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BRIDGING SMILES AND
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AND THE AUTISM COMMUNITY
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Oral health is essential to overall well-being—and everyone deserves
access to dental care that is not only high-quality but also feels safe,
respectful, and supportive. For individuals with autism spectrum disorder
(ASD), dental visits can present unique challenges. Bright lights,
unfamiliar sounds, and changes in routine can all contribute to heightened
anxiety or discomfort. That’s why inclusive, individualized care is not just
beneficial—it’s essential. Personalized dental experiences that take into
account a patient’s sensory, communication, and emotional needs can
make an extraordinary difference in both comfort and outcomes.

Pennsylvania Coalition for Oral Health (PCOH) is working to ensure
Pennsylvanians have access to dental care that meets their unique needs
—including individuals in the autism community. PCOH is proud to be part
of the movement to build a more inclusive oral health system, one that
embraces adaptability, compassion, and education as core pillars of care.
One parent shared a story that highlights the power of inclusion. After
many unsuccessful dental visits that ended in frustration and tears, she
finally found a dental team who took the time to truly listen. Rather than
rushing through an appointment, the providers allowed her child to sit in
the chair, explore the tools, and simply get used to the environment
across multiple visits—without pressure. Only after the child felt secure
and ready did the team attempt an exam.



That thoughtful, patient-centered
approach transformed what had once
been a source of fear into a moment of
empowerment. It is stories like these
that remind us what’s possible when
care is tailored and respectful.
Traditional approaches to dentistry often
fall short for individuals with ASD.
Sensory sensitivities, communication
differences, and anxiety around
unfamiliar environments or procedures
can make routine appointments
incredibly difficult.

PCOH encourages dental providers to take proactive steps—such as
offering pre-visit tours, clearly outlining what to expect, modifying sensory
inputs like lighting and noise, allowing patients to bring comfort items, and
using visual schedules or nonverbal cues to guide treatment. Creating
inclusive dental care means fostering real change. It's not a one-size-fits-
all solution—it requires commitment, empathy, and ongoing action.
Through advocacy, education, and collaboration with both professionals
and community organizations, PCOH is working to ensure that individuals
with ASD are not only welcomed in dental settings but truly seen, heard,
and supported.

At its core, inclusion is about more than just making space—it’s about
reshaping systems to be better for everyone. By equipping dental
professionals with the tools and training needed to better understand and
serve patients, we can help create a healthcare environment where no
one is left behind.



