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     In 2013, it was reported by our research team that 11% of the children in the Jackson, Mississippi metropolitan 
area missed school days due to tooth pain and disease.  We decided to repeat the survey and add a few 
additional questions.  The purpose of this study was to determine if toothaches or dental pain affected school 
absences of children from 2020 through 2022. During this period, Jackson was dramatically affected by the 
Covid-19 pandemic, experienced reduced services of many dental offices, and suffered a crisis of the public 
water purification and delivery system.  Most dental offices were ordered to provide dental care for emergency 
patients only.  Routine recall appointments were postponed by as many as two years.    The water was unfit to 
drink for several months, and citizens were required to drink bottled water.  This limited the fluoride intake that 
otherwise would have been provided in the tap water.  
      Self-reported measures of oral health status have been shown to be associated with clinical dental needs, and 
have been confirmed as an independent predictor of overall health.  A 10-question survey was  completed by 
parents of school-aged children in UMMC waiting rooms and at the Jackson Medical Mall Facility. The answers 
were quantified and evaluated. The significance of the study was to evaluate the impact these issues can have on 
school attendance. Tooth decay is largely preventable, thus providing children and their parents with oral health 
care information  can improve the status of oral health.  Also, providing children with routine professional dental 
visits, toothbrushes, and other dental hygiene items will positively affect the oral health of our communities. 

    This was a survey based study. We asked parents if their child missed school days due to oral pain 
such as toothaches.  We used the answers from the surveys to understand the impact of lack of 
routine dental care and oral hygiene supplies on school absences. The survey was distributed to 
participants within UMMC and Medical Mall waiting rooms.  The survey was anonymous.  No PHI was 
stored. Answers were quantified to summarize the following: impact of lack of routine dental care, the  
lack of a good toothbrush,  toothache occurrences that led to missing school,  the Jackson water 
crisis, and if the patient had a dental home during this period.
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     The SMART survey revealed that school-aged children in Jackson, Mississippi had multiple school 
absences attributed to toothaches and other oral facial  pain. The data from our latest survey showed 
that the percentage of children missing school  due to toothaches increased to 18%, from 11% reported 
in 2013.  Many children in the Jackson metropolitan area had access to fluoridated tap water, but did 
not drink the tap water due to the wide-spread water crisis.  The water was contaminated, and the water 
pressures were low.  
      In addition, many children missed regular recall dental appointments as a result of COVID-19 
pandemic which occurred from 2020-2022.  Dental providers were asked to reduce their schedules to 
only treat emergency patients.  Routine recall appointments were postponed during the months of the 
worldwide pandemic.  Undiagnosed  and untreated caries during this period may explain the increase 
in the percentage of children missing school days due to toothache pain.
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      Sixty-five surveys were collected and analyzed. 41% of children complained of toothaches or 
tooth related pain. 18% of children missed school solely because of a toothache. The most 
common reason that children had not been to the dentist was that the parent/guardian forgot to 
schedule the appointment (12%). 66% of children missed an appointment during the COVID 
pandemic. 57% used bottled water to brush their teeth during the Jackson Water Crisis. 78% of 
the children surveyed drank mainly bottled water since 2020.
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