
Supporting Oral Health for Children and
Families with Special Health Care Needs

According to the US Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA), around 14 million children under 18 years
old have a special health care need (SHCN), living in 25% of US homes.  Despite making up nearly 19% of the population
of children under 18, children with special health care needs remain woefully underserved, especially for services like oral
health care. This is incredibly concerning as children with SHCNs usually have fewer restorations, more missing teeth,
and more untreated dental caries than in the general population. 

“MY SON HAD AN ACCIDENT, HE HAS AUTISM...AND LOST HIS TWO FRONT TEETH. WE WENT TO THE
EMERGENCY ROOM AND THEY TRIED TO GLUE HIS TWO TEETH BACK TOGETHER, WHICH WAS NOT

POSSIBLE. THE NEXT DAY THE EMERGENCY DOCTOR TOLD ME TO GO IMMEDIATELY TO THE DENTIST
AND I COULDN'T TAKE THE TIME TO GO THROUGH MEDICAID... I CALLED ABOUT FOUR PROVIDERS

IN THE UNION AREA AND THEY WERE NOT PART OF MEDICAID EITHER. SO...WE HAD TO GO TO A
PRIVATE DENTIST AND PAY FOR IT OURSELVES. THE TREATMENT {WAS} EXTREMELY EXPENSIVE AND

HAVING MEDICAID AND NOT BEING ABLE TO USE IT, OBVIOUSLY GREATLY AFFECTS OUR FAMILY.
{MY} SON WAS AFFECTED PSYCHOLOGICALLY, HE WAS VERY AFRAID TO GO BACK TO SCHOOL

WITHOUT HIS TEETH...WE WERE LEFT WITH $12,000 IN DEBT BECAUSE IT WAS HIS TWO FRONT TEETH
AND THAT OBVIOUSLY HAD AN IMPACT ON OUR FAMILY’S FINANCES. THE IMPACT THAT AN

EMERGENCY LIKE THIS HAS ON THE LIFE OF A PERSON WITH A DISABILITY IS VERY BIG." 

- Oral Health Provider in an interview with NC Child 

While North Carolina has dedicated resources to supporting children and families with special health care needs,
including Governor appointed commissions and a dedicated helpline, conversations with families still emphasized the
challenges with receiving meaningful and timely access to dental care. 

In collaboration with Medicaid members and systems advocates, NC Child believes that solutions are needed to
incentivize, modernize, and simplify access to oral health care under Medicaid, particularly for children and families with
special health care needs.  
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https://bc.governor.nc.gov/BoardDetails/ce6e91dc-c50e-e811-8123-1458d04dc8c8
https://www.ncdhhs.gov/divisions/child-and-family-well-being/whole-child-health-section/best-practices/children-and-youth-special-health-care-needs/children-special-health-care-needs-help-line


KEY RECOMMENDATIONS  

Policy Recommendation: Update the state’s Medicaid provider directory every 6 months at a minimum  

Policy Recommendation: Include an official designation for Medicaid providers that serve children with special
health care needs in the state provider directory  

Policy Recommendation: Provide reimbursement that will appropriately compensate practices that provide flexible,
patient-centered care for individuals with special healthcare needs and those who meet agreed upon criteria for
complex care needs. This may include use of standardized risk stratification or time-based codes to appropriately
account for resource intensity in the provision of oral health services (e.g., behavior management and care
coordination codes)   

Policy Recommendation: Require special health care needs practice training as part of mandatory curriculum for all
dental providers 

Policy Recommendation: Develop incentive programs for graduating dental providers who agree to serve this
population for designated period of time, including but not limited to loan forgiveness, enhanced rates, and grants to
increase innovative ways to provide care for this population  

Policy Recommendation: Include dental screening and referrals as mandatory screening service under managed care
including Standard Plans and Tailored Plans 

SUPPORT WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT TO SERVE CHILDREN WITH SPECIAL
HEALTH CARE NEEDS

MAKE IT EASIER FOR FAMILIES TO GET DENTAL CARE FOR CHILDREN WITH
SPECIAL HEALTH CARE NEEDS

Contact Hannah Preston, Health Policy Manager for questions about policy: hannah@ncchild.org
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