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Introduction

Dental health is one of the most important parts of a child’s well-being. Healthy teeth and gums allow children to eat food correctly, enabling them to speak clearly and with confidence. According to the World Health Organisation (WHO, 2022) Poor dental health in children can affect more than just their teeth it can also affect their learning, growth, and social development.

Many children experience dental problems , tooth decay is one of the most common. Poor dental health can lead to pain, infections, and problems with eating and sleeping, which can have long term effects on overall health (CDC, 2021). Public Health England (2020) states that nearly one in four 5-year-olds in England alone have tooth decay, and children living in these deprived areas are the ones that are most affected by this. 

Within this presentation my aim is to explain what dental health in children means, why it is so important, who highlights the problem, and how it can be solved. It will also show how poverty massively impacts dental health. This presentation describes the role health visitors, schools, and programmes like Design to Smile have in improving dental health outcomes (Public Health Wales, 2020).

Dental health in children includes building strong, healthy teeth and gums in order to ensure children don’t experience any pain or discomfort. Good dental health ensures children are able to eat, speak, and smile without problems (WHO, 2022). Healthy teeth help children feel confident and help them interact socially with those around them. Baby teeth are extremely important; this is because they allow children to chew food properly and help them to speak clearly. Baby teeth are there as a guide, ready for when adult teeth come in; this makes sure they grow into the correct position. Harris et al. (2017) explains that primary teeth getting neglected can lead to pain, infections, and unsolvable teeth problems later in life. A child who loses baby teeth early may experience wonky adult teeth or difficulties when chewing and speaking.

Tooth decay is caused by bacteria in the mouth; this bacteria is found when digesting sugar found in food and drinks. This bacteria can destroy enamel. Enamel is the hard part of a tooth. This can lead to cavities. If not treated, cavities can grow deeper, affecting the nerves in the tooth and causing pain, infections, or even tooth loss (CDC, 2021). Plaque is a major issue when it comes to tooth decay. Brushing helps to remove plaque and prevents it from damaging teeth. It is important that children ensure they are caring for their teeth in order to prevent dental problems (Public Health England, 2017).

Making sure children have good hygiene habits from an early age is vital. Public Health England (2017) recommends children and adults brush their teeth twice daily with fluoride toothpaste from the moment the first tooth is visible and ensure they visit the dentist. Children should also be taught to floss once they have teeth that touch. The Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC, 2021) state that tooth decay is preventable, yet it is still the most common issue in children's health.

Tooth decay is most common in children that come from families living in poverty. This is often caused by the limited access to healthy food as well as the lack of dental products such as toothbrushes and toothpaste. Not forgetting the difficulty families have accessing necessary dental care. Children living in deprived areas are more likely to consume sugary snacks and drinks, which lead to cavities (Public Health England, 2020). Some parents may not have time, transportation, or the knowledge to take their children to the dentist, which highly increases the risk of dental problems (BDA, 2019).

Dental health in children is hugely important because poor dental health affects multiple areas of a child's life. Tooth decay that doesn’t get the attention it needs from a professional can cause children pain and infections, making it extremely difficult for children to eat or sleep. These problems can also impact a child’s learning. Jackson et al. (2011) found that children with tooth pain were more likely to miss school and had lower grades within school. In some cases, severe dental problems can even require hospital treatment under general anaesthesia, which is stressful for children and families and expensive for the healthcare system (Public Health England, 2020).

Dental issues affect a child’s social life and confidence. The British Dental Association (2019) highlights that children with poor dental health may feel embarrassed to smile or interact with others. Creating low self-esteem and social anxiety. This can develop quickly, affecting friendships and participation in school activities. 

Children who live in deprived areas are more likely to experience these risks. Research shows that children from low-income families are three times more likely to require dental treatment than children from wealthier families (Queen Mary University of London, 2024). 

Preventing tooth decay early is vital. Creating good dental habits early in childhood, including brushing teeth, flossing, a healthy diet, and regular dental visits, can protect children throughout life (CDC, 2021). Early interventions reduce the need for expensive treatments later on in life, help prevent pain, and help children maintain confidence and social well-being (Public Health Wales, 2020). Schools and families must work together to create environments that support healthy habits for children. For example, limiting sugary drinks in school meals and offering educational sessions on dental health can reinforce messages from home (Design to Smile, 2021).

Early-years practitioners, health visitors, school nurses, and dental professionals play a key role in raising awareness about children's dental health. Health visitors, as part of the Healthy Child Wales Programme, work closely with families to provide advice on dental hygiene, diet, and regular dental visits (Public Health Wales, 2020). They identify children at risk of dental problems and support parents in creating healthy routines at home.

School nurses also monitor children’s dental health and provide education in schools. Observations from early-years dentists highlight that many children visit the dentist only when there is pain rather than for regular check-ups (BDA, 2019). These practitioners see firsthand how untreated dental problems affect children’s health, learning, and confidence.

Public health teams collect data on dental health in children, helping to solve issues and pinpoint where interventions are needed most. Research shows that children in deprived areas experience higher rates of tooth decay (Harris et al., 2017). These professionals provide the necessary evidence and support in order to improve dental health for children (WHO, 2022). Health visitors and nurses also provide the necessary materials for families in multiple languages, ensuring communities with diverse backgrounds receive accessible information too.

Improving dental health in children requires a huge team effort between families, schools, health professionals, and community programmes. In Rhondda Cynon Taf (RCT), there are several teams that aim to promote good oral health.

Health visitors provide in depth guidance to families around tooth brushing, healthy diets, and regular dental visits. They also monitor children’s development and identify those at risk of dental problems (Public Health Wales, 2020). Home visits allow health visitors to support families early, helping to form healthy habits before issues develop. Health visitors can also provide fluoride varnish applications and advice on sugar reduction.

The Design to Smile Program provides free toothbrushes and toothpaste to children in schools and nurseries. Staff are trained to educate children on proper brushing techniques and dental hygiene practices. Children often brush their teeth at school under supervision from their teachers; this reinforces habits learnt at home (Design to Smile, 2021). Research shows that programmes like Design to Smile help to reduce tooth decay and improve dental health outcomes, especially in deprived areas.

Community Dental Services provide routine check-ups, preventive care, and treatment for children who may not regularly attend a dentist. Community dental clinics in RCT help reduce barriers to access, such as transportation or financial constraints families might have whilst trying to access dental care (Cardiff University, 2012). They also offer education on diet, dental hygiene, and the importance of regular dental visits. Mobile dental units ensure children in remote areas can access the care they need (Public Health England, 2017).

Parents play a huge role in promoting dental health. Workshops in schools and community centres help to teach parents how to brush their children’s teeth, limit sugary foods, and schedule dental visits. Educated parents are better educated to ensure dental health habits are consistent for their children (Public Health Wales, 2020). The guidance these services provide can include simple tips and tricks for parents, such as using timers for brushing, choosing sugar-free snacks, and encouraging regular check-ups at the detist.

Schools encourage dental health by including dental hygiene lessons within the curriculum. Children learn about the importance of brushing, flossing, healthy eating, and visiting the dentist. This team effort between schools, health visitors, and dental programmes ensures that children receive consistent messages both at home and in education. (Design to Smile, 2021).
Children from families living in poverty face higher risks of tooth decay. Strategies that tackle these issues include providing free dental products, ensuring there are tooth brushing programmes for parents/carers to learn, improving access to dental care, and ensuring there is education on healthy diets (Public Health England, 2020).

Children should brush twice a day with fluoride toothpaste, floss when teeth touch, avoid sugary snacks and drinks, and visit the dentist regularly (CDC, 2021). Parents and carers should supervise brushing for younger children to ensure proper technique and coverage. Simple steps like rinsing after sugary foods, using sugar-free snacks, and drinking water instead of fizzy drinks can make a huge difference. Consistency is key to help prevent more serious problems in the future (Public Health England, 2017).

Dental health in childhood creates long-term problems. Children with untreated dental problems are more likely to experience poor dental health as adults, which can affect employment, social life, and overall health (WHO, 2022). Poor dental health can lead to chronic pain, infections, and even heart problems if bacteria enters the bloodstream (CDC, 2021). Early education gives children the knowledge and habits they need for lifelong dental health (Public Health England, 2017). By investing in dental health during childhood, families and communities can reduce healthcare costs and improve quality of life (BDA, 2019). 

In conclusion dental health is vital for children’s physical, social, and emotional well-being. Healthy teeth and gums allow children to eat, speak, sleep, and feel confident. 

Although tooth decay is common, especially amongst children from families living in poverty, due to limited access to healthy foods, dental products, and professional care (Public Health England, 2020; BDA, 2019). Early interventions, education, and care can reduce these problems and help to improve this issue.

Health visitors, school nurses, dentists, early-year practitioners, and public health programmes like Design to Smile play key roles in supporting children’s dental health (Public Health Wales, 2020; Design to Smile, 2021). Schools and families also contribute by teaching good habits, promoting healthy diets, and ensuring access to dental care. Brushing twice daily, using fluoride toothpaste, flossing, reducing sugary foods, and attending regular dental check-ups protect children from tooth decay and its long-term issues (CDC, 2021; Public Health England, 2017).

Good dental health in children affects more than just their teeth. It supports their learning, social interactions, confidence, and overall quality of life. By working together families, schools, health professionals, and community programmes can help children grow up with healthy teeth and healthy habits, setting them up for a lifetime of well-being and reducing any future healthcare costs (WHO, 2022; Queen Mary University of London, 2024). 



References
1. BMJ Oral Health (2022). The role of health visitors in improving child oral health. Available at: https://bmcoralhealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12903-022-02611-6 

2. British Dental Association (2019). Children’s oral health facts and figures. Available at: https://bda.org/news-centre/latest-news/Pages/Childrens-oral-health.aspx 


3. Cardiff University (2012). Cwm Taf Health Board dental services report. Available at: https://www.cardiff.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/47824/Cwm-Taf-Health-Board2012.pdf 

4. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) (2021). Children’s oral health. Available at: https://www.cdc.gov/oralhealth/children_adults/child.htm 


5. Design to Smile (2021). School toothbrushing programme. Public Health Wales. Available at: https://phw.nhs.wales/services-and-teams/design-to-smile/ 

6. Harris, R., Nicoll, A., Adair, P., & Pine, C. (2017). Risk factors for dental caries in young children: A systematic review. Community Dental Health, 34(2), 71–85. Available at: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28781696 


7. Jackson, S. L., Vann, W. F., Kotch, J. B., Pahel, B. T., & Lee, J. Y. (2011). Impact of poor oral health on children’s school attendance and performance. American Journal of Public Health, 101(10), 1900–1906. Available at: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3182210/

8. Public Health England (2017). Delivering better oral health: An evidence-based toolkit for prevention. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/delivering-better-oral-health-an-evidence-based-toolkit-for-prevention


9. Public Health England (2020). Dental public health epidemiology programme: Oral health survey of 5-year-old children 2019. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/oral-health-survey-of-5-year-old-children-2019 


10. Public Health Wales (2020). Oral health in Wales: A summary of key findings. Available at: https://phw.nhs.wales/services-and-teams/oral-health-in-wales/ 


11. Queen Mary University of London (2024). Socioeconomic inequalities in child dental health. Available at: https://www.qmul.ac.uk/media/news/2024/inequalities-in-child-dental-health.html

    12.    World Health Organization (WHO) (2022). Oral health. Available at: https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/oral-health 



