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Dental caries is the most common, chronic disease in children. In fact, in Massachusetts
1 in 10 third graders experience pain due to oral disease. It is well recognized that oral 
disease can significantly impact a child’s general health, result in pain and suffering, impair 
daily function such as school performance and reduce quality of life. This in turn has a 
considerable impact on parents and communities at large. The goal of this poster is to 
describe educational strategies that could enhance students’ educational experience while 
addressing this significant public health problem.
EDUCATIONAL STRATEGIES: 
Service Learning: This educational methodology combines a structured, community 
based learning experience with service and learning objectives and reflection activities.  
Outcomes include community enhancement, powerful didactic learning outcomes for the 
students, and more civically engaged students. Currently in its third year of implementation 
at the Goldman School of Dental Medicine, 115 first year dental students provided 
classroom education, oral health assessments, fluoride varnish application and sealant 
placement for elementary school children in 9 Boston Public schools. Students reported 
better understanding of the community and diverse populations as well as the course 
material.  They also reported a deeper appreciation of what it means to be a health 
professional and a desire to continue community service after  graduation. 
Inter Professional Educational Opportunities: The vast majority of children under age 3 
see a pediatrician annually, but do not see a dentist.  This has led to an increased focus 
on the importance of medical-dental collaborations in addressing the oral health needs of 
very young children. In fact, Medicaid Programs in 35 states, including Massachusetts, 
now reimburse physicians for fluoride varnish applications. Developing joint community-
based experiences, seminars and workshops for medical, dental and public health 
students would undoubtedly enhance the students’ educational experience and reinforce 
the collaborative role they will experience throughout their professional careers.
CONCLUSION: 
It is well recognized that an interdisciplinary approach to the children’s oral health 
problems is necessary and students across the Medical Campus would benefit from 
educational strategies that mirror this approach. Service learning activities focused on 
prevention of children’s oral health problems would be an ideal strategy for such 
collaboration.
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Service Learning Community service
Includes a classroom component 
for students with specific learning 
objectives.
Improves academic skills by 
application of didactic material in 
real world and  effective refection 
on experiences.

Reinforces and Links service and 
learning while addressing a 
community need.

Emphasizes on performing 
service to community and  skills 
of volunteering.

Oral Disease - a significant health issue
Oral Health: “Oral Health is essential to the general health and well being of all 
Americans and  can be achieved by all Americans”- A report of the Surgeon 
General, Department of Health and Human Services U.S. Public Health Service.
Oral Diseases: Dental Caries, Early Childhood Caries (ECC), and Gingivitis are 
some common oral diseases in children. Among these the Dental Caries is  the 
most common chronic childhood disease. Dental Caries is a bacterial infection 
that causes decalcification of the tooth enamel and can lead  to continued 
destruction of enamel, dentin and pulp. If  left  untreated can lead to a systemic 
infection and has recently resulted in the deaths of several children. Teeth might 
be filled or missing following  caries. Dental sealants are plastic materials applied 
to the chewing surfaces of permanent molars to prevent decay.
Caries Experience: This graph shows the prevalence of  untreated decay, pain 
in teeth, caries experience, and dental sealants among 3 rd grade children of 
Suffolk county (Boston) and Massachusetts  in  2007, Data Courtesy of The 
Catalyst Institute.   
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Early childhood caries (ECC)

Offers dental students a unique learning experience by exposing them to 
community based dentistry and social advocacy. Recently 115 first year dental 
students provided classroom education, oral health assessments, fluoride varnish 
application and sealant placement for elementary school children in  9  Boston 
Public Schools. 
Benefits:
• By identifying and addressing real needs, students  learn  to

apply classroom learning to a real world context
• Students provide valuable services to schools and communities
• Hands on dental activities from their first semester
• A way to provide more authenticity and purpose for classroom learning

Internships and cooperative education are experiential and include a classroom 
component, they generally do not focus on service to the community. The three 
main goals of service-learning are improving learning, promoting civic 
engagement, and strengthening communities.7

Inter professional education, occurs when two or more professions learn from and 
about one another to improve collaboration and the quality of care provided.1 IPE 
has developed and expanded during the past thirty years to encourage 
collaboration in health and social care, to improve services, effect change and 
implement workforce  strategies. 
IPEO enhances students education by:
1. Learning more about the roles of other professions
2. Enhancing their ability to work with other health professionals
3. Enhancing their clinical skills
4. Providing exposure to alternative career pathways

1. Increased focus on the importance of medical-dental collaborations in 
addressing the oral health needs for children under age 3 as they see a 
pediatrician annually, but do not see a dentist. More number of Early 
Childhood Caries lesions will be prevented and arrested by  fluoride varnish 
applications.

2. Medicaid Programs in 35 states, including Massachusetts, now reimburse 
physicians for  fluoride varnish applications. Fluoride varnish is a highly 
concentrated form of fluoride which is applied to the tooth's surface to 
prevent tooth decay.

3. Impact also includes enhancing the students’ educational experience and 
reinforcing the collaborative  role throughout their professional careers.
Early Childhood Caries (ECC)  is the presence of one or more decayed, 
missing (due to caries), or filled tooth surfaces on any primary tooth in 
children up to 71 months of age (NIH).6

Service Learning: This educational methodology combines a structured, 
community based learning experience with service and learning objectives and 
reflection activities. It  is an experiential learning,  reinforces classroom knowledge 
and  provides students an opportunity to integrate didactic and (preclinical 
experiences.    
Advantages: 
• Students have a better understanding of the community and the course  material
• Deeper appreciation of the essence of a health professional .
• More civically engaged students and graduates.
• The community will benefit from service oriented future dentists.
A critical component of  Service Learning  is  REFLECTION.
Types of Reflection:
1. Group dialogue – in person or electronically
2. Structured journal writing: students answer a set of questions
3. Critical incident Reports
4. Photo-journals – uses pictures or events to document experiences 
5. Directed Writing Assignments
6. Essays

Effective Inter professional 
Education - Argument, Assumption 
and Evidence (2005) By Hugh Barr 
et all,  

Individual Preparation:
• Relational awareness 
• Social exchange 
• Negotiation 
• Cooperation 
Cultivating collaboration in group and 
teams:
• Work-group mentality 
• Group development 
• Team learning 
Improving services and the quality of 
care:
• Systems 
• Organizational learning 
• Activity 

Recommendations

Conclusion:   It is well recognized that an interdisciplinary approach to the 
children’s oral health problems is necessary. Students across the  Medical 
Campus would benefit from educational strategies that mirror this approach. 
Service learning activities focused on prevention of children’s oral health 
problems would be an ideal strategy for such collaboration and would help to 
address the significant oral health disparities experienced  in the city of Boston.
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