
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Improve Access to Oral Health Care (HB 1317 and SB 5392) 

 
Everyone knows that good oral health is an integral piece of overall health and well-being. 
Without treatment, dental disease compromises health and requires increasingly costly 
interventions. Dental-related issues are a leading reason that Washingtonians seek care in 
hospital emergency departments, which has become the source of care for many, especially 
uninsured and low-income populations.  

However, most dental disease can be prevented at little cost through routine dental care 
and disease prevention.  

HB 1317 and SB 5392 expand access to oral health care for all Washingtonians through an 
evidence-based mid-level dental provider called a dental therapist. Dental therapy is a strategy 
to address racial and ethnic disparities in health and rural health care access gaps. Dental 
therapists are also a strategy to increase workforce diversity in health care and expand career 
opportunities for dental hygienists.  

Dental therapists work only under the supervision of a dentist. They will bring a valuable 
contribution to the dental team by extending education and preventive services to more people 
and providing basic restorative care needed to alleviate pain and treat dental disease. This frees 
the dentist to practice at the top of his or her scope of practice doing the more complicated 
dental procedures.  

The most exciting development in dental therapy is that dental therapists are already 
practicing on tribal lands in Washington.  They began in 2016 when the Swinomish tribe 
hired a dental therapist at its La Conner clinic.  In 2017 state lawmakers authorized dental 
therapists to work on tribal lands throughout the state.  Several tribes have hired dental 
therapists, and six students from tribes are studying in Alaska to become dental therapists.  
They’ll complete their education and return to serve their communities over the next two 
years. 

Support for adding dental therapists to the dental care team is growing across the nation.  
Arizona, Maine, Vermont and Michigan have all passed legislation allowing dental therapists 
to practice, and more than a dozen jurisdictions are pursuing dental therapy for their 
communities. 
 
 

For more information, please contact WDHA Lobbyist Melissa Johnson at 
 Melissa@bogardjohnson.com or 360.280.6429. 


