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Abstract

Background: Many dental schools offer qualifying dental programs to internationally trained dentists (ITDs) to help them meet the standards
of dental care expected in the host country. The literature on this topic has not yet been comprehensively summarized. This scoping review
aimed to summarize the available literature on ITDs enrolled in qualifying dental programs.

Methods: This study was guided by a previously established framework for scoping reviews (Arksey and O’Malley’s framework). No restrictions
were set on the time period or study design of included studies. Five databases (PubMed, Web of Science [Core Collection], Scopus, ProQuest
and ERIC) were searched for relevant studies. The reference lists of selected papers were checked to complement the database search. Two
reviewers independently screened eligible papers and extracted the relevant data.

Results: Fifteen papers (2 reviews and 13 primary research studies) met the inclusion criteria. Fourteen of the studies were conducted in the
United States and one in Canada. Thirteen of the primary research studies used quantitative approaches, and the remaining study used a
qualitative approach. Three studies focused on characteristics of the program (e.g., duration, type, admission requirements) and the students,
9 assessed the performance (predictive, comparative and perceived) of ITDs, and 3 described challenges faced by ITDs. Most of the programs
were at the undergraduate level with a duration of 2 years, and the ITDs were mainly from India. The most significant academic and clinical
performance predictors were scores on English-language testing and the National Board Dental Examination I. The challenges encompassed
cultural disparities, language barriers, financial constraints and immigration-related issues.

Conclusions: Although the literature on ITDs in qualifying dental programs is growing and covers several topics, more evidence is needed

to describe further and understand ITDs’ performance and experiences in these programs.
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Introduction

Developed countries such as Canada and the United States can benefit
from internationally trained dentists (ITDs) who have been educated in
nonaccredited dental schools and wish to become licensed dentists
in the host country.! In addition to addressing current and anticipated
shortages of dental care providers, these professionals could meet
current demands for dental services and diversify the dental workforce,
which may improve access to dental services, especially among ethnic
minority groups.?

To become a general dentist in Canada or the United States, ITDs
who have completed a program that is not recognized by the pertinent
regulatory authority (i.e., a nonaccredited program) can obtain dental
licensure through one of several processes.® In Canada, 2 pathways are
available. One pathway involves passing 2 examinations administered
by the National Dental Examining Board of Canada (NDEB), after
which [TDs become eligible for the NDEB certification process.*
The other pathway involves completing a qualifying program in an
academic dental institution.” Similarly, ITDs in the United States are
required to pass the Integrated National Board Dental Examination
and then complete a degree from a dental program accredited
by the Commission on Dental Accreditation from the American
Dental Association (ADA) to obtain dental licensure.® In addition to
facilitating the dental licensure process, dental qualifying programs
have been established to ensure that ITDs meet the existing standards
of competence for dentistry in the host country.” Currently, 8 dental
schools in Canada® and 42 dental schools in the United States® offer
dental qualifying programs.

In recent years, numerous studies have attempted to characterize
ITDs enrolled in qualifying programs and their participation in the

dental workforce upon licensure.''? Previous reviews have described
specific challenges faced by ITDs in these programs,'>'* but a
systematic summary of research activity on this topic has been lacking.
This scoping review aimed to summarize the available literature on
ITDs involved in dental qualifying programs.

Methods

This scoping review, conducted according to the framework
developed by Arksey and O’Malley,* had 5 main stages: framing
the research question; identifying relevant studies; selecting
studies for inclusion, charting or plotting the data; and collating,
summarizing and reporting the results. The Preferred Reporting Items
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses extension for Scoping
Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) guidelines were followed to improve the
transparency of the review process.'

We chose to conduct a scoping review, rather than a systematic
review, in light of the need to identify and summarize the available
evidence, without assessing a specific clinical question that would
guide a particular decision-making process.'>
Framing the research question
The review sought to answer the following questions:

e What were the characteristics of studies of [TDs who participate

in dental qualifying programs?

e What were the areas that these studies investigated?

e What were the main results of these studies?

Identifying relevant studies
In consultation with a health sciences university librarian, we
developed a robust search strategy to identify the relevant literature
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(Table 1). The databases searched were PubMed, Web of Science
(Core Collection), Scopus, ProQuest and ERIC up to December
2024. The inclusion criteria specified original research and review
studies published in English that reported on the characteristics of or
main results achieved by ITDs in dental qualifying programs. Studies
published in other languages, as well as commentaries, editorials,
perspective papers and conference abstracts, were excluded. The
inclusion and exclusion criteria are summarized in Table 2.

Table 1: Search sirategies

Database Search terms

(((((foreign-trained dent*) OR (international-trained
dent*)) OR (internationally-trained dent*)) AND (dental
program)) OR (dental degree completion)

TITLE-ABS-KEY (“foreign-trained dent*") OR
("international-trained dent*" ) OR ( “internationally-
trained dent*" ) AND ( "dental program™* ) OR (“dental
degree completion" )

PubMed

Scopus

"foreign-trained dent*" or "international-trained dent*"
or "internationally-frained dent** (Topic) and "dental
program*" or "dental degree completion" (Topic)

Web of Science

(“foreign-trained dent*") OR (“international-trained
dent*) OR (“internationally-trained dent*") OR
(“foreign-trained dental student*") OR (“international™-
trained dental student*") AND ("dental program*") OR
("dental degree completion")

ProQuest

(dental program OR dental degree completion) AND
(foreign dentist OR international-trained dentist OR
internationally-trained dentist)

ERIC

Table 2: Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Aspect of study Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria
Language English Non-English
Internationally trained All other internationally
Study focus dentists enrolled in trained dentists not

enrolled in dental
qualifying programs

dental qualifying
programs

Commentaries,

Type of article conference abstracts

Original research, reviews

Studies without ethics
approval

Studies with ethics

Ethics clearance
approval

Internationally trained
dentists continuing
clinical practice without
enrolling in dental
qualifying programs

Internationally trained
dentists in recognized
dental qualifying
programs

Population and
sample

Selecting studies for inclusion

The Rayyan web application,'® a specialized tool for screening and
selecting studies in systematic reviews, was used to identify and select
relevant studies. Once duplicates were removed, 2 team members
(R.M., K.Z.) independently selected papers in 2 phases. In phase 1, the
retrieved studies were assessed on the basis of their titles and abstracts.
In phase 2, the articles selected in phase 1 were assessed on the basis
of their full texts. Discrepancies were resolved by consensus, including
a third party when necessary (either A.P.G. or S.C.).

Charting the data

Data on publication characteristics (author, title, journal, type
of article and year of publication), study characteristics (country,
research inquiry and research method) and key findings were

collected using Excel spreadsheet software (2024 version; Microsoft
Corporation, Redmond, WA). A standardized data collection form
was developed by members of the research team (A.P.G., S.C,
RM., KZ, M.A). Two team members (RM., K.Z.) completed a
PRISMA ScR-based calibration session, pilot-tested the form with 3
studies and then independently extracted data for all articles that met
the inclusion criteria. Discrepancies in data collection were resolved
in consensus meetings, and other team members (A.P.G., S.C., M.A.)
were consulted if needed.

Collating, summarizing and reporting the results
Descriptive statistics were used to summarize publication and study
characteristics. The results of previous studies were organized into
inductively developed categories based on study aims.

Results

Sociodemographic characteristics

A total of 2826 records were identified, and initial screening of titles
and abstracts yielded 21 potentially eligible papers. Following full-
text review, 6 of these papers (5 prospective studies and 1 article that
compared dental programs in different jurisdictions) were excluded.
Therefore, 15 papers were included in this scoping review. Figure 1
details the selection process.

Characteristics of studies

All of the studies originated from North America, with 14 studies
(93%) conducted in the United States and one (7%) in Canada. The
studies were published between 1973 and 2018.

The selected studies comprised 2 reviews and 13 primary
studies.>>710-1417-22 The review studies consisted of one systematic
review' and one literature review.'* Twelve of the primary research
studies employed a quantitative approach,>>~7-2> whereas one
used a qualitative approach.?' Most of the primary research studies
did not report the methodology applied, although it may be inferred
that most of these studies had a cross-sectional design. The 3 studies
that did report their respective research methodologies were an
overview, a descriptive study and a program evaluation.””> Table 3
summarizes the main characteristics of the included studies, Table 4
presents the specific characteristics of the review articles, and Table 5
presents information about the primary research studies.

The included studies provided information related to program and
student characteristics, challenges and barriers experienced by ITDs,
and the performance and perceptions of these dental professionals.
Program characteristics
Three quantitative studies described program characteristics,
including program names, durations, costs, levels of instruction,
student numbers, admission requirements and program sizes.*202'
Although the programs had slightly different names, terms that
commonly appeared in program names included “international
dentists,” “advanced placement” and “qualifying.” The duration of
programs in this group ranged from 2 to 6 years.®"

Only 2 studies detailed the content of the programs described.
Both studies described 2-year programs in which students were
integrated into the regular stream of third- and fourth-year dental
curricula, and completed special summer courses designed to
upgrade their clinical skills.’"”

One review study detailed the various pathways available for
dental licensure, includingadvanced standing programs, specialty
training programs and advanced postgraduate programs.’
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Figure 1: PRISMA flowchart of search strategy and results.
PRISMA 2020 flow diagram for new systematic reviews which included searches of databases, registers and other sources
l Identification of lies via datab and registers J [ Identification of studies via other method: J
—
Records identified from*: Records removed before
g Databases (n = 2826) screening:
= PubMed (n=2781) Duplicate records removed
o Scopus (n=1) > (n=132) Records identified from:
63 Web of Science (n=29) Records marked as ineligible Citation searching (n = 2)
H ERIC (n=11) by automation tools (n = 0)
2 ProQuest Dissertations & Records removed for other
Theses (n=4) reasons (n = 0)
)
_ .
Records screened » Records excluded™*
(n=2694) (n=2675)
Reports sought for retrieval J| Reports not retrieved Reports sought for retrieval Reports not retrieved
=] (n=19) "l (n=0) (n=2) (n=0)
=
3
: ! !
%]
»n
Reports assessed for eligibility > Reports assessed for eligibility .
(n=19) > n=2) »| Reports excluded:
Reports excluded: Comparing dental programs
o _ in different jurisdictions
Wrong study design (n=5) exclusively (n = 1)
)
\4
3 Studies included in review
3 (n=15)
S Reports of included studies
= (n=15)
)
*Consider, if feasible to do so, reporting the number of records identified from each database or register searched (rather than the total number across all databases/registers).
**If automation tools were used, indicate how many records were excluded by a human and how many were excluded by automation tools.
Source: Page MJ, et al. BMJ 2021;372:n71. doi: 10.1136/bmj.n71.
This work is licensed under CC BY 4.0. To view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
Table 3: Characteristics of included studies (n=15) Table 4: Summary of findings of reviews included in scoping review (n = 2)
Characteristic No. of studies Author, . . Challenges .. Potential
... Licensing - Contribution
Type of article year,  Objective pathway  °F barriers ™ \orc future
country identified career
Review 2
Quantitaive study 13 Cigbletr oo Academic
Kellesarian To r gib Process, Diversity, denti
Country of program 2018)."®  defermi icensing tuition cost, . entistry,
( ) CIEMmINe — o amination immigration experience, clinical
. USA challenges : expertise :
United States 10 985 ffer program  issues, cultural p dentistry
issues
Canada 5
Main focus of study N High level of
Eligible for technical skills,
Predictors 6 Pannu To licensure Further knowledge,
etal. defermine following research English- NA
Students’ perceptions 2 (2013)," barriers NBDE lland  needed fo know language
) ) USA completion of barriers proficiency,
Size and population 2 program past clinical
. experience
Challenges and barriers 4
Opportunities 2 Note: NA = not applicable, NBDE = National Board Dental Examination.
Program information 6
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Table 5: Summary of findings of primary research studies included in scoping review (n=13)°

Study outcomes
Author Significant Comparison
(year), Objective ds;::“:‘ Method  predictors of ?:ﬂ?:}g:: with domestic esrt'::ladfi?:ns Contribution Population
country 9 performunce students P P
Kogon et al. Overall
(2012),17  Tocompare grades Quantitafive ~ NR performance is
Canada equivalent
A To defermine
Pitigoi-Aron et prediclors of o
al.(2011),11 academic Quantitative  NR TOEFL, NBDE |
USA performance
To determine ITDs’ Skills enhanced
self-perceptions in oral medicine
Kogonetal.  about their clinical and treatment
(2011),10  performance Quantitative  NR planning, record
USA before and after keeping, informed
complefing consent, ethics and
program regulated dentistry
USTD- higher
L?]g%'gmr;ig[)s educational debts, Diversity,
y ; greater interest ; : underserved
A Sowygh studen1§ in ferms of - Lower stipends,  in becoming ACP Desire o confinue communities,
and Sukotjo  perceptions about  Quantitative  NR high fuifion member and academic or serve in vacant
(2011),2 USA }?oei::iﬁurﬁdt ?lzltﬂlr?l in continuing research career academic
oals g maxillofacial positions
g fellowship program
Increase
?ﬁl:fgl:erﬂces in number
Boorberg et . - of dentists,
To determin e ) psychological ) ;
ﬁ%fﬂO‘?),é pathways for s Quantitative  Overview adjusiment ;r;(;\rl?ges? 0|n
sociocultural underserved
adjustment communities
To determin
ltaya et al. -
(200822 Preddlorsof Quonfigive  NR OFFL NEDE L
UsA performance
India
) (25.8%),
swels o Toideniythe Philippines
(2007) 2y0 geographic origins  Quantitative ~ NR (11%),
USA ! of TDs Colombia
(5.8%),and
othersb
Staceyand  To defermine
Whittaker predictors of . .
(2005)19  academic Quantitative ~ NR NBDE I, dexterity
USA performance
Language, }
Rice et al. To defermine the counselling Mav serve in g‘scrggzﬁg’
(2003),12 population size Quantitative  Descriptive needs, lack fa yl it esp d );
USA of TDs of academic culty positions  in graduate
achievement programs
. To defermine
Simon ¢t dl predictors of _—
(1997),18 academic Quantitaive ~ NR TOEFL, bench tests
LSA performance
Berthold
To performa - Program
?{]g;g) EZUSA program evaluation Quanthative evaluation
To defermine
Browder et l. - prediciors of Quantitafive  NR ADA SAT, NBDE |

(1980),7 USA  academic
performance

Table 5 Confinued »
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Study outcomes

Author Significant Comparison

(year), Objective ds;;':“:‘ Method  predictors of %':ﬂ::::gf: with domestic esrt':l;d?i'(‘:n s Contribution Population

country 9 performance students percep

NBDE |, previous
Hausmann ;
To perform a - academic records,

83173)'2] program evaluation Guolitative NR years away from

dental practice, age

Note: AEP = Advanced Education in Prosthodontics , ADA = American Dental Association, ITD = infernationally trained dentist, NBDE = National Board Dental Examination (US), NR =
not reported, SAT = Science Achievement Test, TOEFL = test of English as a foreign language, USTD = US-trained Dentists .

@ Shading of cells indicates that variables were not assessed.

b Other countries of origin were Egypt, Syria, Peru, China, Korea, Iran, Pakistan, Mexico and Brazil.

Tuition for qualifying programs varied depending on program type
and country (United States or Canada),'® but was generally higher
for US programs than for Canadian ones. Admission requirements
included English-language proficiency tests (e.g., test of English as
a foreign language [TOEFL], International English Language Testing
System, Michigan English Language Assessment Battery), board
examinations (National Board Dental Examinations [NBDE I and
NBDE ], NDEB ),49%° prior learning assessments, faculty interviews,
academic achievements, dexterity tests, clinical training, transcripts,
CVs, recommendation letters and bench tests.
Student characteristics
One study reported that ITDs had more advanced education than
domestic students.> Another study reported that 25.8% of ITDs were
from India, 11% from the Philippines and 5.8% from Colombia,
while 9 other countries contributed to the remaining 57.4%.2° A third
study indicated a consistent increase in proportional ITD enrolment
over a 10-year period, growing over the decade from 5% to 7% of
those in undergraduate programs and from 20% to 25% of those in
graduate programs.®
Challenges and barriers
One quantitative study and 2 reviews highlighted the challenges
faced by ITDs during their programs.'3'%?2 Notable findings included
academic challenges such as language barriers, lower academic
performance (specifically lower grade point average), the competitive
nature of the admission process exacerbated by the limited number
of seats available, the substantial tuition disparities between domestic
and international students, and stringent immigration processes.'*?
Financial constraints emerged as a substantial challenge, with
ITDs facing lower stipends, elevated tuition fees and pronounced
discrepancies in expenses relative to domestic students.'
Performance of ITDs
Various studies reported on the predictive, comparative and perceived
performance of ITDs. Five primary research studies used a quantitative
approach to predict ITDs" academic performance.”'"1%1922 Only
one of these studies explored the methods of performance evaluation
adopted during the program, reporting on the use of grades and
competency assessments to explore clinical performance.
Examinations such as the NDEB (in Canada) and the NBDE (in
the United States) were strong predictors of academic achievement
during dental qualifying programs.”'"'92 Scores on English-language
proficiency tests, including the TOEFL, were also significant predictors
of academic success in 3 studies.'"'®?? One study highlighted the
association of TOEFL scores with clinical grades, underlining the
importance of effective communication with faculty and patients."

That study also found that operative and fixed technique tests and
interviews were weaker predictors. These findings were consistent
with those of another study identifying NBDE | and TOEFL as the
strongest predictors and laboratory tests and interviews as the weakest
predictors of ITDs” overall performance.?? Two studies found TOEFL
and dexterity tests to be the strongest predictors of academic and
clinical performance.'®'? An earlier study’ reported slightly different
findings, suggesting that English-language test results were not a
significant predictor of performance. In contrast, the NBDE | and
the American Dental Association Science Achievement test emerged
in that study as the strongest performance predictors.” NBDE Il and
dexterity tests were also reported as the most significant predictors
for academic and clinical success among ITDs, with TOEFL scores
and interviews being the weakest predictors. 7

Two studies compared the performance of international and
domestic students on licensure exams. One reported no significant
difference between the groups.> The other reported that domestic
students outperformed international students in terms of final grades,
whereas the groups’ performance was similar in the Objective
Structured Clinical Examination.” None of the studies included in
this scoping review explored graduation rates among ITD students.
Perceptions of ITDs
One study reported that students generally felt included within
the school community and expressed confidence in their ability
to seek assistance within the program.”> Additionally, the students
emphasized the role of proper teaching assistance, particularly in
clinical settings, in reducing anxiety among ITDs and improving
their performance. Such assistance helped ITDs to acquire “foreign”
clinical skills more quickly. Another study indicated that students
perceived enhancement of their skills in oral medicine and treatment
planning, informed consent, ethics, record keeping and regulated
dentistry."® The participants in this study reported no change in
knowledge or skill level in orthodontics, pediatric dentistry, operative
dentistry, fixed and removable prosthodontics, or critical appraisal of
the literature.™

Discussion

In this scoping review, we have summarized the existing literature
on ITDs enrolled in qualifying programs, providing a detailed
overview of key features and identifying research gaps. Many studies
have described the significant challenges that ITDs face, including
language barriers, cultural differences, social integration issues,
immigration hurdles and financial difficulties. Language proficiency
and cultural adaptation were found to be major predictors of
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success in qualifying programs, with higher language proficiency
scores being strongly associated with better academic and clinical
outcomes.?® Social integration and financial stability have also been
linked to improved academic performance, which highlights the
importance of the availability of support systems.

Many of the studies included in our review highlighted various
characteristics of qualifying programs for ITDs, such as program
structure, student demographic characteristics and tuition costs.
The financial burden on ITDs, who must pay higher tuition fees
than domestic students, underscores a significant barrier that has
been documented but not thoroughly analyzed in prior research.
A detailed understanding of this factor would contribute to a more
comprehensive overview of ITDs’ challenges and highlights areas for
potential policy interventions.

Several studies included in this review consistently found that
English proficiency predicted academic success among ITDs.*
Similar associations between English proficiency and academic
performance have been reported among nursing students,
reinforcing the robustness of this relationship in health science
educational settings.® Ultimately, these findings indicate that
proficiency in English as a second language plays a pivotal role in
academic achievement across different academic programs and
student cohorts. 2

Furthermore, board examination results, specifically results
for the NBDE, have been highlighted as significant predictors of
performance among dental graduates. In particular, success in these
exams correlates with better academic outcomes among dental
students.’ Similarly, in medical education, the results of specific board
examinations, such as the American Board of Surgery qualifying and
certification examinations, have been shown to correlate positively
with academic outcomes among surgical residents.® By examining
these correlations in the dental and medical education contexts, we
can deepen our understanding of how performance on standardized
examinations influences broader academic outcomes in health
care training programs.?” This linkage emphasizes the consistent
predictive value of board examination results in shaping academic
achievement and their significance as a measurable indicator of
professional competence.?

This review delved into the challenges and barriers encountered
by ITDs. Along with higher tuition costs and language disparities,
the competitive admission process and the sociocultural adjustments
faced by ITDs highlight the intricate integration challenges within
qualifying degree programs.?”” Echoing our findings, a study on
international medical graduates shed light on similar challenges,
including social, cultural and language barriers.28 These results
underscore the generalizability of these obstacles across different
health care professions.

Recognizing the challenges faced by ITDs illuminates the
need for targeted support mechanisms to enhance their learning
experiences. Recommendations relevant to international medical
graduates set out by Webster and colleagues?® included developing
targeted cultural competency training, developing training programs
for intercultural communication skills and creating opportunities
for cultural immersion experiences (clinic rotations). This measure
could be equally beneficial for ITDs.

This scoping review had both strengths and limitations. The analysis
covered a broad scope of the literature on ITDs enrolled in qualifying

dental programs, highlighting various challenges and potential
solutions. Conversely, the fact that all studies were conducted in
North America limits the generalizability of findings to other regions.
Reports published in languages other than English were excluded
because of limited resources, but this also limits global applicability of
our findings. Moreover, most studies lacked transparency in describing
their methods, failed to adjust for key confounders (e.g., prior clinical
experience, socioeconomic status) and relied on convenience samples.
These factors introduce selection bias, may lead to overstatement of
the impact of predictors (such as TOEFL scores) and could lead to
underrepresentation of certain [TD subgroups.

Future research should draw on studies from diverse regions and
could incorporate qualitative or mixed-methods approaches to
capture the personal and social dimensions of ITDs" experiences,
as well as establishing clear sample size and recruitment protocols.
Longitudinal research is needed to track ITDs progress from
enrolment to postgraduate situations, which would contribute to
clarifying the programs’ impact on long-term practice. Finally, testing
targeted interventions to address the common challenges faced by
ITDs—such as language barriers, cultural disparities and financial
constraints—could lead to more effective support systems within
qualifying dental programs.

Conclusion

Although ITDs face significant challenges, such as language barriers,
financial constraints and cultural adjustments, they also demonstrate
strong academic performance, particularly when supported by
robust admission criteria and educational frameworks. The findings
of this scoping review underscore the need for dental educators,
policymakers and researchers to address these challenges while
leveraging the strengths of ITDs to enhance their integration and
success in qualifying programs.
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