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Abstract

Caries and periodontal diseases are highly neglected disease affecting millions of Italian children; both

diseases are preventable and the combination of high prevalence, high morbidity and a relative lack of

attention of the Italian National Health Service make caries and periodontal disease a significant public

health problem. 

To date none studies reported epidemiological data of 6–7-year-old-italian-children-population.

The aim of this survey was to describe the dental and periodontal health status in 6- and 7-year-old

schoolchildren from Palermo and to evaluate the association between socioeconomic determinants and

behavioural habits. 

A sample of 2701 children aged 6 and 7 from the selected public schools in all the eight districts of the

town received a clinical intraoral examination carried out by trained dentists. Parents were asked to fill

in a questionnaire investigating children’s eating habits, oral health related behaviours and

socioeconomic determinants of the household.

The percentage of 6- and 7-year-old schoolchildren with at least one carious lesion was found to be

66.5%. A higher mother’s and father’s educational level were a protective factor for carious lesions;

conversely, a paternal unemployment was found to be a risk factor. Living in II and VII districts was a

risk factor for all stages of carious lesions.
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Introduction

Caries and periodontal diseases are highly neglected disease affecting millions of Italian children; both

diseases are preventable and the combination of high prevalence, high morbidity and a relative lack of

attention of the Italian National Health Service make caries and periodontal disease a significant public
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health problem. 

To date few epidemiological surveys were conducted with the regard to the oral health of the Italian

children population and namely three of these are based on DMFT-dmft index [1](2); a recent national

survey (1)[2] is based on ICDAS-II method, but it investigated 12-year-old children. Moreover, one work

investigated the prevalence of caries of schoolchildren living in Palermo, but none of the previous studies

reported data of 6–7-year-old-children. Since the eruption of the first permanent molar (FPM) occurs during

the 6th and 7th years, in this critical period the FPM’s carious involvement could already occur.

In this perspective, the World Health Organization (WHO) and the University of Milan have promoted a

national epidemiological study aimed at a sample of 4, 6 and 12-years-old students from schools in the

North, Central and South Italy. The aim of this survey was to describe the dental and periodontal health

status in 6- and 7-year-old schoolchildren from Palermo and to evaluate the association between

socioeconomic determinants and behavioral habits. 

 

Material and Methods 

Children aged 6 and 7 from the selected public schools in all the eight districts of the town received a

clinical intraoral examination by trained dentists. The data collection of this study was carried out from

February 2017 to February 2019 to detect dental and periodontal status in children resident in the city of

Palermo (age groups: 4-5, 6-7 and 12 years). 

The schools enrolled in the survey were selected on the basis of the geographical location in the 8 districts

of Palermo (Figure 1) and according to the school headmasters' willingness and availability to conduct the

survey. 

An e-mail explaining the nature of the survey was sent to the headmasters of the selected schools with the

aim of inviting them to collaborate with the survey. 

A letter explaining the nature of the survey and containing a pre-printed form of informed consent of

participation to the survey was delivered by the schools to parents/caregivers of the subjects to be

examined. Children were enrolled as participants only with the consent properly signed. 

Carious lesions were classified according to the modified International Caries Detection Assessment

System (ICDAS-II) (3,4)[3][4]; the Community Periodontal Index (CPI) was used for periodontal assessment. 

Parents were asked to fill in a questionnaire investigating children’s eating habits, oral health related

behaviours and socioeconomic determinants of the household. 

The sample number for each single age group has been identified with a 99% confidence level; and each

group was increased by 25% to counterbalance the effect of any non-responders (persons who were not

examined or who did not fill in the questionnaire properly). 
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 Figure 1. Municipal districts of Palermo.

 

Results 

During the study period, oral health data were collected from a total of 2701 subjects (males:

1327/49.13%; females: 1374/50.87%); of these 946 were 3-5 years old, 995 were 6-7 years old and 760

were 12-13 years old. The percentage of 6- and 7-year-old schoolchildren with at least one carious lesion

was found to be 66.5%. A higher mother’s and father’s educational level were a protective factor for

carious lesions; conversely, a paternal unemployment was found to be a risk factor. Children living in II and

VII districts (strictly related to poor sociodemographic status) were a risk factor for all stages of carious

lesions. Frequent sweet drinks and chewing gum consumption was significantly associated with caries. The

percentage of children with untreated caries was on FPMs 26.5% and of these only 6.1% had restorations. 

 

Conclusions 

This survey demonstrates that occurrence of carious lesions in 6- and 7-year-old schoolchildren is quite

high, with 662 (66,5%) children had at least one lesion, whereas only 60 (9.1%) of these have restorations.

Therefore, only a small part of the sample visited a dentist for regular check-ups, while the most of carious

lesions remained untreated and the treatment need was unacknowledged. 

 Oral health and risk of caries is significantly associated with socioeconomic factors and behavioural
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determinants.[5] The most underprivileged and poor city neighbourhoods were related to higher levels and

risk of caries. The frequency of sweets drinks and chewing gum is a risk factor for caries

development.[6][7] There was a very low prevalence of fissure sealants on FPMs, indicating the

underutilization of fissure sealants among the schoolchildren examined in this study. School-based or

national sealant programs should be promoted intensely, implemented as a successful preventive

approach and completed with oral health education. 
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