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Dr. Tu-Anh Vu

This young Townie was born in Vietnam
and emigrated to the United States
with her parents in 1992, In 2017, Vu
purchased a practice in Brooklyn,

Wew York, and was very hands-on

with the renovations. In ouwr Cid,

wie learn how she paid off nearly
5250,000 of student loans in just

eight years while also growing

her practice, and how she stays

motivated day to day.
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-
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Office Highlights

Name:
Or. Tu-Anh Vu, DMD

Education:
University of Pennsylvania
School of Dental Medicine

Practice:

Tu's Dental
Brooklyn, New York
tusdental com

Practice size:

1,300 square feet, with an additional
B00-square-foot basement for storage.
Three operatories.

Staff size:
]

You have a unique background: You were
born in Vietnam, and then you and your
family fled to the United States in 1992
to escape the communist regime. Tell us
about that experience.

Coming from a Third World country to the United States
was sisch a blessing for my family. 1t felt like winning the lottery?!
Muost of us take our freedom and numerows job opportunities
for granted. My mom would rermind me how lacky | was 1o be
in Amenica and pursue any job | desired. 1U's not the same in
Vietnam, where career advancement—aor even job stabiliy—dosn't
exist. You cannot create a stable future in the communist era my
PATCns grew up in.

The LLS. government placed my parents in the projects
of Washington, [2.C., where | was raised unul [ left home for
college. My mom worked full time as a housckeeper and my
dad was a cook at Mc[donald’s for a decade before he became
a houseman for a hotel. Their sacrifices meant the world o
me, becanse | saw how hard they worked wo make ends meet
for me and my siblings w have food on the table and a roof
over our heads.

My childhood years were difficult because my family surugpled
financially and we had no hdp. I did not speak even a word of
English, so it was a rough transition to build a life in 2 new
country without a strong foundation.
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How do you think that
experience shaped
who you are today?

My experience as an immigrant built 2
lot of gnt mside of me. | was determined o
leave the DUC. projects—that was the one
goal | had growing up. | knew that if | kept
pushing myself academically and did well
in middle school and high school, it would
allow me to pet scholarships o attend a
collepe away from home. | knew my parents
didn’t have money w send me wo college, so
I made sure to apply o as many scholarships
as | could.

This determination w succeed and make
my parenis proud of their hand sacnifice was
fueled by an inner drive developed from my
past experiences. From high school to dental
school, [ wasinvolved with different nonprofit
organizations in Washington, DL.C, and in
Philadelphia. [ el a strong bond to immigrant
children whao had to struggle just as [ had
to make it in this world, so | pot involved
with orpanizations that had programs w help

I became a rechnology wacher with
Sister to Sister and taught young girls how
1o use their creativity with Phowshop. 1 was
a teacher’s ande for the elementary school's
afterschool program with Asian-American
Leadership Empowerment and Devel-
opment {LEAD) and later worked in s
mentoning program o i nd mentors for
young immigrants.

When | was in Phifadelphia for dental
school, Ivoluntecred with Boat People SO
o bring moreservices and outresch programs
to the Vietnamese immigranis in South
Philadclphia. My strong nonprofit expen-
ences shaped me into an empathic leader.
I understand that without my mentors and
the grace that was bestowed upon me when
I was prowing up, | would not be this gritty
person | am now,

Education was definitely
very important in your
household. You won the
Gates Millennium Scholars
Program scholarship to
attend Bryn Mawr College,
graduating magna cum laude
in chemistry. You've also
completed research work in
the microbiology department
of UPenn. When did you
ultimately make the switch
to dentistry?

During my senior year of college, 1
decided that medicine would be 2 good
match for me because | love helping people
pet bewter. [ volunteered at the Ceorge Wash-
ington University Hospital in Washington,
[D.C., for several years and afier speaking
with numerous medical doctors there, they
all told me, “Don’t go into medicine.”™ |
questioned this advice, but | knew they had
nothing but wisdom for me. They told me
that they had wanted o be doctors for that
patient interaction, bur with how health
care has pone into managed care, they spent
maore time with administrative things than
with patient care. This ultimately led me
into denustry, after shadowing my dentist
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School’s summer program that was geared
toward college students who were interested
in dentistry.

I love working with my hands and
making a difference in my patient’s lives
through dentistry. After | graduated from
dental school, I questioned if dentisiry was
the right carcer path for me. [tstrengthens my
resolve that I'm meant to do this profession
on days when there is a nice fow o my work,
I'm one with my tcam and my patients are
leaving with big smiles on their faces.

Walk us through your decision
to open your own practice.

I’d been at an amazing group practice
in Philadelphia for four years, but after [
met my future husband during a solo tnp
leeland, 1 decided thar [ was going o move
o Mew York tobe with him. On weekends
when | visited him, | began checking out
some offices that were for sale there on a
whim. | knew that I"d always wanted o
own my own office, bue [ really thought |
woulbd wait a couple more years.

This began in January 2007, and [ must
hawe looked at more than 20 offices in five
maonths! In April, | was incontract to buy an
office in the Bronx, but it didn’t feel nghi;
I Felt like | was sextling on an office just for
the sake of having one, so I withdrew my
contract. That same day, | went on Craigslist
and saw an ad for a dental office in an area
of town | wasn’t even looking ac. | called the
landlord right away and saw the office that
day. When [ saw it, | immediately knew it
was mine, and | signed the lease the next day.

It took me one month to renovate the
space and make it my own. | saw the way
associates had been treated in the offices
I had worked ar, and didn't feel like the
office philosophies there aligned with my
own self-being. Knowing this, 1 felt more
compelled wo star my own practice quickly.

Secing all the offices gave me an idea
of what | wanted my office to be like and
what [ didn’t want. It happencd in divine
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timing. IF | had seen what is now my office
befare I'd seen all the others, | wouldn't have
seen its potential. 1t just felt aght in my put.

You graduated with
approximately $350,000

of debt from dental school.
How were you able to pay
down those loans, in addition
to investing in your new
practice?

When | graduated in 2013, $350,000
ofjust dental school debit was so extreme o
me. This was the only debit | had ever had:
corming from an immigrant family, debt
is something we shy away from! [ made
it my mission to pay my loans off in 10
years, 5o | signed myselfup for the 10-year
payment plan. My interest was high: 7%
for my graduate loans. Afier two years of
paving, [ decided to refinance the loans that
had higher intercst rates. | finally finished
paying them off this year, and it was a big
milestone. For the first few years, | would
get anxious just looking at the balance,
because most of the money poes into the
interest, not the principal. I'd look at the
balance once a year to give mysell a pat on
the back and when | made more money, |
would put that toward my loan.

When | graduated from dental school, [
knew | had to pay off my loans quickly, so |
couldn’t afford w specialize or do a peneral
practice residence fike the majority of my
classmates. [ got my depree and license and
weent to work full time for a group practice
the next week.

For the first four years, I'd sometimes
work six days a week. | worked so hard
for this degree so that when [ got it, [ just
ran with it 1 was frugal in my early career
when [ had a large debt load. The first car |
purchased (as a graduation gifi) was a used
one. | lived with a reommate until | moved
in with my hushand at 30. | made most of
my meals at home and brought them to
work with me. | also didn’t take vacatons or
travel anywhere. Because of my frugality, |
oould save a lot of my eamings for my denal
practice, which [ took no loans out for,

Not only did you design

the theme of your office,
but you were also hands-on
and even did all the tiling,
painting, etc., by hand.

I had been working pan time in a couple
of New York dental offices and decided |
would quit all my jobs and solely focus on
my stariup. | was on a strict budget, becanse

I financed the renovations through my savings. | also wanted o
budget some money for working capital as well. The landlord
pave me a month of free rent because the dental office was already
plumbed out. My poal was to stay within my budget and finish the
renovations before [ had o pay rent.

Initially, I had general contractors come and bid on the
renovations, but they were over my budget and didn’t know where
to start with a project that was complicated. | then had designers
come in and bid on my project. Their fees were also high, and |
decided to take the project on miysell. 1 spent the majority of that
manth at Home Depor and watching YouTube videos on home
improvement. | spent a lot of ime researching color paleties, decor
ideas and dental office designs. To save money, | decided o keep
all the existing cabinets and countertops. | learned to remove cach
cabinet facing and | painted them all. | also learned to use epoxy
resin to mimic the look of marble on the existing countertops.

Some days | was at the office at midnight painting the walls
and cabinets by miyself. I knew [ wanted a bright and welcoming
front desk. | kept the reception desk and tiled over it giving it a
fresh look. | used epoxy resin on the taps to pet nd of the wood.
I decided that | wanied white ales for my floors—I¥or this, | did
have a contractor, because they had o demolish the existing tiles.

From the design of the sign above my door, w the LT, setup,
to the installation of the chairs and X-ray machines, | had a hand
in setting up every part of my office. [ was the project manager.
I was there every day (o oversee the work. By being frugal and
creative, it allowed my money to go further. The renovation was
quick, because | was running the show. Everything was completed
within one month and my dental office was up and running by
June 2017

Top Products

iTero Element 5D Plus. | love the ease of
integration with Invisalign and the Invisalign
simulation. | can e-mail the patient so they can see
hvw their teeth will improve. The caries detection is
also greal because | can better show iy patient the
interprosimal canes.

Dandy Lab. They provided me with a free Tries and
Lraining, which allowed my office Lo go with a digital
scanner withaul the big upfront cost of maintenance
and the scanner. They also have great customer
service and the guality of the crowns has been
excellent

WaveOne. I've used this ratary system since |
practiced with Dr. Silvana Cumani and | love it for its
ease of use and simplicity. | love the reciprocating
files and its bility to curve through the canals.

Open Dental. The capabilities on Open Dental

are endless. | use it for everything from sending
e-prescriptions te confirming appointments. Patients
can schedule onfine appointments through our
website and access their bills. | can remotely access
my Open Dental if I'm 21 home and want to work.

Howard Farran's Dentistry Uncensored
Podcast. Dr. Farran's sense of humer and all

the knowledgeable guests have been a great
enlertainment for me during my commute. I've
picked wp many pearls of wisdom from listening to
his podcast.
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How were you able to
bring your vision to life?

Affter seeing numerous offices, | decided
that [ wanted a fist-Noor, street-accessible
office, which would double as an advertise-
ment when people walked by, | also wanted

my practice i be wheelchair-accessibles most
dennal offices I'd seen during my search
were located in a building or a second-floor
walkup, and | didn’t want that. | also wanted
a practice that was brght and with operatones
that weren't crammied. | wanted separate
rooms for the operatonies, not dividers,
which allows for more privacy.

Mew York is one of the more expensive

cities in the country, so geuting the office of

my dreams within my budget was going o
be tricky. Because this was my first office,
Iwanted just three operatorics to keep my
overhiead and rent on the lower side of
things to have more cash Aow.

When [ was looking at practices wo buy,
my boyfriend {now my husbhand} came

56;" OCTOBER 2021 // dentattowm.com

with me. | once joked with him, saying,
“Wouldn't it be nice if the universe just
gave me a free office so | wouldn't have 1o
take out a big loan {on top of my student
Toan] to buy a practice?” Never would | have
dreamed the universe would actually listen
to me: It delivered an already plumbed,
three-operatory, storefront deneal office
in a nice neighborhood. All 1 did was give
the space a Facelift.

My vision allowed me o see the beauty
behind this affice. Ironically, this office had
been for sale for a whole year. | vaguely
remember seeing an ad in December 2016
when [ still just toying with the idea of
buying an office, but decided 1w pass becanse
it was far from Manhatian, where | had
been thinking of living. The dentist who
owned this office couldn’t sell the practice
and lefi it vacant for a year before [ came
along and wook over the lease. [t was all
in divine timing that [ came w acquire
my olfice.

You describe your practice as
a Brooklyn “hole in the wall.”
What do you like the most
about your location, and how
did you grow your patient base
when you started out?

I love my office and everything we stand
for becauwse it was intentionally designed
My practice is m Bensonhurst, Brooklyn,
a blue-callar, working-class melting pot in
Mew York | love my location because it's
not pretentious, like some of the higher-end
neighborhoods can be. It took me some
time to align with my true nature, to realize
that I need 1o show up in the world as true
and anthentic o my being. [ love serving
my community. My patient base is mainly
young working familics and millennials.
We see lots of NYPL) officers and weachers.

When [ first stanied out, we used Yelp
and ZocDoc o market to new patients. 'm
mot into social media like most poople my
age, 50 | just try 1o be the best dentist | can

and do quality work. The excellent patient
experience bed to the expanded patient base
we have now. Most of my patients come
from internal referrals One day, [ might
see a patient because his wife made an
appointment for him as the “guinea pig”
Then, I'll see his wife and their children
the next week. Once one family member
has a good experience, they refer the whaole
family. My paticnt base has grown organically
through time, which has allowed me to get
to know my patients individually.

If you had to do it all over
again, would you do
anything differently?

| would probably have gotien a life
coach sponer. | had a midlife crisis when
I was in my late 20s: | woke up one day
and questioned my existence and what my
purpose was in this world. My life was i
shambles. I'd beft a 10-year relationship chat
was 2 defiming moment in my life. 1 didn’t

kv whio 1 was as a person. My outer world
had crumbled, and 1 didn’t have a strong
inner world to suppon myself. | had w mo
soulsearching. | took the nest epg that 1 had
saved and ook myself on a solo adventure
around the wordd. Each month, [ went
a new country for ome week. | traveled 1o
Peru, Mexico, leeland, France, Senegal,
Vietnam, China and Japan.

Traveling alone was hard for me; I'm
a shy person with a lot of social anxiety.
{Twouldn't even go to the mall by myself
when | was 271 I'm not naturally an
independent person, so my solo adventures
prowved that what [ was scared of was just a
limiting beliel. My solo adventures made
me confident in who [ am as a person and |
learned what | was capable of. That saying,
“Wherever you po, there you are,” finally
made sense (0 me.

| got a life coach when | turned 30 and
was building my practice up. She really
helped me with my mindset. Your inner

world will always reflect your outer world,
50 | wish | would have gotten a life coach
earlier in my career. It would have helped
my mindset carlier in my 205 to build a
SITONZET INNET peace.

AS a young mom with two
small children, do you think
denti allows for a great
work-life balance?

I absolutely think dentistry is a preat
profession for working mothers! As a
small-business owner, you can set your
own hours and days to meet your life needs.
I'm in the office by 10 a.m. and out the
door by 4 p.m. on most days. This allows
me to spend quality tome with my kids in
the momings and in the evenings, when |
have time 1o make dinner for my family.

I know same working mothers who are
working part time as associates and they
also have a great work-life balance because
they choose the days and hours they want
to work. | understand now that dentisiry
doesn’t define me as a persons it's just one
facet of my life. My life is more enniched
when [ spend quality tme cutside of dentistry
doing things I like with my Family.

Your daily commute to the
practice is uni u take
an Uber! What's that like?

I used o take the subway o work,
but 1t would take over an hour and was
unpredictable. It made my mormings more
hectic knowing [ had e rely on the trains
that sometimes would not arrive on time.
5o, | decided wo splurge on myselland ke
an Uber every day. {I'm a termible driver, so
it's better for the community that | hail a
ride rather than drive mysel ) The backsear
of an Uber is my happy space: It allows
me o have 3045 minutes (depending on
traffic) all to myself Sometimes I'll listen o
Dir. Howard Farran's podeast or [l meditate.
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This time allows me 1w get into the correct
headspace before [ armve to work and hustle.
When | start my day on a high note and in
a happy and positive place, everything just
flows more effortbessly.

What advice do you have
for young dentists who
are just starting out?

Learn all that you can from anyone
and everyone. Life is all about learning and
growing into a beter version of you. Your
thoughits create your reality, so always oy o
have positive thoughts. The sky is the limi
in demnitistry, so il you're clear about what you
want and desire, you can get there. You can
have all that you desire, but it’s going to tke
a lot ofwork, dedication, passion and tme.
IEs up 1o you to decide if you'ne poing 1o go
after it and put in the hard work.

What do you like the most
about dentistry?

Drentistry is so broad that you will
abways find something rhat vou like. 1 love
perting people out of pain—mostly with

oot canals. When you help someone out of

pain, it abways brightens their day and they
will be your best spokespersan for referrals.

I also love doing cosmetic cases. 1Fa
patient’s mouth is in really bad repair and
they ve never had a smile they’re proud of,
it brings me great joy to show them the
artistry of dentistry and what a brand-new
smile can do [or them. They'll be patients
for life.

Cood dentistry 15 hife-changing for a
person and 1 love the service that [ provide
for my patients, whether it's getting them
out of pain or giving them their smiles
back. That's why | practice and it's what
brings joy to my life.

Tell us about some of your
mentors. Who inspires you?
I'm eternally graceful that Dr. Joel
Eichen gave me a job siraipht out of dental
school and mentored me in the carly years
of my carcer. He allowed me to make my
own mistakes, and helped me fi x them,
when | was a new dentist. Young dentisis
should know that it’s called the praciior of
dentistry for a reasom: Even when we try
our best, our work will ineviably fil. 1t's
just a matter of when. You shouldn®t beat
yoursel up when your work ultimately fails.
Leamn from your mistakes and move on.
I'm blessed to have worked under
Dirs. Silvana Cumani (drcumani.com)
and Dian David (padentalwellness.com).
They saw something in me that 1 didn’t
see. Dir. Cumani gave me the opporiunity
o work side by side with her for four years.
She would always help me with extractions
or ot canals if | pot stuck. She gave me the
best advice when | was having my midlife
crisis: “You can only be yourself, so know
yoursell and be yow™ [ didn't understand that
at first, and it ook me 2 yearof souksearching

and traveling to realize what she meant. She
15 the most successful dentist | know, with
two well-managed group practices, and a
lowing wif and mother.

I call Dr. David sometimes just to
discuss denastry. Being in solo practice can
be lonely, so you always need somenne to
talk to who can relate to you. He's like my
Dientaliown message board, but in real life!

I'm currently being coached by
Dr. Edwin McDonald {lincofsightcoaching.
com). He's brought more clarity into my life
by asking the right questions. The answers
are within each of us; no coach can give us
the right answers o our problems. However,
the nght coach can ask the nght questions
for us o fi nd the solution. [ belicve all
dentists could benefit from a coach.

What's life like outside
of your practice? What
do you do for fun?

| have a 2-year-old son and a 6-maonth-
old daughter who [ love spending time
with. | love taking my son out to soccer
camp and enjoy playing with him on the
playvground. 1 love secing my kids grow up
and pick up new skills every day. [ dropped
my som off at camp the other day, and |
asked for a hug and a kiss before he lefi.
It warmed my heart when he hugged and
kissed me.

I love cooking for my famaly and wall
cook for us three times out of the woek.
My husband and son really enjoy my meals.
With COVID-19, I've learned to appreciate
the simple things in life more. It brings
me happines to see my husband enjoy my
meals and o see my kids grow up.

I'm currentdy studying at Mew York
University to complete my certificate in
exceutive coaching. I'm really excived 1o
start this new journey. I've had great success
with my life coach and Dr. McDonald
has inspired me wo try it. I'm constandy
trying to be the best version of mysdfand
a multifaceted person: a mom, a wile and
a dentist. ®
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