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Call for Female Mentorship in Dentistry 

In the year 1952, the percentage of dentists in the U. S. who were female was a mere 1.2 percent. This statistic is 

actually an increase from the 0.5 percent of women in dentistry in 1880.1 We have come a long way in 2017, 31 

percent of working U. S. dentists were female. 2 Furthermore, in Canada, most dental schools saw more females than 

males graduate from their classes in 2009.3 This is a positive change, as the diversification of practitioners allows for 

better representation of patient demographics and diversifies the type of care offered for patients. For dental 

practitioners, diversity in the workplace can bring creativity and flexibility. With new ideas, we can see innovation 

in practice models and career aspirations, use of technology in facilitating different practice modalities, and modes 

of care. 4 These changes can allow all dentists, male or female, to lead professional (and in turn personal) lives that 

are fulfilling and successful.  

Although there are currently more women in the field of dentistry in Canada, a closer examination of the statistics 

shows that in 2009, 58 percent of dentists under 30 years of age were female, compared to the 8 percent of dentists 

over 60 in Canada who are female. 3 The legacy from the past leaves current female dental students with a lack of 

female mentors in dentistry.  

Mentorship is a vital system that allows for maintaining the quality and standards of dentistry. Mentorship enhances 

the practice of dentistry in patient care, staff management and associate relationships.5 A report by the American 

Dental Education Association stated that mentoring supports the growth of young dental professionals and 

introduces goals, values, and professional choices.6 Mentors also benefitted, as they were introduced to current 

techniques and knowledge while having the opportunity to give back and create a legacy. Mentorship builds 

mentorship; the more we mentor, the more likely mentees will become mentors in the future.6 In fact, mentorship is 

so important, that the lack of a mentor was the most significant factor in hindering career progress in medical 

education 6 

Not only do we see a lack of female mentors in dentistry, but we see a lack of female dentists pursuing higher 

leadership positions such as practice ownership, academia, specialties, and board positions.7 For example, a study 

done in Ontario in 2016 showed that males were 2.2 times more likely to own a practice than female dentists.8 The 

lack of females in these areas not only means that there will be a lack of female mentors in these areas, but also 

decreased female advocacy in the dental community. More women need to sit on boards to adequately represent the 

rising number of females in dentistry.  

The truth is, studies show women were less likely to aspire to postgraduate education or higher-income-producing 

practice arrangements than men, possibly due to the lack of role models and a lack of encouragement and support 

for science-oriented careers.9 It was also seen that women thought these leadership positions distracted from family 

life, would lead to an inflexible schedule, did not fit with their partner’s careers, or women did not feel confident in 

taking on these positions due to the belief that they lack skills.8 However, for men, motivation was enough to drive 

them to pursue these careers despite lack of skill.8 To combat this, it is recommended we destroy gender biases, 

provide leadership training to women, and most importantly, mentor and encourage young women to take on 

leadership positions through conferences like the Women in Dentistry Mentorship Conference.10 Furthermore, it was 

found that continuing education courses do not typically have female speakers, which was addressed through the 

conference as well. 11   

We can agree that it is important for to have mentorship programs to exchange ideas and advice, especially for 

female dentists. Currently for Canadian dental schools, the University of Alberta’s Dental School currently provides 

a bi-annual advisor meeting for students. The University of British Columbia and Schulich School of Medicine and 

Dentistry at Western University offers programs that matches a dental student to a mentor.12, 13 Dalhousie University 

also has a matching program, as well as small group discussions on a variety of oral health topics, panels on practice 

management and dental specialties, and seminars on various business aspects of the profession, which have proven 

to be more effective than other mentorship programs. The University even hosts an annual Women in Dentistry 

Circle. It is a moderated discussion that allows female upper year dentistry students to discuss with practising female 



dentists the opportunities and difficulties women encounter as oral health practitioners.14 The programs at other 

schools, particularly the programs at Dalhousie University, could be used to influence a similar program at the 

University of Alberta. 

For the future, it is the hope that we can keep striving to increase and diversify mentors in dentistry for the 

betterment of the dental profession. 

Recommendations for a Mentorship Program from the Women in Dentistry Conference: 

This conference was developed when I needed to complete a Stretch project as part of my enrollment in the Peter 

Lougheed Leadership College. A conference for women in dentistry was tremendously challenging, and I knew I 

would stretch myself creating it while helping others. I approached Dr. Steven Patterson who decided it would be a 

good idea to create a mentorship conference to brainstorm a mentorship program, since it was something that was 

not provided by the University of Alberta Dental School at the time. I thought it was finally was time to break the 

ice and provide mentorship for students at the University. This is when the Women in Dentistry Mentorship 

Conference was created, in the hopes of creating a mentorship program. 

Written below is first-hand insight from dental students and potential mentors who will be involved in the program, 

we took the discussions from the Women in Dentistry Mentorship Conference at the University of Alberta on 

October 27, 2018. Here is a summary of the recommendations made from this conference: 

Why do we need Mentorship? 

After discussions, it was clear why mentorship is so important to female dentists in the first place. The major need 

for mentorship derives from our desire to address inequities that arise from our positions as female dentists. Many 

factors come to play in this matter. The biggest struggle females in dentistry noticed is the lack of females in higher 

leadership positions in dentistry. Statistics that were presented by the speakers show women work less than men, are 

less likely to own a practice, and show less career satisfaction than men. In medicine, women tend to not choose a 

career in surgery solely due to the lack of female representation in staff and possible mentors. Internally, women 

often struggle with the imposter syndrome. Although we receive the same training in dental school, we sometimes 

do not feel like we belong. Women tend not have the same confidence that men have in their ideas, actions and in 

voicing their opinion, but women need to work on achieving this confidence. In our life, we need to play the role of 

being a professional along with the role of a woman. Sometimes, it can be hard to navigate both. For example, it can 

be hard to fit life in between our work, especially considering we must delay the start of some aspects in our 

personal lives due to a long path of education. We must ask ourselves, to what extent should we delay having 

children and starting a family? 

 

The voices of different perspectives and minorities need to be heard. We want our environment to be one of 

inclusivity and empowerment. Even if we feel that our country is considerably equal, we also need to consider the 

disparities between the genders in other countries around the world, where they need our examples to guide them 

through inequalities that are embedded in their law and culture. We are the leaders who need to spread this message 

and have our voices heard for the betterment of girls around the world.  

 

To achieve all this, we need a venue to exchange ideas, and encourage and support each other. Through mentorship, 

we can have questions that would have took many years to figure out answered. We want to seek advice from 

someone similar and have faced comparable struggles as us.  We want to hear from people who are willing to give 

advice, listen, and are interested in staying in contact in the long term. Many of us have questioned whether we 

actually enjoy dentistry, and whether dental school was the right choice; a mentor can help us remember why chose 

the profession and encourage us the struggle will be worthwhile. When we sometimes cannot be confident in 

ourselves, a mentor can help us realize it. Some of us were foreign trained dentists and expressed the many 

challenges in getting a licence and a job in Canada. They stated that, looking back, it would have been nice to have a 



mentor’s guidance. Now, they would gladly to help others who reach out for help who are in similar positions as 

they were. 

 

We reached a consensus that holding conferences with speakers and discussions is the best way for all those 

involved in the dental community to navigate through our career. The sessions can aid in answering questions, 

career development, and formulate connections between dental professionals.  

 

 

What are some past mentorship programs in dental schools? 

 

To create a new mentorship program, we looked to past mentorship programs for examples. At the University of 

Alberta, a current student-student mentorship program consists of the pairing of first- and second-year students 

before first year students begin classes. This model is great for first year students to ask a second year student for 

more information. However, feedback for this has been that the mentor is not helpful, the mentee is not interested, or 

that the pairings don’t create a relationship that clicks. Furthermore, we occasionally have sim lab nights, where 

upper year students sign up to help lower years in the simulation laboratory. This is helpful as the students are closer 

in age to the mentees, and are more relatable and current in their information. However, sessions end up getting off 

track, and the material that is of concern is not covered.  

 

For faculty and student pairings, first year students are paired with advisors in a mandatory meeting every semester. 

However, the general feedback for this has been that it is not very helpful for students. The success of this 

relationship has been contingent on the advisor-student pairing: if students feel that they connect with the advisor 

and if the advisors are passionate about mentorship. Furthermore, it was noted that advice given in this format was 

often outdated. If we could find advisors who truly want to mentor and match the student and advisor’s personality 

better, this program could be more successful. As students reach years 3 and 4, there are efforts to give the students 

contacts at the Glenrose Hospital, on rotations, and mission trips. Although these programs may be successful, it 

may be nice to have more mentor-student interaction in first and second year, where there is more time to develop 

these relationships. In the past, many of the programs had failed due to a lack of interest, which is something that 

must be addressed with the new program. 

 

What are some ways females in dentistry can seek mentorship?  

 

To find mentorship. one can join study clubs, social groups, professional societies and online groups to expand their 

network. When a young dentist enters a practice, the overseeing dentist naturally becomes their mentor. Sometimes, 

having an online network with those who are not within the vicinity is helpful, as there would be no competition 

between members. All in all, it is important to do what one is comfortable with. Sometimes, mentorship doesn’t 

come from a more experienced dentist. For example, dental hygienists and dental assistants were mentors for a rural 

dentist, because she was the only dentist in the area. If one is looking for a specific person, repetitive outreach may 

be necessary, although meeting someone in person before emailing them may be more effective for getting in 

contact. One should not be discouraged if they are turned down. 

 

One way to make connections to dentists who love offering advice is to talk to professors who teach in the 

simulation laboratory. However, students mentioned that sometimes it is hard to gauge when it would be appropriate 

to ask questions during lab, as there may not be time to ask personal questions since the time is allocated for the 

lesson. Sometimes, this interaction can seem impersonal since a lot of the professors do not even know our names as 

there are many students they need to get to know. It was suggested that if a student were to have a good relationship 

with a lab professor, it may be wise to reach out and ask if they could mentor the student. However, this can be 

tough due to the professor-student relationship, and understanding how this may be perceived professionally since 

these professors grade our projects.  



 

It was noted that in the current day, networking and interaction is mostly done online. People are not meeting face to 

face as often as before. Physical interaction is the preferred method in developing relationships. For dentists in rural 

settings who want to help mentor, video conferencing could work as a means of communication. This would 

especially be helpful for students who want to do rural dentistry, where they can explore it without travelling and 

having a connection if they do not have prior connections in rural Alberta.  

 

What are some suggestions for a successful mentorship program at the University of Alberta? 

 

All in all, there is a need for a support system that students can reach out to, students need access to people who 

genuinely want to mentor them. This is where the need for a mentorship program for students comes in. To design a 

specific mentorship system, the participants have given their recommendations of what they think could comprise a 

meaningful program. After this panel speaker presentations and workshops, it was revealed that a conference is a 

great way to engage leadership, discuss issues, share ideas, listen to different experiences, and make connections. 

Attendees agreed the format for the Women in Dentistry Conference was great. The speakers in the morning and 

workshop in the afternoon allowed everyone to listen and warm up to the topic before making their own 

contributions. Suggestions were made to have this event annually at the least, or maybe four times a year. Criticism 

for the workshop was that it needed better promotion, which may naturally happen as the program grows. There was 

also a need for foreign trained dentists and other minorities to receive mentorship in the profession. Perhaps this 

program could be extended to all minorities, including women. Suggestions for themes of the next conferences 

could be: How to ask someone to mentor, how to ask someone if we can shadow them, and what questions are 

appropriate to ask after meeting someone at a conference. Sometimes, it is not only that mentees are struggling to 

find a mentor, but mentors are also looking for a mentee. We need to access both sides effectively through outreach. 

Along the same lines, attendees expressed that speed dating mentorship formats can connect the mentor and mentee, 

while allowing for vulnerability and a lack of judgement between people with the same background. Meeting in a 

group setting before having a one on one meeting is easier as you can have a chance to bond and get to know a 

person before committing to a more intimate meeting and developing a further relationship. Students had expressed 

an interest in having faculty members speak of their own experiences in their careers, which is similar to what we 

have in the current Women Empowerment Lunch and Learn or Practice Management Interest Group talks currently 

in place, and we will continue to hold these luncheons. 

 

Another option is to pair mentors and mentees up as in the current advisor program but taking out the mandatory 

component. If the individuals involved do not click with each other, the pairing could be altered. Perhaps, a registry 

of dentists who want to be mentors and/or allow student shadowing in their clinics could be compiled, and students 

can pick and choose from that list and be assured these people want to mentor them. This database should be 

overseen and conducted by the Alberta Dental Association and College (ADA&C). The ADA&C should be 

responsible for reaching out to the dental community to see who would want to be in a mentorship program.  

 

Another program that was suggested for the first year student curriculum is to block off one morning per month to 

find a dentist in the community and shadow them. In their second year, the student can ask the respective dentist to 

be their mentor. Each mentor can only take on one to two students, so they are not overloaded. This can provide 

shadowing experience for students so they can gain first hand experience of the work of dentists and specialists in 

the community. Students can possibly better determine a specialty of their liking as well.  

 

For the first and second year pairing, it was suggested that any upper years who wanted to take on the position of 

mentorship to first year students should be paired up with first years. This may make the pairing more effective. 

Another suggestion from one of the participants was that when she was a student, her school paired first year 

students with third years and then second years were with fourth years. With 2 years of experience, the students had 

more information to give, so the pair up was more significant. Furthermore, it may be helpful to have fourth years 



allow open shadowing times for younger years as they treat patients in the clinic. First years may be given the 

chance to assist by holding a suction when they are working. Another idea is to have paid tutoring positions. Upper 

year students can be compensated for helping the younger years. This way, they may be more willing to spend the 

time to help, help them with patient-practitioner communication and develop their own understanding of the skills.  

In terms of creating an online community, it was suggested that we create a WhatsApp chat or forum for females in 

dentistry to post questions, struggles and concerns, and others can address them and make suggestions, while 

allowing everyone in the group who have the same concerns understand ways of coping with them. 

 

What are some expectations of a mentor and mentee? 

With the inception of a mentorship program, there are expectations for the mentor and a mentee who are paired up. 

Attendees of the conference brainstormed some expectations for both parties. For mentors, students would like to 

discuss questions and problems with someone they can build a relationship with. Students want mentors to point 

them in the right direction. Generally, a good mentor should be there to guide the mentee and push them to be a 

better person. They should not hand the mentee the answers but make a student work to learn the lessons 

themselves. Some may even describe them as tormenters. It is important to understand mentorship relationships not 

only benefit the mentee, but also the mentor. When one teaches someone else, they are also learning from the 

relationship.  Being a mentor can in turn can be result in reverse mentoring; it can help the mentor grow and develop 

their interactions in a professional relationship as an example. 

 

There are also expectations for mentees. It is important for the mentee to not be afraid to ask questions, reach out, 

and show interest.  Mentees are responsible to reach out to mentor, as it is more convenient and appropriate. As 

well, mentees can ask for continued mentorship after meeting someone they would like to keep in touch with. Some 

mentors stated that adding them on Facebook would be an appropriate means of connection. It is not uncommon to 

seek more that one mentor. With different mentors, the mentee should gauge if the relationship could be more 

personal, or if it should be kept strictly professional. As hard as it is, one should be open to ending the relationship if 

it is not working well or if the mentee matures, and limit the amount of time wasted on both sides.  

 

If the mentorship comes to fruition, it is important to be establish a formalized relationship, be purposeful with what 

one wants to get out of the relationship and ask specific questions to get the most out of the it. For example, it may 

be helpful to ask mentors about what can be done with a dental degree and how to figure out what is right for 

themselves. Before looking for a mentor, it may be helpful to think about what information one is seeking, and who 

could best help achieve it, then looking for the right person to fill that role. In their position, mentees should respect 

the mentors’ knowledge, learn their philosophies, and be humble in the relationship. We must remember that 

mentors are also vulnerable, and they can be unsure about whether they are giving a mentee the correct advice, and 

that it can be daunting to give someone their own opinion that could be subject to judgement. We must respect a 

mentor’s vulnerability and allow them to feel comfortable in the relationship as well. Sometimes, it can be wise to 

take a step back and analyze whether some problems could be better solved with a therapist rather than a mentor 

who is a dentist. 

 

Next Steps: With the success of the conference, much of the feedback received included that this should make this 

an annual event. Mentorship opportunities like this one are needed for the students in dentistry. The next steps are to 

begin a legacy of an annual mentorship conference and workshop to connect mentors and students to discuss tips for 

success, as well as bring awareness to different issues in dentistry. In Alberta, action should be taken by the 

ADA&C to collaborate to create a mentorship database of Edmonton dentists who would be interested in mentoring 

students. This could be completed within the next year, along with further support from the ADA&C with 

mentorship programs and opportunities for students. Further, news of this program and its success should travel 

across Canada through the CDA throughout the next year so more dental schools can support programs like this.  
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Some advice that came up for students: 

 “What is something you know now that you wish you had known earlier”: 

• Build relationships. You often feel like you’re isolated when you’re working in private practice. 

• Everything will work out, and things will get easier!  

• Re-doing an exam isn’t the end of the world. (see point above) 

• Push boundaries but know your limitations. You need to give yourself time to gain experience, but know 

when you’ll be putting the patient at risk 

• You know more than your patient. Change your language to show your confidence and how much you 

know, rather than your shortcomings (which are smaller than you think). 

• Ask questions – especially as a student! Take advantage of the people who are around because you may not 

have mentors that you can ask questions later in your career. There’s also less judgement from people when 

you ask as a student. 

• Continue to learn every day. Even if it’s just spending 15 minutes to learn something new. 

• You will never know everything 

• Get to know your patients 

http://www.jdentaled.org/content/jde/68/3/390.full.pdf
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• Understand finances – do lots of research and talk to people. (one person said that they signed up for too 

much insurance because they didn’t know anything about it, and it ended up being an issue) 

• Find a happy medium for working to prevent burnout (suggested to work 4-5 days/week, not 7). You need 

time to recharge. 

• You can’t say yes to everything.  

• Get involved with things outside of dentistry/science  

• Be intentional. Know your priorities 

• Don’t make your happiness dependent on external factors. (quit saying “I’ll be happy when I do this, or I 

become this”. Just be in the moment and be happy!) 

• Find your “Why”. Write it down and read it in the moments that you’re struggling the most. Try and find a 

reason outside of yourself.  

• Don’t wish you could change your past. Everything happens for a reason, and everything will work itself 

out. 

• Invest time in knowing yourself and your values. Stay true to yourself even if it’s uncomfortable. Know 

what you will and will not compromise one.  

• It’s the journey, not the destination!  

• Know how lucky you are to be in the position you’re in. 

• Don’t try to be a people-pleaser. Put yourself first. This in turn will allow you to help others better 

• Practice self-care! 

• Other people in your class are in the same situation you’re in, and they’re probably feeling the same way 

you are. There is no full disclosure of feelings, and everyone puts on a façade.  

• Work your butt off! Don’t stop just because you got in to the program. 

• Look at the bigger picture. (Ex. Sure, all my high school friends are having kids and have houses, but in the 

future, I’m going to have a successful career) 

• Don’t compare yourself to others – in terms of lifestyle (see above), or in education (ex. Study habits) 

• Think hard about owning a practice. Get good business advice from others.  

• When doing job interviews, know that you should be interviewing them, too. Don’t be blinded by the 

technology/modern-ness of the clinic. You need to really understand the clinic’s “culture”. (Usually done 

through shadowing… Seriously, shadow before taking a job. If they don’t let you shadow, you should just 

walk away) 

• Talk to people (especially dental supply reps) to find out about others’ reputations  

• If you feel like you don’t like what you’re doing, ask yourself “do I dislike dentistry, or just my job?” 

o If this is the case, try a new job. Be selfish – lots of associate contracts will have a time period 

(one person said up to 90 days) in which you can quit immediately. Take time to find the right 

place for you. 

o If it feels wrong, it probably is. 

• Don’t rush to find a job! There are a lot out there, and it’s better to take time to find a good job than to rush 

and find one that you hate. (your happiness is important!) 

• Learn to efficiently multitask 

• It was suggested that it is important to work on skill development as a student, which one can do so by 

going to Continuing Education courses. 

 

Participants wanted to improve mostly on these traits, and some advice that came with it: 

• Most Commonly Cited Characteristics: 

o Compassion  

o Drive or Initiative 

o Confidence  

▪ A lot of Interest from Students in how to demonstrate confidence with patients in their 

clinic→  

▪ Advice Given: Fake it Until You Make It 



• Even if things are not going ideal→ Comfort your patient and tell them that 

they’re doing really well and the procedure is going smoothly 

o Remember you communicate confidence verbally and non-verbally 

o Communication 

o Competence 

o Passion 

o Resourcefulness 

o Kindness 

o Leadership 

o Persistence 

• Themes Found in Conversations:  

o Every Participant claimed they were not exhibiting characteristics they listed on their page. 

o Almost Every Participant was Experiencing Competing Expectations:  

▪ Facing a Time Limit when Trying to Give the Utmost Care to Patient 

▪ Professional and Personal Life (Work-Life Balance) 

▪ Having Time to Study but not losing touch with High School Friends 

o Some Participants Said they have a Tough Time Saying No which leaves them depleted when it’s 

time to develop themselves or take care of themselves 

▪ Suggestion Given By Another Person in the Group: If you know your goal is not to over-

produce than maybe structure your day with less patients and more time in between. That 

way you can get more satisfaction from the work you do. 

▪ Some women felt this is a very personal journey and it is hard to have a rule book as to 

how to act or what to do to achieve balance. if it could be easily solved we wouldn't still 

be talking about it.  

▪ - there are a lot of clichés associated with it and the truth is that you learn balance as you 

grow and as you experience the negative sides of it (e.g. burn out) you will make 

mistakes and it is important to remember to say "no" and once again this comes with 

experience- sometimes saying no feels really good and it can alleviate a lot of stress. 

FOMO is a real thing but more opportunities will arise and we have to learn how to pick 

more carefully. I asked for tips about how to know what to pick or what do you do if you 

feel overwhelmed and most women said that you have to remember and be aware of what 

is happening and have the willpower to say no and just trust yourself. one example 

someone gave is that a student felt pressured to spend money and/or time with classmates 

in order to build relationships but this doesn't have to be the case, we spend so much time 

together at school that it is reasonable to build relationships that way.  

▪ -it is an emotionally difficult topic as it forces you to realize and think about where you 

have been spending your time and that many of us are not spending the most time or 

energy on our "golf balls" which can be hard to admit 

▪ -one tip I liked was to take 15 minutes a day completely to yourself- no distractions. it 

was nice because I have noticed that when I shut off my phone and take a nice long 

shower I automatically feel better so balance for me sometimes is shutting down and 

spending time alone.  

▪ -another excellent point someone brought up was that balance looks different at different 

times of your life. what works for you now might not work in the future and vice versa. 

o Leader Versus Boss 

▪ As a Leader you invest in making people better but as a Boss you need to keep 

professional distance from your managers and assistants etc. 

• Participants Mentioned Having Problems Drawing Boundaries and especially 

sticking to them when they experience push back. 

 


