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Dr. Martin Hall, Dental Health Services Victoria, Australia* 

Dr. Bradley Christian, La Trobe University, Australia* 

Professor Hanny Calache, Population Health, Deakin University 

Ms. Ana Tilman, Dental Nurse & local program officer, Timor-Leste 

Ms. Sally Vong, Australia-Timor Liaison, North Richmond Community Health 

*At time of program commencement, North Richmond Community Health 

  

Photo: Drs Martin Hall and Hana 

Sekiguchi with Ana Tilman at 
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Background 

The oral health program at North Richmond Community Health (NRCH) has been working, to improve the oral health 

of school children in the District of Aileu, Timor-Leste for more than 10 years and in collaboration with the Friends of 

Aileu Oral Health Program since 2009. The program is conducted in collaboration with the Aileu District Department 

of Planning and Development, the District Department of Health and the District Ministry of Education. Sr Mario 

Soares, Chief of Planning and Development, Aileu Municipal Administration, was the program’s key contact in the 

Aileu District. A MoU was signed between the Friends of Aileu (FoA), NRCH and the District Department of Health. The 

program also works closely with the Department of Oral Health and the East Timor Dental Association. The Oral Health 

team, led by Dr Martin Hall, General Manager Clinical Services, NRCH has been working with the local dental staff to 

support a tooth brushing program in local primary schools. The initial program started with two schools as a “proof of 

concept” and according to Sra Rofina, Principal at one of the schools, it contributed to reduced absenteeism and 

improved school performance. A grant from the Borrow Foundation, 2016, enabled the program expand to another 

six schools, including collection of baseline data for a 12 month systematic evaluation of program implementation and 

outcomes.  

 

Updates to the team 

Professor Hanny Calache, Health Economics Unit at Deakin University, joined the program team in August 2016. His 

role was to advice on the data and methodological aspects of the evaluation. 

In April 2017, Martin Hall left NRCH to take up the Chief Oral Health Advisor role for the State of Victoria. At 

the same time Bradley Christian, left NRCH and moved to country Victoria for a life style change and took up an 

academic position with La Trobe University. Both Martin and Brad continue to maintain a close association with NRCH 

to facilitate the administration of Kose Nehan. 

NRCH has kindly nominated Ms Sally Vong, a staff member of East Timorese background to support Kose 

Nehan on an in-kind basis. Ms Vong brings cultural knowledge, language and in-country logistics support to the Kose 

Nehan program. 

The engagement of locally trained dental nurse, Ms Ana Tilman, has been useful for the program. As local 

program officer, her duties include facilitating and conducting the school visits including the education sessions; 

monitoring and supporting the teachers in school tooth brushing; and collecting information on the implementation 

process as part of the evaluation. Ana, was the recipient of the inaugural University of Melbourne Elizabeth Waters 

travel fellowship which supported her study visit to Melbourne, Australia. Ana has been supported to improve her 

English language skills. Her skills in Kose Nehan have been regularly utilised by other oral health programs in East Timor 

(Friends of Maubisse, Friends of Baucau, Timor Dental Program, Klibur Domin, Balibo Dental Program). 
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Activities - January to December 2016 

I. Meeting with program partners, funding and implementation plan 

NRCH and FoA in consultation with their Timorese colleagues and local district administrators organised for the 

expanded program to continue in August 2016. Funding confirmation from the Borrow Foundation assisted in finalising 

program plans. Sr Mario Soares, Chief of Planning and Development, Aileu Municipal Administration was the key 

government liaison in Aileu District and he organised the necessary permissions and negotiated the selection of the 

schools for this phase of Kose Nehan.  

 

II. Examiner training and calibration 

To ensure standardised data collection it was decided that examiners from NRCH would participate in this first stage 

of the study. The plan is to train and eventually use local dental nurses to conduct all aspects of and take ownership 

of Kose Nehan. Four dental examiners from North Richmond Community Health were trained and calibrated in the 

oral health examination protocols. The dmft/DMFT index was used for caries with additional codes to record non-

cavitated caries lesions. We also captured information on the caries lesion status – active or arrested using ICCMS 

definitions. The oral hygiene index was used to measure plaque.  

 

III. Oral health education/school tooth brushing program manual 

A Tetum-language oral health and tooth brushing manual was developed to guide the teachers. It is planned that this 

oral health education manual will be expanded to include instructions on how to conduct a school-based tooth 

brushing program and interest has been expressed to include this in the school education curriculum.  

An illustrated Tetum-language school reader with the title “Kose Nehan” or “Brushing Teeth” 

(https://www.livrutimor.org/book/kose-nehan/) has also been distributed in local schools as an educational and 

health promotion aid. This reader has now been adopted by the Ministry of Education who are in the process of 

providing copies to all schools in Timor-Leste. 

 

IV. Visit to Timor-Leste August 2016 

Drs. Martin Hall and Bradley Christian, along with two dental staff from NRCH visited Timor, where they joined with 

local program officer, Ana Tilman. Most of the two weeks was spent implementing the program at selected schools. 

Sometime was also allocated to meet local authorities and program collaborators to build and strengthen the 

program’s network and support. Program staff also had the opportunity to meet the current Prime Minister’s wife, a 

dentist and academic, who was very interested in the program and keen to support its expansion to the other districts 

in Timor. 
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 Photo: Children of Acu Mau primary school 

 

 

II. Program implementation 

The school toothbrushing was implemented at the participating schools from September 2016 to April 2018, with 

some interruption following the unfortunate demise of Sr Mario Soares, the program’s primary contact in the Aileu 

District. Periodic reports indicated that there was some miscommunication and that one school sent all the brushes 

home with the children. This was rectified a few months into the program. 

 

The program management plan was:  

 Every three months the local program officer Ms Tilman would visit the schools to observe the 

toothbrushing program, assist the school Principals/teachers overcome any barriers to program 

implementation, provide refresher education as required and provide referrals to the local district 

dental clinics if needed. 

 Every month Ms Tilman would telephone the schools to ensure the program was being implemented 

as planned and that the schools had the necessary support and resources (including supplies of 

toothbrush and paste). 

 Every month Ms Tilman would provide a written report back to the team in Australia and also to the 

program’s local government liaison – Sr Mario Soares, Chief of Planning and Development, Aileu 

Activities 2016-2018  

I. Ana Tilman visit to the University of Melbourne. 

Local program officer, Ana Tilman, had the 

opportunity to visit the University of Melbourne in 

December 2016 for a short study tour made possible 

through a University travel scholarship. The focus of 

Ana’s visit was for her to spend time at the Jack 

Brockhoff Child Health and Wellbeing Program at the 

University of Melbourne, learn the basics of program 

evaluation and develop evaluation forms for the 

evaluation of Kose Nehan’s implementation 

processes. This was achieved over a period of three 

days. Ana also spent time observing NRHC’s school, 

aged care outreach programs in Melbourne and 

Aboriginal oral health in an Aboriginal Community 

Controlled Health Organisation (ACCHO) in rural 

Victoria. 
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Municipal Administration. Sr Soares, also offered support if Ms. Tilman faced any issues whilst liaising 

with the school administration. 

 

III. Mario Soares 

The untimely death of Kose Nehan’s primary contact, Sr Mario Soares, in the middle of 2017 put the program on hold 

for a few months including the planned follow-up visit. The primary reason was the local government finding a 

replacement person for Sr. Soares’s role who could also support the program. Also, for our partners the Friends of 

Aileu to establish contact, brief the new person and seek their support for program continuation. Reports from Ms. 

Tilman also indicated that the school Principals were hesitant to continue without continued backing by local 

government. 

These issues were sorted out by November 2017, Kose Nehan continued and plans were made for the team 

to visit in early 2018. Sra Victoria Mesquita do Rego, the new District Administrator is fully supportive of Kose Nehan 

and assigned her assistant to support and accompany the team during the April 2018 school visits. 

 

IV. Visit to Timor-Leste April 2018 

Martin Hall and Bradley Christian along with two dental staff from NRCH re-visited the schools to collect information 

on program implementation. The six schools were visited in a week and Ms Sally Vong, who did not have previous 

contact with the schools, was used to interview the school teachers and Principals to get their perspective on the 

program, any problems they faced and anything else that could be done to better facilitate implementation. Sometime 

was also spent in meeting the new local government liaison, Sra Victoria Mesquita do Rego and her assistant Snr 

Camillo. 

 

Kose Nehan team observations 

Local governance – The interruption to the program due to the death of Snr Mario Soares reinforced the need for local 

ownership and championing of a community based program such as KN. Although the program officer, Ana Tilman 

was selected as she was also a local person, her status (gender, age) and authority proved insufficient to overcome 

local politics, protocols and customs. Also, it was unknown whether arrangements/agreements brokered by Snr Mario 

were being honoured after his death or there was a reduced level of engagement due to a loss of the senior local 

champion.  

Establishing a new relationship required the authority of the Australian team despite several attempts by the 

Australian based officer of Friends of Aileu to engage the local program officer (Ana Tilman) with the new director. 

This was most likely due to a reluctance due to local custom and protocols and/or a lack of confidence of the more 

junior program officer initiating contact with the more senior local government official.  
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Security and access to schools – The distance of the more outlying schools from the main road presented a barrier to 

the program officer having regular contact visits with those particular schools, this was compounded by the terrible 

state of the roads during the wet season. The security concerns of a young woman travelling alone on relatively remote 

roads required a support person (Uncle) who also provided the motorbike transport. This was additional support was 

not always available when the schedule required.   

Consideration to alternative transport arrangements for field visits include a delegation of supplies to the 

district office (agreement achieved during April 2018 visit). The school principals meet on a monthly basis in the main 

settlement of Aileu where supplies could be transferred to them directly via the district office. Snr Camillo (Sra 

Victoria’s assistant) has agreed to be the responsible person for this. 

 

Capability and support – The capability of the program officer in the field is consistently excellent, however, 

competence in management of the program and independent problem solving skills were overestimated and proved 

to be a barrier in achieving all expected outcomes especially after the death of Mario. This was demonstrated in 

relation to reporting where considerable effort on training and standardised approaches and templates occurred but 

with little effect. Resulting in variation in relationships between KN and the schools. Supply issues related to transport 

and safety mentioned above reduced the toothbrushing component of the program in those outlying schools 

especially. 

The engagement of a more senior person at the Australian end, Ms. Sally Vong, who can communicate in first 

language and understands the cultural aspects of Timor working life, as an authoritative figure to support and hold 

performance accountable should help both confidence and competence over time. In addition, strengthening local 

governance and developing a local reporting hierarchy (rather than reporting back to Australia) may also improve local 

program administration and overall sustainability. For example, the program officer (Ana Tilman) reporting directly to 

the District Administrator (Sra Victoria) who in turn reports on progress to the Friends of Aileu. 

 

Outputs and outcomes 
The program reached 700 children and 25 teachers from the six schools in the district. Though school lists obtained 

prior to visiting Timor showed approximately 200 children per school, the actual number present on the day of the 

visit was much less. It is believed that this is due to children helping their parents in the field rather than attending 

school. 

Important program output and outcomes to date include: 

 Evidence on the high dental caries rates in this population, particularly among young children. A paper on this 

is being finalised for publication. 

 Improvements in oral health literacy - increased awareness of oral health in the schools, community and 

neighbouring communities. 

 Increased local dental staff capacity in using caries diagnostic criteria and program evaluation techniques. 
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 Continued support for Kose Nehan in the Aileu District and interest from other districts to adopt this program. 

 Children have increased access to oral healthcare including referral pathways to local health services. 

 Oral health issues gaining increased visibility at the local and national level through Kose Nehan. Example is 

the interest expressed by the WHO representative as well as other health organisations in learning more about 

Kose Nehan. In fact, three organisations have approached with plans to adopt Kose Nehan. 

 

Evaluation Findings 

1. Dental caries rates 

 

1.1 Caries in the primary teeth (WHO index age – 6-year-olds) 

All caries lesions (non-cavitated and cavities) 
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1.2 Caries in the permanent teeth (WHO index age – 12-year-olds) 

All caries lesions 

 

 

 

WHO caries definition (cavities) 
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2. Kose Nehan Implementation Processes – School Staff Perspectives 

This section reports on school staff perspectives on the implementation of Kose Nehan. Six separate interviews with 

staff at each of the participating schools were conducted by Ms. Sally Vong, who had no previous contact with the 

schools. The interviews were transcribed by an external translator in Australia and the de-identified transcripts were 

analysed by a consultant (who provided her time in-kind) external to Kose Nehan.  

 

Four major themes emerged from the interviews – (1) positive impact of the dental program, (2) enablers, (3) 

barriers, and (4) recommendations to improve future implementation of the program. A brief summary of the 

themes and key quotes are presented here. 

 

Theme 1. Positive program impact - School staff felt there was an improved awareness of oral health among the 

children and also, that the program had influenced an increased rate of school attendance. 

 

 “Before the dental program was implemented, the kids always have issues with their teeth and pain which caused 

them not coming to school. Therefore with this program they improve their dental health and at the same time their 

school attendance. Not all but improved the numbers significantly.” (transcript 2) 

 

Theme 2. Enablers - The resources provided by the program team, such as the toothbrushes, toothpastes, education 

manual, and local support were reported to facilitate the program implementation.  

 

“Especially with the materials supplied been very helpful to us, such as tooth brushes and tooth paste” (Transcript 1) 

“Before this program started, we don't know how kids brush their teeth back home. But now, with this program, 

supported with tooth brushes and tooth paste, really complete. And proven to support dental health” (Transcript 1) 

“And the dental health information we got from the book supplied in this program, really educated us about sweet 

food that harmful for the tooth” (Transcript 1). 

 

Theme 3. Barriers - Although the schools had a positive experience with the program, few barriers to program 

implementation were reported. A key reported barrier was the lack of a continuous supply of toothbrushes and paste; 

and the need for consistent local support. 

 

“The tooth brushes are not sufficient for the kids, also we ask if can supply more smaller tooth brushes for the 

younger kids. They ask for 33, but I just gave 25” (Transcript 1) 
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“She didn't (bring in new supplies every three months regularly)…She did call us to tell us to inform her if there's 

shortage supplies but we did call her back to inform her but we never received supplies since the very first one” 

(transcript 2) 

 

“We tried out best to make do with what we have. By slowly supplying to each class…”(Transcript 2) 

 

Theme 4. Program improvement - A need for a continuous supply of toothbrushes and toothpastes was 

recommended by the schools for the smooth operation of the program. More regular refresher education sessions 

and contact with local oral health personnel was also requested. Extension to include all classes was also requested. 

 

“This is a good program already for kids dental health. Things that can be improve are the punctual time in supplying 

the tooth brushes and toothpastes stock. And maybe even provide soap” (transcript 3) 

 

“Now that we already have toothbrush and toothpaste, we also need containers to put this toothbrush and 

toothpaste. We need containers with lids/closure for each of this toothbrush. Also buckets to put the toothbrushes” 

(transcript 4) 

  

“If possible to add animation/activity/games to motivate and educate them aside from just supplying tooth brush 

and paste” (transcript 5) 

 

“We need someone to help motivate and refreshers us in this program repetitively regularly. At the same time also 

do observation to improve quality” (Transcript 1) 

 

“We need Lena (name changed) to visit monthly to educate us. Instead of 3 monthly…we need to look out for the 

toothpaste stock before it finish each month. We put the toothpaste in the classroom”. (transcript 2) 

 

“School teach up to year 9, the program only teach year 6. If it possible to extend up to year 9” (Transcript 1) 
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Next steps 

 Continue analysis of collected data and prepare manuscripts for publication. 

 Strengthen governance, coordination and accountability with local government. 

 Revise program protocols based on findings from this exploratory phase. 

 Expand education manual to include detailed protocol for a tooth brushing program. 

 Expansion of program to other schools within Aileu District. 

 Plan for expansion of program to other districts, explore partnerships with existing oral health programs 

including those managed by the Department of Oral Health. 

 Explore options for (salt) fluoridation program in Timor through engagement with WHO representative in 

Timor. 

 Integration with existing general hygiene programs. 

 

 

Photo: Drs Bradley Christian and Hana Sekiguchi at Madabeno primary school   
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Photo: Ms Sally Vong with children from Acu Mau primary school, Remixio subdistrict 

 


