Clinical article: For use in medical provider newsletters, journals, etc. 


The Medical Provider’s Role in Oral Health
Bylined by an MD for a more effective peer-to-peer communication
Dental caries (tooth decay) is a vertically-transmitted infectious disease that can almost always be prevented.  Unfortunately, most of the general public and many physicians are unaware that the bacteria Strep mutans is responsible for dental caries and that the bacteria is contagious.  
The Strep mutans bacteria causes cavities by metabolizing sugars into acids that demineralize dental enamel. Poor dietary habits that keep sugar in the mouth between meals feed this bacteria and do not permit the normal re-mineralization that occurs between meals.

Because medical homes are generally tend to be more common than dental homes, physicians are in an ideal position to educate patients about the importance of oral health and the basic preventive steps that can keep their smile healthy. These steps include:

· Brush teeth twice every day for two minutes with fluoride toothpaste.

· Floss between all teeth, every day.

· Regular dental visits – ideally every six months.

· Drink plenty of fluoridated water and limit between-meal snacks.

· Avoid starchy, sweet, and sticky foods, as well as sugary drinks.


If your practice sees children, additional guidance should be provided to parents and caregivers: 


· Before baby has teeth, wipe gums with a clean wash cloth morning and night.

· After the first tooth, brush with a soft toothbrush and fluoride toothpaste twice a day.

· Put only formula, milk or water in a baby bottle – no juice or sweet drinks.

· Putting only water in the sippy cup outside of mealtime. 

· Not sharing spoons, forks or putting anything in your mouth before your baby’s
· All children should see a dentist by their first birthday and get dental sealants by age 6 to protect the first permanent molars.
Additional guidance should also be provided to all prenatal patients: 


· Snacking, nausea and hormonal changes are a natural part of pregnancy, but can make you particularly vulnerable to dental disease.  
· Left untreated, severe gum disease may increase health risks for mother and baby.
· It is safe for pregnant women to have dental examinations, routine cleaning, and restorative treatment.
· For morning sickness, rinse your mouth with a teaspoon of baking soda and water after vomiting to remove harmful acid and then brush your teeth.
The connection between oral health and overall health 
Physicians can help prevent dental disease in patients of all ages by paying attention to oral health and administering basic preventive guidance. Studies suggest that dental disease may contribute to a number of other health problems
. 
Because of these potential links, it is important for physicians to ask their patients about any changes in their dental health. This is especially important for those patients at risk for certain conditions that may be linked to oral health, such as: 
· Endocarditis: This infection of the endocardium (inner lining of the heart) typically occurs when bacteria or other germs from another part of the body, such as the mouth, spread through the bloodstream and attach to damaged areas of the heart.

· Cardiovascular disease: Research suggests that heart disease, clogged arteries and stroke might be linked to the inflammation and infections that oral bacteria can cause, such as inflammation associated with periodontitis (a severe form of gum disease).
· Pregnancy: Some research has also associated periodontitis with premature birth and low birth weight.
· Osteoporosis: Studies have also suggested that periodontal bone loss and tooth loss might be linked to osteoporosis. 
· Diabetes: By lowering the body's resistance to infection, Diabetes can contribute to the increased severity of oral health conditions. Gum disease appears to be more frequent and severe among people who have diabetes. Research shows that people who have gum disease have a harder time controlling their blood sugar levels.
· HIV/AIDS: Oral problems, such as painful mucosal lesions, are common in people who have HIV/AIDS. Other oral health problems are often more severe for those with HIV/AIDS, due to the body's reduced resistance to infection.
· Alzheimer's disease: Tooth loss before age 35 has potentially been associated with increased a risk factor for Alzheimer's disease.

· Other conditions: A number of other conditions, such as eating disorders and oral cancer, can often first be detected through oral screenings in medical or dental settings. 
This intimate connection between overall health and oral health is why, as medical professionals, it is critical that we pay attention to what is happening in our patient’s mouths. Dental visits should always be encouraged, but the medical home often serves as the frontline for making the connection between oral and overall health. 
More oral health information and free educational resources are available from the Delaware Division of Public Health. The Bureau of Oral Health and Dental Services can be contacted at dhss_dph_dental@state.de.us, 302-744-4554 or by visiting http://dhss.delaware.gov/dhss/dph/hsm/ohphome.html 
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