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Lifelong learning
David Gray reflects on his experience 
of postgraduate education

While undergraduate life is a fairly prescriptive and comfy 
existence, whether in relation to academic time commitments 
or social life, this is less so after graduation. 

As a postgraduate, time constraints are amplified, financial 
constraints ironically grow (degree costs certainly deliver a 
heavier blow when the government isn’t kindly subsidising 
and giving out loans), and it is suddenly like taking on an 
additional part-time job to squeeze into those few precious 
hours you already don’t have.

Postgraduate education is something that I’ve been 
involved in since graduating from dental school six years ago. 
On beginning my vocational training year, we, as a cohort, 
were enrolled on the certificate in primary dental care. I saw 
this through to completion, and gained a masters degree. 
After a year off formal postgraduate study, during which 
I completed the diploma of Membership of the Faculty 
of Dental Surgery (MFDS), I enrolled on the diploma in 
restorative dentistry through the FGDP, which I am due to 
complete later this month.

As such, my experience of postgraduate education is 

relatively robust. And despite those marked challenges that 
it imposes on you, it is not something I would undo. In fact, 
I actively encourage those thinking about re-entering the 
studying world, whether for a short course or a full degree.

Find a new beat
Being a dentist, it is very easy to fall into a rhythm of practice 
and non-practice life. We can rely on a good undergraduate 
basing, coupled with the experience gained from odd CPD 
days or courses, daily practice and our colleagues, to make a 
comfortable working life. 

Everyday dentistry doesn’t need to be particularly 
challenging, and where we feel uncomfortable, there are 
always plenty of practitioners who can be referred to.

However, for me, I found this to be unfulfilling. While 
my MSc in primary dental care developed my academic 
and research skills in a formal postgraduate environment, it 

was the subsequent FGDP diploma in restorative dentistry 
that really changed my everyday practice. The diploma has 
furthered my knowledge, through regular small group case 
presentations and discussions, hands-on training, as well 
as providing an evidence-based grounding through the 
assignments. 

Through the course I have gained the confidence to 
undertake treatment planning and execution of cases that 
previously I would not have had the detailed knowledge or 
skillset to carry out. This includes procedures such as crown 
lengthening and apicectomies, but also the conservative 
management of more advanced tooth wear and structured 
management of reorganised cases.

As a result, I enjoy my daily practice significantly more. 
In addition to being able to provide a greater breadth of 
treatments for my patients, there is a real comfort in having 
strong foundations behind your treatment – that fear we 
all experience of ‘was that the right thing to do’ or ‘I didn’t 
expect that to happen’ is hugely diminished when you have a 
much better idea of what the right thing is, or how to reduce 
encountering those avoidable situations in the first place!

Open the door
That is not to say that postgraduate study doesn’t take its 
toll. My wife will vehemently testify to the impact it has had 
on us over the past six years – weekends are routinely spent 
behind a stack of journals (or at least a browser with the 
equivalent number of journal related tabs), writing yet another 
assignment or compiling a case report to submit. Holidays 
have fallen by the wayside, especially where a deadline 
approaches. Yet, coming towards the light at the end of the 
tunnel, I can wholeheartedly say that it has been worth it. 

In addition to a greater confidence in daily practice, doors 
have opened – from opportunities as an MJDF examiner, or 
an MSc tutor, to a hospital position in restorative dentistry.

While it may not be for everyone, taking time to invest in 
your career, whether when newly graduated or a decade or 
two in, is a rewarding experience! 
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