Dental Caries in Preschool Apache Indian Children
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The dearth of information regarding dental
caries in white and black preschool children in
the United States has resulted in estimates of
cariesfree individuals ranging from 989, for
the 1-year-old to 229, for the 5-year-old child
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58: 398, 1974) . Still less information is available
regarding dental caries in preschool American
Indian children. Although the sample size of
the study reported here is small, the high caries
attack rate at early ages seemed worthy of re-
porting.

In the spring of 1969, a survey of the nutri-
tional status of White Mountain Apache Indian
children was conducted. Detailed sampling pro-
cedures, methods used, and nutritional findings
have been reported (OWEN ET AL, in MOORE,
SILVERBERG, and REaD, Department of Health,
Education, and Welfare Publication No. 72-26,
1972) . The majority of the children were liv-
ing in conditions of poverty or near-poverty,
and housing and sanitary conditions were con-
sidered poor. The children were described as
having mean intakes of energy, calcium, and
vitamins A and B, substantially below those
levels considered sufficient to meet needs. Pro-
tein intake was quantitatively acceptable but
found to be of poor quality. The average growth
in height was significantly retarded. Other than
growth underachievement, conditions such as
bowed legs, hair dyspigmentation, and pallor,
which might be considered indications of nutri-
tional disorders, developed in a few children.

Of the 164 children participating in medical
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examinations, 96 (52 boys and 44 girls) were
given dental examinations. A bilingual Apache
woman assisted. Only obvious lesions in which
soft dentin could be detected were considered
to be lesions of caries. Dental methods, fol-
lowed that of a previous report (INFANTE and
RusseLr, 1974). One boy less than 1 year old
and two girls just more than 6 years old were
eliminated from caries analyses.

Since no sex differences in caries experience
were observed, data for boys and girls were
combined. As shown in the table, the mean
numbers of decayed deciduous teeth and tooth
surfaces as well as the percent of children who
were cariesfree show a high degree of caries
experience at early ages. Five-year-old children
are usually reported to have an average of about
four decayed deciduous teeth and about 25 to
309, were estimated to be cariesfree. Two-year-
old children in this study averaged more than
six decayed teeth and only 119, were cariesfree.
In children two years old and younger, the
greater proportion of caries activity was ob-
served in the anterior teeth, whereas children
3 to 5 years of age had more carious teeth in
the posterior segment. Linear enamel hypo-
plasia of the anterior teeth (19 to 399, were
estimated to have developed this defect [IN-
FANTE, Ecol Food Nutr 3:155-156, 1974]) ap-
peared to be associated with the high caries at-
tack rate in the anterior teeth. Although this
hypoplastic defect is rarely manifested clinically
in the posterior teeth, it was observed that
seven of nine children older than 2.5 years of
age (usual age of completion of deciduous tooth
emergence) who were positively identified as
having hypoplasia in the anterior teeth also had
a greater number of decayed molars than the
expected-for-age in this population. Factors as-
sociated with the high attack rate in the pos-
terior teeth at early ages in such populations
would seem to merit further investigation.

TABLE
MEAN DEF ANTERIOR AND POSTERIOR TEETH, DEF SURFACES, AND PERCENT
CARIESFREE APACHE INDIAN CHILDREN

Mean def Teeth Mean % Caries-

Age  Mean det free
(yr) Age N Anterior Posterior Total SD Surfaces Subjects

1 1.50 14 0.71 0.29 1.00 1.52 1.07 64.3

2 2.54 18 3.72 244 6.17 4.95 9.61 11.1

3 3.43 28 3.39 4.82 8.21 4.52 11.82 10.7

4 4.51 12 2.92 5.58 8.50 3.92 12.67 0.0

5 5.48 21 4.24 5.67 9.90 5.17 17.48 9.5

Note: Boys and girls combined.
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