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INTRODUCTION


Since prehistoric times, when the first caveman broke off a tooth gnawing on an antelope bone, people have been trying to figure out ways to replace or repair missing and broken teeth. Ancient civilizations tried everything from gold wire to bits of shell or bamboo to put things right. These are the humble beginnings of the dental specialty of prosthodontics, the practice of rehabilitating and maintaining oral function. Fortunately for modern humans, prosthodontics has benefitted from enormous strides in technology, especially in the past decade or so, and we can happily leave ivory and stone tooth replacements in the history books.


I have always loved technology, and as a young man I envisioned a future for myself that included helping people. I thought about becoming an emergency room doctor and saw myself on the front lines at the ER making life-changing decisions in a fast-paced environment, working with the latest in medical technology. But I also dreamed of life as a family man and worried that the demands of the medical profession would compromise that dream. Meeting my wife, Lyndsay, led me on the path that took me to where I am today.


I started college as a premed student, and Lyndsay, who always wanted to be a dentist herself, encouraged me to spend time with both doctors and dentists to get a feel for both professions. After doing so, I realized that dentists could have just as big an impact on people’s lives as doctors. My own life was certainly improved by the dental care I received.


As a child, I went for regular checkups and wore braces, but I still had spaces between my teeth that made me feel self-conscious. My dentist built up my teeth using filling material, and the result was a smile that gave me confidence and made me feel good about myself. My own personal experience continued to lurk in the back of my mind, and after recalling how it changed my life and doing my research on both the medical and dental professions, the decision came easily. I was going to be a dentist.


Both Lyndsay and I attended dental school on an Army Health Services scholarship; the army paid our tuition and gave us a stipend for books and lab equipment. We spent thirteen weeks at an officer training course, and after graduating from four years of dental school, we did one year of general dentistry at Fort Gordon in Augusta, Georgia, before our residency, where we were technically on active duty. There was little chance of being deployed, however, and I was able to focus on dentistry. Since Fort Gordon is such a huge base, I had a vast number of patients. You name it; I saw it and got to treat it while we were there. After our three-year residencies, we were sent to Fort Drum in Upstate New York, where I was the chief of prosthodontics. Lyndsay and I were the cochairs of the Implant Board, where we developed treatment plans and provided implant therapy to the soldiers of the Tenth Mountain Division, which was stationed there.


When you graduate from dental school and pass your boards, you are licensed to practice anything under the scope of dentistry, but I wasn’t interested in general dentistry. I didn’t want to just do root canals or bone grafts for the rest of my life. Instead, the idea of being a prosthodontist intrigued me. I loved the problem solving involved in prosthodontics, being able to jump in on a complicated case and come up with solutions. I was fascinated by the technology and advancements in dental prosthetics and felt energized by the thought of working on complex dental issues. I decided to specialize, and so I spent three years in a prosthodontic residency focusing solely on restoring and replacing missing or broken teeth. I didn’t do any root canals. I didn’t perform any surgeries. I didn’t do anything but prosthodontics.


During my prosthodontic residency, I worked long days—often sixty or seventy hours a week—and because the residents in all the specialties were housed together in one building, I was able to easily collaborate with my colleagues and learn from them. There was a lot of interaction across teams. I learned not only the prosthodontic aspect of treatment but also how all the different parts of the mouth interacted by following the treatment of patients from the initial consultation right up until the finish. This knowledge has helped me immeasurably in my ability to construct comprehensive treatment plans for all my patients.


My patients are extremely important to me, and I treat them with the same love and compassion with which I treat my own family members. Dentistry is very much a family affair, since my wife is a periodontist. We are self-confessed dental geeks, and we like nothing better than talking about our patients or the newest, greatest thing to come down the dental technology pipeline, even across the dinner table or during long car rides with our three children. Lyndsay and I like to joke that they’re our mini dental apprentices. They’re especially intrigued by the personal stories of our patients’ treatments and love following the progress. It’s rewarding to see the excitement on their faces when we tell them that we’ve finally fitted the crowns for this patient or that we were able to successfully treat that patient. Of course, they are occasionally bored silly when we get into the nuts and bolts of it, and then they simply roll their eyes and indulge us. They’re great and caring kids and have been brought up knowing there is no shame in having dental damage; there is only compassion and solutions.


In my experience, people will avoid seeing a dentist for three reasons, and the most common is shame. They fear they’ll be viewed as lazy or stupid for not dealing with their dental issues, and they frequently feel guilty for letting things get to a desperate point. Often, they are afraid they’re going to shock me. Many people are convinced that when I look into their mouths, I’m going to see the worst things I’ve ever encountered. Believe me, that’s pretty unlikely. The majority of the time, it’s really no big deal, and we can put a plan in place and get them all fixed up. My team works hard to put patients at ease and remove any trace of shame they might feel. What’s happened with their teeth is in the past; we’re not here to shame or judge them. We’re here to make them feel comfortable and excited about their treatment.


I also meet quite a few patients who have avoided dental treatment out of fear. There’s a whole generation of folks out there who’ve had terrible experiences with dental care in their lives, often because they endured pain due to a dentist avoiding the use of an anesthetic, either because they didn’t want to use it or it wasn’t available. Treating a patient without numbing them—especially an anxious patient—can rarely be justified. It turns a dental visit into a nightmare and creates negative associations in a patient’s mind. Most of the practices I know bend over backward to make a visit to the dentist a positive experience. At my practice, we take the time to work with these patients before beginning treatment to reassure them the experience is going to be far less intense or painful than they anticipated. Dentistry has become much more patient friendly and focused on the feelings the patient has about treatment. Our core value at my dental practice is to focus on the patient’s experience. We want them to be comfortable and relaxed and to actually enjoy coming to see us. We love our patients, and it means the world to us to have them experience a nice warm environment and feel comfortable with the care we give them.


The third common reason people avoid going to the dentist is financial. Let’s face it, dental care can be expensive, especially care that involves multiple implants, surgery, or full mouth reconstruction. People rationalize their avoidance of dental care by convincing themselves that tooth issues are no big deal. What many don’t realize is that oral health is, in fact, a huge deal, and ignoring it can cause damage in other parts of the body. We understand that not everyone can afford the dental care they need, so a regular part of our practice is assisting patients with the financial aspect of care. The majority of my patients are in the middle to upper range of the socioeconomic scale, with a few at the lower end. We work with a handful of really helpful financial institutions that provide zero-interest or low-interest loans that folks can pay back over a longer period of time. Many times, we can help patients avoid a large up-front cost and instead figure out ways to budget the expense so it becomes manageable. We’ll do as much as we can to get patients into our office and get them fixed up.


It is extremely important to me that a patient has complete faith and confidence in my ability to help them. Your dental care is always your choice. It’s your mouth. If you’re not simpatico with your dentist or if your personalities just don’t click, there’s nothing wrong with finding someone else to help you.
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