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bina 'em and Keep 'em:
What Attracts and What Sustains

A s a dentist, I will always remember my first special-needs

patient. I will also always remember my first girlfriend, my
first job and my first home. What attracts me to a
job, a relationship or a neighborhood has very little to do with
what keeps me there. Attracting and sustaining forces have very
little in common.

In the summer of 1974,1 was left alone with my first specialneeds patient. This was a 17-year-old deaf girl in Rochester, NY,
and I was to remove her impacted wisdom teeth. Through my face
mask, she was unable to read my lips. Wearing sterile gloves and
surgical gown, I was not allowed to break sterility to write to her,
and found myself despairing of how to ask her to open wider or to
turn her head to the left. My inability to communicate with this
young lady was the impetus for my learning American Sign
Language.

Then there was the 32-year-old with Downs Syndrome who cried
as I pulled out an infected tooth. When the tooth was out and we
released the protective Velcro restraints, she placed my hand onto
her face, and smiled as her teary eyes whispered, "Thank you."
Lesson learned: people communicate in different languages. If
you dropped me off in China and asked me to open wide, I would
not understand you. Restraining or shouting at me would not necessarily make me comply if I didn't understand what you were saying.
I have learned that people with autism or babbling young children
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may know exactly what they are thinking, feeling and saying, even
when I don't "get it." It is from these patients that I have become
patient myself, by taking the time to learn to communicate with
them. In these encounters I am the challenged one, because it is I
who don't understand what they clearly mean to communicate.
What I learned from my special-needs patients is a sensitivity

and heightened awareness that I cannot experience in any other
situation. There is no glossary or dictionary. It is a nonverbal and
intuitive empathy that each patient
continues to teach me. I have also

learned that a gentle touch on the
shoulder, direct compassionate eye
contact, and a calm voice go a long
way to reassure and relax those who
do not speak my particular language.
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Dr. Harvcy Lcvy & Shuli Fncdman

The constant excitement of problem-solving, discovery and
often-success are what sustain me after 40 years of working with
those who I consider my special-needs teachers and mentors.
To the deaf teen, the lady with Downs Syndrome, the infants, the
geriatric and the autistic people I met in my office, and to ali others
who followed: I am grateful for the lessons you have taught me. I
hope I have learned to serve you well. I hope I have been a good
student. Your kindness, your tolerance, our explorations and
successes together are much of what sustains me.
~ Harvey Levy, D.M.D., M.A.G.D.
Dr. Levy practices dentistry in Frederick, Maryland
www.drhlevyassoc.com

