
SB 5142:
Increasing Oppo� unities & 
Improving Health Outcomes 
Through Dental Therapy
Now is the time to expand access to health care.
The pandemic has made it even harder for families to 
get routine dental care. Dental therapists are community-
based providers who expand culturally and linguistically 
appropriate care to the communities that need it most.

Dental therapy creates jobs and provides care for communities 
that have been hit hard by the pandemic.

Dental Therapy increases access to jobs and 
quality care for BIPOC communities.

The high cost of dental school puts it out of reach 
for many Black, indigenous and other students of 
color. These are the same communities hit hardest 
by the pandemic.

Dental therapy creates a new path for students of color 
by educating and employing people from communities 
where health care access is scarce.

This training allows students to stay in and serve 
their hometowns. Currently, the majority of the 
state’s dental workforce is white and chooses to 
serve majority white communities.

Providers that come from the communities they serve 
improve health outcomes and reduce sta�  turnover.

Sarah Chagnon,
Swinomish Dental Therapist
Becoming a dental therapist allowed 
Sarah to provide dental care to her tribe. 
Patients were more likely to come in for 
treatment because they grew up with 
and trusted Sarah.

Sarah used techniques she learned from 
dental therapy school to make her patients 
safer during the pandemic, including 
setting up open-air dental clinics and 
using non-electric dental tools to avoid 
aerosolizing pa� icles. 

Dental therapists cut the wait time for 
Swinomish members to get treatment 
by over two months.



What does SB 5142 accomplish?
This year’s bill incorporates feedback from lawmakers and dental providers to improve patient 
safety requirements and clarify where dental therapists can practice.

Allows dental therapists to practice in public, nonprofi t, hospital, and long-term care settings.

Requires all dental therapists to graduate from an accredited education program and 
then complete a preceptorship before becoming eligible for licensure.

Supervising dentists stipulate the conditions under which dental therapists may practice 
including their level of supervision and the procedures they can pe� orm.

Authorizes dental therapists to provide routine and preventive services including exams, 
treatment planning, cleanings, sealants, fi llings, temporary crowns, extraction of baby teeth 
and extraction of loose permanent teeth.

What are Dental Therapists?
Dental therapists are a new category of dental provider created to train people from areas with 
limited access to dental care so they can provide care to their communities. 

Dental therapists provide routine and preventive services such as exams, cleanings and 
fi llings. This allows dentists to focus on more intensive procedures and creates more 
capacity for dental care for low-income communities.

Because dental therapists are from the communities they serve, they are better prepared to 
provide culturally appropriate care and have been proven to improve health outcomes.

Dental therapists are currently working or authorized in 12 states. In Washington state they 
are only allowed in tribal settings, limiting the impact they can have on our state’s health.

How has the Pandemic strained the dental care delivery system?

COVID has made it even harder for Washingtonians to access dental care.

Economic damage from the pandemic has caused Washington’s Medicaid enrollment to 
increase by 140,000 people. Only 1 in 5 dentists in Washington accept Medicaid patients, 
meaning that even more patients are competing for limited dental appointments.

The American Dental Association repo� s that dentists in Washington are treating fewer 
patients due to the pandemic and that dentists are raising their fees to make up for lost 
business across the country.

Stop-gap access points for low-income Washingtonians, like the King County free clinic, 
are not taking place this upcoming year.


