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•  Harvard School of Dental Medicine (HSDM) teaching 
practice has a diverse population of patients but certain 
groups do not traditionally attend in large numbers. For 
example, the homeless and individuals with special 
health care needs (ISHCN). Subsequently, some 
students miss the valuable learning experience of 
managing these cases 

•  Research shows dentists’ confidence with underserved 
groups while in dental school strongly affects intention to 
treat those groups during a career. This has been 
demonstrated among ISHCN1 and young children2 

•  Previous research has shown dentists who perceived to 
have good quality training in managing ISHCN during 
pre-doctoral education were more confident and more 
likely to treat them in their careers1.  

•  Research has shown that about 80% of US dentists 
believe that their pre-doctoral education “did not prepare 
them at all”, or prepared them “very poorly” to treat 
ISHCN3 

•  This relationship between dental school training, clinical 
confidence of dentists and a willingness to treat serves as 
an important access to dental care opportunity for 
educators 

•  By increasing opportunities to treat underserved 
populations in dental schools, we may increase the 
confidence and willingness to include these patients into 
a graduate dentist’s practice career. This could serve as 
a novel approach to address access to care. 

•  Provide free dental care for homeless and special needs 
populations  

•  Provide experience to dental students in managing homeless 
and special needs groups (both groups don’t traditionally 
attend HSDM Teaching practice)  

•  Measure student perception of educational value in 
volunteering in these community service dental projects 

•  Networking with institutions and health care providers that 
also focus on the target groups was necessary to recruit the 
patient pool for these projects.  

•  Providing several free oral health screenings in the week 
leading up to the free clinic were crucial in creating interest 
and the patient pool needed to sustain the clinic.  

•  All dental care was provided by dental students, supervised 
by HSDM faculty. 

•  The results of this pilot survey suggest that pre-doctoral 
dental students gain new skills, increase their level of comfort 
and value the experience of working with underserved 
communities through community service 

•  It may be possible to extrapolate that if these programs were 
developed to target specific underserved groups, it may result 
in an increased willingness to treat those groups among 
dental school graduates and reduce the problem of access to 
care in those specific groups 
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Findings 
•  A total of 30 students (or 79%) from Class of 2012, and 16 

students (44%) from Class of 2013 self selected to 
participate in this community service project 

•  3 Free treatment days at 2 partner sites:  
$15,331.10 of free care was provided by dental students 
under supervision of faculty 

•  13 “lead-up” events: 624 screenings; 201 mouthguards; 861 
education; 861 Care packages; 251 fluoride 

 
Patient satisfaction surveys: 
Would you recommend this clinic to a friend? 

Yes 97% 
Somewhat 3% 

Would you return to this clinic? 
Yes 100% 

  
Student outcomes from Treatment and Screenings projects: 
1 from 1st year, 2 from 2nd year, 31 from 3rd year, 38 from 4th year, 6 
residents 
  
”By participating in today’s clinical session, I learned something 
new about the medical or dental management of individuals with 
developmental disabilities” 
Strongly Agree 47% 
Agree 33% 
 
“After today I feel more comfortable managing patients from this 
population” 
Strongly Agree 38% 
Agree 44% 

 “Participating in today’s community service project was a valuable 
learning experience for me” 
Strongly Agree 71% 
Agree 18% 
  
“I believe participating in more clinical sessions like today will give 
me the skills and confidence I need to provide of oral health care 
for a patients with special needs” 
Strongly Agree 87% 
Agree 7% 
  
  
OTHER SURVEY COMMENTS  MADE BY STUDENTS AFTER 
PARTICIPATION 
“I had exposure to a population I rarely interact with” 
“I enjoyed working with peers, and faculty outside the setting of 
HSDM” 
 “I became more comfortable conversing with homeless people” 
“I felt more comfortable working with patients who have special 
needs” 

Findings (cont.) 


