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Throughout the summer of 2009, I served as a volunteer within the local public health community. During this time I was blessed with countless opportunities to serve, explore, learn and really begin to determine where I see myself in the dental field.  

When Medicaid dental coverage for adults was cut on July 1, it rocked public health clinics throughout the state including Hackley Community Care Center and Muskegon Family Care, the two clinics in Muskegon where I spent my summer as a volunteer. Responding to the anticipated cuts and to take action of some kind, I traveled to Lansing in July to participate in Oral Health Legislative Action Day on Capitol Hill. The goal was to educate the legislators on the dire consequences of their actions. Following is the message I presented to them from my unique perspective as an incoming health professional and also to provide information they needed to consider:

During my summer in public health I learned three important things about its current situation. First, in many parts of Michigan, especially the Muskegon area, the need for accessible, quality health care is at a desperation point. Second, a staggering number of health-care professionals, both young and old, maintain their careers in private practice without any consideration of this desperate need. Third, a key factor in overcoming the lack of health-care professionals is to focus on attracting and training new health professionals specifically committed to public health careers and act upon it as part of the solution. 

Being a pre-dental student, I have seen firsthand both the need and solutions. I look forward to serving those in need and also becoming part of the solution. How, though, will I, along with other like-minded students, be welcomed by society and politics as part of the solution?

Cutting dental coverage for adults on Medicaid leaves public health dentists without the opportunity to fully exercise their education and skills as practitioners. All they can do now for adults is to pull teeth. They are forced to be extractionists rather than dentists, unable to utilize the techniques they have mastered to provide optimal care for their patients. To their patients, they are nothing more than a quick unaesthetic means of pain relief, not a caring professional with whom they can build a relationship for prevention, restoration and maintenance. The ability to build relationships with patients is something all health-care professionals seek in their careers, and it is further disappointing to realize that many of the techniques I will learn through an intensive, expensive dental school education will not be fully utilized in public health practice. A large amount of satisfaction is lost for both patient and practitioner with the cut of adult dental Medicaid coverage. It definitely removes incentive for incoming dentists to choose positions in public health.

The possibility of making cuts in the state loan repayment program is even more alarming to incoming health professionals interested in public health. For a practitioner, going into public health instead of private practice means sacrificing financial potential. Student loans are one of the heaviest burdens a professional will have. Dental students bear an especially heavy load: According to the ADA the average debt of a 2008 dental school graduate was more than $170,000, while according to the AAMC average debt of a 2008 medical school graduate was about $155,000; however both numbers a staggering. Generally, the government offers incentives to assist new public health professionals in paying off their loans as they practice. If cuts are made to the loan repayment programs, it will add to the immense burden of those public health professionals who already have made significant sacrifices to be part of the solution.

The actions taken by the state of Michigan regarding public health is not part of the solution. It removes the incentive for future generations when choosing potential careers as public health practitioners. In my eyes, the eyes of a very blessed and fortunate pre-professional student with a desire to make a difference, the actions by the state of Michigan are telling me that I am not welcome to become part of the solution. 

Anyone can join the effort for the return of Medicaid dental coverage for adults. Register to be a health care defender for access to ideas, resources and ways to share your stance at www.mpca.net/Advocacy/advocacy.htm
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