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On behalf of the American Association of Den-
tal Schools, I want to welcome all of you—
university presidents, provosts, and chancel-

lors; deans; our corporate sponsors; and distinguished
guests—to this momentous occasion in dental educa-
tion. Never before have dental school deans met with
senior university administrators in a forum like this to
chart new directions for dental education.

In the last 150 years, dental education has evolved
from an apprenticeship model to a recognized compre-
hensive program in professional education. Dentists,
as you know, are respected individuals in their com-
munities and within the health profession, and dental
schools exist in many of the leading public and private
universities and academic health centers in our coun-
try. Moreover, dental education has evolved from the
training of practitioners to the education of scientists
and researchers. Certainly, our ongoing oral health re-
search, in combination with biomedical science ad-
vances, has led to a vast improvement in the oral health
of the public and systemic health as well. This progress
notwithstanding, this summit conference is going to
extend us a little further forward to reassess and renew
the missions of education, service, and research in our
nation’s dental schools, in particular in relation to the
parent institutions and the communities that we serve.
With this summit, we intend to reaffirm the value of
the dental schools to their parent institutions, but just
as importantly we want to develop strategies to increase
that value.

Many of the dental deans and administrators here
will recall that, in 1990, a group of leading dental edu-
cators went to the Institute of Medicine and requested
an independent evaluation of dental education. The re-
sult of that request was the appointment of an eigh-
teen-member committee of experts from health pro-
fessions, oral health care research and education, health
service and research, dental practice, dental education,
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health care financing and delivery, and public policy.
Dr. John Howe, president of the University of Texas
Health Science Center in San Antonio, who chaired that
committee, is with us today. Dr. Howe’s committee and
staff worked for several years on a broad and encom-
passing evaluation of dental education and its relation
to the health professions and health care delivery. In
1995, the results of that study were published by the
Institute of Medicine in a volume entitled Dental Edu-
cation at the Crossroads: Challenges and Change. This
conference is in large part a follow-up to that study; it’s
the next step in a sense. Within the committee report
was a chapter on dental schools in the university, in
which the basic premise was stated that dental schools
must remain part of the university, rather than again
becoming independent institutions. To preserve their
position and their strength within the universities, den-
tal schools must ensure their contributions are genuine
and visible to the parent institutions. So to consider the
summit in another light: its purpose is to preserve and
strengthen not just the dental school but the parent in-
stitution through contributions by its dental school.

We’re pleased to have such a distinguished group
of leaders in dental education, higher education, and
oral health research with us here to deliver addresses
and serve on panels. However, most of your time will
be spent in discussion groups, as this conference is
designed to foster dialogue among all of you. We think
that dialogue is key. In Physics and Beyond: Encoun-
ters and Conversations, Werner Heisenberg, who for-
mulated the uncertainty principle in modern physics,
maintained that “science is rooted in conversations. The
cooperation of different people may culminate in sci-
entific results of the greatest importance.” Heisenberg
was recalling his conversations with people like Einstein
and Pauli and Bohr and other innovators, which led to
major changes in physics in the first half of this cen-
tury. It was these conversations that literally gave birth
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to the theories for which many of these people became
famous. Such conversations illustrate the power and
the impact of collaborative thinking and learning. They
allow us collectively to be more insightful, more intui-
tive, more intelligent, more innovative than we can be
individually. So I would encourage us all today in our
working rounds to enter into a dialogue in which we

can explore complex issues facing dental education and
lead to new ways of thinking.

This summit conference will not end today. It
is going to impact dental education for many years to
come. In that way, it will also serve, we hope, as a model
for change in other health professions, as well as in
higher education in general.


