Improving Perinatal and Infant Oral Health

Children’s Dental Health Project and the American Academy of Pediatric Dentistry

The American Academy of Pediatric Dentistry (AAPD) and Children’s Dental Health Project execute the Improving Perinatal and Infant Oral Health Project, which seeks to promote the oral health of pregnant women and children, and to increase public awareness of the importance of perinatal and infant oral health. The Project works to improve educational outreach and access to oral health care for pregnant women and infants, and to increase awareness of the importance of perinatal and infant oral health among diverse stakeholders; clinical, public, policy-related, and others. Primary activities include providing education to pregnant women and providers on the importance of accessing care during the perinatal period, promoting the AAPD age one and dental home policies, and developing nontraditional partnerships to promote oral health. 

In the first-ever Surgeon General's report on oral health released in 2000, Surgeon General David Satcher identified dental disease as a "silent epidemic" in the U.S. that disproportionately burdens specific population groups, and called for a national effort to improve oral health among all Americans. The report emphasized the relationship between oral health and overall health and wellbeing throughout life, highlighting the mouth as a "mirror for general health and well-being and the association between oral health problems and other health problems.” Unfortunately, tooth decay remains the most common, chronic childhood disease- five times more common than asthma. It is estimated that 28 percent of 2-5 year olds have dental disease, and recent data from the National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey shows a rise in dental caries among 2-5 year olds for the first time in 40 years. We know that poor oral health in children has serious health consequences, causes needless pain and suffering, and affects children’s ability to speak, eat, and learn. In the U.S., children miss more than 51 million hours of school as a result of dental disease. 
Fortunately, we also know that dental disease is overwhelmingly preventable. Dental caries, the disease that leads to cavities, is a preventable, transmissible, and chronic condition. If the disease is left untreated, it is progressive and can be transmitted from caregiver to child. However, dental caries is preventable and manageable with the right actions and behaviors. Promoting the oral health of children right from the start is the best defense against ongoing, disruptive, and costly care. 

The Project also focuses on promoting the importance of oral health for pregnant women for several key reasons. Initial studies show an association between periodontal disease and adverse birth outcomes, such as low birth weight, preterm birth, and gestational diabetes. While more research is pending to confirm these associations, the safety and importance of oral health care for the woman herself remains a key factor in achieving overall health and wellbeing. Additionally, transmission of caries-causing bacteria from mother-to-child is the primary vehicle through which children first acquire the disease that causes cavities. The healthier the mother’s mouth, and the longer the initial transmission of bacteria is delayed, the more likely children are to establish and maintain good oral health. 

The Project promotes prevention as the best path to keeping our children healthy and to giving them the best start in life. We can promote the oral health of children by:
· Ensuring that children, especially those at greatest risk for dental disease, visit the dentist by age one as recommended by the AAPD, and establish a dental home as a source of comprehensive care in an ongoing relationship between provider and patient. 
·  Ensuring that children have access to preventive measures such as sealants (often offered in schools), fluoridated water and/or fluoride supplements, and access to oral health professionals for regular screenings and treatment.
· Educating families, health care providers, child care providers and others that come in contact with young children about dental caries – including how to prevent disease and manage it after onset.  
· Educating providers on the safety and importance of oral health care during pregnancy, encouraging referrals to care when necessary, and ensuring that pregnant women have access to oral health care during and after their pregnancy. 
· Promoting the preventable and infectious nature of dental caries to the public at large to increase their knowledge and actions in preventing dental disease.
The Project works to enhance maternal and child oral health programming across the country at the local, state, and national levels, specifically addressing the need to contribute to various health providers’ knowledge, skills, and practices regarding perinatal and infant oral health. The Project works collaboratively with Maternal and Child Health Bureau grantees that are members of the Alliance for Information on Maternal and Child Health (AIM). Through AIM partners, AAPD and CDHP have created new, nontraditional partnerships with organizations representing business, government, direct service providers, and philanthropy, and have disseminated oral health concepts and guidelines to a larger group of maternal and child health providers. 
The AAPD is the membership organization representing the specialty of pediatric dentistry. AAPD advocates policies, guidelines, and programs that promote optimal oral health and oral health care for children. Children’s Dental Health Project (CDHP) is a national non-profit organization with the vision of achieving equity in children’s oral health. CDHP works to eliminate barriers to preventing dental disease to ensure that all children reach their full potential. 

For more information, please visit www.cdhp.org, or contact:
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