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SCHOOL-BASED DENTAL CARE COMING TO NEW BEDFORD

Local Program is First in Statewide Rollout 

NEW BEDFORD, (October 23, 2006) – In the official launch of what will soon be a statewide program, the new Oral Health Impact Project (OHIP) debuts this week in the New Bedford school system – offering preventative and restorative in-school dental care for children who are qualified for Mass Health dental coverage.  The district-wide initiative will launch in Gomes, Hayden-McFadden, Phillips Avenue, Hannigan, Carlos Pacheco, Dunbar, Rodman and Campbell.

More broadly, this new program also provides eligible children with an ongoing “dental home” – a place where they can receive consistent, high-quality dental care.  
A Silent Epidemic
Nationwide, an estimated 51 million school hours are lost each year due to dental disease.  Overall, tooth decay ranks as the most common childhood disease – five times more common than asthma.  Throughout Massachusetts, children in many communities receive no care or inconsistent care, due to a variety of factors.  
In turning its attention to Massachusetts schools, OHIP is initiating its program in partnership with the New Bedford school system because of the district’s relatively large numbers of children who have no dental homes, because they are under-insured, uninsured or have no access to dentists who accept their Mass Health coverage.   
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“Childhood dental disease is a silent epidemic in New Bedford and, in fact, throughout Massachusetts,” said Dr. Mark Doherty, a Massachusetts Community Health dentist for the past 30 years.  Dr. Doherty has been actively involved in the creation of the OHIP Massachusetts model, which is one of several initiatives he helps lead to provide oral health services to Commonwealth children who do not receive oral health care on a regular basis.
What is OHIP?  

OHIP is a national initiative created to bring high-quality dental care and dental homes to lower-income students on a portable basis.  Dental homes can be created through portable in-school dental care (such as the case in New Bedford) or through centrally located care centers,  which, when combined with portable outreach teams, offer an even more expansive scope of services."  OHIP services can also be delivered via vehicles containing dental equipment.
“In New Bedford, OHIP is literally bringing the dentist’s office into the school, complete with state-of-the-art equipment and professionally trained staff,” said Dr. Doherty.  “We’ve found that students are far more comfortable being treated in the school environment than in a traditional clinical setting, because in school they have the support of their teachers and schoolmates, and the benefit of familiar surroundings.”

Among the many other advantages of this school-based program is that parents and guardians aren’t required to take time off from work for their children’s dental appointments, transportation costs and logistics are mitigated, and students lose appreciably less classroom time.  In addition, OHIP guarantees that parents and guardians will receive a full report on their child’s oral health condition, including a record of services received.  Further dental referrals will also be offered when appropriate.

OHIP will be present in each school for regular hours to be announced.
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Staggering statistics
“The dental statistics among our children are as appalling as they are staggering,” Dr. Doherty said.  “Sixty-five percent of third graders in our target population have a history of tooth decay; 40 percent have untreated tooth decay; and only 12 percent of the State’s dentists accept Mass Health dental insurance, even though more than 500,000 children have a Mass Health card providing for dental treatment.  Our State’s Community Health Centers and dental schools have limited resources to handle much of the overflow.    As a result, many of these alternative outlets are booked several months in advance.” 
Larry Caplin, DMD, CEO of OHIP, added that, “OHIP is designed to help vastly improve the quality of dental care received by students in New Bedford and elsewhere in the State.  We aim to create a sustainable program in Massachusetts that, in five years, will increase eligible children’s access to dental care by 50 percent.”

Looking ahead

In the coming months, OHIP will also roll out in other Massachusetts communities.  Over the next five years, plans are to launch the OHIP initiative nationally, focusing on those states with the greatest need.  

In addition to the project’s primary goal of enhancing student access to quality dental care, Dr. Caplin also envisions a secondary goal: Helping recruit the next generation of dental professionals.

“There is a dental crisis in this State that is two-fold,” he explained.  “Certainly, there are far too many children who are uninsured or under-insured, and who as a result receive inadequate dental care.  But, at the same time that the need for quality dentistry is increasing, the number of practicing dentists is falling.  On a net basis, the country is losing nearly 2,000 dental providers a year.  

“Through OHIP and other efforts, we’re hoping to demonstrate exactly how rewarding a dental career can be – not simply financially, but from the perspective of contributing something truly meaningful to the community.”
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