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Dental Health

Dental Health
During the spring of 2009, the Kentucky Department for Public Health conducted community forums throughout the State of Kentucky. Dental Health was chosen as a small table topic in nine out of eleven forum sites. Qualitative analysis of the data was performed to identify major issues in each topic. The following fact sheet contains information that was obtained from the forum participants as it pertains to this topic.

Major Issues Identified

The major issues identified in oral health include access to care, lack of education and knowledge about oral health, behavior of parents toward dental health, Medicaid billing issues, and school policy.

Access to Care

Access to dental care was the main issue that emerged in all but one site and it was ranked the highest by the participants. Discussion about access to dental care was focused on the lack of extended clinic hours, lack of dental providers who accept Medicaid, lack of providers with sliding fee scale, not enough providers in the area, lack of emergency dental care, lack of dental insurance, lack of transportation, high insurance co-pay, lack of insurance providers, lack of pediatric dentists, high costs of insurance, lack of safety net clinics, lack of pediatric dentists. 

“…The cost of care and/ or lack of insurance limit a person's ability to seek dental care”

“…lack of dentist that take passport”

“…transportation to get kids to dentist”

Lack of education and knowledge about dental health

The participants felt that parents do not have adequate knowledge about good oral health and hence, should be educated on this subject along with their children..

“…parents lack knowledge of preventive measures for dental care (i.e. nutrition)”

“…limited reinforced dental education with children and parents”

It was also felt that the health care providers should be trained on assessing the children’s teeth and be able to provide referral for dental care. 

“…lack of education to the general public and health professionals on the connection of healthy mouth healthy body”

“…population does not understand importance of oral health relation to systemic disease”

The participants suggested that education about dental care was very crucial for pregnant women.

 “…prenatal dental education-begin at conception through pregnancy/birth”

Behavior of parents towards dental health

In this issue the participants felt that dental health was not a priority among parents. The attitude of parents affects addressing the children’s need for good oral health. According to the participants, the parents have a fear of dentists, think that if there is no pain in the teeth it is not necessary to go to the dentist, the baby teeth of children will be lost eventually so the need to see a dentist is not a priority, they lack the motivation to follow through with dental appointments, in some cases the kids are not seen until they are one year old. They stated,

 “….mentality: dental care not important”

School Policy

Participants discussed a need for more information about the mandatory dental screening policy for children as they enroll in public schools in 2010-2011.They also wanted clear instructions for the enforcement and follow-up on these screenings. It is possible that everyone is not yet aware of the new policy since some participants expressed it as a need.

“…new dental screening policy for school entry …(who can do it?... follow-up for problems? ..pay?, etc.) vague, no follow-up from pre-school regular screenings” 

“…no requirement for school entrance (except head start)”

Medicaid Billing Issues

The low reimbursement rates of Medicaid to dentists and an inability of the dental hygienists to bill were cited as barriers for dental care.

Current Capacity/Resources

There were several common services provided for Dental Health. These included: school-based dental sealants, ‘Smile KY’, dental mobile health unit, head start entrance requirement, health department varnish program, school entry screening law and fluoridated water. Many of the programs address the major health problem among children but there seems to be lack of services for pregnant women and other adult population. 

Suggested Steps to Address the Issue

The suggested action list for addressing problems in dental health included: implementation of a mandatory school policy to screen children for oral health, availability of mobile dental clinics and parent education. 

In order for schools to enforce the law requiring dental screening the participants suggested that the number of employees that can provide these screenings should be increased and volunteer services should also be sought. According to some participants,

“….Policy to require dental hygienist to work in schools to provide services onsite it is currently in other states…”

The participants wanted to opt out of the need for parental consent to screen their child.

Suggested action steps to get a mobile/portable comprehensive clinic included contacting

local funding sources, local companies, and local clubs; contacting universities with portable equipment.;, and contacting local dentists to bring their equipment. Increasing awareness about dental health in parents could be done by a statewide multimedia campaign. One comment was,

“….Develop a branding ‘go to the dentist on your b-day’…”
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