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Pre-Dental Guide

What qualities are Dental School Admissions Committees seeking in applicants?

Dental school admissions committees seek applicants who are:

Academically prepared
Each dental school has its own stated admissions requirements, and it is important that pre-dental students are aware of them as they plan their pre-dental courses.  There is much discussion in dental schools about encouraging – or – requiring prospective students to complete additional upper-level biology courses.  Such courses may include biochemistry, anatomy and physiology, genetics, or histology.  
Good time managers  
The dental school curriculum demands a lot of time.  Dental students typically balance 40+ hours per week of didactic courses, laboratories, preclinical courses, and clinical treatment of patients.  Applicants who demonstrate that they can successfully balance heavy course loads with other responsibilities (e.g., work schedules or volunteer experiences) are viewed favorably by admissions committees.

Exhibit strong ethical behavior
The profession of dentistry makes a commitment to the public that will uphold high ethical standards.  Dental schools seek students who are aware of the responsibilities of delivering high-quality oral health care and the role of dentists in society, who are sensitive to social problems, and who possess personal traits consistent with being a leader and a health care provider.  Students can learn about these issues by shadowing dentists, taking ethics courses, and participating in volunteer health care experiences.  Applicants can anticipate questions during dental school interviews about the ethical responsibilities of health care providers and ethical dilemmas they may have faced.

Have a good understanding of the profession
Most admissions committees consider it imperative that applicants shadow, volunteer, or work for dentists prior to applying to dental school.  Otherwise well-qualified applicants with little or no exposure to the profession tend not to receive offers of admission.  Be sure to check individual dental school admission requirements for any requirements regarding hours of shadowing experience.
Many applicants choose to shadow an orthodontist or oral surgeon because they believe a dental specialty to be their ultimate career goal.  However, we strongly recommend that students also spend time with general dentists and explore both the benefits and what they consider to be the drawbacks or not-so-satisfying aspects of that profession.

Exhibit good eye-hand coordination; demonstrate an interest in art and aesthetics
There are many ways to demonstrate eye-hand coordination or interest in art, including courses, hobbies, and extracurricular activities.  Taking an art course in three-dimensional design or sculpture can provide a nice respite from an intense science curriculum and enhance creativity.

Will rise to challenges
The pathway to dental school can take many turns.  Applicants who have overcome challenges in their lives tend to be viewed favorably by admissions committees.  Being the first person in a family to attend college, having to work considerably while going to school, or overcoming other educational challenges can demonstrate an applicant’s discipline and motivation to pursue professional education.  
Can address the missions of the institution and the profession
Applicants whose career goals match the missions of a particular institution and the profession are viewed favorably.  Individuals wishing to pursue careers in research and academics or individuals who demonstrate commitment to serving disadvantaged, rural, or other undeserved populations may be viewed particularly favorably by specific institutions.  It is not enough to merely indicate an interest in the favorably considered area.  Applicants should be able to point to experiences that have led to these career goals and support their commitment. 

Advising Pre-dental Students
Do I have to be a biological sciences major?
Whether biological sciences should be the preferred major for students seeking admission to dental school is a subject of debate among admissions officers.  Some admissions committees discourage non-science majors, requiring or selecting only applicants with significant upper-level biology courses.  Other admissions committees look more favorably upon non-science majors, believing that such applicants bring special qualities to the mix of students in the class.  Being able to successfully juggle dental school prerequisites with a non-science major may also send the message that the applicant can handle multiple priorities.  Nonetheless, non-science majors would be well advised to take additional upper-level biology courses to ensure they are competitive with others in the applicant pool.
Is a 3.0 student a competitive applicant?
Applicants frequently see reports of the average entering grade point averages (GPAs) of dental students, leading them to wonder if they are academically competitive with a lower GPA.  Applicants need to remember that averages are just that – averages.  All dental schools require the Dental Admissions Test (DAT) and consider it an important component of the applicant evaluation process.  The amount and type of emphasis that admissions committees place on DAT scores varies from school to school.  An applicant with a lower GPA may find that a strong DAT score is a significant help to more serious consideration.  Admissions committees strongly recommend that applicants not take a first test for “practice” but instead prepare well.  If an applicant is dissatisfied with his or her score, the test may be retaken after 90 days.  Effective January 2007, applicants can take the DAT no more than three times.
When should applicants take the DAT?
Ideally, applicants take the DAT in the late spring of the junior year.  Students do not have to take the DAT prior to submitting their AADSAS applications, but generally applications without DAT scores are not considered complete.  Shortly after the DAT is taken, the applicant’s scores are posted to a secure website by the American Dental Association’s Department of Testing Services, where designated dental school admissions officers can download scores and match them to applications.

When should applicants submit their AADSAS applications?
The AADSAS application cycle begins in mid-May, and applicants are strongly encouraged to apply early.  AADSAS begins sending applications to schools in June, and most dental schools begin interviewing in August or September.  Application deadlines vary by dental school, starting in October and ending March 1; applicants are advised to apply well in advance of deadlines.  Dental schools begin extending offers of admissions on December 1.

About community college courses
Many students who have successfully completed dental school have taken community college courses, but not all applicants who have taken community college courses are adequately prepared for dental school.  There are many valid reasons for taking community college courses, and there are many well-taught courses in community colleges.  However, many dental school admissions committees prefer applicants who have taken prerequisite science courses at a four-year institution.  Concerns about community college courses are raised when it appears that an applicant has avoided taking science courses at a four-year institution or when a significant drop in GPA occurs when a student transfers from a community college to a four-year institution.
Overcoming a weak beginning
Many college students who stumble academically in their first semesters of college are able to find direction, show improvement, and ultimately gain admission to dental school.  Sometimes students choose to leave college and engage in an interim experience such as employment or military service.  When they return to school, they are likely to perform well and be more mature and motivated.  Whether an applicant left school or not, most dental school admissions committees view an improving GPA to be positive, particularly when an applicant can articulate the lessons learned from overcoming a weak start.
Red Flags
These are a few “red flags” on applications that raise concern with admissions committees:
· Light course loads with no other responsibilities.  Admissions committees tend to be skeptical about applicants who consistently enroll in few courses and have no conflicting commitments (such as work or family).  Dental school course loads are heavy, and committees want evidence that students can handle the work.

· Too many W’s. Dental school curricula proceed in lock-step, and admissions committees look for assurance that applicants can manage the course load.  Dental students cannot drop courses and pick them up at a later time.  Applications with excessive numbers of withdrawals and no compelling explanation for them tend not to be viewed favorably.
· Attending “too many” undergraduate institutions.  Many students attend more than one undergraduate institution, which is expected.  But the applicant who appears to jump from one school to another to avoid taking challenging courses at particular institutions is viewed with skepticism.

· Parents seemingly more interested in dentistry than the applicant.  While admissions offices are sensitive to parents’ concerns, overly involved parents raise questions about the applicant’s motivation to attend dental school.
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