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View from the bench

Peter Wagon explains
how the changes in
dental technology over
the past 30 years
have resulted in a
better standard of care
for your patients
1976 was a big year for me.
There was the sweltering
summer that went on and on,
the first rumblings of punk rock
and I entered a dental
laboratory for the first time.
The laboratory was
something of a surprise. I was
expecting clean steel surfaces,
high-tech machines and
technicians in white coats. What
I found was a cottage industry
with men doing strange things
with wax and an overpowering
smell of monomer. After a quick
interview, I was taken on as a
trainee and sent to a windowless
plaster room at the back of the
building to toil in blistering
heat, making models. So far, so
Dickensian!

My boss at the time saw
college as a waste of time and
wasn’t prepared to pay his
trainees for a weekly ‘jolly’ up to
London, so all my training was
in-house. Surprisingly, this
seemed to work quite well for
me and I quickly moved on to
ceramics where I gained plenty
of valuable experience for the
five years I remained there. My
training had taught me to be a
competent technician, but had
given me very little theoretical
knowledge to back up the skills
in my hands, which took me
many years to catch up on.
Fast-forward 30-odd years,
the summer of 1976 has long
gone, along with the hair that I
wore in silly punk rock styles,
and I’m now the boss of a
laboratory, taking on teenagers
to be trainee technicians. It’s a
very different world.
The big changes started eight
years ago when all European
dental labs had to register with
the Medical Devices Agency.
Many labs saw this as just more
red tape with which to tie one
hand behind their backs, but in
truth it has helped to level the
playing field for all labs. By

having a full manual for all steps
of the manufacturing procedure,
corners can’t be cut so easily.
The paper trail enables us, or
the Agency inspectors, to trace
all materials used on any crown
manufactured in the previous
six years. It gives our clients the
peace of mind that their
prescriptions are being followed
and that CE-marked materials
have been used on all their
cases. If at any point there is a
failure of a restoration, the alloys
and porcelain used can be
traced to the batch from a
manufacturer and, I guess, all
the way back to the mine in
South Africa from which the
gold was dug!
Throughout Europe, the
profession of dental technology
is changing dramatically. For
example, in 2006 changes to the
British NHS dental contract
meant that the number of NHS
crowns and bridges being
prescribed dropped drastically. It
was a traumatic time for many
labs but it had the effect of
forcing many to ‘up their game’
and fight for the increase in the
amount of private work coming
through the laboratory doors

based upon quality rather than
price. The biggest change is to
come into effect in July 2008
when all technicians in the UK
must register with General
Dental Council. This will give
technicians professional status
and the responsibilities that
come with it.
So, it’s no longer enough for
a young technician to have
limber fingers and an idea about
the shape of 32 teeth, as it had
been in my day. Now my
trainees are on a four-year
course taking them to degree
level. Older technicians like me
who trained on the job have had
to prove that our workplace
experience is equivalent to this
degree qualification to get onto
the register under the somewhat
cruelly named ‘Grandfather
Clause’.
In little over 30 years
dental laboratories have
moved from an ungoverned,
cottage industry into a
regulated profession, which,
although it may kick up more
paperwork for the laboratory
owner, can only mean a better
standard of care for both
clients and their patients.
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