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future colleagues. The purposeful incorporation of leadership education into dental and dental hygiene curricula represents an 

important departure from existing paradigms—but will help prepare our students to address these challenges. This article pro-

vides an overview of the development of a Scholars Program in Dental Leadership (SPDL) at the University of Michigan School 
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D
ental education was said to be at a crossroads 

fourteen years ago, and in most ways it still 

is.1 There is a shortage of dental leaders will-

ing to challenge existing paradigms. Few students 

express a desire to explore the rich intellectual and 

service life that our profession has to offer. Fewer 

still are willing to join the ranks of scholars and 

community leaders necessary for our profession to 

flourish as a vibrant and evidence-based discipline in 

the twenty-first century.2 If these trends are to change, 

we must challenge existing cultural norms in order 

to prepare students to have an impact on the future 

of dentistry and its role in health care. This can be 

accomplished if dental schools are willing to expand 

their academic mission and offer opportunities in 

leadership development.3 

Developing leadership skills entails many 

facets of life. Characteristics of a leader include, 

but are not limited to, being someone who is a stra-

tegic thinker; someone who comes to the table with 

good ideas and is willing to shoulder the burden of 

implementation; someone with a desire to seek the 

truth and a willingness to serve as a change agent; 

someone who serves the organization above self and 

is able to articulate a shared vision; someone with 

a willingness to address and manage challenges and 

conflicts in a positive manner; and someone with 

honesty and integrity. In dentistry, leadership would 

include running a practice effectively, but a willing-

ness to serve as a change agent and participate in the 

broader social, political, and economic environment 

that affects our profession is also essential. Many 

areas outside of dentistry (the military, the airline 

industry, other parts of the corporate world, etc.) 

have begun to identify leadership qualities and are 

developing training methods to enhance them for 

members of their professions. 

While leadership training is becoming more 

common in other areas, it is still in its infancy in 

dentistry and other health care professions. However, 
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a recent study by Victoroff et al. found that dental 

students overwhelmingly view leadership as a part 

of their profession and would be willing to par-

ticipate in leadership training programs within their 

institutions.4 Likewise, in 2000 nearly 70 percent of 

responding dental school deans reported that leader-

ship training was the most crucial factor in preparing 

to become a dean.5 In fact, this area of study and 

experience was perceived by the respondents in that 

study to be more important than the ability to teach 

dentistry, knowledge of budget and finance, and 

conducting research. 

Recently, an eleven-week program was devel-

oped by the School of Dentistry at the University of 

Southern California.6 This program combines many 

of the traditional industry-wide aspects of leadership 

training including communication styles and listen-

ing, people management, creating and leading a team, 

building coalitions, conflict management, and fiscal 

and budget management. But what should leader-

ship training in dentistry involve, in the context of a 

national need for dental leaders? Should dentistry be 

looking exclusively to business schools for leadership 

content? Is management training leadership training? 

Is research experience leadership training in and of 

itself? We assert that the need is much greater and 

goes beyond existing practices and that dental schools 

must develop their own curricula.

The vision of the University of Michigan’s 

Scholars Program in Dental Leadership (UM-SPDL) 

is to empower dental and dental hygiene students to 

envision and promote cultural changes in the realm 

of dentistry. Our mission is to bring together the very 

best, brightest, and hardest working students with 

diverse backgrounds and to center their talents on a 

shared goal of developing leadership skills. Through 

combined student-faculty efforts, we believe that an 

environment can be created that will serve all seg-

ments of our profession. 

The objectives of the UM-SPDL are as fol-

lows: 

1. to encourage critical thinking in leadership for 

dentistry through the development and imple-

mentation of new educational experiences with 

an emphasis on leadership; 

2. to serve the dental community by functioning as 

a laboratory for educational innovation;

3. to cultivate exploration and creativity in predoc-

toral dental  and dental hygiene students through 

independent study and supervised research;

4. to maximize the dental school’s position of 

leadership in dental education by offering the 

program as a model/subject/resource for schol-

arly and intellectual enrichment; and

5. to advance the dental school’s mission through 

offering a high-quality education to a diverse 

student population and to assist the university’s 

efforts to recruit highly qualified students for all 

its divisions. 

The UM-SPDL represents an important de-

parture from the existing dental school curriculum. 

Intensive and focused experiences in leadership 

development are provided that extend beyond the 

traditional curriculum. UM-SPDL students are 

those willing to wrestle with global issues facing 

the dental profession—topics such as access to care, 

challenges and opportunities for the profession re-

lated to universal health care, how best to integrate 

dentistry into the spectrum of health care delivery, 

funding professional education, incorporation of 

new paradigms in research and business that have 

yet to fully impact the profession, and how to best 

position dental education both within the university 

and among other professions. This article describes 

the program’s development and early stages. 

Development of the  
UM-SPDL

The development of an SPDL at the University 

of Michigan School of Dentistry began in 2004 with 

the formation of a program design committee with 

representatives from the faculty, predoctoral dental 

students, and predental students. The committee 

solicited comments from all segments of our faculty 

and predoctoral student body. 

Central points considered during the design 

phase of the program were as follows: 

• What would be the mission of the program? 

• What should be the core competencies?  

• What should the structure be?

• Who would provide the curriculum content, and 

how would the program fit within the framework of 

the existing dental and dental hygiene curricula?

• What size program was desirable? 

• How would students be recruited, and how would 

candidates be evaluated for enrollment? 

• Which students would be targeted for inclusion? 

• Would there be incentives for enrollment? 

The program was conceptualized to encompass 

all four years of the dental and dental hygiene cur-

ricula, providing sufficient time for adult and group 
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learning and the development of capstone projects 

targeting the interests of the participants. The SPDL 

was designed to “wrap around” the existing curricula, 

so program events would occur after regular classes 

ended. In program design, emphasis was placed on 

tailoring the content to the participants to ensure 

maximum engagement. The initial core competencies 

included leadership, continuous learning, problem 

solving, strategic thinking, and communicating.7 

Initially, partnerships with various other colleges on 

our campus were sought to provide the curriculum 

content. However, when we considered differences 

in the target audience, ideas pertaining to potential 

launch dates, competencies, and costs, it was felt that 

the dental school should develop its own program. 

Based upon a number of logistical parameters, 

the ideal target size of the UM-SPDL for the first year 

was determined to be approximately twenty students, 

which was envisioned to grow by five to ten students 

per year. An emphasis was placed on recruiting in-

coming freshman dental and dental hygiene students. 

The rationale behind targeting early students was a 

belief that these individuals would be the greatest risk 

takers since they had not yet experienced the tradi-

tional dental or dental hygiene curriculum and might 

be more open to new experiences than those already 

in school. Program application materials were sent 

out in the spring to current students and new students 

who had just received notification of acceptance and 

were due prior to the start of the academic year. 

Launching the UM-SPDL
In May 2006, we sent SPDL recruitment 

materials to the first cohort of students. The selec-

tion process took place in July 2007 and resulted in 

twenty students (ten first-year, six second-year, and 

two third-year dental students and two third-year 

dental hygiene students). Selection was based upon 

the students’ letters of recommendation and essays. 

In their essays, applicants were asked to discuss 

their experiences as leaders in their communities, 

their thoughts on the program’s core competencies, 

and the sort of projects they wished to develop in 

the program. Applications were reviewed by the 

UM-SPDL Program Committee, and participants 

were selected based upon the following criteria: the 

student’s desire to develop as a leader, prior success-

ful leadership experiences, interest in leadership, and 

communication skills. In addition, the committee 

sought out individuals who were interested in work-

ing collaboratively and willing and able to commit 

to the added responsibility. 

In late August 2006, participants in the UM-

SPDL met for the first time for a kick-off event. An 

off-site opening banquet was held with an evening 

address on leadership by Dr. Richard W. Valachovic, 

executive director of the American Dental Educa-

tion Association. This was followed by a full day of 

activities at the Challenge Program at the University 

of Michigan, an activity-based program that uses 

a highly interactive and experiential approach to 

teambuilding and other aspects of organizational 

development. From September 2006 to April 2007, 

the UM-SPDL participants met monthly to learn 

the crucial skills needed for any leadership position. 

Topics such as personality assessment, conflict reso-

lution, communication, public speaking, biodontics,8 

and career planning were presented in a way that was 

both engaging and educational.  

Some changes were made in the program in 

subsequent years. After that initial year, students have 

invited a number of highly respected individuals from 

academic, commercial, and legislative organizations 

to be speakers for the program. In instances in which 

the speaker would be of interest to a broader audi-

ence, the program was opened to the entire dental 

school community. The kick-off events in the second 

and third years, like the first, began with a Friday 

evening session, but incorporated a split Saturday 

session in which the students and faculty members 

donated their time and labor at local nonprofit orga-

nizations (Perry Nursery School and the Salvation 

Army in Ann Arbor) and the university’s Challenge 

Program. This split day appears to work well as it 

keeps events moving and provides opportunities for 

interactions among faculty, students, and members of 

the community from the start of the program. 

After the first year, students have taken more 

ownership of the development of each year’s program. 

They defined a new operational structure that offers 

ways for students to take individual initiative in ap-

plying their new skill set, while working collectively 

towards common goals. A constitution, executive, and 

student-run committees were established to facilitate 

the logistical and planning operations of the SPDL. 

In early 2007, the students compiled a working list 

of competencies in which they were interested and 

began the initial phases of designing a program 

curriculum focused on major issues in dentistry. 

Participants joined teams dedicated to specific proj-

ects within the general field of dentistry. To monitor, 

maintain, and facilitate team interactions, faculty 
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mentors who were initially assigned to individual 

SPDL students were reassigned to project teams. 

This focus on teams provides better mentorship for 

the newer participants and facilitates the development 

of capstone projects. 

The Future of the SPDL
The UM-SPDL represents a long-term com-

mitment by our university and school to promote 

leadership in dentistry. We believe that a specific 

focus on leadership is an essential component of 

dental education that is missing from many schools’ 

curricula. In many ways, this program has been 

developed on the principle that you can “build the 

bridge as you walk on it,”9 and many opportunities 

have emerged or been created after the program was 

launched. First and foremost, the program has created 

opportunities for student-faculty engagement that is 

in many ways unique. The UM-SPDL provides an 

informal setting for collegial discussions between 

students and faculty members that is not available in 

the classroom or clinical setting. In this respect, many 

of the institutional barriers to learning can be over-

come. The value of this aspect of an SPDL program 

cannot be overstated. Far too often we have heard that 

dental graduates are jaded and feel disenfranchised 

from the very institution from which they graduated. 

Part of this feeling is likely to emerge from views 

that, as students, they were unequal partners in the 

educational process. Preliminary and early evalua-

tions of our SPDL students suggest that they indeed 

develop a feeling of ownership of the program. They 

also feel that faculty members are responsive to their 

needs, listen to them, and treat them as junior col-

leagues in the development of the program. In fact, 

many students feel that the faculty have much to learn 

from them, which in many ways we do, as many of 

them come to the SPDL with a range of leadership 

experiences that are both substantial and unique. 

These experiences lend both diversity and value to 

our program by bringing in ideas for content and 

partnerships that have been among the most fulfill-

ing faculty-student interactions we have experienced. 

The full impact of the program will not be known 

for years, but clearly it will be important to track the 

experiences of SPDL participants in the future. 

The SPDL also provides a novel opportunity for 

scholarship. For example, some students in the SPDL 

published a report on a big sister event they developed 

as part of an activity aimed at professional commu-

nity-building and collaboration in dental hygiene.10 

In another project, some students conducted a small 

trial to evaluate dental students’ ability to recognize 

and manage a medical emergency and published 

the results.11 This project has already contributed to 

enhanced curricular training in medical emergencies 

for students, faculty, and staff. The SPDL is thus lead-

ing to tangible results by providing opportunities and 

support for student and faculty scholarship, including 

work in areas not necessarily recognized as having the 

potential for viable research projects in the past and 

among individuals who do not have clinical programs 

or laboratories for testing new ideas. 

A scholars program in dental leadership that 

provides opportunities for student teaching and 

exploration may also serve as a vehicle for address-

ing faculty shortages.12,13 Since the vast majority of 

dental and dental hygiene students are not entering 

the profession with the intent to become faculty 

members, exposure to faculty mentors and a climate 

that suggests their interests can be incorporated into 

scholarship within the realm of oral health sends a 

message to students that is very different from the 

one they receive as part of their education to become 

practitioners. We believe that this exposure may 

stimulate students to consider career paths that they 

may not have otherwise been aware of. 

Furthermore, the SPDL can serve as a venue 

for interdisciplinary collaboration and an incuba-

tor for educational reform. Several students in our 

program are working to establish residencies and 

externships with other academic units on campus 

and institutions abroad. There are also possibilities 

for alumni and individuals who traditionally do not 

participate in dental and dental hygiene education 

to come together to mentor our students. To address 

this, we are currently in the process of establishing a 

“Dean’s Faculty” for the UM-SPDL. This new faculty 

is intended to include individuals with outstanding 

skills and knowledge to empower our scholars to 

put theory into action. Dean’s Faculty members may 

include individuals who are willing to contribute 

to students’ education through volunteer activities 

and may serve as a networking structure to establish 

collaborations. 

Conclusions
Now, perhaps more than at any other time, there 

is a need for great leaders in dentistry and dental 

hygiene. As technological advances make our world 
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smaller and our lives faster and more complex, the 

oral health profession faces challenges and oppor-

tunities that are constantly evolving. Changes in the 

scope and mode of practice will require new and 

different approaches. Meeting these needs requires 

changes in how we do business, interact with our pa-

tients and other health care providers, and educate our 

future colleagues. It is certain that oral health research 

will produce new diagnostic and therapeutic options 

for our patients, while issues pertaining to public 

health, ways to deliver care and access information, 

ethical dilemmas, faculty shortages, and changing 

market forces will continue to affect our profession. 

But in these challenges there will be opportunities 

to break new ground to improve oral health and to 

improve the stature of the profession. It is here that 

our focus must remain. A student leadership program 

provides a novel educational milieu in which discus-

sions on these issues can occur and students can be 

engaged in broader concerns outside but essential 

to the usual realm of dental education. It is here that 

we all must start. 
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