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The Blue Ridge Free Dental Clinic located in Cashiers is a success story in its own right in addressing often severe dental needs. One of the questions related to caring for people who had for various reasons had never seen a dentist was how this situation came about.

 To talk more about this Ron Keller, Robbie Cahill and Jennifer McKee visited the Rotary Club of Highlands as representatives of the Free Dental Clinic and also the Rotary Club of Cashiers Valley.
Cahill, a member of the Cashiers Rotary and volunteer dental technician at the Free Dental Clinic, said the reason even young adults were losing their teeth and getting partial and full dentures was a lack of dental hygiene, care and awareness stemming from childhood. 

In concert with the Free Dental Clinic, the Cashiers Rotary formed the “Children’s Dental Health Project” to break the cycle of teenagers and young adults losing their teeth to a lack of dental care and awareness. The cyclic pattern was that most of these patients had parents who had lost their teeth very early as had their parents and so on. 

The objective of the Children’s Dental Health Project was to go to the schools and focus on children K through 5th Grade. The proposed program was reviewed by and received approval from school, medical and education officials in Jackson County. 

At this point Cahill and Keller explained that while the Free Dental Clinic provided dental services to children, the Clinic did not go into schools to promote dental hygiene and preventative care. To break the cycle of tooth loss, the focus of preventative care and hygiene needed to begin in schools and this is the objective of the Children’s Dental Health Project. 

With some imagination, coaching and advice from the Free Dental Clinic, volunteer and monetary support from Cashiers Rotary the Project went from concept to reality. A team of three costumed Tooth Fairies and often Dr. Michelle McDonald were visiting children at the Blue Ridge School and Summit Charter School. Dr. McDonald would provide a visual examination not to be confused with an in-office exam and send a report to the child’s parents on the state of their child’s dental health.  Questionnaires were taken to parents as was a description of the project and a request for permission to provide a weekly fluoride rinse to the children. 

The Tooth Fairies would provide demonstrations of proper brushing and flossing using children positioned as teeth, six foot toothbrushes and rope floss. The children, some 86%, allowed by their parents to use fluoride rinse, did so under supervision. The Tooth Fairies also distributed “goodie” bags, containing dental care items such as toothpaste, etc., to the children.
 Dental Awareness days promoted the concept that it’s not accepted behavior not to brush, floss or see a dentist. 

Programs like the Children’s Dental Health Project are new but are beginning across the country. Rotary International thought so much of this project; it awarded an Achievement Citation for the Best Cooperative Project with a non-rotary Organization to the Cashiers Rotary.

