



5 Minute Talk 2007
I’d like to thank Phil Aftoora for inviting me to speak today, and thank the University for providing such a beautiful space.
I wanted to start out with a question—Where have you heard this quote before?—“With great power, comes great responsibility.”  That’s right, the Spider Man movie. Part 1.   Like Spider Man, you have the opportunity to do great things, to make a difference in people’s lives.  To effect their health in significant ways. How do you get to this point?

The simple answer: not by memorizing facts.  Instead, you’ll need to embrace the new curriculum.  Now, we’re asking you to learn for learning’s sake, to compete not against each other, but against yourself.  In order acquire the skills you’ll need to be a dentist in 2020, you’ll need to work together, to help your fellow classmates and engage in full-on communication. One key component of the new curriculum is the process of problem based learning—also known as PBL.

What is this PBL all about?  One thing it’s about is “thinking on your feet” and being present in the moment.  When you are with a patient, you need to communicate well, ask the right questions, and draw on your science background and clinical reasoning.  Ideally—that is, if you embrace the PBL process—it will help you develop your clinical reasoning.  You’ll be able to integrate the knowledge you’ve learned across many different disciplines and respond to challenges intuitively.  You’ll know what to do, and how to do it.  You will have trained yourself to think on many different levels at once.  So, whether that’s screening for oral cancer, interacting with physicians or your office staff, or asking whether someone’s diet is contributing to conditions in their mouth—you will have developed the skill set you need.  That’s why your classes will be pass-fail. It’s hard to put a number on intangible skills, but it’s those skills that are crutial to your success. 
There’s this other thing, too.  Early in your dental education, you’ll take epidemiology.  What is epidemiology?   According to Gordis, from your Vital Source reference, “It’s the study of the distribution and determinants of health-related states or events in specified populations and the application of this study to control of health problems.”1   To paraphrase, it’s understanding the determinants of disease and using that information to reduce the burden of disease, in individuals and populations. Why is understanding epidemiology important?  Because you’ll be able read research critically and make decisions based on evidence, not dogma.  And, if you understand epidemiology, you’ll be able to interact with your patients on a different level.  You’ll know what the risk factors are for tooth decay, periodontal disease and other disease states.  You’ll be able to place the individual in a larger context.  You’ll understand what happens if certain health habits are ignored and continue unchecked.  In other words, you can help prevent disease. You can coach your patients to better oral health, and quite possibly, better systemic health.
How do you get there?  By being curious, by asking questions, by following through on your clinical hunches and not dismissing new ways of looking at things.  Over the next four years, continue to ask yourself, “What do I really need to know to be the best dentist I can be?”  
Here at Case School of Dental Medicine, you’ll have a chance to hone those skills.  You’ll see a broad range of patients: from people who work at Case—to people on Medicaid, struggling to make ends meet.  Many will not have had the advantages you had, and will really need your help.  Take, for example, the children you will see in the Dental Sealant Program.  When you interact with your patients, treat them as if they are a family member or your best friend. Be grateful that they have entrusted their health to you.  Respect that, and be their advocate. Why? Because then you will think about larger systems—and ask, “How did this person get to this point?  What can I do to restore their health?”  Then, the care you provide will impact not only your patient, but your community.  
With great power, comes great responsibility. You have a great responsibility to your patients, and also to yourself.  How you do what you do here, in this school, determines the kind of dentist and the kind of person you will be in the years ahead.

You all have drive.  You had to, in order to get here.  If you can focus that drive on learning, on being curious and on continuing to ask questions, then, not only will you be successful, but you will also be satisfied.  And in your heart of hearts, you’ll know that you are an excellent dentist, a true doctor. And your patients will know it, too.

Thank you, and welcome to dental school.     
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