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Painful Teeth Keep Kids Awake, Distract Them in School 
Parents encouraged to schedule checkups in observance of 

February’s National Children’s Dental Health Month 
 

EAGAN Minn. (Jan. 30, 2003) — They’re irritable, can’t concentrate, and their teachers 

are wondering about learning problems when they should be asking the children whether 

their mouths hurt. 

 

It sounds obvious, but in the list of variables that affect school children’s learning, painful 

cavities are relative newcomers. Parents and teachers have been told to troubleshoot student 

distraction with everything from vision tests to Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) screenings, 

but a trip to a dentist might be in order. 

 

“Pain in the mouth can keep kids awake at night, distract them in class, keep them from 

playing with their friends and make it difficult for them to eat,” said Richard J. Hastreiter 

(DDS, MPH) vice president of the Oral Health Management Center at Delta Dental Plan of 

Minnesota. “If a child is distracted by sneezing from hay fever or the trauma of asthma 

attacks, doctors can intervene with various treatments. The surgeon general has pointed out 

that tooth decay is more common than either of these conditions, and we can and should treat 

it accordingly.” 

 

Tooth decay is the most common chronic childhood disease – five times more common than 

asthma and seven times more common than hay fever, according to the Surgeon General’s 

report, Oral Health in America, which was released in 2000. 

(more) 
 



Painful teeth in kids…. Pg/2 

 

Meanwhile, a study1 released at the end of 2002 reports that 47 percent of the 35,938 children 

in the study did not receive regular dental visits.  The researchers speculated that parents 

might not know or understand the recommended guidelines for dental checkups.  

 
“It is important that the frequency of regular dental visits be tailored to the unique oral 

health needs of the individual patient,” said Hastreiter.  

 

Reclaiming millions of lost hours of schooling 

The surgeon general’s report also stated that more than 51 million school hours are lost to 

dental-related illness each year. When dental problems are treated and children are no longer 

in pain, both their learning and school attendance improve, according to the American 

Journal of Public Health. 

 

“In addition to scheduling regular checkups, parents can periodically check their children’s 

mouths for signs of periodontal disease, including bleeding, swollen and/or bright red gums, 

persistent bad breath and gums that have receded from the teeth,” Hastreiter said. 

 

An innovator in oral health benefit plans, Delta Dental Plan of Minnesota is an independently 
operated, nonprofit dental services company that administers self-insured and prepaid dental 
service plans.  Delta Dental serves more than 8,600 employer groups with more than 2.8 million 
members in Minnesota and across the nation.  Delta Dental Plan of Minnesota is headquartered 
in Eagan, and has a customer service center on Minnesota’s Iron Range.  For more information, 
visit our Web site at www.deltadentalmn.org. 
 
 

 

 

Media are encouraged to run the attached “Children’s Healthy Smiles” educational 
pieces throughout the month of February, to mark Children’s Dental Health Month. 

 

 

 

1.) Pediatrics 2002; 110: e73 



 

CHILDREN’S HEALTHY SMILES BEGIN AT HOME, PART I 
BY DELTA DENTAL PLAN OF MINNESOTA. 

 
There are few sights more delightful than a child’s smile.  
 
Parents and primary caregivers play an important role in making sure that healthy smiles happen. 
Prevention of oral diseases is the key to obtaining and maintaining good oral health for a 
lifetime.  Attitudes and habits established at an early age can last a lifetime. That’s why the 
basics for preventing oral diseases really do matter if we’re going to help our children enjoy a 
lifetime of healthy teeth and gums. This is the first in a series of tips and practices that can help 
you and your child achieve this goal.  
 
• Practicing Good Oral Hygiene is Important.  Parents and primary care givers need to 

supervise and assist children in developing  the habit of practicing good oral hygiene to 
remove dental plaque.  The bacteria in dental plaque make acids out of sugars in foods we 
eat.  These acids cause tooth decay. Two important ways to prevent tooth decay are 
developing the disciplined habit of removing dental plaque by brushing with a fluoride 
toothpaste and using dental floss. 

 
Children will look to you for guidance and to set an example.  Be sure your child sees you 
brush with a fluoride toothpaste and use dental floss daily.  Parents need to ensure that young 
children use only a pea-sized amount of fluoride toothpaste and avoid swallowing it. Every 
child develops skills at different ages – but it is very unusual that a child under the age of 10 
can really get their teeth clean without help.  Every child will need lots of assistance, 
supervision and encouragement over those early years to truly make good oral hygiene a 
habit that will provide life long benefits. 
 
Toothbrushes, fluoride toothpastes and dental floss with the American Dental Association 
Seal of Acceptance provide the best consumer value for safety and effectiveness.  Parents 
should begin using dental floss or an interdental cleaner on their child's teeth as soon as any 
two teeth touch (a place that toothbrush bristles can not reach). Getting the teeth clean (all 
four sides and the top) once a day is the objective, preferably before bedtime after the last 
food of the day.  Brushing teeth again in the morning after breakfast can also be helpful, but 
there is no need to brush after every meal.  The objective is to remove dental plaque – not 
just food - and dental plaque takes many hours (usually about 24) to mature to the point 
where it can produce a significant amount of the acid that causes tooth decay. 
 

Parents and caregivers, it’s up to you.  Teeth were meant to last a lifetime. As a result of 
advances in the prevention of oral diseases, there’s every reason to think that many of today’s 
children can live their entire lives without tooth decay or gum disease.  Helping children learn 
healthy attitudes and habits is the important foundation that will allow them to maintain a 
lifetime of healthy smiles.   
 
To learn more information about dental health care, check out the Oral Health Resources section 
of Delta Dental Plan of Minnesota’s Web site at www.deltadentalmn.org. 



 

 

CHILDREN’S HEALTHY SMILES BEGIN AT HOME, PART II 
BY DELTA DENTAL PLAN OF MINNESOTA 

 
There are few sights more delightful than a child’s smile.   
 
Parents and primary caregivers play an important role in making sure that healthy smiles happen. 
Prevention of oral diseases is the key to obtaining and maintaining good oral health for a lifetime.  
Attitudes and habits established at an early age can last a lifetime. That’s why the basics for 
preventing oral diseases really do matter if we’re going to help our children enjoy a lifetime of 
healthy teeth and gums. This is the second in a series of tips and practices that can help you and 
your child achieve this goal. 
 
• Fluoride.  Drinking fluoridated water and using fluoride toothpaste are two of the best ways to 
prevent tooth decay.  Children who drink water containing fluoride from birth have on average 
about 40 percent fewer cavities.  But because both under use and overuse of fluoride can cause 
problems, you should ask your dentist if your child is getting the proper amount of fluoride.  If 
your child does not have access to optimally fluoridated drinking water, or if you usually give your 
child bottled or purified water to drink with insufficient fluoride, your dentist may recommend 
fluoride supplements, office fluoride treatments, or home use of fluoride applications. 

• Dental Sealants.  If children are going to develop tooth decay, the most likely place for it to 
occur is on the posterior (back) teeth in the natural grooves on the tops of those teeth.  Dental 
sealants are thin, plastic (acrylic) coverings that seal these grooves so that bacteria (plaque) cannot 
get into them.  Dental sealants can last for many years but sometimes need minor repairs so that 
they maintain a complete seal.  Not all children need sealants.  Ask a dentist if your child is at risk 
for tooth decay and if it would be beneficial to have dental sealants placed on those teeth that need 
them. 

• Diet.  A proper diet is extremely important for both oral health and overall general health.  What 
we eat and what we give our children to eat are choices that form lifelong habits.  Excessive and 
frequent sugar intake – particularly frequent consumption of soda pop or other drinks and foods 
with a high sugar content on a daily basis – are some of the biggest problems in people’s diets.  
Many foods contain some form of sugar, including foods that you normally would not expect, such 
as bread and milk.  That is why dentists recommend limiting the number of snacks and 
encouraging the choice of non-sticky type foods, thereby limiting the amount of time sugar is in 
contact with the teeth.   

Parents and caregivers, it’s up to you.  Teeth were meant to last a lifetime. As a result of advances 
in the prevention of oral diseases, there’s every reason to think that many of today’s children can 
live their entire lives without tooth decay or gum disease.  Helping children learn healthy attitudes 
and habits is the important foundation that will allow them to maintain a lifetime of healthy smiles.   
 
To learn more information about dental health care, check out the Oral Health Resources section of 
Delta Dental Plan of Minnesota’s Web site at www.deltadentalmn.org. 
 



 

CHILDREN’S HEALTHY SMILES BEGIN AT HOME, PART III 
BY DELTA DENTAL PLAN OF MINNESOTA 

 
There are few sights more delightful than a child’s smile.   
 
Parents and primary caregivers play an important role in making sure that healthy smiles happen. 
Prevention of oral diseases is the key to obtaining and maintaining good oral health for a lifetime.  
Attitudes and habits established at an early age can last a lifetime. That’s why the basics for 
preventing oral diseases really do matter if we’re going to help our children enjoy a lifetime of 
healthy teeth and gums. This is the third in a series of tips and practices that can help you and 
your child achieve this goal. 
 
• Visiting the Dentist.  Professional evaluation, intervention, and guidance by a dentist are 
important components of maintaining good oral health.  The Academy of Pediatric Dentistry 
recommends that a child’s first visit to the dentist take place around the time of their first birthday.  
The dentist can check for tooth decay and assess your child’s oral growth and development.  The 
dentist can also teach you how to properly clean your child's teeth, determine if your child has any 
fluoride needs, and evaluate the potential effect of any habits such as thumbsucking or use of a 
bottle or “tippy cup”. This visit is a good opportunity to initiate a positive and productive 
relationship that can provide the foundation for a lifetime of good oral health. 
 
•  Emergencies.  Traumatic oral injuries to teeth are the No. 1 cause of dental emergencies.  
Wearing a well-fitting mouthguard when playing sports can help prevent many dental 
emergencies.  When a tooth is knocked out, fractured, or moved out of position, get to a dentist as 
quickly as possible.  If a tooth is knocked out, do not scrub it or hold it by the root.  Gently rinse 
off any dirt on the tooth and then try to put it back in its original position.  There is a good 
possibility that the tooth can be saved if repositioned within 30 min.  If you are unable to achieve 
that, place the tooth in milk or water (or a commercial product made for this purpose) and get to 
the dentist within 30 min.  If more time has elapsed, it is still important to take your child to the 
dentist as soon as possible, along with the tooth (or any part of the tooth you can find). 

• Orthodontic Care.  Many parents are unsure when, or if, their child would benefit from 
orthodontic care – braces.  Your dentist or an orthodontist can help you make decisions when your 
child is around age 9 or 10.  In some cases, early intervention can prevent the need for additional 
orthodontic care when they’re older.  Permanent teeth are larger than baby teeth and will need 
more space when they erupt.  Therefore, if there is no space between the baby teeth, it is more 
likely that there may not be enough room for the permanent teeth and orthodontic treatment may 
be a consideration.   
 
Parents and caregivers, it’s up to you.  Teeth were meant to last a lifetime. As a result of advances 
in the prevention of oral diseases, there’s every reason to think that many of today’s children can 
live their entire lives without tooth decay or gum disease.  Helping children learn healthy attitudes 
and habits is the important foundation that will allow them to maintain a lifetime of healthy smiles.   
 
To learn more information about dental health care, check out the Oral Health Resources section of 
Delta Dental Plan of Minnesota’s Web site at www.deltadentalmn.org 
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