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BULLIS PAVES THE WAY FOR CONTINUED 
HUMANITARIAN ENDEAVORS

JOHN SAVUKINAS ’83

“Looking back, it’s hard to 
believe that the humanitarian 
work I am passionate about 
today essentially started from 
the Varsity B club at Bullis 
more than 30 years ago,” 
Dr. John Savukinas ’83, a 
general and cosmetic dentist 
in Rockville, Maryland says. 
“Every Wednesday during our 
free block, the Varsity B club 
members would do community 
service projects and initiatives 
in the community and my 
eyes were opened to the fact 
that there are other people in 
this world not as fortunate as 
I was and still am.” John did 
not realize then the impact this 

club would have on his life, yet 
service work has remained an 
integral part of his life since that 
time.

John graduated in 1987 with a 
biology major from Duquesne 
University and then attended the 
University of Maryland’s School 
of Dentistry. He completed his 
residency and joined a dental 
practice in 1992 before opening 
his own practice in 1994. Early 
in his career, John treated 
patients in his office who lived 
in nursing homes and assisted 
living facilities, and quickly 
realized that they would be 
better served where they live. 
So, for five years he dedicated 

one day each month to care 
for residents at local nursing 
homes. “I knew that many 
patients were not receiving 
proper oral care and coming 
to my office was not always 
an option, so I made a point 
to regularly go to them,” John 
says. “This is important to me 
because good oral hygiene has 
a host of important benefits, 
including improved self-
image and enhanced overall 
health, particularly into senior 
years.” In the late 90s, John 
joined the Dean’s Faculty at 
the University of Maryland’s 
School of Dentistry where he has 
volunteered every week for over 

two decades, teaching clinical 
dentistry in the department of 
advanced general dentistry to 
graduate students, a practice that 
still continues today. 

In 2008 John was invited to 
take part in a humanitarian 
mission trip to Thailand with 
Smiles on Wings, a non-profit 
humanitarian organization 
focused on providing dental and 
medical care to underprivileged 
populations. “Initially I was 
quite apprehensive—having 
never traveled internationally 
and concerned that a language 
barrier might prove difficult,” he 
recalls. “But I knew the rewards 
would far outweigh any nerves 
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I had.” A few months after 
agreeing to participate, John set 
out with his colleagues to provide 
dental care in rural communities 
for one week, where they would 
conduct emergent treatments, 
complex dental procedures and 
preventative care while educating 
the local population about dental 
hygiene and maintenance, all 
free of charge. Armed with only 
basic dental equipment, the 
dentists set up a clinic in open-air 
community centers. 

“It was very tough initially 
seeing many of these people,” 
John recalls. “Many had oral 
infections, abscesses and broken 
teeth. Some children did not 
want to smile, and that broke 
my heart.” Knowing that the 
patients had traveled many 
hours by foot to see John and 
the other dentists, John quickly 
appreciated how significant 
the trip would be for him both 
personally and professionally. “I 
knew that I might be one of the 
only Americans they may ever 
meet, and I wanted to represent 
myself and our country well. 
Our wonderful translator helped 
me communicate with everyone 
and I spent time making direct 
connections with the people I 
treated. Kids who didn’t smile 
when they initially came in were 
grinning from ear to ear and 
feeling proud and happy when 
they came back for their follow-
up appointments.” 

“IT IS PARTICULARLY NICE FOR ME TO HAVE 
BULLIS AS AN ANCHOR IN MY PAST. IT’S REALLY 
A SENSE OF DIGNITY AND PRIDE.”

At that point, John’s 
commitment to service became 
a regular part of his life. “That 
first trip was really humbling 
and life-centering,” he says. 
“It’s remarkable what people do 
with things we take for granted. 
I constantly felt like I could be 
doing better with my own life 
and pass these lessons on to my 
children.” John has since gone 
on nine trips back to Thailand 
with the same colleagues and 
says the trips are his favorite 
week of the year. “I look forward 
to the next trip as soon as I 
come back. I feel truly lucky and 
privileged that what I do can so 
easily help people and also be so 
gratifying.” 

Reflecting on his time at Bullis, 
John recalls Mr. Bill White, the 
Varsity B club advisor, and how 
John says Mr. White showed 
the students that the work we 
were doing in the community 
was important and how he 
appreciated that the School even 
had such a club. “As life moves 
on, I understood the impact of 
it all—the club and giving back 
to my community. Bullis has a 
tremendous sense of community 
and I’m proud that the School 
is thriving. It is particularly 
nice for me to have Bullis as an 
anchor in my past. It’s really a 
sense of dignity and pride.” 

Opposite page: John receiving a gift from a patient on his 
most recent trip to Thailand in January

Top left: John’s senior portrait from the 1983 edition of Roll 
Call

Top right: John outside the Smiles on Wings dental clinic set 
up in Thailand

Above: Fixing the broken tooth of a young boy in Thailand


