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Mary Williard, DDS 
Director of the Alaska Community Health Aid Program – formerly practiced in New Mexico 
with the Indian Health Service.  Three dentists oversee the didactic and clinical training of 
Dental Health Aid Therapists. 



The Position is a Federal 
Job Title 
 Dental therapists exist in over 50 countries worldwide, 

from New Zealand to Nepal to the United Kingdom, and 
have been providing quality preventive and restorative 
services to their patients for nearly 100 years.  

 There are “therapists” in medicine and behavioral health 
in addition to DHATS 

 



Therapists Are Commonly 
Referred to as “DHATS” 

 They are trained in Alaska according to a proven 
worldwide model: a two-year, post-high school 
competency-based primary care curriculum, 
incorporating innovative preventive and clinical 
strategies. Alaska Tribal Health Organizations 
sponsor students with financial aid and a 
guarantee of employment. 

 A New Mexico model, with education fitted to 
our population’s needs can be developed 



Selection Factors for DHATs 

 Students are selected for successful 
completion 

 5 – 7 annually enter the program, some fail 

 Positive academic record 

 Positive employment record 

 Positive family life 



DHATs experience a year of academic training in 
Anchorage 

Followed by a year of clinical training in Bethel, AK 



Academic materials are those commonly in excellent 
training programs. 



Alaska DHATs have increased access to care to rural and 
frontier communities.  

Training site in Bethel, AK, population, ca. 7,000, 500 miles west of Anchorage. 



Classroom, Bethel, AK 

Students experience classes early in the morning, see patients during the day, and then 
must prepare operatories for the next day. 



One of the highest ranking Dental Hygienists in Indian 
Health Services is engaged in the Bethel clinical 
training program 

As is a dentist who is a WREB examiner and who has practiced in AK for over 30 years 



Facilities and equipment match, or exceed, the quality 
of those in NM. 

Indian Health Service quality assurance programs are used to monitor all oral health 
providers, including DHATS. 



DHATs are supervised by Indian Health Service Dentists 

With Dr. Williard is Dr. Dezbaa Daman, a New Mexican fulfilling an Indian Health Service 
educational  dental school obligation.  Dr. Daman supervises DHATs in person and via tele-
health applications, as do her colleagues. 



DHATs practice in all both the most northerly parts of 
AK 

In August 2010 24 DHATs were in practice. 



Approaching St. Mary’s, AK 

On the Yukon River 



DHATs practice in community clinics – St. Mary’s, AK 

They are not alone – physicians, emergency medicine technicians, nurse practitioners, 
physician assistants and other Indian Health Service health professionals  practice in one 
location. 



Dezbaa, Bob, Mary, David and Jerry in St. Mary’s 



“Bush” pilots and 40 year old airplanes. 

Ferry dentists and patients between villages and regional communities for supervision and 
treatment.   



The young man in the center will be practicing 1,500 
miles west of Anchorage upon completion of the DHAT 
training program. 

Grandson of a dentist who practiced in the community.  Students often are not able to visit 
their home communities and families during the course of training. 



Active recruitment of potential students occurs 
throughout Alaska. 



Indian Health Service dentists often visit communities 
only once a year. 

Some communities only are accessible by air or water part of the year.  Port in Bethel, AK. 



It is time to consider new models of oral health care 
to meet the needs of New Mexicans who do not have 
access to dentists, hygienists or to dental assistants 

Selection of participants, education, training and adequate clinical experience are key. 



Alaska or New Mexico? 



Alaska or New Mexico? 


