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Promoting Oral Health: Implementing Healthy Snacks and Food Options in Schools to 

Reduce Caries Risk 

 

Summary  

This brief, "Promoting Oral Health: Implementing Healthy Snacks and Food Options in 

Schools to Reduce Caries Risk," focuses on the crucial role of nutrition in maintaining children's 

oral health. Dental caries, the most common chronic disease in children, are significantly 

influenced by dietary habits, particularly the frequent consumption of sugary and ultra-processed 

foods. By implementing healthier snack and food options in schools—such as fruits, vegetables, 

whole grains, and low-sugar beverages—this policy aims to reduce the intake of sugar and 

refined carbohydrates, which are primary contributors to tooth decay. Promoting nutritious 

eating habits in educational settings not only supports better oral health but also enhances overall 

well-being, cognitive function, and academic performance. Addressing this issue through school-

based interventions such as supplementing school snacks with healthier less cariogenic options is 

vital because schools reach a large population of children at a critical age for establishing 

lifelong health behaviors, ultimately reducing healthcare costs and improving quality of life.  

 

Description of the problem  

This policy addresses the growing public health problem of dental caries among children 

and adolescents. Dental caries is the most common chronic disease affecting children worldwide, 

disproportionately impacting low-income communities and minority groups. A national survey 

from 2020 to 2021 found that 14.8% of US children ages 1-17 had cavities in the last 12 months. 

This condition is primarily caused by frequent consumption of sugary snacks and beverages, 

which provide an ideal environment for acid-producing bacteria that erode tooth enamel. 

Schools, where children consume a significant portion of their daily food intake, often offer 

snacks and beverages high in sugar and low in nutritional value, contributing to poor oral health 

outcomes. These unhealthy dietary options not only increase the risk of cavities but also affect 

overall health, leading to obesity, diabetes, and other chronic diseases. Furthermore, untreated 

dental caries can result in pain, infection, difficulty eating, speaking, and concentrating in school, 

ultimately affecting academic performance and quality of life. Students with toothaches were 

almost 4 times more likely to have a low grade point average. About 11% of students with 

inaccessible necessary dental care missed school compared with 4% of those with access. A 

2012 study using data from Los Angeles County public schools concluded that students averaged 



2.2 absentee days per school year for dental problems and parents averaged 2.5 absentee days 

from work or school per year due to their children’s dental problems. By targeting the school 

environment to provide healthier food and snack options, this policy seeks to reduce sugar 

consumption, promote better oral hygiene practices, and establish lifelong healthy eating habits, 

thus addressing both the immediate and long-term consequences of poor oral health. 

Proposed policy solution and recommendations  

Our proposed solution is to establish comprehensive nutritional guidelines that limit 

added sugars in school-provided meals and snacks while promoting the availability of healthier 

alternatives. This includes replacing sugary snacks and beverages with nutritious options such as 

fresh fruits, vegetables, whole grains, dairy alternatives low in sugar, and water. By doing so, 

schools can significantly reduce the intake of sugars that contribute to the development of dental 

caries among children and adolescents.  

This approach leverages schools' influential role in shaping dietary habits, as students 

consume a significant portion of their daily food intake at school. Additionally, early exposure to 

healthier foods can foster lifelong habits that support both oral and overall health. Implementing 

these guidelines requires collaboration with local food vendors to ensure the consistent supply of 

healthy products, as well as regular audits to ensure compliance. Educating students and parents 

about the relationship between nutrition and oral health will further reinforce healthy choices 

outside of school.  

Additionally, increasing the Child Nutrition Program (CNP) meal reimbursement rates 

can significantly aid in implementing healthy snacks and food options in schools to reduce caries 

risk by providing schools with the necessary financial resources to purchase higher-quality, 

nutrient-dense foods. Healthier options are often more expensive than highly processed, sugary 

snacks. By boosting reimbursement rates, schools can afford to offer these nutritious alternatives 

without compromising budget constraints. This financial support also enables schools to invest in 

educational programs that promote healthy eating habits, enhancing students' understanding of 

the link between diet and oral health. Additionally, increased funding can support staff training 

and the procurement of kitchen equipment needed to prepare healthier meals, ensuring a 

sustainable shift towards better nutrition. Ultimately, this approach not only reduces children's 

risk of dental caries by lowering sugar intake but also promotes overall health and academic 

performance, making it a cost-effective public health strategy.  

This solution is proposed because numerous studies have linked high sugar consumption 

to increased dental caries risk, a prevalent but preventable condition among children. By limiting 

sugary foods and beverages, the policy targets one of the primary causes of tooth decay. 

Moreover, healthier dietary patterns are associated with other positive health outcomes, such as 

improved cognitive function and reduced risk of obesity and diabetes. Therefore, this initiative 



not only supports oral health but also contributes to the broader objective of enhancing student 

well-being and academic performance.  

 

Conclusion  

In conclusion, the policy of "Promoting Oral Health: Implementing Healthy Snacks and 

Food Options in Schools to Reduce Caries Risk" is a strategic and impactful approach to 

addressing the widespread issue of dental caries among children. By transforming school food 

environments to prioritize nutritious, low-sugar options and enhancing educational initiatives, 

this policy not only reduces the immediate risk of tooth decay but also fosters lifelong healthy 

eating habits. Coupled with increased Child Nutrition Program reimbursement rates, schools can 

sustainably implement these changes, ensuring equitable access to better nutrition for all 

students. This proactive investment in children's oral and overall health not only enhances 

academic performance but also alleviates long-term healthcare costs, benefiting communities and 

society as a whole. By taking decisive action now, we can build a healthier future, starting with 

the next generation. 


