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• Long before the SDP, Saskatchewan lead the 

way in innovative public policies

• This included municipal doctors and the 

establishment of Union Hospital Districts circa 

1920’s

• By 1939, the McKillop Municipality had a tax 

supported health insurance program

• In 1946, the Swift Current Medicare program 

was established; it included dental services for 

children.

• Saskatchewan wide universal health care 

became North America’s first in 1962.



1962

• Government of 

Saskatchewan sent 

representatives of the 

College of Dentistry and 

the Department of 

Health to New Zealand 

to observe the training 

of dental nurses and the 

New Zealand program.



1964

• A report was issued in 

1964 that attempted to 

address the shortage of 

adequate dental 

services and of dental 

manpower.



1966

• Government of 

Saskatchewan -

Department of Health 

set up a Dental 

Advisory Committee 

and an Ad-hoc 

Committee on Dental 

Auxiliaries.



1968

• Each committee 

submitted a report to 

the Department of 

Health.



1969

• The Oxbow Project was set up, using Federal 

funding, to pilot the delivery of dental care 

services for children using a team of dental 

auxiliaries.

• Two dental therapists from New Zealand 

provided services to children ages 3-12.



1971

• June 23 - The New Democratic Party (NDP) 

was elected to office.  One of the NDP’s 

health care promises was to provide an 

insured dental care program for children up 

to age 12.



Department of Public Health prepared “A 

Proposal for a Dental Program for Children in 

Saskatchewan” - November 1972



“The dental health of children in Saskatchewan is poor.  

There is an insufficient number of practicing dentists in 

Saskatchewan to provide all the dentist services 

needed.  Moreover, dentists are distributed throughout 

the province in such a way that a large number of 

people do not have adequate access to dental services.  

If the widespread incidence of dental disease is to be 

controlled in this province, it is clear that a bold and 

imaginative plan must be designed to attack the health 

problem, and that the public, the dental profession and 

the government must act cooperatively and deliberately 

to meet the dental health challenge in this decade.”



1971 Oral Health Status

• Age 7 children had deft 5.5

• 76% required restorations

• 39% required extractions



1971 Oral Health Status

• Age 11 children had DMFT 4

• 75% children required restorations

• 26% children required extractions



1971

• 185 practicing dentists with a population 

ratio of 1:5000

• about one half (94) in Regina and Saskatoon 

serving 30% of the Saskatchewan 

population



1971

• High Training Costs 

– $11,000 per dentist

– $4,500 per dental nurse

– $4,000 per hygienist



• Under-utilization of private dental services 

by public due to financial burden/economic 

conditions



• In 1971 - 35% of Saskatchewan population 

had access to community water fluoridation.

• In 1973 - a report to the Government from 

the College of Dentistry proposed 

mandatory community water fluoridation of 

all communities.

• In 2022 - 39% of Saskatchewan population 

had access to community water fluoridation.





Supervision

• The College of 

Dental Surgeons of 

Saskatchewan 

proposed direct 

supervision.

• A 1972 survey 

indicated 94.8% of 

dentists wanted 

direct supervision.



Supervision

• Quality of work

• Mandibular block

• Time efficiency

• Productivity

• Children’s behaviour/pain management



Children’s Dentistry

The College of Dentistry had concerns and 

stated that “Children’s dentistry - done 

properly, is not easy - in fact, it is one of the 

most difficult and challenging areas in 

dental practice area.”



1972

• Training of dental nurses began in September 

at the Wascana Institute of Applied Arts and 

Science (WIAAS) in Regina.



• Dental Nursing Training Program (WIAAS)



1973

The College of Dental Surgeons of Saskatchewan 

report to the government stated “The profession 

won’t settle for a substandard plan for 

Saskatchewan’s Children --- we want the best.  

We want a plan that is so good it can and will be 

adopted as a model by other provinces and 

countries.  In short, we want the best for our 

children, and will not rest until it is attained.”



SHDP

• Established in September 1974

• In the 1974-75 school year there were 53 

dental therapists

• 34 WIAAS graduates and 19 from Great 

Britain were employed



• In 1972, the National School of Dental 

Therapy (NSDT) was established in Fort 

Smith, NWT

• In 1982 the NSDT moved to Prince Albert

• The training was similar to the training 

provided at WIASS/SIAST

• The goal was to provide dental services to 

remote/isolated populations who were 

underserved

• In 2010, the Federal government cut funding to 

the NSDT stating post-secondary education 

was a provincial responsibility.



















• A dental therapist and dental assistant 

worked as a team to deliver preventive, 

diagnostic and restorative services to 

children in school-based dental clinics in all 

elementary schools of Saskatchewan

• Most clinics were permanent and some 

were portable.  In the early years 

transportation of children to clinics was 

done by SDHP staff.

• In 1974 there were 215 permanent clinics; 

the remainder used portable equipment.



• 1974 - children age 6 (born in 1968) were 

eligible

• 1975 - children aged 5, 6 and 7 were eligible

• 1976 - children aged 5, 6, 7 and 8 were eligible

• SHDP continued expansion

• Overall, age 4-15 were eligible



• In the early years, portable equipment was 

moved in “G” cars which were assigned to the 

team

• By 1987, the majority of school dental clinics 

had full size chairs/compressors that remained 

on site

• Dental 

therapist and 

dental 

assistant 

teams moved 

from school to 

school.



Teaching Resources Used



• Prevention was a foundational element of the SDP

• Dental therapist in the Prevention Room at WIAAS























All done! Packing Up the G car to 

move to the next school!



A Quality Evaluation of Specific Dental Services Provided by the 

Saskatchewan Dental Plan-

Dr. Ambrose, Dr. Hord and Dr. Simpson; February 1976, found the 

following:

• Kindergarten, Grade one and Grade two students (410) in 29 schools in 

five health regions were examined.

• Amalgam Restorations, Stainless Steel Crowns and Radiographs were 

evaluated.

• 2107 amalgam fillings were evaluated: Sask. Dental nurse placed 

amalgams that, on average, were better than those placed by dentists.

• 97 crowns were evaluated: There was no noted quality difference between 

SDN’s and dentists.

• 80% of radiographs were acceptable; no comparable data for dentists.

• The combined quality and coverage of the SDP after two years of 

operation was impressive.

https://saskohc.ca/images/documents/PDF//Saskatchewan-Health-Dental-Plan-
Archives//History//A-Quality-Evaluation-of-Specific-Dental-Services-Provide-by-
the-Saskatchewan-Dental-Plan.pdf

https://saskohc.ca/images/documents/PDF/Saskatchewan-Health-Dental-Plan-Archives/History/A-Quality-Evaluation-of-Specific-Dental-Services-Provide-by-the-Saskatchewan-Dental-Plan.pdf




Magnitude

• 90% participation rate in the SHDP in 1987.

• 4 year olds were added in 1977.

• Hygiene services were added in 1981 for  

adolescents.

• 578 permanent dental clinics in schools  

throughout Saskatchewan.



• Saskatchewan  

Dental Plan  

employed over  

400 staff in 6  

regions (dental  

therapists, dental  

assistants, dentists,  

administrators,  

support  

staff,dental  

technicians and  

head office staff).



• 3 external evaluations concluded that:

– work done by dental therapists was “superior” 

to work done by private practice dentists

– children had no fear of the dental clinic or  

personnel and considered it a “routine” part of  

school

– dental therapists were well trained to provide  

prevention and treatment services

– it was considered the best “public health  

dental program in the world”



Outcomes

• 1974 deft of a 6 year old 5.61

• 1987 deft of a 6 year old 2.63

• 2.98 reduction in def



Outcomes

• 1974 6 year old DMF + DEF = 0 (12%)

• 1987 6 year old DMF + DEF = 0 (39%)

• 27% increase in cavity free children



Outcomes

• 1974 average cost per child $158.29

• 1986 average cost per child $91.98





Legislative and Regulatory  

Authority

• The Dental Care Act - 1974

• The Saskatchewan Dental Nurses Act - 1973

• The Saskatchewan Dental Therapists Act -1981

• The Dental Disciplines Act - 1997



1987

• Progressive Conservative (PC) government  

privatized SHDP

• This became the Children’s Dental Plan  

(CDP)

• 425 SDP staff were fired in June 1987

• 18 dental therapists were retained as dental 

health educators 

• All dental equipment/supply inventory was 

sold



1993

• NDP government eliminated the CDP.

Children’s  Dental  Plan





2022

• School-based and/or Primary Health Care 

dental programs/clinical services delivered 

by dental therapist/dental assistant teams still 

continue in:

• Athabasca Health Authority

• Indigenous Nations

• Saskatchewan Health Authority



2022

• 169 licensed dental therapists

• 185 total registered dental therapists

• Dental therapists are working:

– in private practice

– at the University of Saskatchewan and 

Saskatchewan Polytechnic

– in health regions as clinicians, health educators  

and administrators

– for Indigenous Nations

– for Indigenous Services Canada













Historic SDP Annual Reports and 

SDP evaluations are available on the 

SOHC Inc. website-

https://saskohc.ca/resources#History_

807254910_2

https://saskohc.ca/resources#History_807254910_2
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Thank you!


