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Did You Know?
•• A child is at risk for developing tooth 

decay as soon as the first tooth comes in.

•• Tooth decay can be prevented when 
good oral health habits start early.

•• Home visitors can help families 
understand the importance of oral 
health and how to keep teeth healthy.

Oral Health and Home Visiting
Home visiting is a service provided by a wide range of 
staff, including family service workers, health managers, 
teachers, and teacher aids, within the home to pregnant 
women and parents of children from birth to age 5. 
During home visits, pregnant women and parents learn 
important information to keep themselves and their 
child healthy and safe and to support child-parent 
relationships.

Common oral health issues discussed during home visits 
can include good oral hygiene practices, healthy food choices, strategies for preventing tooth 
decay, and the importance of regular dental visits.

This issue of Brush Up on Oral Health discusses why promoting oral health during home visits 
is important. It also provides tips Head Start staff can use to promote oral health during home 
visits. A recipe for a healthy snack that can be made in the Head Start classroom or at home is 
also included.

Promoting Oral Health During Home Visits Is Important
Sharing information about oral health with parents and pregnant women shows them 
that a healthy mouth is important. For women, good oral health is important to a healthy 
pregnancy. Hormone changes during pregnancy can contribute to sore, puffy, and bleeding 
gums. Also known as pregnancy gingivitis, this condition can affect a woman’s ability to eat 
healthy foods including fresh fruits and vegetables. This can negatively impact her health as 
well as the health of her baby. 



Information on children’s oral health can be shared 
during home visits as well. A child whose teeth are 
brushed twice a day with fluoride toothpaste, who is 
fed healthy foods during regularly scheduled meals 
and snacks, and who is taken for dental visits is more 
likely to stay healthy, too. Children with healthy 
mouths are more likely to be free from pain and 
infection, eat healthy foods, and learn better. 

Home visits are ideal for sharing ways to promote 
good oral health. The home visitor can learn what 
the family knows about oral health. It is also 
important to find out how parents care for their child’s teeth and how the pregnant woman 
cares for her teeth. This helps the home visitor give each family information that meets the 
family’s needs.

Tips for Promoting Oral Health During Home Visits
•• Build comfort and trust. Use simple questions to introduce oral health that the parents or 

pregnant woman can answer in their own words (avoid yes or no questions). Be supportive 
and encourage good health behaviors. Learn how health decisions are made. And find out 
what motivates the parents or pregnant woman to change behavior.

•• Tailor education. Ask the parents or pregnant woman what oral health information would 
be useful to know and what information is confusing. Make sure the oral health message 
meets the family’s needs. Ask permission before offering suggestions. Use visuals and 
hands-on activities to reinforce messages. Provide educational materials such as Healthy 
Habits for Happy Smiles handouts to reinforce education efforts. The handouts are available 
in English and Spanish (español).

•• Help set goals. Help set one or two realistic goals and develop simple strategies to increase 
the family’s chances of success. Praise the goals and strategies. Be sensitive to why the 
parents or pregnant woman may resist setting goals. Respect the family’s decisions.

•• Follow up. At future home visits, check the family’s progress toward meeting goals. Offer 
encouragement and support. Review key messages, and show home oral-health-care 
techniques, if needed. Work as a team to find ways to solve any problems.

Home visitors can benefit from training on motivational interviewing (English and Spanish 
[español]) and other strategies for helping pregnant women and parents improve their oral 
health. Training and resources on home visiting are available through the Early Childhood 
Learning & Knowledge Center, state Head Start associations, and state health and social 
service programs. The Association of State and Territorial Dental Directors’ Oral Health 
Educational Resources for Home Visitors and Families: Environmental Scan (English only) 
lists curricula, audiovisual materials, and other resources that can be used by home visitors to 
promote oral health.

https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/oral-health/article/healthy-habits-happy-smiles
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/es/salud-oral/articulo/habitos-sanos-para-sonrisas-felices
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/mental-health/article/motivational-interviewing-suite
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/es/salud-mental/articulo/recursos-para-la-entrevista-motivacional
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/es/salud-mental/articulo/recursos-para-la-entrevista-motivacional
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/
https://www.astdd.org/docs/home-visiting-environmental-scan-2018.pdf
https://www.astdd.org/docs/home-visiting-environmental-scan-2018.pdf


Cook’s Corner: Cucumber Melon  
Salad
Here is a delicious healthy snack that children can make in a 
Head Start classroom or at home with their families.

Ingredients
•• 1 tablespoon lime juice
•• 1 tablespoon olive or vegetable oil
•• 1 pinch of salt
•• 1 pinch crushed red pepper (optional)
•• 1 cucumber, halved and sliced
•• 1 cup diced melon (watermelon, cantaloupe, or other melon)
•• ½ cup fresh cilantro
••  1/8 cup crumbled feta cheese (optional)

Directions
1.	In a large bowl, whisk together the lime juice, oil, salt, and red pepper (if using). 
2.	Stir in the cucumber, melon, and cilantro.
3.	Sprinkle with cheese (if using).

Makes 6 servings 

Safety tip: An adult should slice the ingredients.

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

Subscribe or view all issues of Brush Up on Oral Health on the Early Childhood Learning and 
Knowledge Center.
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School readiness begins with health!

mailto:health@ecetta.info
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/oral-health/article/brush-oral-health-tip-sheets
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