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Donna M. Hecker, D.D.S., M.S., has literally climbed mountains to 
arrive at the professional summit she enjoys today. Dr. Hecker owns the 
private practice, CityWest Prosthodontics, P. A. in Eden Prairie with 
a small satellite office in Burnsville. Her climb began in Illinois when she 
was born without two lateral incisors to a family of meager means. Now the 
highly regarded specialist has reached a point where she treats patients with 
demanding needs, publishes in national journals, lectures widely and carves 
out a full week annually to give back to an underserved Native American 
community in Montana at the foot of the Rocky Mountains. 

“While working with the Blackfeet Community, I try to encourage 
the Native American dental assistants to go on to dental school,” said  
Dr. Hecker, who hopes she can serve as a role model for them. “I tell them 
I’m part Hispanic and I was the first woman to do many of the things I 
accomplished and they can do it, too.”

As a young girl, Dr. Hecker’s parents instilled a love of both art and sci-
ence. Her mother, of Hispanic heritage, is an artist. A few of her colorful oil 
landscape paintings hang in the reception area of Dr. Hecker’s Eden Prairie 
office. Dr. Hecker’s father, of German heritage, was a structural design 
engineer who was proud of the way his daughter excelled in science. “He 
is the only layperson who read my master’s thesis on the loading forces on 
dental implants, and knew exactly what I was testing,” said Dr. Hecker. 

She remembers the home she grew up in had no living room furniture, 
but she and her three brothers all had their medical and dental needs met 
as her parents made it a priority. Dr. Hecker wasn’t able to fully correct 
her own dental challenges until she was 32 years old and just out of dental 
school. She underwent orthognathic surgery to advance her mid-face and 
correct her occlusion. She later had dental implants placed to replace the 
missing lateral incisors.

Partly in tribute to her parents’ legacy, Dr. Hecker has blended affinity 
for art and science to create a unique prosthodontic practice.

ThE OffiCE
When Dr. Hecker decided to go into private practice five years ago after 

working many years in academia, she recognized the terrific opportunity 
she had to create the office she’d always wanted for her patients. “Patients 
arriving for prosthodontics work are usually anxious, so I tried to create a 
‘living room feel’ with warm colors. I have patients who come 30 minutes 
early to just read and relax,” said Dr. Hecker. 

Designed by Scott Mower of Progressive Architecture, CityWest 
Prosthodontics has bright, sunny shades of yellow and orange mixed with 
cherry-stained wood, creating a very uplifting atmosphere. By choice, the 
office has no music or TV in the lobby and instead offers current reading 
material and comfortable chairs. Pieces from local artists and her mother’s 
paintings adorn walls throughout the office. 

The exam rooms have an extra chair for a family member or friend, 
Afghans for patients’ comfort and large windows for daylight exposure 
during the two to three-hour-long procedures. The rooms are divided 
by solid walls rather than room dividers to allow for private discussions. 
“I’ve learned over the years that everyone has a story and many patients 
carry some ‘baggage’ associated with condition of their teeth. In many 
situations, they feel guilt or shame.

“They feel they failed somehow and we need to offer them privacy to 
talk about that,” said Dr. Hecker. 

With a staff of two, Dr. Hecker’s office feels intimate and friendly. Jan 
Conrad greets patients and works as the Office Manager. Emily Pusc serves 
as Dr. Hecker’s chairside dental assistant. Pusc also travels to the Burnsville 
office once a week and helps provide patient dental education.

ThE EduCaTiOn
Born missing her two lateral incisors, it may have been destiny that  

Dr. Hecker would aspire toward dentistry as a profession. But it wasn’t 
until 10 years after graduating from high school that she enrolled in dental 
school at the University of Texas – San Antonio.

“I was interested in it [dentistry] from a certain standpoint. The different 
progressions of treatment I went through have changed my life so much and 
I wanted to be able to do that for other people,” said Dr. Hecker.

Right out of high school, more schooling did not appeal to her despite 
earning high marks. After completing a two-year degree in dental lab tech-
nology, she began as a dental lab technician in a large lab in Florida. From 
there, she moved to Texas to work for the M.D. Anderson Cancer Center 
on the University of Texas campus in Houston, where she completed the 
maxillofacial technician training program. She made eyes, ears and noses 
out of silicone for trauma and cancer patients. 

At the age of 28, she enrolled in dental school at the University of Texas 
Health Science Center in San Antonio. After earning her Doctorate of 
Dental Sciences, Dr. Hecker moved to Anchorage, AK, to practice gen-
eral dentistry when the lure of a specialty beckoned. She aimed high and 
wasn’t disappointed. “In 1992, I was the first female to be accepted into 
the prosthodontic residency program at the Mayo Clinic,” said Dr. Hecker. 
The four-year program, started by Dr. William Laney in 1976, accepts 

Patient diane Brown and dr. hecker review treatment options using 
models, X-rays and photos.
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dr. hecker uses an electronic torque driver to tighten implant 
components to the manufacturer’s recommendations.

Emily Pusc sterilizes instruments at the triangle sterilization unit, 
which is in plain view for patients to see. Many patients inquire 
about the “space-age” appearance of the triangle unit. They think it 
is important for patients to see what goes on “behind the scenes.”

just one resident every two years.
Since completing her specialty training, Dr. Hecker worked at 

Gunderson Lutheran Medical Center in La Crosse, WI, and served as 
director of Maxillofacial Prosthetic Services Clinic at the University 
of Minnesota.

After a long career in academia, she opened her private practice in 2003. 
“I didn’t make any income for the first two years,” smiled Dr. Hecker. “But 
this allowed me to create exactly what I wanted for my patients.”

ThE PaTiEnT
It would not be unusual to see Dr. Hecker in her lab melting a tooth-

brush handle in order to make adaptations for a patient with arthritis. 
“It doesn’t make a whole lot of sense to put in these expensive implants 
and then leave the patient unable to take care of them,” said Dr. Hecker. 
She enjoys going the extra mile for her patients. Her goal in opening her 
private practice was to allow time to personally explain procedures and 
help patients understand the time and money required of these specialty 
procedures.

“I like to spend a lot of time on the front end because I know how I 
feel when I get my car fixed. I know nothing about cars, and when they 
start saying, ‘Well you need this and you need that,’ right away you start 
feeling very vulnerable and you start thinking do I trust this person? Do 
I really need the work?’ And to be on the receiving end of a lot of dental 
care, requires a lot of trust in your dentist,” said Dr. Hecker. In addition, 
it helps that Dr. Hecker can tell her patients that she went through the 
very same procedures that she recommends for them. 

Dr. Hecker’s specialty work includes restoring jaws that are severely 
deformed or teeth that are missing due to congenital malformations 

such as cleft lip and palate, surgery or radiation treatments for oral 
cancer and motor vehicle or gunshot accidents.

Specific restorations provided at CityWest Prosthodontics include 
complete dentures, removable partial dentures, crowns, bridges and 
dental implant restorations. Dental implant restorations may be used 
to replace a single missing tooth, multiple missing teeth or to support 
a denture. 

A patient’s first visit begins with a comprehensive head and neck 
examination and radiographs in order for Dr. Hecker to design an in-
dividualized treatment plan that offers optimal aesthetics and function. 
CityWest Prosthodontics will coordinate referrals to other specialists, 
such as periodontists and oral surgeons, who also may be involved in 
a patient’s treatment. The end result will be teeth that look good, are 
healthy and function well.

Diane Brown came to see Dr. Hecker in 2004 after a lifetime of dental 
work. “My childhood dentist believed in pulling teeth and so I always 
seemed to be missing a few. And throughout my life, I’ve had cavities, 
crowns and root canals,” said Ms. Brown. Two years before coming to 
see Dr. Hecker, she had two bridges made and both fell out within a 
year. “Now I knew it was either false teeth or implants,” said Ms. Brown. 
She told Dr. Hecker she felt too young, in middle age, to be wearing 
dentures. However, the expense of implants seemed out of reach on her 
salary working in retail. 

“We worked out a treatment plant that included eight implants and 
a partial on the lower teeth with some crowns,” said Dr. Hecker. The 
treatment was done in three phases with about six months of healing 
time between procedures between the work with the oral surgeon and 
the prosthodontic work with Dr. Hecker.

Ms. Brown paid $40,000 for the dental work and despite the financial 
difficulty it posed for her, she has no regrets. “I’ve never had this many 
teeth in my mouth. I can eat anything. I can leave my teeth in at night!” 
said Ms. Brown. “It was worth every penny.”

Costs for prosthodontic care at CityWest Prosthodontics ranges from 
$5,000 for a set of dentures to $100,000 for full-mouth implants.

“So many people have complimented Diane on her smile. It has given her 
so much confidence. She works with customers, so her job is dealing with 
the public,” said Dr. Hecker. Getting to know her patients, like Ms. Brown, 
over the course of treatments has been a real bonus for Dr. Hecker.

“I tell patients that I am both the engine that drives the train as well as 
the caboose, because a patient sees me for treatment and then I tell them, 
‘You need to see a periodontist, and then another specialist.’ I get all these 
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Donna M. Hecker, D.D.S., M.S., 
professional credentials: fellow of the 
american academy of Maxillofacial 
Prosthetics, fellow of the academy of 
Prosthodontics and a member of the 
american College of Prosthodontists 
and american Dental association. in 
Minnesota, she’s the immediate past 
president of the Minnesota academy of 
restoration Dentistry and a member of 
the House of Delegates for the Minnesota 
Dental association. 

CityWest Prosthodontics
800 Prairie Center Drive, Suite 290
eden Prairie, Mn 55344
(952) 941-4672

oak ridge Professional building
625 e. nicollet blvd. Suite 202
burnsville, Mn 55337
(952) 435-0388

www.citywestpros.com

dr. hecker prefers a small staff for a more intimate and personal 
feel. here dr. hecker is pictured with assistant Emily Pusc (left) and 
receptionist Jan Conrad (right).

dr. hecker is pictured here with a patient who received dentures 
during the denture Outreach Program sponsored by the academy of 
Prosthodontics. dr. hecker and other prosthodontists from around the 
country go each June to provide denture treatment for those in need.

other pieces in play, but I don’t do my part until the end,” added Dr. Hecker. 
And she enjoys the happy conclusions to these patient stories.

ThE TEChnOlOgy 
Stacks of envelopes and molds are leaned up against the wall on the 

counter, leaving as much working room as possible for this “hands-on” 
prosthodontist. Dr. Hecker’s lab is outfitted with all the necessary 
equipment to design prosthesis for her patients. “It all begins here. If 
this is incorrect, then everything after that is as well. It is a high degree 
of accuracy. Most of the world works in inches or half inches, but we 
work in millimeters and microns,” said Dr. Hecker.

She believes specializing allows her to keep up with breakthroughs in 
technology for her field of expertise, although with the rapid technology 
developments, testing cannot be done quickly enough.

“That is why, for the most part, I stick with the tried and true 
principles of prosthodontics, unless newer technology is requested 
by a patient.” 

“When patients are missing one or a few teeth, many times the dentist 
is concerned with merely replacing those teeth. But careful attention 
must be paid to the opposing teeth, too,” said Dr. Hecker. 

She has found when patients clench or grind, the dental implants are 
being loaded differently than patients who are simply chewing. Clenching 
and grinding can result in loads on the implants that make the parts fit 
together better, or they can be catastrophic and cause parts to break.

“I tell my patients that there is no ‘Midas muffler guarantee’ and 
that like car parts or any other machined parts, implant components 
can break,” said Dr. Hecker. Implant maintenance appointments with 
close inspection of the implants, restoration and surrounding bone are 
critical for good follow-up long after the dental implant restorations 
are placed.

ThE Big givE
For the past eight years, Dr. Hecker has been involved on the national 

level with the Academy of Prosthodontics mission to serve in Native 
American communities of need. The last week of June, Dr. Hecker 

heads out to Browning, MT, each year, where she meets up with two 
other colleagues to see patients and make dentures.

Dr. Hecker, Dr. Cliff Van Blarcom from Kansas City and Dr. David 
Brown from Indiana learn in advance the number of patients scheduled 
because they need to bring all their own materials. Once they arrive, 
the grueling schedule begins — seeing patients by day and working in 
the lab at night — because there is no dental laboratory support there. 
“We perform every step of the process ourselves,” said Dr. Hecker.

“This past year, we made 16 dentures in one week,” laughed  
Dr. Hecker. “And I heard they already have a waiting list started for 
next year.” And return she will. Dr. Hecker looks forward to deepening 
her understanding of the culture, following up on invitations to pow 
wows and traditional dinners.

Dr. Hecker also makes time to talk with the dental assistants and 
encourages them to consider going to dental school. Currently, the 
Blackfeet Reservation has no Native American dentists serving the 
community, so young people lack role models. 

“I’m drawn to this 
particular commu-
nity because they are 
so poor; there are no 
casinos to provide 
income to the com-
munity like we have 
in Minnesota. They 
need the help, and 
they are so apprecia-
tive and gracious. 
I definitely receive 
more than I give,” 
said Dr. Hecker.

Following a sev-
en-day workweek, 
the energetic doc-
tor concludes every 
Montana visit with a 
hike into the Rocky 
Mountains in Glacier 
National Park. She’s 
very accustomed to 
covering rough ter-
rain. n
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