
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

Fluoride 
Using fluoride is one of the safest and best ways to maintain 
oral health and prevent tooth decay. And the U.S. Surgeon 
General supports community water fluoridation and credits it with 
contributing to declines in the prevalence and severity of tooth 
decay. It is important for Head Start health managers, family service 
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coordinators, and home visitors to help parents and pregnant 
women understand the benefits of fluoride. 

How People Receive Fluoride 
Fluoride is an element found in nature, including soil, rocks, and plants. All water 
naturally has fluoride, but amounts vary. Since most water doesn’t have enough 
natural fluoride to prevent tooth decay, many towns and cities add fluoride to their 
water supplies. This is called “community water fluoridation.” Fluoride added to 
water supplies is regularly monitored by water operators and meets strict safety 
standards. Community water fluoridation is one of the nation’s greatest public 
health achievements. Thousands of studies have documented the safety and 
effectiveness of community water fluoridation. 

Most people receive fluoride by drinking fluoridated tap water and consuming 
foods and beverages prepared with fluoridated water. This is the easiest way 
to benefit from fluoride because it is inexpensive and requires little or no effort. 
Drinking fluoridated tap water strengthens children’s permanent teeth that are 
still forming underneath the gum tissue. Fluoride supplements (tablets or drops) 
can be prescribed if the public water supply or well water has low levels of 
fluoride. These two types of fluoride (community water fluoridation and fluoride 
supplements) are called systemic fluoride because they are ingested. 

Topical fluoride is applied to tooth surfaces to make them strong and resistant 
to tooth decay. Topical fluoride includes fluoride toothpaste, gels, and varnish. 
Oral health professionals can apply fluoride gels and varnish to tooth surfaces. 
InsureKidsNow.gov offers a Find a Dentist web page to help parents locate a 
dentist for their child. Users can enter their state, benefits plan, and location and 
then the site displays a list of nearby dentists. 

In most but not all states, physicians, nurse practitioners, and other health 
professionals can also apply topical fluoride. The American Academy of Pediatrics 
maintains a Caries Prevention Services Reimbursement Table on its Children’s 
Oral Health web page that identifies types of non-oral-health professionals that 
can apply topical fluoride. 
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http://ilikemyteeth.org/learn-and-share/u-s-surgeon-generals-statement-on-fluoridation/
http://ilikemyteeth.org/learn-and-share/u-s-surgeon-generals-statement-on-fluoridation/
https://www.insurekidsnow.gov/state/find-a-dentist/index.html
http://www2.aap.org/commpeds/dochs/oralhealth/index.html
http://www2.aap.org/commpeds/dochs/oralhealth/index.html
http://InsureKidsNow.gov


 

 

 

   

   

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

Program Policies and 
Procedures 

Your program can do the following 
things to support the use of fluoride 
for children and pregnant women 
enrolled in Head Start: 

• Establish a policy stating that 
fluoride toothpaste will be 
used to promote oral hygiene 
in conjunction with meals by 
ensuring that Head Start staff and/ 
or volunteers assist 

• Children under age 3 in brushing 
their teeth using a smear of 
fluoride toothpaste. 

• Children ages 3 and over in 
brushing their teeth using a 
pea-size amount of fluoride 
toothpaste. 

• Find out whether each child and 
pregnant woman on a fluoridated 
community water supply is 
drinking tap water; if they are not, 
determine why not. 

• Document that each child receives 
a topical fluoride application from 
an oral health professional or other 
health professional at least once 
every year. 

• Determine which children need 
and receive a prescription for 
fluoride supplements from an 
oral health professional or other 
health professional because their 
community water supply is not 
fluoridated at the optimal level. 

• Encourage Head Start programs 
to use bottled water with fluoride if 
the program’s water supply is not 
safe to drink or does not contain 
fluoride. 

Fluoride in tap water has a topical as well as a 
systemic effect. When individuals drink fluoridated 
tap water, some of the fluoride goes into the body 
(systemic effect) and some goes into the saliva. 
Fluoridated saliva washes the teeth and makes 
them strong and more resistant to tooth decay 
(topical effect). 

Tips for Working with Families 
Head Start health managers, family service 
coordinators, and home visitors can help parents 
understand the importance of fluoride in preventing 
tooth decay and using fluoride appropriately. 

• Help parents check the safety of water from 
private wells. Almost 15 percent of Americans 
get their drinking water from private wells, 
which are not subject to EPA standards for drinking water. Drinking well 
water should be tested once every year. If parents are concerned about 
the safety of their well water, they can find information on what to do on 
EPA’s Private Drinking Water Wells web page. Parents can also talk with 
local experts such as county or local health department officials, water well 
contractors, and public water supply officials about the best way to keep 
well water safe for drinking. 

• Explain to parents that fluoridated tap water is safe to drink. Some 
parents may be concerned that adding fluoride to the community water 
supply is not safe. Thousands of studies have found fluoridated tap 
water is safe to drink and effective at preventing tooth decay. Leading 
organizations, including the National Academy of Medicine (formerly 
the Institute of Medicine), the National Research Council, the American 
Academy of Pediatrics, the American Academy of Pediatric Dentistry, and 
the American Dental Association support the use of fluoride to protect 
children’s teeth. Ask parents about any concerns and talk about them. 
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FACTS
Fluoride 

Fluoride is the 13th most 
common element in the earth’s crust. 
It occurs naturally in groundwater, rocks, and soil. 

Fluoride helps prevent tooth decay by 

•Making teeth stronger and more resistant to decay. 

• Putting minerals back into the tooth surfaces that 
have the beginnings of tooth decay. 

• Interfering with tooth-decay-causing bacteria’s 
ability to make acid. 

https://www.epa.gov/privatewells


 

 

 

 

 
   

 
   

   
 

   

  

  

  

 
  

Using motivational interviewing is a good approach 
to address parents’ concerns. The Early Childhood 
Learning and Knowledge Center’s website offers many 
useful resources, such as Using Motivational Interviewing 
Techniques to More Effectively Partner with Parents, that 
Head Start staff can use to engage parents of young 
children. 

• Teach parents about fluoride and fluoridated tap 
water. Many parents have heard about fluoride and 
fluoridated tap water but do not know fluoride prevents 
tooth decay. Putting up posters about fluoridated tap 
water can help motivate parents to talk about it and learn 
about it. 

• Explain to parents the benefits of drinking 
fluoridated tap water over bottled water. Most 
bottled water comes from springs or is treated tap water. 
This means bottled water may not have the benefits of 
fluoridated tap water. Manufacturers of bottled water are 
not required to indicate whether their product contains 
fluoride. Bottled water costs much more than tap water. 
However, bottled water is valuable to have for emergency 
situations, such as floods and earthquakes. 

• Help parents find out if their drinking water is 
fluoridated. Determine if their water comes from a 
community water system or a private well. To find out 
if a community’s water supply is fluoridated, check the 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s My Water’s 
Fluoride web page. Another option is to call their state 
oral health program and ask if the community’s water 
supply is fluoridated. State oral health programs can 
also help parents with well water find out if their water is 
fluoridated at the optimal level. If the well water doesn’t 
have enough fluoride, encourage parents to talk to their 
child’s oral health professional or other health professional 
about fluoride supplements (tablets or drops) for their 
child. 

• Show parents how much fluoride toothpaste to put 
on their child’s toothbrush. For children under age 3, 
show parents how to put a smear of fluoride toothpaste 
on their child’s toothbrush. For children ages 3 and older, 
show parents how to put a pea-sized amount of fluoride 
toothpaste on their child’s toothbrush. 

Resources 
Resources on ECKLC 

Brush Up on Oral Health newsletters 

• June 2015 (Primary (Baby) Teeth) 

• Fluoride Varnish: An Effective Tool for Preventing Dental 
Caries 

• Fluoride Varnish for Healthy Teeth 

• Fluoride Varnish: Protect Your Child’s 
Smile 

• Healthy Habits for Happy Smiles 
parent handouts 

• Brushing Your Child’s Teeth (English 
and Spanish) 

• Getting Fluoride for Your Child 
(English and Spanish) 

• Toothbrushing Positions for Your 
Child with a Disability (English and 
Spanish) 

• Toothbrushing Tips for Your Child with 
a Disability (English and Spanish) 

• Oral Health: Tips for Families 

• Oral Health: Tips for Health Managers 
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https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/health/mental-health/ec-mental-health-consultation/mit.html
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/health/mental-health/ec-mental-health-consultation/mit.html
https://nccd.cdc.gov/DOH_MWF/Default/Default.aspx
https://nccd.cdc.gov/DOH_MWF/Default/Default.aspx
http://www.astdd.org/state-programs/
http://www.astdd.org/state-programs/
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/health/oral-health/policies-procedures/buoh.html
http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/health/oral-health/PDFs/brushup-news-201506.pdf
http://mchoralhealth.org/PDFs/flvarnishfactsheet.pdf
http://mchoralhealth.org/PDFs/flvarnishfactsheet.pdf
http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/health/docs/FlourideVarnish_English.pdf
http://www.michigan.gov/documents/mdch/FVB_Varnish_Brochure_English__256378_7.pdf
http://www.michigan.gov/documents/mdch/FVB_Varnish_Brochure_English__256378_7.pdf
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/health/oral-health/education-activities/healthy-habits.html
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/health/oral-health/education-activities/healthy-habits.html
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/health/oral-health/PDFs/brushing-teeth.pdf
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/Espanol/salud/Health/docs/brushing-teeth-esp.pdf
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/health/oral-health/PDFs/getting-flouride.pdf
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/Espanol/salud/Health/docs/getting-flouride-esp.pdf
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/health/oral-health/PDFs/cshcn-toothbrushing-positions.pdf
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/Espanol/salud/Health/docs/cshcn-toothbrushing-positions-esp.pdf
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/health/oral-health/PDFs/cshcn-toothbrushing.pdf
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/Espanol/salud/Health/docs/cshcn-toothbrushing-esp.pdf
http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/health/health-literacy-family-engagement/family-education/oral-health-family-tips.pdf
http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/health/health-services-management/program-planning/oral-health-staff-tips.pdf


 

 

 

Other Resources 

Common Questions About Fluoride: A Resource for Parents 

and Caregivers (English and Spanish)
 

Community Water Fluoridation (website)
 

Fluoride: Cavity Fighter (poster available in English and 

Spanish) 

Fluoride Prevents Cavities: Get It from the Tap (poster 
available in English and Spanish) 

Give a Kid a Healthy Smile: Use Fluoride! (poster available in 
English and Spanish) 

Increasing Access to Drinking Water and Other Healthier 
Beverages in Early Care and Education Settings 

Say This, Not That: Tips for Talking About Community Water 
Fluoridation (tip sheet available in English and Spanish) 

Why Do Children Need Fluoride? (poster available in English 
and Spanish) 

For Your Family Newsletter 
You can tailor the following to include in your 
family newsletter. 

Did you know fluoride is a safe and proven way to 
strengthen teeth for people of all ages? Fluoride occurs 
naturally and is found in rocks, soil, and water. It can also 
be found in foods and drinks prepared with fluoridated 
tap (faucet) water and in toothpaste. Young children can 
benefit the most from fluoride because it strengthens their 
permanent teeth forming underneath their gum tissue. 

Brushing your child’s teeth with fluoride toothpaste twice 
a day is one of the most important ways to prevent tooth 
decay. Because your child may not have the skills to brush 
his or her teeth thoroughly, you should supervise brushing 
or help your child brush. Children do not have the manual 
dexterity they need to brush their own teeth well until they 
are able to tie their own shoelaces, usually around age 7 or 8. 

If your child is under age 3, put a smear of fluoride 
toothpaste on the toothbrush. If your child is over age 3, put 
a pea-size amount of toothpaste on the toothbrush. Make 
sure your child spits out the remaining toothpaste once 
brushing is done. Keep your child from rinsing after brushing 
so the fluoride has time to soak into the outer layer of the 
tooth. This will make teeth stronger. Fluoride varnish can be 
applied to children’s teeth by an oral health professional or 
other health professional, such as a pediatrician or nurse 
practitioner. 

Giving your child fluoridated tap water and foods and drinks 
made with fluoridated tap water is also a great way to 
prevent tooth decay. There are no added oral health benefits 
to drinking “bottled” water. In fact, most bottled water does 
not contain enough fluoride to prevent tooth decay. Drinking 
tap water with the right amount of fluoride is better and 
cheaper than drinking bottled water. 

CONTACT US 

The National Center on Early Childhood Health and Wellness welcomes your feedback on this newsletter issue, as well as 
your suggestions for topics for future issues. Please forward your comments to health@ecetta.info or call 866-763-6481. 

This newsletter was developed with funds from grant #90HC0013 for the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 
Administration for Children and Families, Office of Head Start, Office of Child Care, and Health Resources and Services 
Administration, Maternal and Child Health Bureau by the National Center on Early Childhood Health and Wellness. This 
resource may be duplicated for noncommercial uses without permission. 

This publication is in the public domain, and no copyright can be claimed by persons or organizations. 

School readiness begins with health! 
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http://14703-presscdn-0-93.pagely.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/CommonQuestionsAboutFluorde.pdf
http://14703-presscdn-0-93.pagely.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/CommonQuestionsAboutFluoride-Spanish.pdf
http://www.cdc.gov/fluoridation/
http://14703-presscdn-0-93.pagely.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/PosterFluorideCavityFighter.pdf
http://14703-presscdn-0-93.pagely.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/PosterFluorideCavityFighter-Spanish.pdf
https://sph.umd.edu/sites/default/files/files/CHL/Order%20Form%20-%20Caries%20Prevention%20Material.pdf
http://www.ilikemyteeth.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/SayThisNotThat.pdf
http://ilikemyteeth.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/SayThisNotThat-Spanish.pdf
https://sph.umd.edu/sites/default/files/files/CHL/Order%20Form%20-%20Caries%20Prevention%20Material.pdf
http://www.cdc.gov/obesity/downloads/early-childhood-drinking-water-toolkit-final-508reduced.pdf
http://www.cdc.gov/obesity/downloads/early-childhood-drinking-water-toolkit-final-508reduced.pdf
http://www.ilikemyteeth.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/SayThisNotThat.pdf
http://ilikemyteeth.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/SayThisNotThat-Spanish.pdf
http://www.ilikemyteeth.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/SayThisNotThat.pdf
http://14703-presscdn-0-93.pagely.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/Poster-WhyDoChildrenNeedFluoride-Spanish.pdf
mailto:health%40ecetta.info?subject=
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