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Editorials
Promoting Oral Health: The Family Physician's Role
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Poor oral health is a major public health problem in America.:z Caries is the most common
chronic oral condition of early childhood. Adults often seek medical care because of oral pain,
and periodontal disease has been linked to premature birth, diabetes, stroke, and heart disease. In
this issue of American Family Physician, Gonsalves and colleagues point out that older adults are
at risk of oral infections; tooth loss; and many forms of oral pathology, including cancer.:

Although most Americans have a medical home, many do not have access to regular dental care.
Family physicians care for about one quarter of the nation's population: and are well positioned to
reduce the impact of a wide variety of oral conditions, including caries, periodontal disease,
tumors, and trauma. This can be accomplished in all age groups through counseling, oral hygiene
instruction, screening, and appropriate dental referral. Additionally, having an ongoing
relationship with a primary care physician has been independently associated with improved
access to preventive dental care.:

Surveys show that 90 percent of physicians support the incorporation of oral health interventions
into wellness visits, but 40 percent report receiving no medical school or residency training in
oral health.>” Progress is being made, however. Since 2006, oral health education has been a
required component of family medicine residency training.

The Society of Teachers of Family Medicine (STFM) Group on Oral Health was formed in 2004
to merge independently developed, peer-reviewed educational materials+; disseminate them as a
complete, integrated curriculum; and coordinate future educational endeavors in oral health. The
outcome of this collaboration is Smiles for Life: A National Oral Health Curriculum for Family
Medicine.» The curriculum was initially released in October 2005, but has since been
significantly expanded and enhanced. The second edition was released in July 2008.
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The second edition of the Smiles for Life curriculum consists of seven 45-minute Powerpoint
lecture modules; users' guides; and comprehensive, referenced speaker's notes. The modules
cover: (1) oral health and its relationship to systemic health; (2) early childhood caries, infant oral
health, and fluoride; (3) adult dental health, including caries, periodontal disease, common oral
lesions, and endocarditis prophylaxis; (4) acute dental problems, including infections and trauma;
(5) oral health in pregnant patients; (6) application of topical fluoride varnish; and (7) the oral
examination.

The curriculum also includes videos, pocket cards, personal digital assistant (PDA) applications,
resources for further learning, and patient education materials. All resources are available for free
at http://www.smilesforlife2.org.

Smiles for Life has become the preferred oral health curriculum in most of the nation's 460 family
medicine residency programs, and in at least 30 of the 125 allopathic medical schools. It has
formed the basis for statewide physician education initiatives in eight states. Smiles for Life
recently received STFM's 2007 Innovative Program Award. Curricular components have been
downloaded more than 50,000 times.

Family physicians owe it to patients to be educated about oral health and to incorporate oral
health care into their everyday practice. Smiles for Life can help. Reviewing a few Powerpoint
modules, downloading a PDA application, and putting patient education materials in examination
rooms can have positive short- and long-term effects on the oral and systemic health of patients.
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