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How to prevent
decay

tooth
Dentists are removing an
increasing number of decayed
teeth from pre-school children
– but the good news is that
90 per cent of cases are
preventable through simple oral
hygiene, says Georgina Fuller.
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oor oral health has been
in the news recently, with
ﬁgures suggesting more than
100 operations to remove
multiple decayed teeth from
children and teens take place
in UK hospitals every day,
costing an estimated £35m.
Statistics released by the Faculty of Dental
Surgery (FDS) at the Royal College of Surgeons
also showed that 80 per cent of 1- to 2-year-olds
did not visit an NHS dentist between March
2016 and March 2017. The ﬁgures also indicated
that 60 per cent of children aged 1 to 4 did not
have a dental check-up in the same period.
In a recent PACEY survey, members conﬁrmed
that only 44 per cent of respondents knew the
children in their care visited a dentist regularly
(twice a year), while 43 per cent didn’t know.
The FDS also found a total of 9,220 cases
of tooth extractions performed in hospitals in
England on children aged 1 to 4 – a 24 per cent
increase in the last decade.
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Oral health

The faculty said the majority of these cases
are attributable to tooth decay – which is
90 per cent preventable through good
oral hygiene.
So what more can be done to
help tackle children’s oral health?
Professor Marie Therese
Hosey, Head of Paediatric
the annual cost
Dentistry at King’s College
of multiple tooth
London Dental Institute, says
extractions
in children
children, or rather babies, should
start going to the dentist as soon
as their ﬁrst tooth comes through to
prevent problems later on.
“Unfortunately, I see lots of pre-school
children with extreme tooth decay and very
poor oral health,” says Marie.
“I often have to take six or seven teeth
out at a time in children as young as ﬁve
because they have early childhood caries
[one or more decayed tooth surfaces].”
While the increased usage of ﬂuoride
in toothpaste has helped minimise tooth
decay in minor cases, things have got
considerably worse at the other end
of the oral health spectrum, says Marie.
“There is still a hardcore part of the
population with rampant early childhood
caries which has got worse and worse,”
she notes.
The Children’s Dental Health Survey,
published in 2013 and carried out
every 10 years since 1973, found that
nearly a third (31 per cent) of 5-yearolds and nearly half (46 per cent) of
8-year-olds had obvious decay in
their primary teeth. Untreated
decay into dentine in primary
teeth was found in 28 per
cent of 5-year-olds and 39
per cent of 8-year-olds.
The study also found
that children from lowerincome families (and
eligible for free school
meals) were more likely to
have oral disease than other
children of the same age. A
ﬁfth (21 per cent) of the 5-yearolds who were eligible for free school meals had
severe or extensive tooth decay, compared with

11 per cent of 5-year-olds who were not eligible.
Poor diet and poor oral hygiene obviously play
a signiﬁcant part, but there are also a number of
other complex factors to take into account,
including social inequalities and cultural
inﬂuences. Marie explains that Eastern
European and Portuguese cultures, for
example, can include giving babies and
toddlers an orangeade drink or milk
powder, both of which are high in sugar
and likely to cause tooth decay.
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The role of childcare providers
Dr Jenny Godson, a Consultant in Dental Public
Health at Public Health England (PHE), says
there are three key measures that childcare
providers can take to improve oral health. These
include reducing the consumption of food and
drink that contain sugars, educating children
about the need to brush their teeth twice daily
with ﬂuoride toothpaste (including last thing
at night) and emphasising the importance to
parents of children visiting the dentist when their
ﬁrst tooth appears, and then on a regular basis.
“Childminders and childcare providers can
help support and promote these behaviours by
providing healthy food and drinks, toothbrushes
and ﬂuoride toothpaste so they can supervise
toothbrushing in the early years setting that
supports home-brushing,” says Jenny.
When PACEY members were asked about
oral health in their setting, 42 per cent stated
that children “never” brush their teeth while in
their setting and 10 per cent said they always did.

Brushing programme
PHE commissioned a study into facilitated
toothbrushing and oral health in early years
settings last year, with the aim of supporting
sustained awareness of oral health in 2-, 3and 4-year-olds. This study, undertaken by
4Children, looked into the feasibility of running
a supervised toothbrushing programme in
private and voluntary early years settings,
as well as with childminders.
The cost of such a programme was found to
be relatively low, and the programme increased
practitioners’ knowledge in toothbrushing
technique, appropriate types and amounts of
toothpaste, and storage of brushes.
In the PACEY survey, 50 per cent of
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respondents said they would
welcome further support or
resources on encouraging oral
health in their setting. A total
of 80 per cent said they would
value a dental health professional
demonstrating good practice and
Over a third of the diet should come from
• Water and milk
fruit and vegetables, and children should
52 per cent saw value in the health
• 150ml (one portion) of fruit
eat at least ﬁve portions of fruit and
juice or smoothies per day,
professional giving guidance to
vegetables every day. A portion is 80g or
s.
to be consumed at meal times.
one of the following:
parents. Just under 85 per cent
• Slice of a large fruit such as a melon
would welcome free brushing kits
• Whole piece of fruit such as an apple
for children in their setting too.
or banana
Jenny says childminders and
• Soft drinks
• Two pieces of small fruit such as satsumas
childcare providers also need to
• Biscuits, buns, pastries and cakes
• Two to four tablespoons of cooked
cut down on the amount of sugary
• Sugary breakfast
st cereals
vegetables
food they offer, especially between
• Sweets and chocolate.
ocolate.
• Bowl of mixed salad
meals. “Each time we eat sugary
•
30g
(1
heaped
tablespoon)
of
dried
food and drink, the bacteria in
Source: PHE
fruit, such as raisins and apricots, to be
dental plaque produce acid that
consumed at meal times.
attacks teeth. If we eat or drink
sugary foods frequently throughout
the day we have more acid attacks,
which can lead to tooth decay,” she
looks after and is encouraging
ouraging th
them to
explains. PHE recommends only giving sweet
learn about making healthy choices with
foods, including dried fruit, with meals. It also
both food and drink. She uses a range
recommends only serving water or a maximum
of 5-year-olds
of resources and posters to reinforce the
of 150ml (one portion) of fruit juice per day
showing signs of
“obvious decay”
importance of daily oral health routines,
with meals.
showing information about sugar content
The consequences of not looking after
in drinks.
a child’s oral health can have long-term
implications. “Once a permanent tooth
It’s everyone’s business
has been ﬁlled, this will require care and
of under-2s
are not taken to
Jenny says that oral health is, ultimately,
maintenance throughout life with replacement
the dentist
everyone’s business – from national and
ﬁllings, or if the ﬁlling is large may require
Sources: Health and
local health policy-makers, to healthcare,
more advanced care requiring root ﬁllings or
Social Care Information
childcare and early years settings, families
crowns,” says Jenny. “These will incur a cost to
Centre, Faculty of
Dental Surgery
and the food and drink industry.
adults later in life.”
“Preventing tooth decay also ﬁts in
resources
Support is key
with the Government’s childhood obesity
Sue Smith, a childminder and PACEY
strategy, and work on health inequalities
To consult the
Children’s Dental
Local facilitator in Cambridgeshire, says it’s
and social justice,” she notes. “Dental
Health Survey 2013,
important to support children and families
decay can be a sign of a poor diet – in
commissioned by
the Health and Social
in all areas of learning and development,
particular excess sugar consumption – which
Care Information
including oral health. “I try and cover everything
can cause obesity. Overweight or obese
Centre, go to bit.ly/
dentalsurvey-2013
from talking about the importance of cleaning
children are more likely to be overweight
The PHE report
teeth with parents and empowering them to
or obese adults, which can cause many
Delivering
have a knowledge of tooth development to
preventable conditions like heart disease
Supervised
Toothbrushing for
helping to take away the fear for children of
and type 2 diabetes.”
Two, Three and Four
going to the dentist,” says Sue.
Prevention, as they always say, is better than
Year Olds in Early
Years Settings can
Sue is currently working on a healthy
cure, so the sooner the issue of oral health and
be found at bit.ly/
eating initiative with the children she
care is tackled the better.
brushing-2016

A dental-friendly diet
Food

Drink

In moderation
on

31%

80%
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