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school dentists

The anguishes and growth of an newly-fledged school dentist
Shinpei Tsuge, Vice Chairman, The Japan Association of School
Dentists

1. Introduction
When I was requested to supply the current text, what first came to
my mind was a particular school dentist with whom I am closely
acquainted. It occurred to me that [ would be delighted if, by putting
his experiences into words, this would allow some modicum of
understanding of the anxieties, suffering and growth of a school
dentist.

It was springtime of around the end of 1980s. He was appointed as
a school dentist, and first took part in health checkups in his
hometown’s elementary and junior high schools. His hometown of X
town in Y city was a village over 15 kilometers away from the center
of the city, and surrounded by the mountains. His first shock would
come at this checkup. Child after child after child—each had mouths
riddled with cavities (Figure 1). While he was aware that the period
from the late 1960s through to the late 1970s was known as the
‘ “cavity flooded era,” seeing this with his
own eyes, despite almost ten years
having passed, the conditions in a
. countryside village with no dentists was
" the source of his shock.

Figure 1
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2. The second shock

“Ok, so what am I going to do...” was the beginning of his anguishes
and battles in his activities for school dental health. Above all he
knew he had to do something about the children’s cavities. With this
in mind he consulted with the school and created a Children’s Dental
Hygiene Day in the summer holidays, pouring all his resources into
performing dental work. Despite this he was unable to keep up, and
by the time the children’s treatment had reached a certain point, the
winter holidays where about to start. At the following spring’s health
checkup, he was again astonished. “They have more cavities
again...despite all the dental work I did...” He again consulted with
the school and decided to do another checkup before the winter
holidays. At the time he was also a kindergarten doctor in his
hometown, and as such he also suggested to the director of the
kindergarten that checkups be conducted twice a year. He thought that
he would get permission for this as a matter of course, and this is
where he was in for his second shock. “We can’t help with the
business of a dentist’s practice in that way!” With these words he was
cast into the abyss.

“Why doesn’t that kindergarten director understand?”’ His days
and months passed with a feeling of deep mental despondency at
being unable to find an answer to this question. After three years had
passed, he realized that each junior high school student had an
average of almost 10 DMF (Decayed, Missing or Filled) teeth each
after analyzing checkup results. Was there a problem with early
detection and early treatment? As he was pondering this question he
learned of a perspective being advocated from the Japan Association
of School Dentists known as CO (Caries Observation). “CO is an
indicator of dental condition such being as opaque or discolored, a
sign of early stages of dental caries, which can be prevented from
becoming cavities with careful observation and instruction.” After
learning of this, rather than trying to keep up with and treat teeth
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which have already developed cavities (control), he eventually
realized the importance of prevention in advance of their developed
(education).

3. The third shock
At the time he was assigned as the school dentist for at one time as
many as six schools including kindergartens, elementary, junior high
and high schools, as there were few school dentists relative to the
number of schools in the city. It was during a health checkup in one of
those senior high schools. Examining a particular male second year
student he found multiple cavities, swollen gums and tartar clinging
in great volume to the teeth (Figure 2). During screenings he would
prepare a hand mirror and give pointed guidance dealing with
particular issues to students such as tips for brushing one’s teeth. At
this juncture, he also requested the student to take hold of the hand
mirror and look inside his mouth. But, this student refused to hold the
mirror exclaiming: “No way! I’'m fine!” “Huh! But you have many
problems in your mouth with cavities and swollen gums...” “I don’t
care they don’t bother me” said the student, and made his escape. He
had no plausible explanation for this reaction and found himself
simply dumbfounded. He gathered his wits and finished the
remaining checkups, but for some time after this he spent his days
— seeking solutions to this mystery,
searching for answers to the question:
“Why on earth would that student
refuse to look inside his own mouth?”
# 4 He also consulted with me, but I too
~ was at a loss for an answer.

Figure 2
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4. The importance of values as they relate to health

It seems that some months later he chanced upon the solution to his
conundrum. This happened as he watched television. It was a
throwaway remark by a wife about her husband’s collection of
monster figures: “What is it that you love so much about toys? I do
not get what value you see in them.” “That’s it! Values! That child
lacks the value of sensing the importance of dental and oral health! So
that’s why he refused!” With this he realized that he had also found
the solution to dispel his second shock. The director of that
kindergarten also did not think that the dental and oral health of the
children was particularly important to the running of his school. He
realized this is why his proposal to have a second checkup was
misinterpreted as being intended to support his own profits.

5. Changes in dental guidance
While at the time he offered guidance such as “Don’t eat sweet
things! Don’t drink sweet things! Brush your teeth!” the children did
not respond well to this. With all that he learned after, he realized that
scolding the children in the manner in which he had did not dignify
the title of education. With this, he took different approaches. First he
had the teachers convey the basic necessary information to the
children so as to have the children say “I will choose what I eat! I will
watch out what I drink! How can I brush my teeth better?” By means
of this, he put the challenge in the hands of the children themselves,
and subsequently the number of the children’s cavities rapidly
decreased (Figure 3). By making content which was designed to
stimulate children’s intellectual curiosity at school events and the
activities of the school health committee as well as classroom
teaching plans by school year, and incorporating elements of play he
endeavored to increase the effectiveness of guidance (Figure 4, Figure
5).

After this, he came to regard the role of a school dentist as




ZD%, T T+ 8L bMdfteth 2 KUNICESXFRHEETCDH) 2
EDVEIERNEDRETZ LB 2T, & BICBNT AR RO FI
R, RN FRERIEL LT A/NERD TRHARB VO R
% CHMREEAZE LEZOIINI0EHDZ LT o7,

12

10 A PR
/\ - NERBE

8 \ o NERERR [

O | | | | | | | | | | | | | |
558 860 S62 H1I H3 H5 H7 HS

B3 DMF-T DOHF

“nurturing the children’s feeling that dental health is precious,” and
engaged with the work of school dental health more actively. It was
around 10 years later that the elementary school in which he was a

school dentist was awarded the Minister of Education, Science and
Culture’s All Japan Award for School with Excellent Teeth.
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Figure 3 Trends in DMF-T
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