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Summary

This publication provides a summary of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander child
oral health using information collected from three data sources: the Child Dental
Health Survey, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children and Receipt of
Hospital Dental Care Investigation and the Study of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Child Oral Health in Remote Communities. The main points of interest are as
follows:

A higher percentage of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children had
experienced dental caries than other Australian children at all ages between 4 and
14 years.

Throughout the states and territories observed, Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander children had consistently higher levels of dental caries (decay) in the
deciduous and permanent dentition than their non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander counterparts.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children most affected were those in socially
disadvantaged groups and those living in rural /remote areas.

Trends in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander child caries prevalence indicate that
dental caries levels are rising, particularly in the deciduous dentition.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children aged <5 years had almost one and a
half times the rate of hospitalisation for dental care as other Australian children.

The rate of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children receiving hospital dental
care increased with increasing geographic remoteness.

Less than 5% of remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander pre-school children
brush their teeth on a regular basis.

Many young remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children experienced
extensive destruction of their deciduous teeth.
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1 Introduction

This chapter outlines the purpose and structure of this publication, Oral health of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children.

1.1 Purpose

The purpose of this publication is to provide a summary of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Australian child oral health. To achieve this, three data sources were
analysed: the Child Dental Health Survey, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Children and Receipt of Hospital Dental Care Investigation, and the Study of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Child Oral Health in Remote Communities. The
first study entailed analysis of data routinely collected for the Child Dental Health
Survey (CDHS), a survey of the oral health status of school children enrolled in the
School Dental Service (SDS) in each state and territory of Australia. Specific emphasis
was on the differences between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and
non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander child dental caries experience. The second
investigation involved examination of hospital dental procedure data obtained from
the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) National Hospital Morbidity
Database, 2002-2003. Data were collected from public and private hospitals across all
states and territories, and analysis compared the difference in hospital dental care
received by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander children. The final study involved the aggregation of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander child oral health data obtained from remote communities in three states
and territories, and comparison with those of national Australian and Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander child populations respectively.

1.2 Structure

The publication is divided into five main chapters: Introduction, Background,
Methods, Results and Discussion.

The background chapter (Chapter 2) describes a conceptual framework of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander child oral health, determinants of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander child oral health, general background characteristics of Aboriginal and

Torres Strait Islander children and an overview of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
child oral health.

Chapter 3 outlines the methods used in the three investigations, with background
information provided where appropriate.

Results of the studies are provided in Chapter 4. The general format is for univariate
characteristics to be described followed by bivariate analysis. The latter is generally in
the form of oral disease experience of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and
non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in association with
sociodemographic factors. Dental caries trends are described in the Child Dental
Health Survey. In the Study of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Child Oral Health
in Remote Communities, remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children’s oral

Oral health of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children 1



disease experience is compared with national child oral disease levels and
state/territory Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander child oral health status
respectively. A summary of findings for each data source is presented at the end of the
chapter.

Chapter 5 presents comparisons with international data on Indigenous children from
New Zealand, Canada and the United States of America.

Chapter 6 presents a discussion of findings from each data source, followed by a
general discussion in line with principles of the conceptual framework outlined in the
background chapter. Concluding remarks end the chapter.
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