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1st Quarter 2026 Newsletter

Spring Greetings from Tennessee!

It is both an honor and a privilege to serve as your SSPD President. I would 
also like to extend a warm welcome to our newly appointed officers as they 

take on their roles.
I would like to begin by expressing my sincere gratitude to my predecessor, 

Dr. Meredith Papadea, for her exceptional leadership in organizing the 
January 2026 SSPD meeting. The wellness symposium she spearheaded was a 
tremendous success, drawing hundreds of pediatric dentists and their staff who 
were eager to learn more about self-care and overall well-being. As pediatric 
dentists, we dedicate ourselves fully to the care of our patients, often giving 
110%. Thank you, Dr. Papadea, for providing our colleagues with valuable 
continuing education on mental, physical, and emotional health, as well as 

career burnout prevention.
As a member of the SSPD board, and an active participant in the AAPD 
and ADA, I have had the privilege of witnessing firsthand the power of 
collaboration between these organizations. While the benefits of these 

partnerships may not always be immediately apparent, I urge you to remember 
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that we are always stronger together as we work toward ensuring the best possible dental healthcare for our 
children and future generations.

I would like to take this opportunity to highlight some of the key ways in which the SSPD supports its members. 
Our Continuing Education (CE) committee is dedicated to providing top-tier educational opportunities. We 

actively collaborate with the AAPD and their team to address national issues such as water fluoridation debates. 
Our advocacy is always guided by research and science, ensuring that we make informed decisions that benefit our 

patients’ healthcare needs.
Additionally, the SSPD stands ready to support its members when challenges arise. We connect state-level 
organizations with individuals who have successfully addressed similar issues in other regions, fostering 

collaboration and problem-solving across the country.
Many of our members and executive committee members have had the opportunity to attend the AAPD Leadership 
Conference. This event provides us with the tools and insights necessary to improve our organizations and, in turn, 

better serve our membership.
Finally, I encourage all members to find ways to become more involved in organized dentistry. Together, we can 

continue to contribute to the advancement of our profession and give back to the communities we serve.
Thank you for your continued dedication to the field of pediatric dentistry. Let’s continue to work together to 

ensure a brighter future for the children and families we care for.
Warm regards,
Dr. Joseph Faiz
SSPD President

SSPD Executive Committee, New Board Members ans AAPD Presiedent
From left to right

Anna Nix, MS State Director, Morgan Nowery, West Virginia State Director, Meredith Papaeda, Immediate Past 
President, SC (On stage), Joseph Faiz, President TN, Trice Sumner, President Elect, MS, Holly Lewis Secretary, VA, 

Cara Deleon Graham, Vice President, GA, Jessica Tucker, TN State Director and Tom Ison, IN, AAPD President
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President Meredith Papadea introducing speaker. Outgoing President Meredith Papadea receives her 
plaque from incoming President Joesph Faiz

Presenter - Dr. Trudy Ann Frazer Presenter - Dr. Susan Maples
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Presenter Dr. Trudy Ann Frazer Presenter Dr. Desiree Walker 

Residents with Resident Liasion Mukti Prema and Faculty Liasion Timothy Followell
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FRANK H. FARRINGTON SERVICE AND LEADERSHIP AWARD RECIPIENT
DR. AMBER WERE

“Throughout my time as a pediatric dentistry resident at the 
University of Alabama at Birmingham, service and leadership 

have shaped not only my training, but also my sense of 
purpose within our profession. I am applying for the Dr. Frank 
Farrington Service & Leadership Award because these values 
guide the way I care for patients, support my colleagues, and 

contribute to my community. I hope this essay reflects the 
genuine commitment I have made to becoming a pediatric 
dentist who leads with integrity, compassion, and initiative.
Serving as chief resident for the 2025-2026 academic year 

has given me the opportunity to help strengthen our program 
from the inside. One of my priorities has been to build a sense 

of connection and support among our residents. Residency 
can be demanding, and I believe that how we show up for 

one another ultimately influences the care we provide to our 
patients. With this in mind, I began organizing monthly social 
events for our residents. They serve as simple opportunities 

for us to spend time together outside the clinic, decompress, 
and check in with each other. Over time, these gatherings 

have helped cultivate trust, camaraderie, and a genuine team 
spirit. When we celebrate one another’s successes or lift each 
other up after difficult days, we create an environment where 

everyone can thrive.
Within the clinic itself, I strive to lead by example. Organization, communication, and the ability to motivate others 

have been critical to balancing the responsibilities of patient care, creating schedules, and supporting both co-
residents and staff. Whether it is coordinating care during a busy day or stepping in to offer encouragement when 

someone is overwhelmed, I try to bring steadiness and positivity to the team. I believe leadership in residency is not 
about authority, it’s actually about helping others perform at their best.

My commitment to service also extends to the community. I have volunteered multiple times at outreach clinics to 
provide screenings and oral health education for pre-K and elementary-aged children in underserved communities. 

These experiences have reinforced just how important early prevention and accessible care are, especially for families 
with limited resources. As chief resident, I have worked to expand these outreach efforts, including collaborating 

with UAB Medicine Pediatrics department to create an oral health education poster that can be used at events to teach 
families about preventive care. Being able to help build these bridges between our clinic and our community has been 

one of the most meaningful parts of my training.
Finally, I hope to contribute not only through service, but also through advocacy. My current research focuses on 

Alabama Medicaid reimbursement rates compared to the inflation index. Early findings suggest what many providers 
already feel, that stagnant reimbursement rates significantly limit access to care for children who need it most. Our 

goal is to use this data to advocate for meaningful reform by presenting it to the state board and Medicaid officials. I 
am deeply invested in this work because improving access to care is central to the mission of pediatric dentistry, and I 

believe that advocating for systemic change is part of our responsibility as clinicians.
I am grateful for the opportunities I have had to lead, serve, and advocate during my time at UAB. These experiences 

have shaped the kind of pediatric dentist I hope to become. A pediatric dentist who uplifts others, supports the 
community, and works toward a more equitable healthcare system. It would be an honor to be considered for the Dr. 

Frank Farrington Service & Leadership Award, and I am committed to continuing the
spirit of service and leadership it represents.”

Left to right, Mukti Prema, Resident Liasion
and Amber Were, Recipient
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“AAPD Pediatric Oral Health Advocacy 
Conference 2026 What an incredible 
experience! The AAPD POHAC conference in 
Washington, DC was an opportunity that laid a 
foundation for a lifetime of advocacy. 
Children’s Healthcare of Atlanta (Children’s) 
residents Dr. Madison Hoover, Dr. Kiana 
Okonowski, and Dr. Kealey Meves were able to 
join faculty member Dr. JC Shirley to not only 
learn about current topics in pediatric oral 
health but to take action in advocating for our 
nation’s children.
Joining with pediatric dental residents and 
pediatric dentists from across the country, 
the group from Children’s took part in pre-
conference educational seminars and modules 
to familiarize themselves with several matters 
pertaining to pediatric oral health and attended 
the in-person seminar and training to prepare 
for meeting with legislators on Capitol Hill. 

The training and education included demonstrations from pediatric dentists with unparalleled 
experience in advocacy for children and lobbyists who work closely with the AAPD to help 
make positive changes in federal policies
to improve children’s oral health across the nation.
The three priorities we discussed with legislative teams that we met with included the 
following:
1. Increasing funding for the HRSA Title VII Pediatric Dentistry Training Program to expand 
the pediatric dental workforce, particularly in underserved areas.
2. Passing the Ensuring Lasting Smiles Act (ELSA) to guarantee insurance coverage for 
medically necessary dental and surgical care for children born with craniofacial anomalies
3. Restoring federal oral health infrastructure across agencies such as CMS, HRSA, CDC, and 
NIH
The goal of these initiatives is to strengthen dental workforce training, ensure access to essential 
treatment for children across the nation, support research and surveillance,
and improve oral health outcomes for children nationwide.
The attendees from the Children’s residency program met with representatives from seven 
congressional offices including the House of Representatives and Senate. The discussions were 
focused on sharing experiences and passion for treating and advocating for children and having 
discussions about the enduring importance of children’s oral health and overall health.
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Children’s Healthcare of Atlanta POHAC experience cont.....

This experience was impactful for the residents and helped to establish a 
foundation of lifelong advocacy for children.

Thank you for supporting this experience and investing in the next generation of 
pediatric dentists!
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Earlier this month, four first-year pediatric dental residents from Medical University of South 
Carolina attended the AAPD Pediatric Oral Health Advocacy Conference (POHAC) in 
Washington, D.C. The conference emphasized the critical role pediatric dentists play not only as 
clinicians, but also as advocates for children’s oral health at the policy level. Through 
educational sessions and collaborative discussions, we gained a deeper understanding of how 
legislative decisions directly impact access to care for pediatric patients, particularly those with 
special healthcare needs and barriers to care. We were also fortunate to have beautiful weather 
throughout the trip, which made the experience even more enjoyable and allowed us to fully take 
in everything the city had to offer.

A highlight of the experience was the opportunity to meet with all nine South Carolina 
congressional offices; both senators and seven representatives, which marked a first for 
MUSC’s pediatric dentistry department. During these meetings, we advocated for three key 
issues: increasing HRSA Title VII funding to support dental education and workforce 
development, supporting the Ensuring Lasting Smiles Act to improve coverage for congenital 
conditions, and maintaining the position of Chief Dental Officer within CMS to ensure strong 
national leadership in oral health policy. Beyond the advocacy work, this trip was incredibly 
meaningful on a personal level. We had such a great time together and worked seamlessly as a 
team, supporting one another and representing our program with pride. It was a truly memorable 
experience that we will carry with us throughout our careers. 

MEDICAL UNIVERSITY OF 
SOUTH CAROLINA -AAPD 
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NYU Langone-Brandon Pediatric Dentistry Residency Program

Attending the AAPD POHAC meeting in Washington, DC was an incredibly valuable experience that deepened 
our understanding of advocacy in pediatric oral health. During the meeting, we had the opportunity to speak 
directly with policymakers and advocate for several important priorities, including the ELSA Act, continued 
Title VII funding, and restoring critical oral health infrastructure by filling the CMS Chief Dental Officer 
position. Being able to share perspectives on these issues and emphasize their impact on access to care for 
children and underserved populations was both empowering and inspiring.

Beyond the policy discussions, the experience was meaningful because of the people we met and 
the connections we built. Engaging with fellow advocates, dental professionals, residents, and leaders in the 
field reinforced how important collaboration is in advancing oral health initiatives. The conversations and 
relationships formed during the meeting left a lasting impression and motivated us to stay involved in advocacy 
efforts in the future. It was inspiring to see how collective voices can influence change and strengthen the future 
of pediatric oral health. We are so grateful that we were able to attend and we hope to again in the future! 
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3300 Peachtree Road NE 
Atlanta, GA 30305

Grand Hyatt Atlanta Buckhead

Friday - Sunday, January 15 -17, 2027
DATE 

SAVE 
THE 

DATE
Pediatric Dental 

Solutions:
A Systemic 

Review

SOUTHEASTERN SOCIETY OF PEDIATRIC DENTISTRY
2027 ANNUAL CONTINUING EDUCATION COURSE

Speaker: Dr. Martha Ann Keels
Friday - January 15th: 8:30am – 10:00 and 10:30 – Noon (3 hrs of lecture)
Title: Journey around the Pediatric Periodontal Disease Matrix and 
Management of Eruption Problems - “Managing Misbehaving Teeth”

Speaker: Dr. Paul Bahn
Friday - January 15th: 2:00 – 3:30 and 4:00 – 5:30 (3 hrs of lecture) Title:
Updates on Sedation Medications: Combos, Interactions and Case Selection
Saturday – January 16th : 8:30am - 10:00am (1.5 hrs of lecture)   
Title: Fixing Up the fronts: Anterior Esthetic Options for Primary Teeth

Speaker: Dr. John Taylor
Saturday - January 16th: 10:30 – Noon (1.5 hrs of lecture)
Title: Dento-Facial Esthetics in Pediatric Patients

Speaker: Dr. Juan Yepes
Saturday - January 16th: 2:00 – 5:00 (3 hrs of lecture)
Title: Dental Traumatology: Evidence Based Strategies for Optimal Outcomes

Speaker: Lauren Andreas
Sunday - January 17th: 8:30 – Noon (3 hrs of lecture) 
Practice Management

Attending Pediatric Oral Health Advocacy Day was an incredibly meaningful and 
educational experience and I am very grateful to the Southeastern Society of Pediatric 
Dentistry for supporting my participation as a second-year pediatric dental resident. 

Advocacy Day provided a unique opportunity to step outside the clinical setting 
and engage directly with the policies that shape the future of pediatric oral health. 

Through this experience, I was able to connect with pediatric dentists, residents, and 
leaders in organized dentistry who share a passion for improving access to care and 
strengthening our profession. The day offered valuable insight into legislative issues 

affecting pediatric dentistry and highlighted the importance of advocating for the 
patients and communities we serve. Having attended Advocacy Day last year, I was 

able to view this year’s event from a new perspective. This time, I had the opportunity 
to help lead one of the North Carolina sessions, allowing me to take a more active 

role in the discussions and advocacy efforts. It was incredibly rewarding to contribute 
in a leadership capacity and collaborate with colleagues who are equally committed to 
advancing pediatric oral health. I am sincerely thankful to the Southeastern Society of 
Pediatric Dentistry for investing in residents and supporting opportunities that help us 

grow as clinicians, leaders, and advocates for children’s oral health.

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
Departnent of Pediatric Dentistry and Dental Public HealthDepartnent of Pediatric Dentistry and Dental Public Health
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