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COVER STORY

Choosing Your Next
Educational Adventure:
Postgraduate Programs
and Creating Your Path

By Partha Mukherii, DDS

s [ approached the conclusion of dental school, | wrestled

with my plans following my senior year. [ recall wishing I

could make my decision like the Choose Your Own Adventure
books I read in childhood. There, I could flip the pages and see my
professional journey if I chose alternate realities, commonly known
these days as “events in the multiverse.”

Considerations I took into account as I faced graduation were my
debt, income loss from delaying entry into practice, and the value of
additional education. [ remember telling myself I wanted more
mentorship, more focused education in specific facets of dentistry,
and experience in delivering oral health care outside the standard
practice setting.

But to choose my adventure, I needed to better-understand the
options for pursuing post-graduate training.

[ knew I wanted to practice as a general dentist and not as a
specialist, and I recognized the emerging trends for integrated health
care. After lengthy contemplation, I elected to further my education
with a post-graduate year in a general practice residency rather than

an advanced education in general dentistry program. The difference
(Continued on Page 36)
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The beauty of postgraduate
education is that new dentists
get to choose their own
adventure, and there are
many ways to blend continuing
education to provide professional
growth throughout their careers.

Here's one dentist’s journey and

what he learned along the way.
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Creating Your Path
(Continued from Page 34)

between the two programs was de-
scribed to me in rather simplistic
terms. A GPR would give one experi-
ence delivering routine dental care to
medically complex patients, quite of-
ten in a hospital setting. An AEGD
would give one experience treating
routine practice patients with chal-
lenging and complex dental needs.
Both programs share several similari-
ties, often share similar curriculums,
and are excellent choices. I knew I
would benefit from training in a hos-
pital setting to learn more about med-
icine, and the unique considerations
for providing care in hospital. [ would
experience more surgeries (i.e., im-
plants), learn IV sedation, work in op-
erating rooms, emergency rooms,
etc.

I enrolled in the GPR program at
the University of Texas School of Den-

tistry-Houston, affiliated with Memo-
rial Hermann Hospital, a level one
trauma center. I was pleased to find
that the general dentistry residents
were held in high regard by these
medical colleagues. Among my expe-
riences as a resident, I remember tak-
ing calls (often shared with the oral
and maxillofacial surgery residents),
delivering care in the operating room
on special care patients, training
through oral surgery and anesthesi-
ology rotations, learning IV sedation,
and interacting with the AEGD resi-
dents.

Extra year a wise investment

The GPR came with a modest sti-
pend. I realized I could live within my
means and start paying down some
of my educational debt, knowing that
this “extra” year was a wise invest-
ment to advance my career. Pursuing
a postgraduate program gave me an
advantage over other candidates
when [ later sought employment in
general practice. Employers recog-

Figure 1 — Changes in GPR Enrollment 19902020
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Twenty-one years later,
I'm still a huge
proponent of

postgraduate programs.

However, I'm also a
huge proponent of
“choosing your own
adventure” and creating
a track at your own
pace, should you choose
not to pursue a
postgraduate program.

nized my added skill set and the con-
fidence I had to provide a greater
scope of services, which enabled me
to negotiate a better starting salary
for my initial associate position. Most
importantly, | felt ready to deliver
high-quality care to my patients.
Twenty-one years later, I'm still a
huge proponent of postgraduate pro-
grams. However, I'm also a huge pro-
ponent of “choosing your own adven-
ture” and creating a track at your own
pace, should you choose not to pur-
sue a postgraduate program. Dental
schools have the unfair task of con-
densing a significant volume of clini-
cal knowledge and skills in four years.
But dentistry is much more than the
bread-and-butter care, and as com-
plex as dentistry is, with all that pro-
viding oral health care entails, one
can conclude that becoming “a safe
beginner” is challenging to accom-
plish within four years. However, the
burden of student debt, burnout,
stress, wanting to start a family, and
so on, compounds the conundrum a
new dental graduate faces when con-
sidering whether to pursue another
year or more of education.
My experience as a part-time fac-
(Continued on Page 38)
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Figure 2 — Dental School Grads and Advanced Program Enrollment by Gender, 2018-19
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ulty member at Texas A&M College of
Dentistry confirmed this perspective
for me. I was honored to work with
fourth-year students. Some students
knew they wanted training beyond
dental school, while others were ea-
ger to enter practice immediately fol-
lowing graduation and had things
lined up. Some wanted to pursue a
postgraduate program but couldn’t,
needing to generate income right
away to address their educational
debt and personal needs.

Whichever the circumstance, I
would advise students that the beau-
ty of education after school is that
they get to choose their own adven-
ture, and that there are many ways to
blend continuing education to pro-
vide professional growth throughout
their careers.

According to the ADA Health Policy
Institute, although dental education
debt has increased substantially in re-
cent years, it’s had only a modest as-
sociation with some career choices.
Policymakers could consider this when
considering education debt relief.!

Education doesn't stop

[ urge dental students in the fourth
year and earlier to set their own
track. Find mentors, and don’t be
afraid to ask questions and seek in-
formation. I counsel them to identify
a few areas of general dentistry that

interest them, and create a track for
learning following graduation. Also,
new graduates should consider edu-
cation in disciplines to build confi-
dence in delivering those services to
address patient needs.

An example [ provide from person-
al experience is that 21 years ago |
wasn’t fully prepared to provide ro-
tary endodontic care, so | sought
training. Whatever the path they
choose, my take-home message to
students and new dentists is to con-
tinue to learn. Choose the adventure
that works best for your circumstanc-
es and needs. Be patient, adaptable,
and take things at a manageable pace.

Following formal postgraduate ed-
ucation, or for those electing to hang
their shingle right out of school, the
educational experience doesn’t stop.
As clinicians, we have a professional
obligation for lifelong learning. [ urge
recent graduates to reach out to se-
nior colleagues in their community
who exhibit exceptional skills and tal-
ent. Seek their advice, attend local
dental society meetings, and join lo-
cal study clubs to find mentors will-
ing to share their strategies that
placed them on a path of excellence.

Social media now provides sites for
gathering of peers to exchange
thoughts and advice, but the best men-
tors are experienced clinicians who
know your community and are willing
to share their wisdom and open doors
to future learning. Do not miss an op-
portunity to establish an in-person re-
lationship with these colleagues. Ob-
serve, and receive mentorship from

michigandental.org.

More Information on Early Practice

This article on choosing continuing education pathways is a continuation of
information first presented in the December 2021 Journal on what practitioners
may wish to consider in their first decade of practice and beyond. That article,
“T+10: Creating a Foundation for Success in the First 10 Years,” was written by
Gabe Holdwick, DDS, and can be accessed in the Journal archive at

specialists. Take leadership and public
speaking courses. Be open to learning
from your local lab tech, an accoun-
tant, or a community business leader.
Mentorship and educational opportu-
nities come in many forms.

CE is changing

Dentistry is advancing rapidly, and
so is the way continuing education is
delivered. Early in my career, friends
and colleagues would flood dental
conferences and engage with each

Whatever the path
they choose, my take-
home message to
students and new
dentists is to continue
to learn. Choose the
adventure that works
best for your
circumstances and
needs. Be patient,
adaptable, and
take things at @
manageable pace.

other and interact with top-notch cli-
nicians, coaches, exhibitors, and
sponsors, all layered along with re-
unions and social engagements. To-
day, we have options for learning at
our fingertips. YouTube and synchro-
nous or asynchronous webinars al-
low us to learn at home while sitting
on the couch petting the dog or bak-
ing a cake. Additionally, programs
like the Kois Center, LVI, Pankey,
Spear, CRA, or Levin Group offer
pathways and tracks to guide imple-
mentation of their philosophy and
systems into practice. Other pro-
grams deliver discipline-specific
training on skills such as orthodon-
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tics, implant placement, restoration,
and much, much more.

State and local dental societies of-
fer excellent affordable programs pre-
sented close to home. As we emerge
from the pandemic, their in-person
presentations have the added value
of providing the opportunity to con-
nect and network with local col-
leagues. Often, these programs help
members succeed by providing con-
tent targeted at complying with man-
dated CE for licensure. State associa-
tions, the ADA, AGD, and specialty
organizations provide conferences
that continue to deliver some of the
highest quality, evidence-based pro-
grams and the numerous benefits
and services that come with member-
ship.

It’s essential to join, support, and
volunteer with these organizations
that advocate for the profession and
are involved in community outreach,
service, research, and more. I greatly
value my membership in AGD, where
they hold their members accountable
for obtaining high quality-focused
general dental education. AGD offers
track programs such as Fellow Track
and Master Track that are often start-
ed in dental school, and post-grad
programs that you can hop on and off
at your pace and liking. AGD accepts
continuing education credits ap-

proved by ADA-CERP. The honor of
earning a Fellowship and Mastership
in the AGD reflects one’s commitment
to learning and providing the best pa-
tient care.

We all have specific needs and cir-
cumstances. Considering a broad
range of continuing education topics
allows you to identify the facets of
care that interest you and where you
need to hone your skills. Choosing a
track approach to address these
needs provides a focus that keeps
moving forward without distraction.
A mentor can help coach you along
the way. Beginning with a general
practice residency was the right
choice for me to lay a foundation for
patient care informed by continued
learning. As we grow in our profes-
sion, realize it is never too late to
choose your next adventure! ®
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