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PREVENTING CAVITIES THROUGH COMMUNITY PROGRAMS
Although dental caries (tooth decay) is largely preventable, it still affects roughly 25% of children aged 6 to 11 years and nearly 60% of adolescents aged 12 to 19 years. Tooth decay is four times more common than asthma among adolescents aged 14 to 17 years. 

Once established, the disease requires treatment. A cavity only grows larger and more expensive to repair the longer it remains untreated. However, less than 1 of 3 children enrolled in Medicaid received at least one preventive dental service in a recent year. 

The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) recognizes community water fluoridation as one of the ten great public health achievements of the 20th century. Community water fluoridation still prevents tooth decay even though people now also get fluoride from other sources such as toothpaste, rinses, and other topical applications at the dental office.  At present, 69% of individuals on public water systems—more than 184 million people—are receiving the benefits of community water fluoridation. 

Through the Northwoods Dental Project, a free, school-based fluoride varnish program called Healthy Smiles is offered to children ages six months through five years of age who are enrolled in or are eligible for Head Start and Pre-K classes. Children receive an oral health screening, fluoride varnish application, dental supplies and parent letter containing results and recommendations from the screening. 
The Northwoods Dental Project offers Seal-A-Smile, a school-based dental sealant program free to parents of second and sixth grade students in Forest, Oneida and Vilas counties. A portable dental clinic is set up at the school so children can receive an oral health screening, dental sealants (if necessary), dental supplies, and oral health education. Parents receive a letter providing information about the oral health screening, observations made and follow-up suggestions. The Northwoods Dental Project uses a dental sealant material that does not contains Bisphenol A (BPA). 
Children receiving dental sealants in school-based programs have 60% fewer new decay in the pit and fissure surfaces of back teeth, which is where the majority of decay takes place.  School-based sealant programs provide sealants to children unlikely to receive them otherwise (e.g., children in uninsured or low-income households or in underserved areas). 
For more information about community oral health programs, visit the Vilas County Public Health Department web site at www.VilasPublicHealth.com/northwoodsdental.html.
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