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Overview of Reports from the Deans’
Discussion Groups

The reports from the deans’ discussion groups
centered around three main questions: 1) given
the need for dental schools to align themselves

with their universities’ missions, what are some strate-
gies for doing so? 2) what changes and challenges do
we foresee for the future of dental education? and 3)
what role would we like to see AADS play in meeting
those needs?

1. Alignment with the university
mission

There was widespread agreement that each den-
tal school must have a clear understanding of its
university’s mission and strategic plan to be able both
to assess the school’s “fit” and contribution and to make
changes as needed. Participants also agreed that an
important and highly visible way for dental schools to
align themselves with their universities’ missions is to
expand and emphasize their service to the community.
Examples of service activities included screening and
treatment services in community programs and clinics
and offering an undergraduate course on dentistry as a
means of consumer education. The notion of the den-
tal school as the “front porch to the university” was
applauded for both its actual and symbolic value.

Participants also emphasized the necessity of
dental school deans and faculty in both educating about
and advocating for dental education within their uni-
versities. As one dean put it, dental educators must be
“a leader on campus in presenting the vision of den-
tistry.”

All agreed, as well, on the need for more collabo-
rative activities between dental schools and other parts
of the university, from health professions schools to
business and education schools to undergraduate pro-
grams. Such collaborative activities might occur within
the areas of administration (e.g., serving on university-
wide committees, building relations with executive of-
ficers and staff), education (e.g., teaching interdisci-
plinary courses and workshops), and research (e.g.,

developing collaborative research projects, including
areas where dental researchers are already at the fore-
front).

2. Future changes and chal-
lenges for the field

The wide range of ideas presented within this
subject area emerged from extrapolating current trends
out into the future and from identifying areas that should
be examined for potential change. One dean reported
that his group felt the number of dental schools and of
dentists would increase in the future, but that the num-
ber would still be insufficient; other groups did not
mention this issue in their reports. Nearly all, however,
mentioned the issue of the cost of dental education,
addressing such concerns as the potential negative ef-
fect on specialty education and the frequent problems
for many minority students and future faculty mem-
bers.

A major issue addressed by all groups was the
dental school’s relation to academic medical centers
and/or medical schools. Some felt the trend was defi-
nitely toward full consolidation and that dental schools
should be figuring out ways to adjust to and benefit
from the inevitable outcome. Others strongly resisted
such consolidation and felt one of the values of the
conference was exploring ways to improve mutually
profitable collaboration that would help dental schools
remain independent.

The groups had apparently spent a great deal of
time, as well, discussing potential curriculum changes,
especially regarding the need for increased flexibility
and for making the instruction more medical and less
procedure-oriented. This discussion seemed motivated
in part by the desire to educate future dentists to de-
liver more primary health care, perhaps even in com-
munities underserved by physicians, and to be able to
take on new oral health challenges as both dentistry
and medicine evolve over time. A fifth year was dis-
cussed, with some participants feeling the addition was
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inevitable and would be worthwhile and others prefer-
ring to adjust elements of the curriculum to avoid ex-
pansion. There seemed to be a general feeling that in-
troducing more flexibility into the curriculum would
be popular with students and would help prepare them
to become more self-directed, lifelong learners. Groups
also, however, acknowledged that many current fac-
ulty and dentists may be resistant to such core educa-
tional changes and that an educational and marketing
effort would be required within the profession to help
resisters understand the need for such educational evo-
lution and to get them on board for its implementation.

A related issue addressed by a couple of groups
involved the issue of allied health professionals in den-
tistry. With the success of such professionals in medi-
cine, those groups felt that dentistry should be posi-
tioning itself to use physician’s assistant-type
professionals or dental nurses and that such a change
would help increase the public’s access to care.

There was also widespread discussion about the
challenges of faculty recruitment, retention, and de-
velopment. One group, in particular, emphasized the
need for development programs for all faculty, not only
for future deans. That group also called for a study com-
paring the financial rewards of faculty members and
practitioners, wondering if the conventional wisdom
of significantly higher income for practitioners holds
true if all factors are included over one’s professional
lifetime; if it doesn’t, that information would be help-
ful for faculty recruitment. That same group felt atten-
tion to faculty recruitment should begin with the stu-
dent application process, identifying by a variety of
measures those who are potential faculty members, and
then once they are students, encouraging them with
mentoring, role-modeling, teaching assistantships, and
attendance at AADS meetings. Another group that also
emphasized faculty recruitment and retention wondered
about introducing federal loan-forgiveness programs
for faculty members.

Finally, all groups mentioned, in some way, the
need to do a better job of educating and cheerleading
for the profession, not only within but outside the uni-
versity. A couple of groups felt that process needs to
begin with overcoming a negative self-image within

the dental profession. Others focused more on build-
ing external support, financial and otherwise, through
such groups as alumni and state legislatures. Nearly
every group called for building relations with such na-
tional organizations as the AARP, the American Can-
cer Society, the Children’s Defense Fund, and the
American Diabetes Association. Participants felt those
groups could provide a key service by emphasizing to
their constituencies the importance of good dental care,
thus also contributing to the profession’s service mis-
sion of educating the consumer.

3. The AADS Role
In addition to exercising its usual leadership in

the profession, participants proposed numerous spe-
cific activities they would like to see AADS pursue to
support both dental schools’ attempts to align them-
selves more with their universities and to meet the
profession’s needs in the future. Groups called on the
association to take the lead in establishing partnerships
with other organizations, which they see as key to meet-
ing several goals outlined above.

They also suggested that AADS consider a vari-
ety of projects related to the cost of dental education.
These included, for example, looking into loan-forgive-
ness programs for faculty, potential federal subsidies,
the extension of Medicare and GME reimbursement to
Medicaid, and current state subsidy programs that might
serve as models for other states. After researching those
possibilities, AADS would then be expected to pursue
whatever efforts would be needed, as well as educating
schools in how to take advantage of such programs.
Individual groups also asked the association to con-
sider conducting an evaluation of the cost of dental
education and a comparative study of income levels
for practitioners and faculty.

Others encouraged AADS to take the lead in such
areas as developing improved data collection, explor-
ing distance learning technologies, and developing a
program in which retired faculty would serve as vol-
unteer consultants to schools with particular needs.


