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How does the standard of living impact dental treatment?

In the summer of 2013, when I was in my third year of university in Korea, | was
doing an internship program at a dental clinic in Alaska. The dental clinic's primary
customers were patients with Medicaid insurance. There were not many dental clinics in
Alaska. So, patients who came to receive treatment wanted to receive all possible treatments
as long as insurance covered them. At that time, | had just come from Korea, so | was
introduced to American insurance for the first time. Since the dental clinic | worked at mainly
received Medicaid, | learned more about Medicaid insurance, which supports certain medical
expenses for low-income people. I thought it is a good system. While working on an
internship program as a dental assistant, | met patients with a lot of Medicare insurance and
felt proud of seeing patients who were satisfied and happy after treatment. In the midst of
working like that for about a month, a patient visited the dental clinic where | was internship.
The patient began to speak with a distressed face. "Hello, | am here because my right molar
hurts so much. I do not have dental insurance. Can I see a doctor?" | took X-rays of the
patient, and the dentist diagnosed that the tooth was infected and needed to be extracted.
After that, the office manager informed the patient of the cost of treatment. I did not know the
situation, and | was preparing to treat the patient, thinking that he would be treated right
away. However, the patient began to speak. “The cost of treatment is something I cannot
afford.” In the end, the patient gave up treatment and left the dentist with a painful face. After
that patient, | was a bit shocked. Of course, | saw the good things about the US insurance

system that supports low-income people at the national level, but I started to question when |



saw ordinary people who could not get the care they really needed because of the high cost of
treatment. | was reminded of this moment while watching the Frontline PBS documentary
"Dollars and Dentists.” After that, | am in the US and continue to experience the US
insurance system by taking care of patients as a dental assistant, but I still think that
advantages and disadvantages coexist. Also, | was able to learn that the dental treatment can
have a great impact depending on the individual's situation. This is also linked to the
description of the vulnerable population in dental treatment in the JDH article (Bersell, 2017).
| read the article with more focus on the elderly section. Compared to other age groups, older
people are more likely to require dental treatment. However, if the elderly group is not
covered by insurance and does not have a steady income, it is difficult to receive dental
treatment and basic education may be difficult because of their habits.

There are many things that affect dental treatment, such as insurance and age, but the
biggest impact that has recently emerged is Covid-19. Because Covid-19 is transmitted
through the air as aerosol, it was difficult for even ordinary people to go to the dentist and
receive treatment. This made access to the dentist even more difficult for the vulnerable
population. However, in order to adapt to this situation, remote medical treatment or
preventive treatment Kits that can be easily performed at home have brought about another
change. In “The Pandemic Was Bad for Our Teeth. Will It Change Oral Health Forever?”
published in The New York Times on June 9, 2021, journalist Tingley Kim explains that the
pandemic has been a turning point for patients who have been most vulnerable to dental care,
from children to the elderly, to find better ways, such as remote medical care and provision of
fluoride varnish Kits. It notes that it has prompted changes in practices and policies that can
help improve access to care. In addition, | believe that basic dental knowledge has improved
in terms of education due to the development of videos such as YouTube and the increase in

accessibility.



I currently work in orthodontics as a dental assistant. Of course, I am not yet a dental
hygienist, but when doctors provide orthodontic appliances to many patients, | teach them
how to brush their teeth or use dental aids. Through this, I feel like | am experiencing
firsthand how important basic brushing education and preventive treatment are, and how
much worse situations can be prevented. Everyone continues to learn how to brush their teeth
from a young age, but when I give instructions, there are not many patients who use the
proper method than | thought. In addition, not many patients use dental aid devices such as
dental floss or interdental brushes. Therefore, as a dental hygienist, I think it is a priority to
educate patients about the importance of preventive care. To patients who visit the dentist,
dental hygienists should always show the patient how to use brushing or dental aid devices
that are appropriate for each patient's condition after regular cleaning, and educate them why
it is important and how to prevent bad situations such as tooth decay and gum health through
this. Dental hygienists also consider it their duty to always care about the community and find
ways to help and get involved if there are patients who have difficulty moving or accessing
treatment.

In class, while watching a documentary with classmates, we saw the problems that
dental patients may experience in American society, and we talked about whether there is no
way to solve them as dental hygiene working at the dental office. In a way, everyone agreed
that since it is a problem of social structure, there is a limit to solving it with individual
power. However, | think that as dental hygienists, we should strive to do volunteer work with
interest in the vulnerable to treatment. If we pay more attention to the community to which
individuals belong and strive for education, those efforts will gather and change someone's

life.
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