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Dental Hygiene Scope of Practice in the U.S.

* Improving population oral health requires a comprehensive
oral health team
» Dental hygienists (DHs) primarily focus on preventive oral
health services
* DH scope of practice (SOP) varies considerably by state in
the U.S.
Does this variation matter?

« Research question: Does a more expansive SOP for DHs
impact on oral health outcomes in the population?
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Dental hygienist scope of practice by state is a critical aspect of the dental care system in the United States.
Dental hygienists play a key role in preventive oral health care, offering services that contribute
significantly to the overall health of patients. However, the scope of practice for dental hygienists varies
widely across states, influenced by differing regulations, laws, and professional standards. Understanding

these variations is essential for dental hygienists, patients, and policymakers alike.

Understanding the Role of Dental Hygienists

Dental hygienists are licensed professionals who provide a range of preventive dental care services. Their

primary responsibilities include:

Performing teeth cleanings and scaling to remove plaque and tartar.

Conducting oral health assessments and screenings.

Applying fluoride treatments and sealants.

Educating patients on oral hygiene practices and nutrition.

Taking dental radiographs (X-rays).



In many states, dental hygienists also have the option to take on additional responsibilities, which can
include administering local anesthesia, performing certain restorative procedures, and managing patient

records. However, the extent of these responsibilities is defined by each state’s dental practice act.

The Variability of Scope of Practice

The scope of practice for dental hygienists is largely determined by state laws and regulations. These laws
can dictate what procedures hygienists are allowed to perform, the level of supervision required from

dentists, and the extent to which hygienists can work independently.

Key Factors Influencing Scope of Practice

1. Supervision Requirements: Depending on the state, dental hygienists may need to work under direct
supervision, general supervision, or they may be allowed to practice independently. For example, some
states require a dentist to be present during certain procedures, while others allow hygienists to perform

tasks without immediate oversight.

2. Expanded Functions: Some states have recognized the evolving role of dental hygienists and have
expanded their scope of practice to include additional functions. This can include administering anesthesia,

placing fillings, or even diagnosing certain conditions.

3. Licensure and Certification: Each state has its own requirements for licensure and certification. Many
states require continuing education to maintain licensure, which can influence the depth of knowledge and

skills that hygienists possess.
4. Public Health Regulations: In some states, dental hygienists can work in public health settings and

provide services to underserved populations, which may include educational programs and preventive care

without the supervision of a dentist.

State-by-State Overview of Dental Hygienist Scope of Practice

To better understand how the scope of practice varies across the nation, here’s a breakdown of a few states

showcasing their distinct regulations:



1. California

In California, dental hygienists can practice under general supervision. They are permitted to administer
local anesthesia and nitrous oxide, perform periodontal scaling, and provide education and preventive care
without the direct presence of a dentist. California also allows dental hygienists to work in public health

settings and schools, providing services to populations that may not have regular access to dental care.

2. Texas

Texas has a more restrictive approach to dental hygienists' practice. Hygienists must work under the direct
supervision of a dentist for most procedures. However, they can perform certain preventive services with
general supervision. Texas does allow hygienists to administer local anesthesia if they complete the

required training and obtain certification.

3. New York

In New York, dental hygienists enjoy a relatively broad scope of practice. They can operate under general
supervision and have the ability to perform a variety of services including local anesthesia administration.
New York also permits hygienists to work in public health programs, providing preventive care without

the direct oversight of a dentist.

4. Florida

Florida allows dental hygienists to provide care under general supervision, meaning they can perform
certain procedures without a dentist being on-site. Hygienists in Florida can administer local anesthesia, but
they must complete additional education and training to qualify for this responsibility. The state emphasizes

preventive care and encourages hygienists to engage in community service.

5. Illinois

[llinois has a structured approach where dental hygienists must work under the direct supervision of a
dentist. However, with appropriate training, they can perform additional functions such as local anesthesia
administration. The state also supports the role of hygienists in public health, allowing them to provide

services in community settings.



Impact of Scope of Practice on Dental Care

The scope of practice for dental hygienists has significant implications for dental care delivery. Here are

some of the impacts to consider:

e Access to Care: States that allow hygienists to practice independently or under general supervision

often see increased access to dental care, particularly in underserved areas.

¢ Quality of Care: Expanding the scope of practice can lead to improved patient outcomes, as hygienists
are able to provide timely preventive services without delays caused by the need for dentist

supervision.

¢ Professional Development: Hygienists in states with broader scopes of practice often have more

opportunities for professional growth and specialization.

¢ Cost-Effectiveness: By allowing hygienists to perform more procedures, states can potentially reduce

the overall cost of dental care, making it more accessible to a larger population.

Future Trends in Dental Hygiene Practice

As the healthcare landscape continues to evolve, the role of dental hygienists is also likely to change. Some

emerging trends include:

1. Telehealth Integration: The COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated the adoption of telehealth across various
healthcare fields, including dentistry. Hygienists may increasingly use telehealth to provide consultations

and follow-up care.

2. Increased Autonomy: There is a growing movement advocating for increased autonomy for dental
hygienists. As awareness of their potential to provide essential services without the need for direct

supervision grows, more states may adopt policies to expand their practice.

3. Focus on Preventive Care: With a greater emphasis on preventive care in healthcare, dental hygienists
are likely to play a pivotal role in oral health education and preventive services, further solidifying their

importance in the dental care team.



Conclusion

The dental hygienist scope of practice by state is a complex and evolving landscape that reflects the unique
needs and priorities of each state. Understanding these variations is essential for dental hygienists, as it
impacts their professional opportunities and the level of care they can provide to their communities. As the
role of dental hygienists continues to expand, it is crucial that stakeholders remain informed about the

changing regulations and advocate for policies that enhance access to quality dental care for all.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the general scope of practice for dental hygienists across different
states?

The scope of practice for dental hygienists varies by state but generally includes tasks such as teeth
cleaning, patient education, fluoride treatments, and taking X-rays. Some states allow hygienists to

administer local anesthetics and perform additional procedures.

Which states allow dental hygienists to practice independently without a
dentist's supervision?

As of now, states like Alaska, Colorado, and Oregon allow dental hygienists to practice independently,

meaning they can provide certain services without needing a dentist present.

Are there differences in the educational requirements for dental
hygienists in different states?

Yes, while all states require dental hygienists to complete an accredited dental hygiene program and pass

national and state exams, some states may have additional requirements or continuing education mandates.

‘What specific procedures can dental hygienists perform in California?

In California, dental hygienists can perform a range of procedures including deep cleanings, scaling and root

planing, applying fluoride, and administering local anesthetics under certain conditions.

How does the scope of practice for dental hygienists in Texas differ from
that in New York?

In Texas, dental hygienists have a broader scope that includes the ability to administer local anesthesia and
perform certain procedures under indirect supervision, while in New York, they require direct

supervision from a dentist for most procedures.



‘What impact do state laws have on the job opportunities for dental
hygienists?

State laws directly affect job opportunities for dental hygienists; states with expanded scopes of practice can

offer more roles and responsibilities, leading to higher demand and potentially better job prospects.
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