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A recent news report quoted a New Jersey Dental Association spokesman who warned, “Your 

routine dental treatment could be delayed for weeks or months because of our dental workforce 

shortages.”  

The mass exodus of dental hygienists and dental assistants began during the COVID-19 

pandemic, leaving dentists short-staffed, overworked, and having to perform services usually 

accomplished by dental hygienists and midlevel dental professionals.  Their absence is not likely 

to end soon.  Without action from state policymakers, expect scheduling bottlenecks that make 

people wait weeks to months for routine appointments to continue.  This is not just a New Jersey 

problem. It’s a national problem. 

The COVID-19 pandemic caused a dental employment shortage in California, and one of us, a 

California dentist, experienced this problem in real time.  When pandemic lockdowns began, I 

had four part-time hygienists.  Only one returned to work.   Of the remaining three, one found 

other dental employment, another now works at the post office, and the other took early 

retirement.   

I asked the Dental Board to grant a temporary hygiene license to my office manager, a retired 

out-of-state hygienist with 32 years experience, to work under my supervision. California law 

wouldn’t allow it. This forced me to reduce dental treatment appointments to make room to 

perform hygiene services, which made for long waits for dental appointments along with an 

exhausting work schedule.  

There is no sign that this problem will go away any time soon. But there are steps that state 

lawmakers can take to ease the situation. 

In 2019 Arizona became the first state to enact a universal occupational licensing law. This 

automatically grants licenses to people who are licensed by other states. Today, 20 states have 

enacted universal licensing. If all states enacted universal licensing laws, it would make it easier 

for dental hygienists and dentists to relocate their practices and meet patients’ needs. 

https://www.nj.com/healthfit/2023/05/cant-get-a-dental-appointment-nj-dentists-grow-desperate-as-workers-quit-in-droves.html
https://californiahealthline.org/multimedia/dental-and-doctors-offices-still-struggling-with-covid-job-loss/
https://www.azcentral.com/in-depth/news/local/arizona/2021/12/27/universal-licensing-what-you-need-know/8810038002/
https://ij.org/legislative-advocacy/states-reforms-for-universal-recognition-of-occupational-licensing/


States can also expand access to dental care by allowing dental therapists, a midlevel dental 

profession akin to physician assistants, to practice primary dentistry, usually in a collaborative 

arrangement with licensed dentists. Thirteen states currently enable their residents to access 

dental health services from these professionals. 

States can also make use of foreign dentists, who were licensed and practicing in their home 

countries, but whose skills and experience are going to waste in the U.S.   

But state dental licensing laws place obstacles in the path of foreign dentists who wish to care for 

their residents. Most states require foreign dentists who did not graduate from Commission on 

Dental Accreditation (CODA) schools in the U.S. or Canada, regardless of their years of 

experience in their home country, to attend a CODA-accredited “Advanced Standing” program 

in the U.S. before they can practice.  

This amounts to repeating dental school in an accelerated fashion, usually taking two to three 

years. Further, only 36 US dental schools offer these programs.  

Still, taking this path can be too big of a sacrifice for many immigrant dentists who have families 

to support. They end up working in dental-adjacent fields for which they are overqualified or in 

other fields altogether.  

In fact, three foreign dentists have held dental assisting positions in my dental office.  One 

completed an Advanced Standing dental program and now has his own dental practice. Sadly, the 

other two could not afford the time and money. Instead, they now work as Registered Dental 

Assistants, while Californians are deprived of their greater expertise.   

During the COVID emergency, New Jersey temporarily allowed foreign medical doctors, 

licensed and experienced in other countries, to provide health care services to New Jerseyans if 

they collaborative arrangements with New Jersey doctors. This measure was based on years of 

experience in Canada, Australia, and Europe. In most developed countries, foreign doctors 

receive provisional medical licenses. After they pass all the standardized tests that domestic 

graduates must pass, plus two or more years of being supervised by a licensed domestic 

physician, they receive full licenses to practice.   

Though New Jersey’s policy expired, other state lawmakers learned from the emergency. In 

2021, Washington State began allowing foreign doctors to work as “assistant physicians,” if they 

have collaborative practice agreements with licensed physicians. One drawback is that foreign 

doctors can work this way for only four years. However, in May, Tennessee became the first state 

to enact a law granting provisional licenses to foreign doctors. After they work two years in a 

collaborative arrangement with licensed physicians and pass all the standardized tests that 

Tennessee doctors must pass, they receive unrestricted licenses.  

As with foreign doctors, states should embrace changes enabling experienced foreign dentists to 

provide dental care. This will reduce the workload of overburdened dentists and increase access 

to care.  

To date, Minnesota is the only state that has done this. Since 2001, Minnesota grants “limited 

general dental licenses” (LGLs) to foreign dentists who didn’t graduate from CODA-accredited 

dental schools. After licensed dentists supervise them for three years, the licenses become 

unrestricted. Other states should follow Minnesota’s lead. 

https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/projects/archived-projects/dental-campaign/about/dental-therapyhttps:/www.pewtrusts.org/en/projects/archived-projects/dental-campaign/about/dental-therapy
https://www.statnews.com/2022/12/19/congress-biden-administration-expand-access-dental-therapists/
https://www.dentaltherapy.org/about/about-dental-therapy#:~:text=the%20same%20budget.-,Dental,-therapists%20are%20authorized
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6162558/
https://www.ada.org/en/resources/licensure/licensure-for-the-international-dentists
https://www.adea.org/godental/non-traditional_applicants/foreign-educated_dentists.aspx
https://www.njconsumeraffairs.gov/COVID19/Documents/FAQ-Foreign-Licensed-Doctor-Program.pdf
https://www.njconsumeraffairs.gov/COVID19/Pages/Temporary-Emergency-Foreign-Physician-Licensure-Program.aspx#:~:text=New%20Jersey's%20Temporary%20Emergency%20Foreign,Jersey's%20fight%20against%20COVID%2D19.
https://www.cato.org/commentary/solve-imminent-physician-shortage-licensing-foreign-doctors
http://www.harvard-jlpp.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/21/2019/02/Larkin-Final.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4952532/
https://wmc.wa.gov/licensing/applications-and-forms/international-medical-graduates-clinical-experience-license
https://www.cato.org/briefing-paper/expand-access-primary-care-remove-barriers-assistant-physicians
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2021-22/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1129-S.SL.pdf?q=20210907143442
https://www.cato.org/blog/tennessee-leads-way-removing-barriers-foreign-doctors
https://legiscan.com/TN/text/HB1312/2023
https://mn.gov/boards/dentistry/new-applicant/non-accredited/


Amid a perfect storm of an aging population and retiring or departing dental health practitioners, 

it’s time for lawmakers to reform outdated and obstructive professional licensing laws. 

Jeffrey A. Singer, MD practices general surgery in Phoenix, Ariz., and is a senior fellow at the 

Cato Institute. Joel L. Strom, DDS practices general dentistry in Los Angeles and is a former 

president of the California Dental Board. 


