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INDIAN COUNTRY SNAPSHOT:  

Swinomish Indian Tribal Community 
 
For decades, Swinomish confronted an oral health crisis of epic proportions: 68% of its community members saw their 
dental problems go untreated, the rate of tooth decay among  youth was four times that of white people, and SITC members 
who were treated received care from “traveling dentists performing painful procedures in a doublewide trailer.”1 In 
response, SITC exercised its sovereignty and self-regulation of healthcare services to bring a solution established by Tribal 
Nations in Alaska to its community in the lower 48 states: dental health aid therapists (DHATs).2 SITC spent two years 
redesigning the Swinomish Dental Program and developing the first tribal Dental Health Provider Licensing Code.3 The first 
Swinomish DHAT started seeing patients in 2016, and a year later Washington State recognized Tribal Nations’ authority to 
license DHATs on tribal lands.4 Over the past decade, SITC has become “a state leader in access to dental hygiene,”5 with 
its DHATs providing roughly 50 primary dental prevention and treatment services under the supervision of a licensed 
dentist, dramatically increasing SITC members’ access to routine and preventative care and reducing wait times for 
patients from months to same-week and even same-day appointments.6 To develop its DHAT workforce, SITC initially 
partnered with the Alaska Native Tribal Health Consortium7 to train its DHAT providers, and in 2022 it launched the 
dəxʷx̌ayəbus Dental Therapy Education Program, a rigorous, accredited, three-year  DHAT training curriculum delivered 
with Skagit Valley College.8 SITC also expanded its regulatory authority9 to not only license everyone who works in its clinic 
– including its dentists, DHATs,  and dental hygienists – but also those who train its dental therapy providers.10 SITC provides 
regular trainings to maintain “competent provider” status for all of its licensed providers that emphasize cultural 
responsiveness and meet state requirements for continuing education and license renewals.11 Growing a template any 
Tribe can follow,12 SITC has drastically improved access to “high quality, culturally competent, primary oral health care,” 
eliminating the traumatic treatment experiences members long endured.13  
 
CONNECT: Dr. Rachael Hogan, Dental Director, Swinomish Dental Clinic, rhogan@swinomish.nsn.us  
 
RELATED RESOURCES 
 
Swinomish Indian Tribal Community Code Title 15, Chapter 11: Dental Health Provider Licensing 
 
Building a 21st Century Dental Team at Swinomish Indian Tribal Community (PowerPoint Presentation)  
 
The Swinomish Dental Therapy Story (video) 
 
TribalSelfGov.org: Fighting Tooth for Tooth: Swinomish Dental Therapist Program 
 
Skagit Valley College: dəxʷx̌ ayəbus Dental Therapy Program 
 
Indian Country Today: Washington state expands dental therapist program 
 
The Seattle Times: WA expands role of dental therapists, hoping to improve oral health 
 
King5: Dental therapy program aims to fight tooth decay and distress for Native Americans (video) 
 
National Partnership for Dental Therapy: Lessons from How a Community College and Tribe Partnered on Health 
Workforce Education 
 
National Partnership for Dental Therapy: How a Community College and a Tribe are Rethinking Health Workforce 
Education (video) 
 

mailto:rhogan@swinomish.nsn.us
https://swinomish.org/MEDIA/48067/1511DENTAL.PDF
https://turtletalk.files.wordpress.com/2018/11/lecuyer_20181116_sitc-dentallicensing.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5TneoeeK41w
https://www.tribalselfgov.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/SGCE_Newsletter_Q1_web_FINAL.pdf
https://www.skagit.edu/academics/areas-of-study/health-sciences/dentaltherapy/
https://ictnews.org/news/washington-state-expands-dental-therapist-program
https://www.seattletimes.com/seattle-news/health/wa-expands-role-of-dental-therapists-hoping-to-improve-oral-health/
https://www.king5.com/article/news/regional/native-america/dental-therapy-program-swinomish-indian-tribal-community-fights-tooth-decay-distress/281-599e9007-c7be-42c3-941d-0d9e1aca3cc8
https://www.dentaltherapy.org/blog/lessons-from-a-how-a-community-college-and-tribe-partnered-on-health-workforce-education
https://www.dentaltherapy.org/blog/lessons-from-a-how-a-community-college-and-tribe-partnered-on-health-workforce-education
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YPmP0H1rS6s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YPmP0H1rS6s
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13 Takahama, May 19, 2023; Wilkinson, September 14, 2022. According to Dr. Rachael Hogan, Dental Director of the Swinomish 
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