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A recent report on the oral health of Australian children aged 2 to 3 years indicated that those 
children belonging to the most socially disadvantaged group were 3 times more likely to have 
an oral health problem compared to the least disadvantaged children1.

Teeth Tales is led by The University of Melbourne and Merri Community Health Services in partnership with Dental Health 
Services Victoria, Moreland City Council, Arabic Welfare, Victorian Arabic Social Services, Pakistani Australia Association 
of Melbourne, The Centre for Culture, Ethnicity and Health, North Richmond Community Health and City of Yarra.

1 Kilpatrick NM, Neumann A, Lucas N, Chapman J, Nicholson JM: Oral health inequalities in a national sample of Australian children 
aged 2-3 and 6-7 years. Aust Dent J 2012, 57(1):38-44.
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Teeth Tales is a culturally competent approach to child 
oral health promotion. The study is an exploratory trial, 
implementing a community-based child oral health 
promotion intervention, for families from refugee and 
migrant backgrounds residing in Metropolitan Melbourne. 
The study aims to establish a model for feasible, replicable 
and cost-effective child oral health promotion for culturally 
diverse Local Government Areas (LGA) in Australia. It is 
characterised by a partnership approach which involves 
service providers, cultural, policy and academic partners in 
decision making and implementation for all stages of the 
study.

The study intends to improve oral health among migrant 
and refugee children aged 1 to 4 years and their care-
givers, through increased oral health related knowledge, 
confidence and attitudes and the adoption of positive oral 
health behaviours. This project also endeavours to enhance 
the cultural competence of services for refugee and migrant 
families, including family and dental services provided 
by participating community health services and local 
government, and the extension of preschool oral health 
education programs to cultural settings.

Welcome

The Teeth Tales intervention is comprised of two components:

1. A peer-led oral health community education program

2. A reorientation of dental and health services through culturally competent 
organisational reviews
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Current Status

Peer led oral health community education 
program

The peer-led community education sessions were facilitated 
by our cultural partners, Arabic Welfare and Victorian 
Arabic Social Services and by trained Pakistani community 
members, for families allocated to the intervention 
component of the study. 

A total of 288 families from the Lebanese, Iraqi and Pakistani 
communities living in Moreland and adjacent LGAs were 
allocated to the intervention. The remaining 233 families 
participating in the study were allocated to the comparison 
group.

Of the 288 families, 152 attended the peer-led community 
education sessions which focused on promoting healthy food 
and drink habits, effective tooth brushing with fluoridated 
toothpaste and regular visits to the dentist to reduce tooth 
decay. This was based on Dental Health Services Victoria 
key oral health themes of ‘Eat Well, Drink Well, Clean Well 
& Stay Well’. 

Participants received six hours of oral health education over 
two weeks, plus a group visit to the dental service at Merri 
Community Health Services (MCHS), to increase familiarity 
with the available dental and family support services.

Many of the participating families were not aware that 
children were eligible to use the public dental health service 
free of cost in Victoria if the child’s parents or carers were 
concession card holders (or at a reduced fee for those 
without a concession card). 

This information generated a lot of interest, which led 
to increased use of the MCHS dental services by these 
families. Positive feedback was provided on the calibre of the 
course content, the cultural appropriateness of the delivery 
of the program and the social connectedness achieved by 
attending the sessions. Those who were allocated to  the 
intervention but did not attend the sessions were sent the 
same oral health education pack that was provided to those 
who attended.
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The Cultural Competence Organisational Review (CORe) has been designed 
as a key part of Teeth Tales to enhance access and cultural appropriateness  
of family and dental services for refugee and migrant families.

The baseline CORe staff survey and policy review was completed at North 
Richmond Community Health (NRCH), Merri Community Health Services 
(MCHS), Moreland City Council and The McCaughey VicHealth Centre for 
Community Wellbeing during 2011. Recommendations from the initial review 
were made to each organisation, with attention to areas where cultural 
competence could be improved. 

MCHS Highlights

The recommendations from CORe have been incorporated into the MCHS 
Diversity Plan 2012-2015. Currently, several staff from teams across MCHS 
are involved in the implementation of the Diversity Plan. An internal staff 
committee is overseeing the Diversity Plan, which includes strategies such as: 

•	 Ensuring position descriptions reflect culturally competent  
 practices and skills

•	 Exploring staff cultural awareness training 

•	 Improving community consultation and data collection/   
 monitoring processes

In July 2013, MCHS will undergo a follow up CORe survey and policy review to 
monitor changes, build upon and improve organisational cultural competence. 
NRCH, the pilot site for CORe, began the follow up process in March 2013 
and the report is currently being finalised. Moreland City Council is scheduled 
to begin the follow up process in August 2013, with the McCaughey VicHealth 
Centre for Community Wellbeing to follow in March 2014. 

Results from the follow up review will assist the organisations to target areas for improvement, as well as see where change 
has occurred and where further support may be needed.

Quick facts
•	 521 families from the 

Lebanese, Iraqi and 
Pakistani communities 
of Melbourne are 
participating in the 
study 

•	 667 children from 
these families received 
dental screenings and 
79 children (12%) were 
given referrals to the 
MCHS dental service 
for follow up treatment 

•	 152 of the families 
allocated to intervention 
attended the peer led 
oral health education 
course 

•	 The education course 
consisted of six hours 
of oral health education 
over two weeks plus a 
group visit to the dental 
service at MCHS

Cultural Competency Organisational Review (CORe) 

A big thank you goes out to Colgate for 
the generous donation of child and adult 
toothbrushes and toothpaste which were 
included in the oral health gift bags provided 
to all our participating families. Thank you 
also for the plaque disclosing tablets which 
were used during our peer led oral health 
community education program.
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What’s next?

For further information, please contact:

Dr Lisa Gibbs
Project Manager
The University of Melbourne
8344 0920 | lgibbs@unimelb.edu.au

Maryanne Tadic
Manager, Population Health Unit
Merri Community Health Service
9389 2270 | maryannet@mchs.org.au

In September of this year, which is 18 months after baseline 
data collection, we will contact all families involved
in the study and invite them to return for a follow up dental 
screening and parent questionnaire. We will report
on the study findings after follow up data collection is 
complete.

• Children from families with migrant backgrounds are at 
risk of poor oral health

• Community-based oral health screening is an important 
means of reaching children in need of dental treatment 

• Working in partnership with established cultural 
organisations is critical to health promotion initiatives 
targeting families with migrant and refugee backgrounds

• Study designs need to accommodate the spread of 
cultural networks versus the limited geographical 
boundaries of most health services 

• Discussion of traditional oral health practices needs to 
be incorporated into oral health promotion initiatives

Key learnings to date

Thanks for reading!

We are very sad to report, for those who did not 
hear, that our dear friend and colleague, Coralie 
Mathews, passed away on the last day of 2012 from 
complications of breast cancer. It is hard to believe that 
we can no longer enjoy her vibrant, joyful presence 
and her wise counsel but there is no question that in 
so many ways she is still with us. She had such an 
integral role on Teeth Tales, shaping the project and 
building our community relationships. Before that she 
made the most significant contribution to fun ‘n healthy 
in Moreland! and also worked at the Family Centre at 
the Royal Children’s Hospital.

What a wonderful woman she was and what an integral 
contributor to Teeth Tales as a concept and reality. We 
will miss her in every way.

Farewell Coralie Mathews


