
Unlocking Talent to Strengthen Dental Health 
In 2024, approximately 57 million Americans lived in dental health professional shortage areas 
(HPSAs), according to the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, with 67 percent 
of these shortages concentrated in rural communities. Residents of dental HPSAs experience 
higher rates of untreated cavities, periodontal disease, detections of oral cancers at a later stage, 
and broader health consequences compared with those in more adequately served communities. 
In addition to an insufficient supply of dental health professionals, the National Institutes of 
Health has identified other underlying factors that contribute to these disparities, including 
insurance coverage status, health literacy, language barriers, travel, and affordability. 

Expanding licensure pathways for internationally trained dentists (ITDs) is a practical, 
cost-effective means of beginning to comprehensively address the poor health outcomes 
in HPSAs. Experienced professionals are ready to work in underserved areas, improve health 
equity, and strengthen culturally competent care without compromising U.S. standards. 
Proactive states will reduce barriers to care while enabling ITDs to practice at their full skill 
level, creating inclusive and economically competitive health systems.

The opportunity
Many ITDs bring years of professional experience, yet they are often limited to low-wage, 
unlicensed roles, such as dental assistant or administrative positions. As a result, some ITDs 
leave the profession entirely. According to the Utah Division of Professional Licensure, over 
175 ITDs are seeking licensure in Utah, and at least 700 nationwide. ITDs are well-positioned 
to advance states’ efforts to improve dental health outcomes, offering distinct advantages, 
particularly in underserved communities. On average, they speak more languages than U.S.-
trained dentists, and their cultural and linguistic expertise can strengthen health literacy 
and deepen patient‑provider trust.

Current barriers
Many states require experienced ITDs to repeat schooling, despite their having practiced for 
years in other countries before immigrating to the U.S. Most states require a dental degree 
accredited by the American Dental Association’s Commission on Dental Accreditation 
(CODA) to become licensed. This forces ITDs to apply for limited seats in a costly two- to 
three-year CODA-accredited Advanced Standing Program (ASP); these programs largely 
repeat the last years of dental school. For some dentists, particularly recent graduates who 
don’t have experience, completing an ASP is essential to fill knowledge gaps and obtain 
additional supervised clinical experience. For many experienced ITDs, completing an ASP is 
an inefficient use of time, money, and talent that could instead be directed toward meeting 
urgent needs in communities across the country. 
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https://www.cdc.gov/oral-health/health-equity/index.html


State action and policy recommendations
Some states have established alternative licensure pathways for experienced ITDs 
that uphold U.S. standards while expanding access to quality care. However, as currently 
implemented, most pathways still present unnecessary barriers or demand more than is 
required of U.S.-trained dentists. Additional policy reforms would enable qualified dentists 
to work at their full skill level, reduce wait times and costs for residents, and address dental 
health shortages in underserved communities.

States introduce new legislation each year to establish new pathways for ITDs. Partner with 
WES to learn more about these and other professional licensure pathways that can unlock 
talent where it’s needed most.
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Advanced Education Pathway
Many ITDs would prefer to further their education rather than repeat it in an ASP. Many states have chosen 
to waive the requirement for a U.S.-based dental education if the applicant successfully completes a CODA-
accredited post-doctoral education program such as an AEGD, GPR, or residency. Please note that the states 
that have this pathway vary widely in which post-doctoral programs they will accept. 

AK, CT, FL, IA, KY, LA, MI, MN, MS, NJ, NY, OH, OR, TN, TX, UT, VT, VA, WA, WV 

Credential Review and Exam Authorization
Some state dental boards use credential evaluations, course descriptions, patient records, or a combination 
to determine if a non-CODA-accredited program is substantially similar to the state’s requirements. If the 
evaluation is successful, they allow ITDs to take the clinical exam and become licensed. States should strive to 
make the evaluation fair and avoid imposing standards above those required of U.S.-educated licensees. 

MN, MA

Educator License Pathway
ITDs may be hired as faculty by CODA‑accredited dental programs through a limited license that authorizes 
practice that is typically restricted to university or hospital settings. Requirements vary but commonly 
include an international dental degree, an examination, CODA‑accredited postgraduate training, and a 
full‑time faculty job offer. Some of these states also provide a pathway to convert the limited license to a full, 
unrestricted license.

AL, CO, CT, IA, IL, KY, LA, MA, MN, MS, NC, NE, NJ, NV, NY, OK, SC, TN, UT, WA

Supervision and Limited Licenses
Many states have passed legislation to allow internationally trained physicians who have completed an 
international residency to work in a period of evaluation before becoming fully licensed. Similar models are 
being pursued to support ITDs. This pathway also requires verification of education and experience but may 
be a less in-depth credential review.

Hygienist Pathway
The ideal alternative licensure pathway will allow ITDs to practice to the full extent of their skills. However, 
pursuing licensure as a dental hygienist is preferable to working as a dental assistant because of the higher 
pay and professional autonomy dental hygienists enjoy.  This pathway recognizes international dental 
programs as equivalent to a CODA-accredited hygienist program if applicants pass required exams and submit 
certain credential documents. In regions with acute hygienist shortages that exceed dentist shortages, this 
pathway enables quicker entry into stable, well-compensated practice.

CT, FL, IN, VA
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https://www.commerce.alaska.gov/web/cbpl/ProfessionalLicensing/BoardofDentalExaminers/ApplicationsForms
https://www.cga.ct.gov/2005/TOB/h/pdf/2005HB-06819-R02-HB.pdf
https://admissions.dental.ufl.edu/iedp/programs-application-process/
https://dial.iowa.gov/licenses/medical/dental/dentists
https://dentistry.ky.gov/Dentists/Pages/Initial-Licensure.aspx
https://www.lsbd.org/licenseinfo.htm
https://www.michigan.gov/-/media/Project/Websites/lara/bpl/Dentistry/Licensing-Info-and-Forms/Info/Dentistry-Licensing-Guide.pdf
https://mn.gov/boards/dentistry/new-applicant/limited-general-license/
https://www.dentalboard.ms.gov/sites/dentalboard/files/Foreign Trained FAQ.pdf
https://www.ada.org/~/media/Project/ADA Organization/ADA/ADA-org/Files/Education/Licensure by State/New_Jersey_Licensure
https://www.op.nysed.gov/professions/dentists/license-requirements
https://codes.ohio.gov/ohio-administrative-code/rule-4715-18-01
https://www.oregon.gov/dentistry/Documents/Form_General_Information_International_Dentists.pdf
https://www.tn.gov/health/health-program-areas/health-professional-boards/dentistry-board/dentistry-board/licensure.html
https://tsbde.texas.gov/licensing/dentists/dentist-license-foreign-educated-graduates/
https://commerce.utah.gov/dopl/internationally-trained-applicant-information/eligible-professions/
https://legislature.vermont.gov/statutes/section/26/012/00601
https://ris.dls.virginia.gov/uploads/18VAC60/forms/Dentist Application Revised June 2023-20230718205043.pdf
https://doh.wa.gov/licenses-permits-and-certificates/professions-new-renew-or-update/dentist/licensing-requirements
http://www.wvdentalboard.org/
https://mn.gov/boards/dentistry/new-applicant/limited-general-license/
https://www.massdental.org/professional-resources/laws-and-regulations/licensure-for-dental-professionals/
https://dentalboard.org/
https://dpo.colorado.gov/Dental/Laws
https://portal.ct.gov/dph/practitioner-licensing--investigations/dentist/requirements-for-provisional-licensure-for-faculty-of-connecticut-dental-schools?language=en_US
https://dial.iowa.gov/licenses/medical/dental/dentists
https://idfpr.illinois.gov/profs/dentist.html
https://dentistry.ky.gov/Dentists/Pages/Initial-Licensure.aspx
https://www.lsbd.org/licenseinfo.htm
https://www.massdental.org/professional-resources/laws-and-regulations/licensure-for-dental-professionals/
https://mn.gov/boards/dentistry/new-applicant/limited-general-license/
https://www.dentalboard.ms.gov/sites/dentalboard/files/regulation7.pdf
https://www.ncbold.com/license/44129
https://nebraskalegislature.gov/laws/statutes.php?statute=38-1124
https://pub.njleg.gov/bills/2006/AL07/235_.HTM
https://dental.nv.gov/uploadedFiles/dentalnvgov/content/Licensure/Licensure Application Guide - 10.7.25.pdf
https://www.op.nysed.gov/professions/dentists/restricted-dental-faculty-license-requirements
https://law.justia.com/codes/oklahoma/title-59/section-59-328-27/
https://www.scstatehouse.gov/code/t40c015.php#40-15-175
https://www.tn.gov/health/health-program-areas/health-professional-boards/dentistry-board/dentistry-board/licensure.html
https://le.utah.gov/xcode/Title58/Chapter69/58-69-S306.html?v=C58-69-S306_2015051220150512
https://doh.wa.gov/licenses-permits-and-certificates/professions-new-renew-or-update/dentist/licensing-requirements
https://knowledge.wes.org/us-policy-brief-alternative-pathways-to-licensure-for-internationally-trained-physicians-in-the-us.html
https://portal.ct.gov/dph/practitioner-licensing--investigations/dentalhygiene/dental-hygienist-licensure-of-foreign-trained-applicants?language=en_US
https://www.flsenate.gov/laws/statutes/2020/466.007
https://iga.in.gov/legislative/2026/bills/house/1254/details
https://lis.virginia.gov/bill-details/20261/HB1036

