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In September 2018, both Natalie and I were approached 
by the Saudi Dental Society to come speak at the annual 
Saudi International Dental Conference that was scheduled 
in January 2019 in the capitol city of Riyadh. Now I know 
what you’re thinking, and so were we – given that the 
email invitation was time stamped at one-something in the morning – that this had to be a scam! 
We both investigated separately and found that it was true; we were being asked to speak as 
keynote speakers at the conference and that this would be the very first Dental Assistant 
Symposium in conjunction with the Saudi International Dental Conference. Both of us accepted 
the invitation to represent our profession and it wasn’t until we both gathered at a DANB event, 
that it was realized that the other was going to also be there! 
 
The road getting there involved more than 
just a transatlantic flight: official paperwork 
and diplomatic passport stamps was 
something that was done electronically and 
via FedEx; studying, understanding and 
learning about the culture was truly the 
hardest part for both of us. Once they 
secured our passports and we were cleared, 
they booked our flights and arranged for us 
to stay at the hotel where the event would 
be held – The Ritz Carlton Hotel in Riyadh, 
Saudi Arabia. For both of us, it was our first 
time overseas and neither one of us had any 
reservations about the trip. It was truly an 
adventure of a lifetime and one we both 
looked forward to. Friends and colleagues 
expressed concern over the safety of travel 
to such a nation, given the events depicted 
in world news, however, we felt very safe 
throughout the visit. 
 
Meeting up in Chicago, we boarded the evening 10.5-hour flight to Istanbul Turkey, where we 
would later take separate 5.5-hour flights to Riyadh. We arrived on a Saturday morning and once 
there, Natalie had her first presentation to give within two hours of arrival at the hotel! At the 
airport in Riyadh, drivers were waiting to transport us approximately 40 minutes to the hotel. 
Once the hotel compound was reached, the vehicle’s undercarriage was searched with mirrors 



for explosives. Prior to entering the hotel lobby, luggage and people were screened for weapons 
through an x-ray machine. 
  
English is a language that is spoken 
fluently throughout Saudi Arabia. 
Upon arrival, we were given a gift from 
the female Saudi Organizing 
Committee: a traditional Abaya, the 
dress and scarf worn in many Muslim 
countries. We learned that you must 
keep your shoulders and neck covered 
up, however, our heads did not need 
to be covered. Some women were 
covered, many weren’t. Some even 
only had their eyes showing, 
something that took some getting 
used to in identifying individuals. 
Shoes and eyes express their 

personalities. 
 
The first presentation of the Dental Assistant Symposium was given by a well-known Saudi dental 
assistant, Salsabila Al-Harby. As we listened to her speak, we heard her motivating her audience 
into becoming the best they could be, being professional, learning and growing. Sound familiar? 
All of the things we struggle with here! She was such an inspiration and such a passionate dental 
assistant! Natalie had a keynote presentation that first day on Embracing Change in Dentistry: 
Trends in 2019 in the morning and The Impact of Social Media on Dentistry in the afternoon. 
Experiencing jetlag for the first time and bringing your A-game to such an important event was 
interesting! The presentation on Social Media did draw a large group of dentists wanting to know 

how we in the United States utilize 
social media in dentistry. Tija did not 
present this first day but did participate 
with the attendees. The evening event 
was the President’s Dinner where we 
witnessed the unveiling of a new 
product sponsored by Colgate. Just a 
walk onto the exhibit floor and it looks 
just like any other dental trade show – 
all the big dental manufacturers were 
represented.  
 



Day two was Sunday and Tija had a keynote presentation on 
infection control. When it comes to infection control in Saudi, they 
follow the CDC guidelines to the letter! Most of their dentist 
practice in a hospital setting, very few have private practice and 
those that do, must be granted by the Saudi Prince. That evening 
was the President’s Gala and we were treated to many songs and 
dances from the various groups represented at the conference. 

Since this was an international 
conference, held in a hotel 
which draws many international business people, the food was incredible! Just about every 
nationality was represented and tasted wonderful! From breakfast, to lunch and dinner, we tried 
wonderful new dishes and experienced some amazing flavors. The buffet was so large, and 
plentiful – just nothing life we have ever seen before.  
 

Day three brought a half day lecture 
for each of us. Tija speaking on 
empowerment, and Natalie giving a 
clinical presentation on the Role of 
the Dental Assistant in Forensic 
Dentistry. When Natalie was ready 
to give her presentation, we both 
noticed several people wearing 
completely white shirts and white 
pants, a departure from the Abayas 
that the women were wearing or 
the Shemagh (head covering for 
males). We learned that they were 
actually Filipino dentists that 
graduated in their country, but 

were not allowed to practice dentistry in the Saudi Kingdom, so they worked as dental assistants 
in the hospitals with many of them acting in lead dental assistant roles. The workshops were well 
attended and well received. It seems that dental assistants everywhere have a great interest in 
continuing their education and gaining knowledge outside of their area of expertise.  
 



Day four was Tuesday, and it was a free 
day for both of us as the conference 
was officially over. Our car would not 
arrive until 3am the next day to take us 
to the airport, so we were offered the 
opportunity to visit the King Saud 
Hospital and the Saudi Dental Society. 
One of the doctors arrived to take and 
give us a personal tour. It had only been 
about six months since women were 
given the privilege to have a driver’s 

license, but fear not, our driver lived in Canada and the US 
for several years and was very experienced! The tour of the 
Dental Hospital was wonderful, as were the many dental 
assistants we met along the way. We had an opportunity to 
spend some time at the Dental Society and learned that 
many members of the dental society graduated from 
Universities in the United States! The day was fulfilling and 
it was wonderful to get out and see some of the capital 
city.Our car arrived at 3am on Wednesday and as we drove 
away, I can certainly tell you that our time was completely 
magical. We were treated with complete respect and 
welcomed by everyone we met. I remember a doctor 
passing us both in the hall and stopping to thank us for 
coming. They seemed “honored” that we were there, when 
in fact we are the ones who were honored and humbled by 

the 
opportunity. From the time we landed until 
the time we left, we were spoiled with 
generosity and kindness. Many of the 
dentists and assistants we met became 
Facebook friends and we have had great 
conversations since. The Saudi dental 
assistants have some wonderful champions 
that want to see the profession elevated and 
were instrumental in seeing the inaugural 
symposium come to fruition. These 
champion dentists are encouraging a formal 
association be formed after hearing all about 
ADAA from Tija and I throughout our visit. It 
was truly an amazing experience, one neither 
of us will ever forget and we look forward to our next opportunity to continue to spread the 
passion of what we love most – our profession! 


