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Abstract
Schooling forms a large part of a child’s life experience and schools are recognised as an appropriate 
setting for health promotion activities. Characteristics of schools have been associated with various 
health outcomes. The association between aspects of schools and child oral health outcomes was 
assessed for a sample of children from New South Wales, South Australia and the Australian Capital 
Territory.

Parents of a random sample of 5,418 children aged 5–14 years responded to self-complete surveys, and 
children participated in a dental examination. Parent perceptions of their child’s school were collected 
as were administrative data for participating schools from the MySchool website (including school type, 
socioeconomic information, number of students and teachers and percentage of students from non-
English speaking background). Various health outcome measures were assessed across three sample 
populations: full sample (children aged 5–14 years), deciduous dentition subset (children aged 5–10 
years, n=3,477) and permanent dentition subset (children aged 9–14 years, n=3,044). These included 
parent-rated health and oral health (PRH and PROH), presence of deciduous and permanent caries (poc
and POC), deciduous and permanent decayed, missing and filled surfaces (dmfs and DMFS), and 
deciduous and permanent untreated decayed surfaces (ud and UD). Multilevel, multivariable logistic 
regression analyses were conducted on outcome measures, using child sociodemographic information, 
MySchool information and parent perception of schools at individual-level (collected) and at school-level 
(amalgamated).

Reference models for all outcome measures showed significant school-level variation. Among 
dichotomised outcome measures the Median Odds Ratio (MOR) was between 1.09 (deciduous PROH) 
and 1.50 (deciduous PRH). Among continuous outcome measures, the Intraclass Correlation (ICC) was 
between 2.5% (dmfs) and 5.3% (UD). The effects were small but have the potential for large 
consequences when considering population-level impact. In adjusted models, child-level parent 
perceptions of school variables demonstrated a higher number of significant associations with outcome 
measures in the permanent rather than the deciduous subset, particularly among clinical outcome 
measures. School socioeconomic status was persistently associated with outcome measures in the 
deciduous but not the permanent subset. The opposite was seen for teacher workload. Of school-level 
parent perceptions of school variables, school relations demonstrated the most persistent associations 
with outcomes. Better parent perceptions of school were generally associated with better oral health 
outcomes among children. Outcomes in the permanent subset saw more school-level variation 
explained in models than outcomes in the deciduous subset, potentially representing effects of longer 
exposure to school environment among older than younger children. School-level parent perception 
variables explained more variance than individual-level, supporting the concept of relevant contextual 
differences in school environment. 

There was significant variation across schools for all outcome measures indicating the presence of a 
general contextual effect of the school environment on child general and oral health outcomes. There 
were numerous significant specific effects seen in the univariable, bivariable and multivariable analyses. 
Better parent perceptions of school were generally associated with better health and oral health 
outcomes among children. Well-considered policy instigating appropriate change in school environment 
could help alleviate children’s oral disease experience.



x

Declaration
I certify that this work contains no material which has been accepted for the award of any other degree 
or diploma in my name, in any university or other tertiary institution and, to the best of my knowledge 
and belief, contains no material previously published or written by another person, except where due 
reference has been made in the text. In addition, I certify that no part of this work will, in the future, be 
used in a submission in my name, for any other degree or diploma in any university or other tertiary 
institution without the prior approval of the University of Adelaide and where applicable, any partner 
institution responsible for the joint-award of this degree.

I give consent to this copy of my thesis, when deposited in the University Library, being made available 
for loan and photocopying, subject to the provisions of the Copyright Act 1968.

I also give permission for the digital version of my thesis to be made available on the web, via the 
University’s digital research repository, the Library Search and also through web search engines, unless 
permission has been granted by the University to restrict access for a period of time.

Signature ________________________________________________

Date ____/____/________



xi

Acknowledgements
My thanks goes first and foremost to both my supervisors for their general belief in my ability to 
complete a PhD project and thesis. Specifically I am thankful to David Brennan for the enormous amount 
of help given at various times on various matters and quick turnaround times for provision of feedback 
on drafts, enabling me to get through the thesis writing process quickly and seamlessly. Thank you to 
Loc Do particularly for the expertise given during the analytical process.

I would like to express my gratitude to the contributors to the NCOHS project, without which I would 
have had no data to analyse. These include the NSW, SA and ACT health department personnel 
comprising NCOHS project coordinators, clinical coordinators and teams of dental examiners and clinical 
exam data recorders.

I would like to acknowledge the regular members of my crack team of mail out preppers (thank you 
Annie Nguyen, Brady Stanton, Melissa Crosato, Rachel Varricchio, Olivia Cirrilo and Monique Varricchio)
who worked with such speed, consistency and precision, ensuring my mail outs went out on schedule
each time with all material where it should be. I’d like to make a special mention of Annie for also being 
a tremendous friend throughout the entire PhD process.

Many thanks go to the administrative team responsible for inputting the vast quantity of data included 
in this project. Thank you Gemma Pilkington, Rose Thomas, Bev Ellis, Nikkita Dodds and Sarah Harman.

I am thankful for the various input and general support I received from colleagues/students at ARCPOH. 
I would specifically like to make mention of Kaye Roberts-Thomson for offering me the opportunity to 
undertake postgraduate research while working at ARCPOH, Liana Luzzi for providing consistent support 
and friendship throughout the duration of the project, Serge Chrisopoulos for providing information and 
assistance surrounding the NCOHS methods and Ali White for providing advice on editing and proofing. I 
also thank the ARCPOH executive group for allowing me access to the NCOHS data to use for my PhD 
project.

I would like to acknowledge those that contributed data for my project: schools, parents and children 
participating in the NSW, SA and ACT NCOHS.

A special thank you goes to my friends and family. Specifically I thank my wonderful mother Didi who 
helped me proof my work and provided constant love and support, particularly in the trying end times 
of the project. I also thank my stepfather Kent for providing reliability and stability through some 
difficult times during my candidature. And I would like to express my thanks to the Australian blues 
dance community for providing a dependable source of joy, lifting my spirits as nothing else can and 
keeping me in touch with what is important in life.

This research was supported by a Centre for Research Excellence (CRE) Grant (1031310) from the 
National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC), a Partnership Grant (1016326) from the 
NHMRC and a Research Grant (10-2012) from the Australian Dental Research Fund (ADRF). The 
contents are solely the responsibility of the administering institution and authors, and do not reflect the 
views of NHMRC or ADRF. Approval to conduct this research was granted by The University of Adelaide
Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC), and the NSW Health, SA Health and ACT Health HRECs.


	TITLE: The association between school environment and children’s general health and oral health outcomes in Australia
	Table of Contents
	Table of Tables
	Table of Figures
	Abstract
	Declaration
	Acknowledgements


