also a surgeon, to a 
prominent surgeon in the community. He 
suggested that she volunteer under his 
supervision.  She's been there a total of three 
times and it has been little short of hell. The first 
time, he made many crude jokes.  He asked her 
if it was okay, to which she answered,ò yes.ò  She 
didn't want to impose on his freedom and 
besides, it was tolerable.



E-mail from a medical student 
(continued):

The once tolerable crude jokes became extremely 
offensive and then went beyond jokes. He 
opened porn e -mails and showed them to her. He 
hugged her, squeezed her chest close to himself 
and licked her ear. She felt powerless to do 
anything for fear of losing his recommendation. 
She mentioned this to her fiancé (aside from the 
ear licking part -- she didn't because she was 
afraid heôd never kiss her again) to which he 
said, "Just bear it because you need him." I feel 
that her safety and emotional wellbeing are at 
stake. Please help me with suggestions of how to 
advise her.



Vignette Questions

Å When confronted by such a situation, how can a student 
balance her discomfort with the physicianôs behavior with her 
concern for grades and evaluations that may determine her 
ability to enter a competitive residency? The student is also 
faced with the lack of support from her own fiancé. 

Å Does the fact that the student tolerated the jokes on the first 
day make her responsible for the escalation of his sex-related 
behavior on the subsequent two visits?  Why or why not?  

Å What if this student had accepted the physicianôs sexual 
advances?  Would his behaviors then have been excusable and 
appropriate?  



Vignette Questions (continued)

Å If you, either as a health professional or friend, hear about 
a relationship like this that you feel is inappropriate, what 
obligation, if any, do you have?  

Å Was it appropriate for this student to write to her student 
affairs dean, as she did?  Would the dean have now had an 
obligation to report this incident and would it have 
mattered that the surgeon was not a member of the medical 
school faculty?  

Å Do you think that students are made sufficiently aware of 
how to seek counsel about such events, to report them if 
they wish, what the consequences of reporting might be, 
and how they may be protected from any retribution that 
may result? 
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Definition of òTeacheró

Å Anyone with an assigned responsibility for 
the teaching, precepting, guiding, 
mentoring, or evaluating students

Â Faculty member

ÂResident

ÂNurse or other health professional

ÂVolunteer faculty in the community



Definition of òStudentó

Å Junior colleague who we are expected to

Â teach 

Â help acculturate into the profession

Â evaluate on  

Å knowledge 

Å skill

Å professionalism.



Our Responsibilities to Students

Å Teaching (subject matter, skills, 
professionalism)

Å Evaluation (may continue beyond 
program)

ÅMentoring (role modeling, acculturation, 
considerations of life context)

ÅConcern with Teaching Context (group 
morale, image, appearances, perceptions)



The Teacher-Student Relationship is an 

Unequal One

Å They are dependent on us for 

ÂOur willingness to teach and mentor

Â Fairness of evaluation

Å They are therefore vulnerable to us

ÂMay not complain of what they consider to be 
questionable, unethical, illegal, unfair or 
abusive practices



Constructive
Balance

Abuse or
Mistreatment

Excessive 
Intimacy

Exploitation

The Spectrum of  

Faculty-Student Relationships



Student Abuse or Mistreatment

ÅDiscrimination (gender, sexual orientation, 
ethnicity, specialty choice, etc.)

ÅUnreasonable Expectations (requests for 
personal favors, coercion)

Å Public Embarrassment

Å Bias in Assignment or Grading

Å Avoidance

Å Sexual Harassment



Excessive Intimacy

Å Favoritism for Personal Reasons

Å Excessive Involvement in Personal and 
Professional Matters

Â Inappropriate Disclosures

ÂPersonal Issues

ÂAcademic Politics

ÅDual Relationships

ÂProfessional -Professional

ÂProfessional -Personal

Å Sexual Intimacy



Student Responses to Mistreatment or 

Exploitation

ÅConflicting feelings (e.g., flattered, 
special, isolated, guilty)

Å Tendency to remain silent due to fear of 
retribution (e.g., grades, evaluations, 
recommendations, further mistreatment)

Å Impact may be reflected in poor 
attendance, performance anxiety, 
depression, somatic symptoms
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Where do our standards of professional behavior 

come from?

Å Professional Ethics

Å State and Federal Laws

Å Institutional Policies (hospital, clinic, 
school)

ÅñStandard of Practiceò



Typical Institutional Policies
School and/or Clinical Setting

ÅConflict of Interest

Å Student Mistreatment (LCME expectation)

ÅDiscrimination based on gender, sexual 
orientation, ethnicity, age, etc.

Å Sexual Harassment

Å Teacher -Student Intimacy
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Examples of Student Mistreatment
COM Student Handbook, 7/7/08, p. 22.

Å Physical punishment or physical threats 

Å Sexual harassment 

Å Discrimination based on race, religion, sex, sexual orientation, national or ethnic 
origin, age, disability 

Å Repeated episodes of psychological punishment of a student by a particular 
superior (e.g. public humiliation, threats and intimidation, removal of privileges) 

Å Grading used to punish a student rather than to evaluate objective performance 

Å Assigning tasks for punishment rather than to evaluate objective performance 

Å Requiring the performance of personal services 

Å Taking credit for another individualˤs work 

Å Intentional neglect or intentional lack of communication. 



Do students have professional 

responsibilities?

ÅMost definitely!

ÅHowever, because of the necessary 
inequality in the relationship, the 
professional obligations of the teacher 
must take precedence.

Å There is a tendency to blame the victim.

Å Students need and expect us to be good 
professional role models.
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Examples of Sexual Harassment

Å Repeated requests for unwanted dates or sex

Å Sexual or sexually suggestive comments or 
innuendoes

Å Ridicule of oneôs sexuality, gender, or sexual 
orientation

Å Unwanted touch (e.g., patting, squeezing, 
massage)

Å Staring at certain areas of oneôs body

Å Threats or bribes for unwanted sex

Å Rumors about oneôs sexuality

Å Repeated displays of sex - related material



More Subtle Aspects of Sexual 

Harassment

Å Inappropriate touch

Å Sexualizing the teacher -student relationship

Â Ill -advised humor

Â Complimenting the studentôs attractiveness

Â Sexual innuendo



A Summons to Responsible Freedom
Values and Moral Standards at Florida State University

Graduate Bulletin, 2007-2009

Relations among all persons should be 
characterized by mutual respect and 
equality. Sexism, sexual harassment, and 
sexual coercion of any sort are wrong and 
constitute a violation of fundamental 
moral requirements and state law. 
Minimally responsible behavior requires 
that no one take sexual advantage of 
another.



Balance of Authority

ÅA certain amount of ñscut workò is an  
important part of learning certain aspects 
of professional life and interprofessional 
relationships, 

ÅHowever, one must distinguish between 
the role of assignments for

ÂPromoting professional development in a fair 
manner, on one hand, and 

ÂDiscriminatory behavior, hazing,  or serving 
oneôs personal interest 
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Boundaries ðA Constant Challenge in 

Professional Life

Å Students, especially women, have sometimes expressed 
concern that appropriate boundaries have been crossed.

Å Such students are often too intimated to speak out.

Å Professions and institutions have not always responded 
appropriately.

Â Complaints are not always taken seriously

Â Boundary issues are insufficiently addressed in 
training. 



Excessive Intimacy

Å Favoritism for Personal Reasons

Å Excessive Disclosure

ÂPersonal Problems

ÂAcademic Politics

ÅDual Relationships

ÂProfessional -Professional

ÂProfessional -Personal

Å Sexual Intimacy



Possible Effects of Blurred 

Boundaries

ÅObjectivity

Å Professional Effectiveness

Å Student Confusion, Reduced Trust, or 
Expectations of Further Involvement

Å Social Perceptions of Favoritism


