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The Claude Worthington Benedum Foundation has provided vision through leadership in 
the state of West Virginia by initiating and supporting efforts to improve childhood oral 
health as well as additional health programs throughout its history. The Claude 
Worthington Benedum Foundation is an independent foundation established in 1944 by 
Michael and Sarah Benedum, natives respectively of Bridgeport and Blacksville, West 
Virginia.  They named the Foundation in memory of their only child, Claude 
Worthington Benedum, who died in 1918 at age 20.  The Benedums expressed the wish 
that grantmaking be focused in West Virginia and Southwestern Pennsylvania, their 
native and adopted homes.  The Foundation provides support through their competitive 
grantmaking process to innovative projects with measurable outcomes in the areas of 
Education, Health and Human Services, Community Development, and Economic 
Development.  

Beverly Railey Robinson, Vice President for Programs for the Foundation, first became 
interested in oral health through a variety of venues around the state.  

 

Robinson was startled to learn that in West Virginia the decay index is 59% higher than 
the national average for school-aged children and that 66% of West Virginia’s children 
have decay by age 8.  Also, in the adult population, 41.9% have lost six or more teeth due 
to decay compared to the national average of 21.2%.  Robinson proceeded to conduct 



“100 interviews in 100 days”  with policy makers, educational institutions, and 
legislators, but true to the values of the Foundation, she then engaged in conversations 
with parents, free clinics and individuals without dental insurance for their children.  The 
Foundation firmly believes that all families must have the best possible resources to raise 
their children to be healthy, educated and productive members of their communities with 
an emphasis placed on disadvantaged children and on families in rural communities. The 
conclusions of these discussions revealed many barriers impeding the improvement of 
oral health of children and pregnant women.  Following the unearthing of an array of 
disparities, came the call for proposals from the Benedum Foundation to tackle West 
Virginia’s “State of Decay”. 

To demonstrate its commitment to improving oral health in West Virginia the Foundation, to date, 
has funded 21 grants on oral health for a total of $2,754,250. Each grantee is blanketed under the 
strategic objective specifically crafted by Robinson and the Benedum Foundation which is to 
improve oral health through public awareness, provider training and improved dental screenings 
and care.  Robinson also hopes to promote existing programs and talent while building a 
coordinated agenda.    

The components of this objective include: 

·  Focused attention of leaders and public health policy makers,  
·  Development of a state action plan,  
·  Statewide public awareness campaign,  
·  Regularly monitoring and reporting to the public and policy makers on the oral health status 

of children and pregnant women,  
·  Parent education aimed at increasing personal responsibility and more active involvement 

in children’s oral health,  
·  Pediatric preventive oral health care training for primary care providers and workers in 

early childhood settings,  
·  Community interventions,  
·  Workforce development, 
·  Expanded coverage of oral health care for adult pregnant women.   

The intended outcomes set forth are:   

·  Decreased number of children with cavities by age 8,  
·  Increased number of pregnant women with dental screenings and care,  
·  Inclusion in Kids Count Data,  
·  Increased private and public sector funding of oral health for children and pregnant women, 
·  A workforce better prepared to meet the needs of West Virginia’s children.  

The following is a short summary of five of Benedums’ oral health grantees. The summary 
provides an overview and accomplishments to date.  

·  West Virginia Head Start Association (WVHSA).  According to the Centers for Disease 
Control, caries continues to be on the rise in the 2-5 year old age bracket forcing childhood 



caries to be a major public health issue within these small children. WVHSA was awarded 
their grant in the fall of 2006 to promote oral health education among their students, 
families and staff.  Outcomes of WVHSA’s initiative are in direct alignment of their 
mission statement to involve parents as decision makers, strengthen partnerships on the 
local and state level and to provide statewide training for childhood programs. The result of 
their grant is an Oral Health toolkit and companion “Healthy Children, Happy Smiles” 
DVD.  The Oral Health toolkit and DVD has been implemented in each of WVHSA 24 
centers.  Centers serve a total of 7, 439 children and their families.  Each center was offered 
a “pass-through” grant to duplicate the DVD and any part of the toolkit to share in their 
educational campaign.  WVHSA is encouraging the duplication of the DVD and toolkit to 
share with any interested groups across West Virginia.  To view the DVD online go to 
www.oralhealthwv.org and click resources or to order a FREE hardcopy go to 
www.mchoralhealth.org 

·  West Virginia University Extension Service-This initiative builds youth leadership and 
integrates oral health education into the existing 4-H community network. It is far-reaching 
and sustainable for the future. In 2006, approximately 900 youths were selected by their 4-
H club members to become a club 4-H Health Officer. County 4-H Officer Training 
Schools equipped and trained the new leaders with a 4-H Club Health Activity Guide 
Throughout the 4-H club year; health officers highlight the “Health H” through interactive 
games, challenges, and discovery activities with 4-H club participants. Additionally, the 
20,000 4-H participants use their 4-H Dental Health Planners (Pictured here) 

to track daily personal health behaviors related to a monthly challenge. 
Families receive handouts that reinforce health habits and facilitate interaction. The program 
focuses on improving these specific behaviors among 4-H youth participants:    

1.    be aware of personal behaviors and how they impact dental health 
2. brush and floss their teeth more frequently and thoroughly 
3. choose daily snacks that promote their health and optimal growth 
4. know and understand the benefits of being tobacco-free 
5. visit a dental professional every six months 
6. protect their teeth when they play sports by wearing a mouth guard  

WVUES believes there is a critical need for prevention and that an educational intervention 
can effectively influence oral health outcomes for 4-H youths within the context of their 
social and home environments. To view the 4-H curriculum handouts go to 



www.oralhealthwv.org and click on 4-H Health Fact Sheet.�

West Virginia Healthy Kids and Families Coalition (WVHKFC) The West Virginia Healthy Kids 
and Families Coalition is committed to improving oral health in West Virginia by increasing public 
awareness of the problem, disseminating the results of research about the value and efficacy of oral 
disease prevention, coordinating state and local efforts, and proposing and supporting policy 
changes that foster improved oral health for West Virginia children and families���
Accomplishments to date have been the coordination and execution of an Oral Health Summit 
hosted by West Virginia’s First Lady Gayle Manchin in December 2006. 

 (Oral Health Summit) 

The Summit highlighted the Benedum Foundation’s oral health campaign while increasing 
awareness among public and private organizations.  It was a great success and fostered the 
partnership of the First Lady and the West Virginia Dental Association joining forces to promote 
the Give Kids a Smile campaign.  The second notable achievement has been the inclusion of 
perinatal oral health in the West Virginia Perinatal Wellness Study.  The addition of an oral health 
component has served to increase the awareness of the importance of oral health to non-dental 
health professionals treating and managing the perinatal population.  The direct result being that 
oral health has been included in all of West Virginia’s major conferences that pertain to health and 
wellness. 

·  West Virginia University Childhood Oral Health Project (COHP) -This initiative focuses on 
enhancing the oral health curriculum at the schools of Medicine, Pharmacy, Nursing and 
Dentistry located within West Virginia University.  This has been accomplished by the 
addition of dental content into their existing curriculum and by the inclusion of dental 
screenings into a statewide screening program performed by students from all Health 
Science institutions across the state of West Virginia.  In addition, the COHP has also 
created the “First Smiles” continuing education program that is being taught across the state 
through local dental societies.  The “First Smiles” class is designed to educate the entire 
dental team on the importance of conducting the age one dental visit along with training 



them on performing infant oral health examinations.  So far 168 dental health professionals 
have received the training. Contact your local dental association for more details 
concerning the “First Smiles” training in your area. 

·  Valley Health Systems-has designed a “grass-roots” public awareness campaign entitled 
“SMILE WV”.  The messages have been used on interstate billboards to raise the awareness 
of the importance of oral health to an individual’s over all health.   

The spark started by Robinson created a firestorm of activity this year including the creation of a 
Subcommittee on Oral Health by the West Virginia Legislature, which has held multiple hearings 
around the state. That in and of itself is an amazing accomplishment. A senior professor at West 
Virginia University School of Dentistry says about Robinson’s vision to improve oral health that 
“in the 30 years I have been in West Virginia there has never been as much genuine interest in oral 
health as there seems to be as a result of the initiatives put forth by Benedum.”  However, Robinson 
is the first to thank and give credit to all the individuals that have been working on oral health for 
years. Beverly Robinson’s vision, commitment and dedication are truly remarkable.  

For more information on the Benedum Foundation visit www.benedum.org 

 

 
 
 
 


