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Nowak, Lisa K.  Investigation of Patient Procurement in Dental Hygiene Programs in 

Wisconsin and the impact on Student Retention 

 
Abstract 

This study focused on investigating the methods and processes of procuring patients in the seven 

dental hygiene programs in Wisconsin. The information obtained by this research identified best 

practices in the processes in place. The dental hygiene programs are bound by strict guidelines 

and programs are overseen by the Commission on Dental Accreditation. Each program shares 

course and program outcomes but clinical requirements vary. This investigation revealed that 

although every Dental Hygiene program has very specific processes in place that students must 

use to procure patients for the clinical requirements of the program, there are best practices that 

other programs can potentially use. These best practices can further aid programs in the area of 

retention and student success in the dental hygiene program. 
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Chapter I: Introduction 

The procurement of patients for dental hygiene students can be a frustrating process. 

Often, because of these processes, students are unable to complete the clinical requirements for 

their degree. The purpose of this investigation was to obtain, identify, and analyze information 

regarding the practice of procuring patients in the associate degree Dental Hygiene Programs in 

Wisconsin and how the processes may influence student retention. Employers will likely agree 

that well-prepared employees come with a proficient level of hands-on experience (Wulf, Shea, 

& Lewthwaite, 2010). Training is not exclusively associated with learning processes from a 

class, training module, or certification exams. Often it requires employees to be well versed in 

direct practice and experience that is received before the person is even hired while in training. 

This is even more evident in healthcare (Bideau, Guerne, Bianchi, & Huber, 2006). In most 

health professions, part of the education and training required involves some form of hands-on 

skill-building alongside with theory-based learning. In most cases, it requires not only 

understanding how the human body works but also applying what the provider knows to help 

treat the patient.   

Since the early history of health programs, hands-on skill-building and direct patient care 

have been an integral part of many healthcare providers' training (Miller, 1990). In every health 

program offered at Waukesha County Technical College (WCTC), there are a specific number of 

hours that students must complete that involve spending time at a clinical externship. The 

Associate Degree Nursing program requires the students to attend over four semesters, direct 

patient care while under the direction of Masters prepared Nursing faculty. Even in the Central 

Service Technician program, students spend about 64 hours in the semester at a hospital in the 

sterile processing area. Needless to say, it is common practice to integrate direct patient care 



8 

education into the curriculum of most health programs. This practice is incorporated in the dental 

hygiene program, as well. 

According to a report from the American Dental Association (2014), over 62% of Dental 

Hygiene programs are offered by either community or technical colleges. To sit for the licensure 

exam required, all applicants must obtain an Associate Degree in Dental Hygiene (American 

Dental Association, 2019). In the state of Wisconsin, there are currently seven Dental Hygiene 

Programs offered. All seven programs are offered through the Wisconsin Technical College 

System.  Each of these programs is an Associate Degree program, and all are accredited by the 

Commission on Dental Accreditation (CODA). This agency is responsible for ensuring that all 

standards are integrated and managed in dental hygiene programs (WCTC, 2019b). Program 

faculty are responsible for annual reporting of all student data and any changes that may occur. 

Each program is required to appoint a program director. This faculty member along with all 

program faculty is required to maintain the integrity of the program by ensuring the curriculum 

content and assessments fall within the guidelines of CODA. The seven technical colleges have 

very different characteristics. Information provided will disclose demographics, population, and 

main job professions. 

Wisconsin Technical Colleges 

The seven technical colleges that offer this program are Chippewa Valley Technical 

College (CVTC); Fox Valley Technical College (FVTC); Madison College; Milwaukee Area 

Technical College (MATC); Northeast Wisconsin Technical College (NWTC); North Central 

Technical College; and, Waukesha County Technical College. Although the colleges share a 

state-aligned curriculum and competencies, they have autonomy concerning how students meet 
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the clinical requirements needed to complete the program. The state-aligned curriculum is a 

curriculum that all technical colleges in Wisconsin share.  

Colleges convene regularly and agree upon the importance of content and course and 

program outcomes based on feedback from advisory boards. These advisory boards are 

composed of employers and meet each semester to ensure industry best practices are shared and 

followed. Like most health programs, students are required to demonstrate competency in both 

the theoretical materials as well as the skills needed to be a qualified dental hygienist. The 

clinical requirements, regardless of the program school, are very rigorous. According to the 

Commission on Dental Accreditation (CODA) Standards (2019), students must be able to prove 

competency not only in the oral care of patients but also to treat a diverse population of patients. 

Students are required to assess patients with many levels of oral health. For example, CODA 

requires students to be able to assess, identify, and treat not only someone with healthy oral 

hygiene but also those with extremely poor oral health. As the students progress in the program, 

so does their interaction with the number of patients and the treatment of their oral diseases.  The 

common practice in many, if not most Dental Hygiene programs, requires students to procure 

their patient population to meet the rigorous clinical requirements (L. Bahr, personal 

communication, March 3, 2019). 

Program Admission Process 

Based upon Waukesha County Technical College Dental Hygiene program admission 

process, students apply to the program, and during their last semester of general education course 

work. They must petition for entry into the four semesters, time-intensive clinical courses. When 

clinical courses are started, students are apprised of clinical requirements and how patients will 

be procured.  
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Clinical Patient Procurement 

The Commission on Dental Accreditation sets patient classifications and skill 

requirements which increase in scope and sequence as the student progresses in the program. 

Based on these classifications, students attempt to recruit patients that meet these requirements. 

Patients are classified based upon the degree of dental and oral health. The seven technical 

colleges that offer the Dental Hygiene program, follow the same classification and skill 

requirements, but their process for procurement may be different. At WCTC, to improve access 

of patients by the students, a pre-screening process was implemented. 

The state of Wisconsin requires licensure to work as a dental hygienist, the WTCS allows 

the Central Regional Dental Testing Services (CRDTS) exam to be used to meet the Technical 

Skills Attainment (TSA) obligation. The Wisconsin Technical College System adopted TSA 

because of the Carl Perkins IV legislation. All programs are required to have an assessment in 

place that validates that all program outcomes are met, and students have the skills needed by 

employers (WTCS, 2019). Faculty receive students’ scores and report this data to the WTCS to 

prove that students are well prepared to enter into the dental hygiene profession.  Ultimately, this 

data verifies that the program outcomes are met and students are well prepared for their future 

role as a hygienist. This is according to the WTCS system-wide policies.   

Statement of the Problem 

In the past, students struggled to not only find the patients needed, but they also struggled 

to convince the patient to return to the Dental Hygiene Clinic to complete any treatment that may 

need to be done. Patients must commit to being available from four to eight hours in one visit. As 

each semester is completed, the patient requirements become more rigorous with an increasingly 

complex classification of disease. Patients requiring basic teeth cleaning and are up to date with 
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preventive dental care are easier to procure than patients that do not take care of their oral hygiene. 

Students report finding it easier to procure patients with good oral health practices. Before 

implementing pre-screening, students were required to locate their own patients in a timely 

fashion. This resulted in the inability to complete classification requirements. Students who were 

not successful in completing clinical requirements were frequently those who were unable to 

procure enough of the right type of patients on which to practice performing the clinical skills. 

This resulted in high attrition rates. It is common practice for dental hygiene program students to 

obtain all of the clinical patients needed to fulfill clinical competencies. However, there is 

insufficient data that identifies best practices for how dental hygiene students, at the seven 

Wisconsin Technical Colleges offering the program, procure clinical patients. It will be beneficial 

to investigate and share the best practices of the seven colleges that offer the dental hygiene 

program.  

Research Questions 

            There are two overarching questions this research project focuses on.  

1. What are the processes in place for patient procurement in dental hygiene programs in 

the state of Wisconsin?  

2. To what extent do patients’ procurement processes influence student retention? 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to obtain, identify, and analyze information regarding the 

practice of procuring patients in the associate degree Dental Hygiene Programs in Wisconsin. Also, 

this study sought to identify how these procurement processes may influence student retention. 

The results from this study could be used to improve the patient procurement processes in the 

dental hygiene programs in Wisconsin.  
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Importance of this Topic 

Sharing patient procurement processes within the WTCS Dental Hygiene programs may 

help identify best practices regarding patient procurement and how they may relate to increasing 

retention overall.  Study results may indicate what if, any, pre-screening processes were in place 

in the six Wisconsin technical colleges, other than WCTC, that offered the program. At WCTC, 

implementing a pre-screening patient process may be beneficial. It may allow the students to 

plan out their semester and seek out only those patients needed to fulfill their requirements. This 

research aligns with the National CTE Research Agenda because it looks at the Dental Hygiene 

programs and the clinical requirements within the programs, as well as patient procurement and 

how students must procure their own patients. This research could help reinforce the importance 

of assisting students in patient procurement. 

Limitations of the Study 

It may be difficult to directly tie patient procurement processes to retention but an 

association may become apparent, which could lead to further investigation. Each technical 

college has its processes, and each has its perception of whether or not patient procurement 

impacts student retention. Because each technical college is surrounded by different 

demographics, patient procurement may not be as difficult in one community versus another. 

This study may apply only to those colleges studied and for the program studied. 

Another limitation could be the impact of COVID 19. The email communication went out 

in March and the coronavirus was just starting to escalate. All schools, including Wisconsin 

Technical Colleges, transitioned to online learning as communities began shutting down to follow 

the stay at home order from Governor Tony Evers. Participants may have been overwhelmed with 
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this transition. This may have impacted the number of participants that chose to respond to the 

survey. 

Definition of Terms 

To provide clarity of terms, the following terms are defined. 

Competency. This is the required skill and or knowledge needed to earn a credential or 

graduate (Benner, 2001). 

Instructional practice. Techniques and devices used consistently by instructors (Smith 

& Valentine, 2012). 

Patient classification. Description of the level of calcification or calculus determines a 

patient's classification for clinical requirements (CODA, 2018). 

Program outcome. This is a specific skill that can be measured to prove competency 

(WTCS Performance Funding Model, 2020).  

Procurement. Acquiring patients whose oral care requires treatment from students to 

meet skill levels (Bahr, 2019). 

Retention. The number of students that can successfully pass all required courses in the 

Dental Hygiene Program. This includes the ability to perform successfully all skills required to 

pass the National Board Dental Hygiene Examination (Written Exam) and the Central Regional 

Dental Testing Service (Clinical Exam) for licensure as a Dental Hygienist.  

Methodology 

           The research method used in this project is a qualitative methodology and will use 

Qualtircs software to disseminate a survey for the participants to share information regarding 

pre-screening opportunities, as well as other questions related to retention issues in the Dental 

Hygiene program. The questionnaire was sent by email to program directors and potentially 
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program faculty of the seven technical colleges within the Wisconsin Technical College System 

(WTCS, 2019). 
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Chapter II: Review of Literature 

The purpose of this study was to obtain, identify, and analyze information regarding the 

practice of procuring patients in the associate degree Dental Hygiene Programs in Wisconsin. In 

addition, this study sought to identify how these procurement processes may influence student 

retention. The results of this study could be used to improve the patient procurement processes in 

dental hygiene programs in Wisconsin. The questions examined in the study include clinical 

patient requirements of dental hygiene programs, the processes involved in procuring patients for 

these requirements, and any correlations present related to patient procurement processes and 

student retention. The focus of the study was to provide vital best practices that could benefit and 

increase student retention in this high demand educational program. It will also provide some 

insight as to why patients are reluctant to participate as a patient for dental hygiene students. This 

literature review provides information about each of the seven Wisconsin technical colleges that 

offer the Dental Hygiene Program. This information shares insight on the number of students 

each program accepts and demographics of each school. The demographics may offer some 

insight and may relate to the number of patients procured by the students in that particular 

technical college. The poverty rate in each community will be included. The study may provide 

some insight as to whether or not the communities providing dental services offered by students 

in dental hygiene programs, may be impacted by the poverty levels. Next, it shares insight on 

how each of the colleges admits students into its program and what are the program clinical 

requirements. Finally, this literature review describes the procurement process and discusses the 

importance of direct patient practice within the dental hygiene program. 

According to the American Dental Hygienists Association (ADHA), in 2014 there were 

335 accredited dental hygiene programs in the United States (ADHA, 2019). Approximately, 
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68% of the programs offered are associate degree programs and the remainder of them are 

bachelor’s degree programs. The associate degree programs are offered through junior colleges 

or technical colleges. There are about 211,000 registered dental hygienists in the United States 

(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2017). 

Wisconsin Technical Colleges 

Each of the seven Wisconsin technical colleges offers a multitude of programs to 

students. Within each college, policies vary and each has its admissions process into all 

programs, including the Dental Hygiene program. Some specific variables impact the number of 

students that apply to this program. The demographics of the students also vary depending on 

where the technical college is located. The specific demographics revealing poverty levels vary 

from county to county, as well. Wisconsin Technical Colleges have been around for over 100 

years and are a vital part of supporting employers to meet the needs of skilled employees. Each 

school has its mission and vision yet work together alongside the Wisconsin Technical College 

System and its administration.  

When a technical college decides to offer a program, it is usually due to the community’s 

dire need for employees (Wisconsin Technical College System, 2020). Technical colleges are 

required to complete an in-depth analysis as well as research and data collection before initiating 

the development of a new academic program. The Dental Hygiene program is no different. Many 

of the technical colleges that have high demand popular programs, usually have a selection 

process in place when deciding on what students will be allowed to start courses. It may consist 

of a separate application process. Students are required to complete all of their general education 

courses before starting dental hygiene specific courses. These courses include General Anatomy, 

Microbiology, and Biochemistry along with English composition and a course in Diversity 
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Studies. Most technical colleges call this process, the petition process. Each school has certain 

criteria that it uses when reviewing student's petition documents. Some will look at program 

application date, grade point average, specific grades in science courses, and or if science 

courses were taken at the college in which the dental program is housed. Some schools will use a 

waitlist and hold spots for the group of students that were not granted placement that particular 

petition semester. 

Dental Hygiene Programs in Wisconsin 

Chippewa Valley Technical College is located in the northwest corner of Wisconsin. It 

serves 11 counties and has different campuses that serve those counties. The CVTC website 

states that the enrollment in the 2017-2018 year was 18,083 with an FTE headcount of 4,287.5. 

One full-time equivalent unit is equal to 30 credits per year of 15 credits per semester. The 

Dental Hygiene program started over 20 years ago and has been fully accredited since 2013 

(Commission on Dental Accreditation, 2019). They accept 25 students in their dental hygiene 

program every fall semester. Students are selected through a petition process and are required to 

have all general education courses completed before applying to the petition process. 

The population of Chippewa County is 63,445 (Data USA, Chippewa County, 2019). 

Most are employed in the manufacturing workforce, followed by Healthcare and then Retail 

Trade. These are the top three employment occupations in Chippewa Valley. 93.9% of the 

population is White, 1.66% are Hispanic, 1.51% are Black and 1.72% are other races (Data, 

USA, Chippewa County, 2019). According to Wisconsin Judicare Incorporated, the federal 

poverty guidelines in Wisconsin are set at $12,490 for a single person. Chippewa County has a 

higher than average poverty measure in 2017. 14.4% of the population is at or below the poverty 

level in Wisconsin (Wisconsin Department of Health Services, 2018). 
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Fox Valley Technical College (FVTC) has two main campuses and serves the largest 

number of dental hygiene students in Wisconsin (FVTC, 2019). It serves over three counties and 

includes nine regional centers. It also has the highest headcount of all 16 technical colleges in 

Wisconsin (FVTC, n.d.). The Dental Hygiene program at FVTC accepts students into the 

program once per year. They accept up to 18 students (FVTC, 2019). According to the FVTC 

website, the program is currently closed and not accepting any new applications (FVTC, 2019). 

This could be due to the high number of current students enrolled in the program. Current 

students are allowed to petition once per year and students are chosen based upon test scores, 

general education grades, and application dates. 

FVTC is located in and serves Outagamie County. The most common jobs held by 

residents in Outagamie County are Administration; Production: and Sales. The population 

consists of 88.4% of the residents are White, 4.04% are Hispanic, 3.21% are of Asian descent 

and 1.52% are native residents (Data USA, Outagamie County, 2016).  The poverty measure in 

Outagamie County in 2017 was 5%. Meaning, 5% of the population as at or below the poverty 

level in Wisconsin (UW-Madison, Research on Poverty, 2020).  

Madison College has three main campuses in Madison and serves five other regions in 

the surrounding communities. Madison College, as of 2108, had a headcount of 34,145 students. 

The school’s website states that their Dental Hygiene program accepts petition forms in spring 

for a fall start. Each year, they accept 36 students. This program takes place and is only offered 

at one of the campuses. Students must complete all general education courses and have all 

required test score benchmarks or by completing designated Math course work. The website also 

states that students must receive a grade of a C or higher in all required science courses for the 

dental hygiene program (Madison Area Technical College, 2019). 
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Madison College serves the city of Madison and the surrounding areas. The city of 

Madison has a population of 248,856. The top three jobs held by most people in the Madison 

area are Management, Administration, and Education Training. The population consists of 

75.2% White, 9% Asian, and 6.2% Black (Data USA, Madison, 2019). Dane County measured a 

poverty level of 11% in 2017 (UW-Madison, Research on Poverty, 2020).  

Milwaukee Area Technical College (MATC) has four campuses that serve metropolitan 

Milwaukee. The student headcount in 2018 was 32,876. Their Dental Hygiene program admits 

24 students through the petition process twice a year. All students must complete all general 

education courses before petitioning and achieve a B- or higher in these courses. The MATC 

website states that all students must also meet a benchmark score on the HESI (Health Education 

System Incorporated) exam (MATC, 2020). 

Milwaukee County has a population of 951,448. Milwaukee Area Technical College has 

four main campuses and serves Milwaukee County and surrounding areas including, Mequon, 

West Allis, and Oak Creek (MATC, 2020). Their main campus is located in the downtown area 

of the City of Milwaukee. The population of Milwaukee County is 51.9% Whites, 25.9% Blacks, 

and 14.8% Hispanic. The 459,000 people employed in Milwaukee county hold jobs mainly in 

Enterprise, Manufacturing, Health, and Social Services (Data USA, Milwaukee County, 2019). 

The poverty measure of Milwaukee County in 2017 was 17.2% (UW-Madison, Research on 

Poverty, 2020). 

Northcentral Technical College (NTC) is located in Wausau, Wisconsin. It serves six 

campuses throughout the north-central part of Wisconsin and in 2018, had a student headcount of 

19,071. This Dental Hygiene Program admits 24 students each academic year. They do allow 

students to take general education courses along with Dental Hygiene courses (NTC, n.d.). This 
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is unusual as most of the technical colleges require that the general education courses are 

completed before enrolling in Dental Hygiene courses. According to the program director, Karen 

Turner, over 80% of dental hygiene students complete their general education courses before 

starting any of the dental hygiene courses. The students have expressed that it is too difficult to 

carry that many credits at the same time.  

Wausau’s population is 39,138 and is composed of 79.1% White, 12.8% Asian, and 3.2% 

Hispanic. Most employed are done so in the area of Manufacturing, Finance and Insurance, 

Health, and Social Assistance (Data USA, Wausau, 2019). The poverty measure in Wausau 

which is located in Marathon County was 8.7% in 2017 (UW-Madison, Research on Poverty, 

2020). 

Northeast Wisconsin Technical College (NTWC) serves students in the Northeastern part 

of Wisconsin. It has three campuses and six regional campuses that combined, in 2018, had a 

student headcount of 30,503 (NWTC, 2019). Similar to most of the WTCS schools, this program 

also has a high number of students enrolled in this program. According to the program director, 

Shelia Gross, NWTC has decided to close the application process as they develop and transition 

into a petition process. They are working with other Dental Hygiene Program directors to 

develop the parameters based on how other programs facilitate their petition process. Students 

that are currently enrolled in the Dental Hygiene Program will be chosen based on this process. 

The program will choose 18 students each academic year. 

Northeast Wisconsin Technical College (NWTC) serves Green Bay, Marinette, and 

Sturgeon Bay areas. Green Bay is the largest area served and has a population of 104,591. It is 

made up of 71.1% White, 14.4% Hispanic, and 4.13% Asian people. The main employment 

areas are Agriculture, Fishing, Hunting, and Manufacturing (Data USA, Green Bay, 2019). 
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NWTC’s main campus is in Green Bay. Green Bay is located in Brown County. In 2017, the 

poverty measure in Brown County was 10.1% (UW-Madison, Research on Poverty, 2020). 

Waukesha County Technical College serves Waukesha County and has two campuses. A 

majority of the college’s programs are offered at the main campus located in Pewaukee. The 

enrollment as of 2017 academic year was 20,112 (WCTC, Annual Enrollment, 2019). Currently, 

WCTC has approximately 256 students enrolled in the Dental Hygiene program. This includes 

38 students that are currently enrolled in the clinical courses. The administration has decided to 

close enrollment for two academic years to serve the current number of dental hygiene students. 

The college will begin to accept applications to only Waukesha County residents starting the fall 

of 2020 for the fall of the 2021 semester (WCTC, 2019a). 

Waukesha County’s population is 400,621. The population consists of 88.5% White, 

4.76% Hispanic or Latino, and 3.44% Asian. Most of the population is employed in 

Manufacturing, Healthcare, Social Assistance, and Retail Trade (Data, Waukesha County, USA, 

2019). 

Direct Patient Clinical Practice 

The Commission on Dental Accreditation (2019) requires students to spend a significant 

amount of time on direct patient care. Research indicates that there is value in students 

participating in clinical externships. An article in the Journal of Contemporary Nurse (2013) 

stresses the value of putting theory into practice. This allows the student to apply what they have 

learned in the classroom and tie that critical information into direct patient care. This valuable 

hands-on skill-building is a large part of the dental hygiene programs in Wisconsin. 

When students can procure patients to practice various required hygiene procedures, the 

student defines the expectations of the clinical session that will occur. Similar to residents in the 
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medical field or newly trained nurses, patients must understand the additional time needed in an 

effort to practice all of the techniques previously learned. The average clinical session lasts 

approximately four hours. There could be various reasons as to why someone is reluctant to 

allow a dental hygiene student to practice oral hygiene care on them. People, in general, hesitate 

or avoid seeking out dental care. According to an article by Freeman and Humphris (2019), a 

majority of adults that experience dental anxiety, usually have had a traumatic childhood 

experience related to dental care. The article discusses various reasons that children as well as 

young adults experience either dental anxiety or phobia. It concludes that many times 

communication between the patient and the dental healthcare provider is key to alleviating any 

anxiety that could result in a barrier to oral care. 

Clinical Practices and Requirements 

In each of the seven technical colleges that offer dental hygiene programs, course and 

program outcomes are the same. Program faculty across the state meet annually to discuss and 

program curriculum changes and meet every five years to review curriculum and update any 

industry changes that may be in current practice. The CODA states that the specific criteria must 

be met by each student before graduation. Standard 2-10 states, “The number of clinical practice 

scheduled must ensure that students attain clinical competence and develop appropriate 

judgment. Clinical practices must be distributed throughout the curriculum”. The seven technical 

colleges have developed course requirements that each of the programs follows. They are based 

on meeting the criteria of each of the classifications. These classifications involve four levels of 

patient periodontal diseases. The levels are established and based on the depth of calculus and 

gingivitis found on individual patients. Calculus is simply tartar or dental plaque that forms on 

teeth and cannot be removed with a toothbrush. Gingivitis is defined as inflammation of the gum 
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tissue surrounding teeth. In the dental hygiene program, the curriculum focuses on two main 

parts of the industry classification charts. The focus is on the amount of calculus and the probing 

depth. The probing depth is the distance in millimeters in which a probing instrument is 

measured from the surface of the gum line to the potential pocket or space.  Each classification is 

defined below in Figure 1.  

  Periodontitis Class I Class II Class III Class IV 

Severity  

Interdental 
Calculus 1-2mm 3-4mm > 5mm > 5mm 

Radiographic 
Bone Loss >  15% 15-33% 

Includes Middle 
of Root and 

Beyond 

Includes Middle 
of Root and 

Beyond 

Tooth Loss no tooth loss no tooth 
loss > 4 teeth > 5 teeth 

Complexity Local 

Maximum 
probing 

depth is < 
4mm 

Maximum 
probing 

depth is < 
4mm 

Maximum 
probing depth > 

6mm 
Some bone loss 

Severe Trauma 
Jaw dysfunction 

deep probing 
depths 

Figure 1. America Academy of Periodontology staging and grading periodontitis. 

In the first semester of the clinical coursework, students are required to mostly practice 

on simulation models. Further, into the first semester, the students begin to practice what they 

have learned on each other. During the second semester, the students begin to work directly on 

patients and have patient requirements to meet. As the students progress in the program, the 

patient requirements become increasingly greater in both difficulty of oral disease and the 

number of patient classifications. The table below depicts the patient requirements that each of 

the three Dental Hygiene Process I, II, and III courses require. This information comes from the 

student handbook from the WCTC Dental Hygiene Program (Bahr, 2019). 
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Clinic Level Process Level Requirements 

Process 2 Patient Requirements 
0 - Class 0 Patients 2- Perio Class II Patients 
6- Class 1 Patients 
2- Class 2 Patients 
1- Class 3 Patients 

To include a minimum of: Radiography Requirements 
2 Children 2- Full mouth series 
1 Adolescents 2- BW series 
1 Geriatric 1- Child series 
1 Special Needs  

Process 3 Patient Requirements 
0- Class 0 Patients 4- Perio Class II 
9- Class 1 Patients 4- Perio Class III 
5- Class 2 Patients 1- Perio Class IV 
4- Class 3 Patients 
To include a minimum of: Radiography Requirements 
3 Children 2- Full mouth series 
1 Adolescents 4- BW series 
2 Geriatric 1- Child series 
2 Special Needs  

Process 4 Patient Requirements 
0- Class 0 Patients 5- Perio Class II 
10- Class 1 Patients 5- Perio Class III 
5- Class 2 Patients 1- Perio Class IV 
5- Class 3 Patients  
To include a minimum of: Radiography Requirements 
2 Children 2- Full mouth series 
1 Adolescents 4- BW series 
4 Geriatric 1- Child series 
2 Special Needs  

Figure 2. Process patient requirements, WCTC dental hygiene program. 

Although the seven colleges follow similar patient requirements for their programs, the 

interpretation of the classifications can be subjective. Another variable that can impact student 

success is the fact that faculty assess students and their grading may differ from one student to 

another.  

Each program identifies how students obtain and procure patients. After surveying all 

program directors, this chapter will describe in great detail the process for students to procure 
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patients to meet the patient skill and classification requirements. From the information, the 

researcher may be able to identify best practices of any of the identified processes.  

Students at Waukesha Technical College are encouraged to bring in as many patients as 

they can on all pre-screening events. After the event, the students can assess their clinical 

requirement needs based on how many patients fill the class requirements. This then allows them 

to plan and seek out the patients that they will need in throughout the semester that will meet the 

missing requirements. WCTC started this process approximately 4 years ago. Students starting in 

the third and fourth semesters of the program are given this opportunity to pre-screen patients. 

The pre-screening events are held before the start of the semesters to alleviate the pressure of not 

knowing what clinical class requirements need to be met. This also decreases the risk of students 

waiting until the end to find patients to complete the more difficult classes of calculus such as 

level 4. 

Current Student Enrollment and Petition Process 

The seven technical colleges can facilitate and admit students into programs how each of 

them sees fit. At the annual Dental Hygiene State Called Meeting (SCM), each of the seven 

colleges stated that they are all experiencing high enrollment and have waiting lists for this 

program (WTCS SCM, 2018).  All of the Wisconsin technical colleges that have the dental 

hygiene program have a petition process, except for Northeast Wisconsin Technical College. 

According to the program director, Sheila Gross-Roberts, because they also have over 75 

students waiting to enter into the program, they are moving to a petition process in the next 

academic year. Those that have a petition process in place, require that students successfully pass 

most, if not all of the general education courses before petitioning to enter the program.  
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Summary 

This chapter provides information on each of the seven technical colleges that offer 

dental hygiene programs. Each college has unique characteristics that make it different from the 

others. These characteristics could impact why students have trouble obtaining patients in the 

dental hygiene program. Each program also has specific criteria regarding how students are 

accepted into the clinical courses in which students begin to treat and care for patients. 

Waukesha County Technical College also has rigorous clinical patient requirements. This 

chapter discusses the specific clinical patient requirements for their dental hygiene program and 

reinforces that patient procurement is a vital part of the clinical aspect of the program 

requirements and therefore the research obtained in this investigation could potentially aid in 

student retention.  
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Chapter III: Methodology 

The purpose of this study was to obtain, identify, and analyze information regarding the 

practice of procuring patients in the associate degree Dental Hygiene Programs in Wisconsin. In 

addition, this study sought to identify how these procurement processes may influence student 

retention. The results of this study could be used to improve the patient procurement processes in 

dental hygiene programs in Wisconsin. 

Research Design 

The research design for this study is a qualitative design method. Qualitative research 

involves gathering information and feedback to develop a theory or focus on the questions asked 

in this study to offer potentially useful information with regards to the practices utilized in the 

process of patient procurement in the dental hygiene programs (Maxwell, 2012). Each of the 

seven technical colleges that offer the dental hygiene program was invited to participate in the 

research process. Program directors, as part of accreditation requirements, monitor and maintain 

all data related to student progression and TSA results. They also oversee, along with program 

faculty, clinic processes. Surveys and interviews were the two methods of obtaining information 

related to the purpose of the investigation. According to Creswell and Creswell (2017), 

qualitative research involves asking open-ended questions to your audience. This allows for 

detail and in-depth content to be shared. The purpose of the qualitative research in this study was 

to gain insight into the clinical patient procurement processes of each dental hygiene program. 

Some insight could share best practices. The investigation and information shared could allow 

for inferences related to increased student retention within the dental hygiene programs. 

The information needed to produce and gather useful information regarding the 

procurement of patients and the practices involved was best obtained by asking detailed 
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questions of the program directors themselves. The questions asked focused on the process to 

admit students into the dental hygiene program, the process of procuring patients, and an 

examination of any relationship between student retention and the actual procurement practices 

within each of the dental hygiene programs.  

The research design supports the research objective to gain knowledge about the patient 

clinical requirements and process of procuring patients within the dental hygiene programs. The 

research also focused on obtaining the Technical Skill Attainment scores within the program at 

each of the technical colleges. The data collected can be evaluated, shared, and may provide 

insight into the best practices of patient procurement. 

As the researcher and administrator that oversees a dental hygiene program, it would be 

beneficial to identify any best practices of patient procurement processes. This information could 

potentially be implemented in Waukesha County Technical College’s dental hygiene program.  

Population and Sample 

The target population in this study were primarily the program directors of each of the 

seven technical colleges that offered the dental hygiene program. In preparation for 

communicating with the program directors of the seven colleges, the researcher obtained 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval from the University of Wisconsin – Stout and each 

Wisconsin technical college that chose to participate in the research. All required training and 

approvals were obtained. 

The investigation focused on obtaining information related to patient clinical 

requirements of the dental hygiene course requirements, patient procurement processes, and 

student retention for each of the seven colleges. The data set consisted of information that was 

collected from the seven Wisconsin technical colleges that chose to participate in the research. 
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Students begin to procure patients in the third and fourth semesters of the four-semester Dental 

Hygiene program.  The focus group was contacted through the use of email.  

The program directors were invited to participate and were asked to respond voluntarily. 

The information gathered will include academic years from 2015 to 2018. This will provide three 

years of information about patient procurement processes. This would be based on the quantity 

of oral disease and the degree of the calculus for each patient. Although the technical colleges 

are identified, the student information provided will be kept confidential. Consent forms will be 

completed and the request and intent of the researcher are clearly defined  

Instrumentation 

           The survey was developed by the researcher. The researcher utilized one survey 

instrument, comprised of questions within each of the surveys. The survey focused on obtaining 

information related to the entrance process to the dental hygiene program. It questions any 

benchmarks required to gain entry and any petition process in place.  

The survey obtained information regarding whether or not Dental Hygiene programs 

offered pre-screening opportunities to students. The survey also asked if programs experienced 

any retention issues related to the availability of this pre-screening process. Program Directors 

and program faculty were questioned about other patient procurement opportunities available to 

students. The survey instrument can be found in Appendix A. 

Validity and Reliability 

Reliability: To maximize the validity of question items the researcher used a peer-review 

process and finally applied the data collection tools to a sample subject to further make certain 

that subjects would understand the questions. An ad-hoc committee was formed to provide an 

outline of questions for the study that were both relevant and comprehensible. Once the 
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questions were formulated, peers were used to test the instrument to ensure that the questions 

yielded consistent results. Awareness of cultural sensitivity and appropriate use of language was 

used. In addition, the use of biased or leading questions was avoided. 

Validity: Since this research set out to understand and describe it yields data that is not 

generalizable beyond the programs and subjects being studied. Additionally, this was a custom 

developed questionnaire therefore no claims made relative to validity. 

Data Collection 

           After completing the required training by the University of Wisconsin-Stout, the 

researcher was granted permission to begin to collect data and information. A request to contact 

and collect information form the seven technical colleges was sent to the program directors at 

each of the colleges and all training required was completed. A detailed email was sent to dental 

hygiene program directors from each of the seven Wisconsin Technical College. The email 

contained a detailed cover letter describing the purpose of the study, along with a link to the 

survey. The participants were asked to complete the survey or forward the email to any dental 

hygiene faculty member within their dental hygiene program. The survey questions related to 

patient procurement and methodologies utilized by the school to assist students in obtaining 

patients to meet clinical requirements. 

The email, along with the survey link, was sent to the seven participants on 03-03-2020. 

After two weeks, a reminder email was sent as a follow up in an attempt to collect additional 

data. 
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Data Analysis 

           Qualitative research was conducted for this investigation. Data was collected and 

analyzed to draw inferences related to student retention and patient procurement processes. 

Information gathered revealed any potential best practices for patient procurement processes.  

The survey was developed using Qualtrics software. Data was collected and analyzed 

using this software. Five out of the seven program directors responded to the survey emailed. 

Analysis of the qualitative questions to share any best practices revealed and to make any 

inferences to pre-screening processes and student retention. 

 Limitations 

The following limitations apply to the study. 

• Only the seven technical colleges in Wisconsin that offer the dental hygiene program 

were part of those surveyed and interviewed.  

• Only five of the seven program directors chose to participate in the surveys and the 

interviews.  

• This number could suggest that two of the Wisconsin technical colleges are unwilling 

to share their information or are possibly changing their procurement practices and 

have no information to share.  

• This information shares only processes and requirements in Wisconsin.  

• Nationwide, there are 328 accredited dental hygiene programs (American Dental 

Hygienists’ Association, 2019). Surveying and interviewing these programs or 

another larger sample of dental hygiene programs could provide greater insight into 

the problem of patient procurement. 
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• At the time the research was conducted, the researcher managed and supported a 

dental hygiene program. Therefore, perceptions of student retention and 

procurement practices may be influenced by past practices and personal 

experiences in past processes.  

• The purpose of this investigation was to provide potential best practices of patient 

procurement and may reveal a relationship to those practices and student success. 

For that reason, data at designated times in the academic year when patient 

requirements are at their most demanding may influence results.  

• Another limitation was COVID 19. The survey was sent out in early May. The 

peak of coronavirus may have deterred people from responding. 

Summary 
 

Chapter three encompasses the research design utilized in this project. It discusses the 

type of survey used to obtain data, along with the description of those surveyed. The survey 

questions focused on whether or not the seven technical colleges with dental hygiene programs 

offered pre-screening opportunities and if they experienced any retention issues related to patient 

procurement. This chapter provides insight as to the methodology used to communicate with the 

respondents of the survey, as well as the reliability and validity of the research. The limitations 

of the study were also detailed. This investigation attempted to gather this information and may 

provide insight into whether or not patient procurement processes plays any role in student 

retention in this high demand program. 

In Chapter 4, the researcher provides the information obtained from the surveys emailed 

to the participants.   
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Chapter IV: Results and Analysis 

            The purpose of this study was to obtain, identify, and analyze information regarding the 

practice of procuring patients in the associate degree Dental Hygiene Programs in Wisconsin. In 

addition, this study sought to identify how these procurement processes may influence student 

retention. The results of this study could be used to improve the patient procurement processes in 

dental hygiene programs in Wisconsin. 

The Sample 

           The participants in this study included the program directors and or program faculty in the 

dental hygiene programs in the seven technical colleges in Wisconsin. The participants were 

chosen for this study because they were the best suited to respond to it. All dental hygiene 

program faculty are heavily involved in the accreditation process and have detailed information 

regarding their students, the curriculum, and the data collected in each of the programs they 

teach in. Program Directors also are responsible for collecting and reporting data regarding 

enrollment, retention, and completion from the program. From the pool of seven schools that 

were contacted, five responded. The participants were not required to provide any specific details 

such as age, gender, or any other additional personal information.  

            Research question 1: Does your college provide pre-screening opportunities to 

Dental Hygiene students? This research question simply identifies whether or not the program 

at the perspective college offers the students an opportunity to bring patients in ahead of time. By 

doing so the student has a chance to identify what class the patient falls into. Out of the five 

colleges that responded, 100% stated that they offer some form of pre-screening opportunities to 

their program students.  
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              Research question 2: If so, are the patients assigned to the students, or are they 

placed in a pool for students to see and utilize as their patient? This question identifies 

whether or not students can have access to the pool of patients seen at the pre-screening events or 

if they are assigned to patients. In some programs, students will have access to the patients they 

bring into the event and also offer those patients willing to be seen for further treatment to their 

peers should they already have enough patients in that particular class requirement. 80% of the 

respondents stated that students could either have the patients assigned to them or have access to 

the pool of patients offered by the program. 20% of the respondents place patients into a pool 

and all students have access to them.  

             Research question 3: How do students obtain patients for their clinical 

requirements? This question offered four different common ways that students might be able to 

locate patients. They include the use of social media, special events held at the college or the 

perspective clinic, asking family and friends, or recruiting other students and staff members. All 

five of the respondents stated that the students utilize all four of the options offered in the 

question when obtaining patients to meet their clinical requirements. 

Table 1 

Procuring Patient Options 
 

Methods of Obtaining Patients to 
meet Clinical Requirements 

Number of 
Respondents 

% of 
Respondents 

Social Media 5/5 100 

Special Events held at College or 
Clinic 

5/5 100 

Family and or Friends 5/5 100 

Students and Staff members 5/5 100 
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                Research question 4: Does your program experience retention issues due to 

students’ inability to obtain patients to meet clinical requirements? Only one out of the five 

(20%) respondents answered yes to this question. The remaining four respondents (80%) stated 

that they did not have any issues due to students’ inability to obtain patients. This question 

simply asks if there is any relationship between students’ inability to be successful and their 

ability to meet the rigorous patient and clinical requirements. There could be other reasons why 

these programs see significant retention issues. This is addressed in question number five.       

            Research question 5: What issues listed below can be attributed to students’ inability 

to meet clinical requirements? 16.67% of the respondents stated that the demographics of the 

college may have some impact on the ability of students to meet their clinical patient 

requirements. 83.33% of the respondents also stated that they believe that their students 

underestimated the rigor of the program. None of the respondents answered that they felt that 

having a clinic near their college that treated Medicare or uninsured patients had an impact on 

the success of their students. It is unknown if they did not choose this response because there 

were no clinics that fell into this category.  

           Research question 6: Besides pre-screening, what other strategies does your program 

utilize that aid in student retention and patient procurement? This question was a free 

response question. The four respondents gave various answers. One respondent chose not to 

answer this question or offer a response. The four strategies are listed below. 

• Off-site rotations and special clinics arranged for students 

• Offered summer skill building course in the past-currently recommending students 

come in before the semester starting to bring in and assess any patients for planning 

ahead 
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• Skill-building course every summer and externships throughout the semester 

• Open Skills Labs, Externships to community clinics as well as local detention and 

Jails 

It is uncertain whether or not the fifth respondent offered any additional strategies that could 

potentially aid in students' abilities to obtain patients or increase their ability to meet the rigorous 

clinical requirements. What is clear is that each of the four respondents utilizes additional 

strategies to assist students in completing their clinical requirements to graduate from this 

program.         

Summary 

           Chapter four describes in detail the questions asked of the Wisconsin Technical College 

System Dental Hygiene Program Directors. The participants responded to six questions to reveal 

any correlation between pre-screening patients and the success of students in this rigorous 

program. This qualitative survey showed that every college that responded offered some pre-

screening opportunities. It also showed that a majority did not see retention issues related to 

students’ ability or inability to obtain enough patients to meet the clinical requirements for the 

program completion. Chapter five will analyze each question. It will also offer some 

recommendations and draw some conclusions from the participant’s answers to the survey. 
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Chapter V: Summary, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

           This chapter will revisit the purpose of the study. The purpose of this study was to obtain, 

identify, and analyze information regarding the practice of procuring patients in the associate 

degree Dental Hygiene Programs in Wisconsin. In addition, this study sought to identify how 

these procurement processes may influence student retention. The results of this study could be 

used to improve the patient procurement processes in dental hygiene programs in Wisconsin.       

The six research questions will be reviewed along with a deliberation of the findings and 

conclusions will be shared from the data collected from the five participants. Lastly, 

recommendations based on the study will be shared along with recommendations related to any 

best practices that are identified.  

Summary 

           This research project investigated pre-screening processes involved in the seven 

Wisconsin Technical Colleges that offer the Associate Degree Dental Hygiene program. This 

program is one of the highest demand programs offered in the technical college system. Each 

program has more students enrolled in it than it has seats available. Each program has rigorous 

entrance requirements. Some program requirements include a petition process or a minimum 

grade in science courses.  Most programs have a limited number of seats available. In many 

situations, students wait 2-3 years before they are accepted into the program.  

Restatement of the Problem  

           Due to the high demand for this program, along with the limited number of seats 

available, retention is crucial and students are usually extremely dedicated to completing the 

program. The purpose of this investigation is to obtain, identify, and analyze information and 

review best practice processes used to procure patients in dental hygiene programs in Wisconsin 
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how the processes may influence student retention. This study intends to provide information 

from each of the colleges that participated regarding pre-screening patients and other strategies 

offered to aid in retention. Sharing these best practices will hope to increase student retention and 

reinforce the importance of pre-screening patients. 

Methods and Procedures 

           This research study was based on a qualitative research method using the survey method 

to collect data. This study used this method to gain insight into the strategies used in Associate 

Degree Dental Hygiene programs to assist students in procuring patients. Each program requires 

students to obtain their patients. The curriculum involves students practicing hands-on skills on 

real patients. Patient treatment and care are required so students may experience direct hands-on 

treatment and skills required to be best prepared for the credentialing exam and to meet the 

accrediting agency’s competencies.  

           All seven technical colleges that offer the Dental Hygiene program were included in the 

survey. This study is a qualitative one. The questionnaire was developed to reveal any strategies, 

best practices, and identify any correlation between pre-screening and retention issues. The 

research questionnaire is located in Appendix A. 

          Each participant was sent a cover letter containing information regarding the purpose of 

the study, length of time to complete the survey, as well as a notice of anonymity. Once the 

survey closed and was unavailable, five out of the seven requested participants responded. The 

qualitative formatted questions were then reviewed to state the majority or calculations of 

percentages of respondents. 
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Findings 

          This section will provide insight into the findings that each of the research questions asked 

in the study revealed. Each question was posed to the seven technical colleges that offer the 

Dental Hygiene program.       

          Research question 1: Does your college provide pre-screening opportunities to Dental 

Hygiene students?  Five out to the seven people that responded to the survey all stated that 

students in their perspective dental hygiene program are offered opportunities to pre-screen 

patients. At Waukesha County Technical College, the faculty instituted this process 

approximately four years ago. Previously, students were still required to locate their patients but 

they did so as the semester progressed. These patients were identified at the time of the visit to 

the clinic. If a student needed other classes of patients and only had a short time to procure them, 

they may not be successful if they were unable to find those patients. The student would be 

unsuccessful, not because they do not pass an exam, but simply because they could not locate a 

specific patient to fulfill the clinical requirements.  

           Research Question 2: If so, are the patients assigned to the students, or are they 

placed in a pool for students to see and utilize as their patient? A majority of the technical 

colleges allow the students to procure and maintain the patients they locate. A few colleges place 

the patients in a pool and then allow the students to pull those patients from that pool based on 

what clinical requirements that the student could be missing.  

           Research Question 3: How do students obtain patients for their clinical 

requirements? Those surveyed were given four choices. All respondents stated that their 

students procure patients by using every one of the options offered. Students continue to use 

whatever methods needed to obtain patients to meet the rigorous clinical patient requirements. 
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           Research Question 4: Does your program experience retention issues due to students’ 

inability to obtain patients to meet clinical requirements? Only one out of the five 

respondents answered yes to this question. It could be safely assumed that if they were retention 

issues in the dental hygiene program, there are other reasons for them. 

           Research Question 5: What issues listed below can be attributed to students’ inability 

to meet clinical requirements? A majority of those surveyed believe that when students are 

unsuccessful, it usually is because they underestimate the rigor of the program. Also, many of the 

students believe that it is possible to complete the program along with outside obligations that 

consume additional time demands. 

           After collecting the data from the research questions, the following inferences can be 

made. 

• All five of the seven dental hygiene programs that responded offered students’ pre-

screening opportunities. 

• It appears as though none of the programs that respondents strictly assigned or 

allowed students to see only the patients that they brought into the pre-screening 

events taken place at their prospective colleges. 

• Most programs do not feel that students’ inability to meet patient clinical 

requirements has anything to do with retention issues.  

• Each of the programs offers additional ways for students to procure their patients. 

This could also aid in their retention. 

• Programs continue to experience retention issues due to the rigor of the program. 

According to the responses, students underestimate the difficulty of the program and 

the requirements involved. 
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          Research Question 6: Besides pre-screening, what other strategies does your 

program utilize that aid in student retention and patient procurement? Respondents 

shared the following strategies: 

• Off-site external rotations at other dental clinics, this includes offering care at 

detention and jail facilities 

• Open lab dates before the start of the semester 

• Summer skill-building course (this entails students seeing patients and direct patient 

care) 

Conclusions 

         Based on the data collected, the following conclusions can be made.  

• Dental Hygiene programs should offer pre-screening opportunities to students. It 

gives students a chance to plan and be prepared to meet their clinical requirements.  

• The clinical requirements may be the reason some students are not able to progress in 

the program. More research would need to be completed to identify if this is the 

reason or if other issues cause student retention. 

• Students need other opportunities outside of the program curriculum to meet the 

rigorous patient requirements. 

• More research could be done to evaluate if the clinical requirements are too difficult.   

The study performed, ultimately could not definitively state that pre-screening or lack of pre-

screening, has a direct correlation to student retention. Further research into the program’s 

patient procurement process could provide more insight into this question.  
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Recommendations 

          Even though the number of respondents was lower than expected, the recommendations 

below provide insight into the importance of pre-screening when assisting dental hygiene 

students complete their clinical patient requirements. 

 Recommendations related to this study. As dental hygiene programs continue to strive 

for increase retention, faculty and program administrators should consider the following points. 

• Dental Hygiene programs should consider offering pre-screening opportunities to all 

students in the program. 

• The administration should continue to support this process and also aid the program 

directors in connecting additional ways to help students procure patients. 

Recommendations for further study. This study shows a need for more research on 

whether or not the lack of pre-screening impacts the retention of students. 

• This study may benefit from more research on whether or not the rigorous clinical 

requirements are related to the CRDTS exam scores. 

• An additional study researching retention issues overall in the dental hygiene program 

might be beneficial to all seven Wisconsin Technical Colleges that offer this program.  

• A seminar detailing the rigor of the program and all of the expectations involved may 

aid in retention. It could enlighten students and provide them with pertinent 

information that would allow them to be sure of the decision to choose this highly 

rigorous, in demand, program. 

This research project may have revealed that more specific questions to derive a more definitive 

impact on student retention is needed. This concern may not have been obvious at the start of this 

study.  
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Appendix A: Survey for Dental Hygiene Program Directors/Faculty 

1. Does your college provide pre-screening opportunities to Dental Hygiene program 
students? 

2. If so, are the patients assigned to the students or are they placed in a pool to see and 
utilize as their patients? 

3. How do students obtain patients for clinical requirements? Please choose all that apply? 
a. Social Media 
b. Special events held at the college or clinic 
c. Family or friends 
d. College staff and or students 

4. Does your program experience retention due to students’ inability to obtain to meet 
clinical requirements? 

5. What issues below can be attributed to the inability to meet clinical requirements? Please 
choose all that apply. 

6. Besides pre-screening, what other strategies does your program utilize that aid in student 
retention and patient procurement? 
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