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The Vital Role of Dental Schools in 
University Prestige and Community 
Health

In the evolving landscape of higher education, universities 
are continually seeking ways to distinguish themselves and 
affirm their commitment to excellence. One compelling 
indicator of a university’s dedication to comprehensive 
health education and community service is the presence of a 
dental school. This specialized institution not only enhances 
the university’s prestige but also serves as a cornerstone for 
multidisciplinary education, cutting-edge research, and vital 
community healthcare services. 

Studies have shown that universities with dental schools not 
only provide advanced healthcare education but also play 
a crucial role in community health through their outreach 
programs and clinics. One such example is a report 
published by the American Dental Education Association 
highlights that dental schools in the United States 
deliver care to millions of underserved patients annually, 
emphasizing their vital role in community service (American 
Dental Education Association, 2020). Moreover, there are 
many examples throughout the world of universities, such 
as the University of California in San Francisco which 
houses a top-ranked dental school, that are recognized for 
their integrated health programs that combine education, 
research, and community service, thus enhancing their 
prestige and impact (UCSF School of Dentistry, 2022).

Not only is a dental school within a university a symbol of 
prestige; it is a dynamic entity that fosters academic rigor, 
innovation, and societal impact. By integrating dental 
education with other health disciplines, these schools create 
a synergistic environment that benefits students, faculty, and 
the community at large. The significance of a dental school 
extends beyond the campus, addressing critical healthcare 
needs and contributing to the economic and social fabric 
of the local community. Through this opinion piece, we will 
explore the multifaceted benefits of a dental school and 
underscore its necessity as a fundamental component of a 
prestigious and impactful university.

Comprehensive Health Sciences Education
Interdisciplinary education is becoming a cornerstone in 
modern healthcare education. The integration of various 
health disciplines fosters a holistic approach to patient care, 
ensuring that future healthcare professionals are equipped 
to address the multifaceted needs of their patients. Dental 
schools play a crucial role in this interdisciplinary framework, 
bridging the gap between dental education and other health 
sciences to provide a comprehensive educational experience.

Interdisciplinary education in health sciences is essential 
for several reasons. First, it reflects the reality of modern 
healthcare, where collaborative practice is necessary 
for optimal patient outcomes. Studies have shown that 
interdisciplinary teams improve the quality of care, enhance 
patient satisfaction, and reduce medical errors (World Health 

Organization, 2010). By training dental students alongside 
their peers in medicine, nursing, pharmacy, and allied health 
sciences, universities create a learning environment that 
mirrors the collaborative nature of professional healthcare 
settings.

Dental schools integrate with other health science 
disciplines through various initiatives and programs. For 
instance, interprofessional education (IPE) programs bring 
together students from different health disciplines to learn 
with, from, and about each other (Reeves et al., 2016). 
These programs often include joint courses, collaborative 
clinical rotations, and interdisciplinary research projects. 
For example, at the University of Toronto, the Centre for 
Interprofessional Education offers programs that integrate 
dental students with their peers in medicine, nursing, 
and pharmacy, emphasizing teamwork and collaborative 
practice (Centre for Interprofessional Education, University 
of Toronto, 2021).

Furthermore, dental schools contribute to a holistic 
education by incorporating elements of public health, 
ethics, and communication skills into their curricula. This 
comprehensive approach ensures that dental graduates are 
not only skilled clinicians but also empathetic communicators 
and advocates for public health. Research indicates that 
such well-rounded education is critical for addressing the 
diverse needs of patients and improving overall healthcare 
delivery (Blue et al., 2010).

We must recognize therefore that the integration of dental 
schools within the broader health sciences framework 
enhances the quality of education and prepares students 
for the realities of collaborative healthcare practice. By 
promoting interdisciplinary learning and providing a holistic 
education, dental schools play an indispensable role in 
shaping the future of healthcare.

Advancing Research and Innovation
Dental schools are at the forefront of advancing research 
and innovation in oral health and its connections to overall 
health. The unique position of dental schools within 
universities allows them to contribute significantly to the 
broader field of health sciences, leading to groundbreaking 
discoveries and improved healthcare outcomes.

One area where dental schools excel is in research on the 
links between oral health and systemic diseases. It is well-
established that oral health is a window to overall health, 
with conditions such as periodontal disease being linked to 
cardiovascular diseases, diabetes, and adverse pregnancy 
outcomes (Sanz et al., 2020). Dental schools conduct 
research that explores these connections, contributing to a 
deeper understanding of how oral health impacts systemic 
health. 



EDITORIAL184 > www.sada.co.za / SADJ Vol. 79 No.4

Dental schools are also hubs for innovation in dental materials 
and technologies. Advances in biomaterials, digital dentistry, 
and regenerative medicine often originate from dental school 
laboratories. These innovations not only enhance dental 
care but also have applications in broader medical fields. 
The development of biocompatible materials and 3D printing 
technologies are prime examples of how dental research 
contributes to medical advancements. A study by Rupp 
et al. (2019) highlights the innovative use of 3D printing in 
dental restorations, which has implications for personalized 
medicine and custom medical devices.

The impact of dental research extends beyond the academic 
and clinical settings, attracting substantial funding from 
governmental and private sources. This funding supports 
not only dental-specific research but also interdisciplinary 
projects that involve collaborations with other health science 
disciplines. Such collaborations are essential for tackling 
complex health issues and driving forward comprehensive 
healthcare solutions. For instance, the National Institute of 
Dental and Craniofacial Research (NIDCR) funds numerous 
interdisciplinary projects that bring together experts from 
various fields to address critical health challenges (NIDCR, 
2021).

Dental schools also play a crucial role in disseminating 
research findings and translating them into clinical practice. 
Through publications in high-impact journals, presentations 
at international conferences, and partnerships with industry, 
dental schools ensure that their research has a broad impact 
on both the academic community and the general public. 
This dissemination of knowledge is vital for advancing the 
field of dentistry and improving patient care globally.

In conclusion, dental schools are indispensable in advancing 
research and innovation within the health sciences. Their 
contributions to understanding the connections between 
oral and systemic health, developing new materials and 
technologies, and securing research funding underscore 
their pivotal role in the broader health sciences landscape.

Community Service and Healthcare Access
One of the most tangible benefits of a dental school is 
its impact on the local community. Dental schools often 
operate clinics that provide affordable or even free dental 
care to underserved populations. These clinics serve as vital 
healthcare access points, especially in areas where dental 
services are scarce. By providing comprehensive dental 
care, these schools help to improve the overall health and 
well-being of the community. Additionally, dental students 
gain practical experience and develop a sense of social 
responsibility by working in these clinics, preparing them to 
serve diverse populations in their future careers.

The provision of dental care to underserved communities is 
critical in addressing oral health disparities. Dental diseases 
such as caries and periodontal disease disproportionately 
affect low-income and minority populations (Dye et al., 2017). 
Dental school clinics serve as safety nets, offering essential 
services to those who might otherwise go without care. 

Dental students receive invaluable hands-on training. The 
provision of this training is one of the core functions of a dental 
school. Working in community clinics exposes students 
to a wide range of clinical scenarios and patient needs, 
enhancing their clinical skills and cultural competence. This 
practical experience is essential for developing competent 
and compassionate dental professionals who are prepared 

to meet the diverse needs of their future patients. A study 
by Smith et al. (2019) found that students who participated 
in community-based dental education programs reported 
higher levels of preparedness for practice and greater 
awareness of social determinants of health.

Dental schools should also engage in public health initiatives 
and outreach programs, further extending their impact on 
community health in South Africa. These initiatives must 
include preventive education, screenings, and referrals to 
ensure comprehensive care. 

Economic and Social Contributions
The presence of a dental school within a university contributes 
to local economy and social fabric. Dental schools create 
jobs for faculty, administrative staff, and support personnel, 
thereby stimulating local economies. Economically, dental 
schools attract substantial investments and research funding, 
which further supports local infrastructure and development. 
For example, research grants and partnerships with industry 
can drive local innovation and create opportunities for local 
businesses to engage with cutting-edge technologies and 
practices (National Institute of Dental and Craniofacial 
Research, 2021).

Socially, dental schools promote public health and social 
equity by providing essential dental services to underserved 
populations. This access to care helps reduce oral health 
disparities, improving overall community health outcomes. 
Dental schools also often engage in outreach programs that 
educate the public on the importance of oral health, thereby 
fostering a more health-conscious community.  Dental 
schools are not only academic and healthcare institutions 
but also vital economic and social contributors. They drive 
economic growth, enhance public health, and promote 
social equity, making them indispensable components of 
their communities.

Enhancing University Prestige
The establishment of a dental school significantly elevates 
a university’s prestige, positioning it as a leader in health 
sciences education and research. Dental schools attract 
top-tier faculty, researchers, and students, fostering an 
environment of academic excellence and innovation. The 
presence of a dental school demonstrates the university’s 
commitment to providing comprehensive healthcare 
education, which is essential for preparing future healthcare 
leaders. 

Certainly, dental schools are among the most costly 
schools within any university, however, universities with 
distinguished dental schools are often recognized globally 
for their contributions to the medical and dental fields. 
This recognition enhances the university’s reputation 
and competitive edge, attracting more funding, research 
opportunities, and partnerships. For example, institutions 
like Harvard University and the University of Michigan have 
achieved international acclaim partly due to their renowned 
dental schools, which contribute significantly to their overall 
academic standing (Harvard School of Dental Medicine, 
2022; University of Michigan School of Dentistry, 2022).

Additionally, by promoting interdisciplinary collaboration 
within the university, and by integrating with other health 
science disciplines to advance holistic patient care and 
research, this educational experience is enriched and can 
lead to innovative solutions to complex health issues (Reeves 
et al., 2016).


