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Public-private partnerships have become an important feature of dental education at the  
University of Sydney, with student placements offering a wonderful way to give back to  
the community even as they gain experience.

In February 2020, The University of Sydney Dental 
School, in partnership with Pacific Smiles Group, 
launched a private practice clinical placement program,  
implemented and coordinated by Dr Shalinie King,  

which gives students the opportunity to provide 
comprehensive patient care in a private practice setting. 

Originally conceived by Professor Heiko Spallek from the 
University of Sydney, along with the Pacific Smiles Group, 
the program utilises four chairs at the 12-chair Pacific 
Smiles Dental centre in Parramatta with affordable dental 
treatment provided by the students under the clinical 
supervision of University of Sydney clinical educators.  
Each student is rostered one day a week to the centre  
for a period of eight weeks with the students working  
in pairs, alternating as operator and assistant. 

This important program has enabled students to provide 
comprehensive care to patients referred to the ADHF  
from various charity organisations, with a particular focus 
on disadvantaged members of the community. These 
patients are provided with treatment that improves their 
oral health and function, contributing to an improvement  
in their quality of life and self-esteem. 

The program, in common with all the volunteer dental 
programs run by the Australian Dental Health Foundation 
(ADHF), is open to referrals for adults aged between  
18 to 65 years who are being supported by a registered 
charity or not-for-profit organisation. They must be in 
genuine need of dental care and have a desire to receive 
help with their oral health but have no ready access to  
the private or public dental system.
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One referring organisation which has benefited from the 
Parramatta-based program is Bonnie Support Services  
Ltd, an organisation which exists to provide support  
and/or accommodation to women and their children 
in south-western Sydney who are homeless, at risk of 
homelessness or escaping domestic and family violence.

One of Bonnie Support Service’s clients who benefited  
from dental treatment provided by Sydney University 
students is on a low income, having fled domestic violence 
a couple of years ago. In pain and needing three fillings,  
she was signed up for the program and, after two visits,  
is very happy with the service and treatment provided.

She is grateful for the treatment she would otherwise  
not have been able to afford and not always able to afford 
childcare, she appreciates being able to bring her toddler 
along to her appointments, something which the staff has 
accommodated well.

Another patient referred to the clinic was a lady in her 50s 
with only two remaining teeth, a situation she had lived  
with for four years. As part of her treatment, the students 
made her a complete upper denture and a partial lower 
denture, transforming this woman’s life with her self-
confidence growing to the point where she had started  
to go for job interviews. The grateful patient described  
the provision of the dentures as “life changing”.

The partnership also helps to provide dental students with 
exposure to a range of clinical procedures on a weekly 
basis, building their clinical skills and confidence, which 
is an important part of developing our future dental 
practitioners. The student clinical experience has been  
rich and rewarding, with students building a great rapport 
with their patients, so much so that one student said, “I felt 
really sorry that I wouldn’t get to see the patient again.”

Another student commented: “Working with the ADHF has 
been an invaluable experience. It has been such a rewarding 
learning opportunity to provide dental treatment to the 
patients that the ADHF supports. I had the opportunity 

to assist and also operate on a denture case for an ADHF 
patient and experience firsthand how supportive her care 
worker was, who accompanied her to every appointment. 

“I hope many future dental students from the University  
of Sydney can also partake in this opportunity that we 
were given.”

Speaking about the benefits of the program, the clinical 
educators noted that it “not only provides a valuable 
learning experience for the final year dental students but 
much needed comprehensive dental care to ADHF patients 
– which comprise different disadvantaged groups within 
the community and often individuals who have experienced 
past domestic and family violence.”

“The treatment that is provided by the students not only 
makes a tremendous difference to the oral health but  
also the overall wellbeing and self-esteem of these patients 
and the whole experience is highly rewarding for all those 
involved.” (Dr Rex Huang)

Program coordinator Dr Shalinie King is encouraged by  
the difference the program makes to the students involved.

“The opportunity to develop treatment plans and tailor 
these plans to suit the individual, and at times complex life 
situations of the patients seen through the ADHF program 
helps the students to develop their treatment planning and 
communication skills,” she said.

The practice staff at the centre in Parramatta have played a 
key role in ensuring the success of this program, supporting 
the students and, importantly, ensuring the ADHF patients 
feel comfortable and that they are treated with the same 
care and respect as any other patient in the practice.

   For more information on the work of the ADHF,  
go to adhf.org.au
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