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The Family Van Saving Smiles Program of Boston 
Receives Grant from the Oral Health Foundation 
By Alba Cruz, PhD, MPH, Executive Director, The Family Van Program, HMS 

The Oral Health Foundation awarded a grant to the Family VanÕs Saving Smiles 
Program in Boston to equip and staff its mobile health unit to provide free oral 
health education, preventive dental care, and enhanced access to dental services to 
uninsured and underinsured populations in the Boston neighborhoods of Roxbury, 
Mattapan, and Dorchester.  

This grant will allow the Family Van to contend with the apparent health disparity 
in oral health access among low-income and minority residents in Boston. A study 
of low-income communities in Massachusetts found that 38-48% of children 
screened needed restorative dental care, with 9-14% requiring immediate referral 
for treatment. Students screened in one of the Boston high schools had 4 times as 
many cavities as the national average (Report of the Special Legislative 
Commission on Oral Health, February, 2000). 

The grant money will be used by the Family Van, a program of Harvard Medical 
School, in collaboration with two partnering community health centers, Mattapan 
Community Health Center and Whittier Street Health Center, to integrate oral 
health into its systemic approach to health care. The Family VanÕs mission is to 
educate, counsel, and screen community members and assist them in proactively 
taking action to strengthen and protect their bodies, minds, families, and 
communities. At full capacity, the Family Van serves up to 7,000 clients per year, 
many of whom are young adults and families with children. The Family Van will 
particularly focus its efforts on providing oral health education and intervention, 
thus improving the likelihood of success for preventive medical care, including 
proper oral hygiene and good nutrition. 

  

 

 


