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eadership and Legacy: Oral Health Milestones in Maternal and Child Health is a timeline that traces
significant events that have occurred in the United States and that have impacted the oral health and,
ultimately, the overall health and well-being of children, adolescents, women, and families. The timeline was
developed as a tool for educating students, orienting professionals new to public health or oral health, and
reminding professionals working in the field about important events that have shaped history. The timeline is
available at www.mchoralhealth.org/milestones.
Highlights from the timeline follow.

1840

1913

Founded in 1840, the Baltimore College of Dental
Surgery, the first dental school, received its charter by
an act of the Maryland General
Assembly. It matriculated its
first two students in 1841. By
1876, 15 dental schools had been
established.

Dr. Alfred Civilion Fones opened the first dental
hygiene school in Bridgeport, CT, to train dental
hygienists to educate children in self-care and provide
preventive oral health services.

Baltimore College of Dental Surgery
becomes the world’s first dental college.
Reproduced with permission from the
Maryland Historical Society.

1880s
Dental hygiene as part of dental practice was first
advocated in 1871, but the movement did not gain
favor until the late 1880s. This was the beginning of
a paradigm shift from the treatment of oral disease
to the provision of oral health education and
preventive care.

1912
President William Howard Taft signed the
Children’s Bureau Act into law on April 9, 1912.
The Children’s Bureau,
placed in the U.S.
Department of Commerce
and Labor, was authorized
to investigate and report on
the health and welfare of
children and on child life.

1931
It was discovered that fluoride ingested in appropriate
amounts could decrease the incidence of dental caries.
Widespread use of fluoride has been a major factor
in the decline in the prevalence and severity of dental
caries in the United States.

1935
With the passage of the Social Security Act in
1935, the federal government, through the Title V
Amendment (Public Law 90-248), pledged its
support of state efforts to extend health and welfare
services for mothers and children. The goal of the
legislation was to improve
the health of all mothers
and children, in particular
those with low incomes or
with limited access to health
services.
President Franklin D. Roosevelt
signing the Social Security Act.

Julia Lathrop, first chief of
Children’s Bureau.
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1945

1994

In 1945 and 1946, independently conducted
community trials to assess the effectiveness of water
fluoridation were initiated in four communities in the
United States and Canada. Today, over 195 million
people live in communities with fluoridated water.
Fluoridation is one of the
greatest public health and
disease-prevention measures
of all time.

Realizing the important role that medical providers
can play in improving children’s oral health, the
American Academy of Pediatrics developed a policy
statement recommending that by age 6 months every
child should receive an oral health risk assessment
conducted by a qualified pediatrician or pediatric
health professional. The
American Academy
of Pediatric Dentistry
also supports this
recommendation.

Historic marker commemorating
water fluoridation’s start in Grand
Rapids, MI. Reproduced with
permission from the West Michigan
District Dental Society.

1967
Dr. Michael Buonocore and his colleagues at the
Eastman Dental Center in Rochester, NY, published
the first paper on the successful application of dental
sealants to pit-and-fissure surfaces of teeth. This
seminal research marked the start of the practice
of preventive dentistry. Since the release of his
research, numerous studies have demonstrated that
the application of dental
sealants is a safe and
effective long-term method
to prevent dental caries
in the pits and fissures of
posterior teeth.
Dr. Michael Buonocore with
Richard Glena, research
assistant, at the Eastman Dental
Dispensary. Reproduced with
permission from the Bibby
Library.

1979
Healthy People: The Surgeon General’s Report on Health
Promotion and Disease Prevention, published in 1979,
provides the first set of national health objectives
for improving the health of all Americans. In the
report, goals were set to be achieved by 1990 for five
major stages of life. New objectives are released every
decade.
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Young child receiving care from
a health professional.

1996
The Maternal and Child Health Bureau established
the National Maternal and Child Oral Health
Resource Center (OHRC) to respond to the needs
of states and communities in addressing current and
emerging public oral health issues. OHRC supports
health professionals, program administrators, educators,
policymakers,
and others
with the goal
of improving
oral health
services for
infants, children,
adolescents, and
their families.

2011
The Institute of Medicine
released Improving Access to
Oral Health Care for Vulnerable
and Underserved Populations
to highlight the vital role
that the U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services
can play in improving the
nation’s oral health and oral
health care.

Health Resources and Services Administration, U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services, to the National Maternal and Child
Oral Health Resource Center at
Georgetown University.

