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PDA 
Supports 
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Beverages 
and Snacks 
in Schools

A legislator’s guide to oral health care issues, provided by the members of the Pennsylvania Dental Association

Update
Pennsylvania Oral Health

Who We Are
The Pennsylvania Dental Association 

(PDA), comprised of more than 5,500 
actively licensed and retired dentists, is 
proud of its efforts to improve children’s 
oral health. 

PDA’s goals are to promote optimal 
dental care for the public, improve the 
availability of dental care for all citizens, 
speak on behalf of the public’s dental 
health interests before government 
entities and educate the public about 
preventing oral disease and promoting 
good oral health. 

This edition of the Oral Health 
Update focuses on educating 
policymakers and the public about 
excessive consumption of carbonated 
and sugary beverages, and their effect 
on oral and the overall health of 
children. Education is key to promoting 
healthy alternatives to soft drinks, sports 
drinks and sugary juices. Along with 
disease prevention comes reduced 
health care costs that tax an already 
overburdened system. It just makes 
sense, for well being and fiscal reasons, 
to have healthy drinks and foods 
available to children in schools.
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In 2000, the United States Surgeon 
General David Satcher declared 

oral health in America “a silent 
epidemic” of dental and oral diseases, 
particularly among children from low 
socioeconomic families.  

In response, the Pennsylvania 
Dental Association (PDA) passed the 
following resolution: PDA opposes 
the exclusive marketing of soft drink 
beverages in all elementary, secondary 
and high schools in the state of 
Pennsylvania. 

Studies have indicated that the 
consumption of soft drink beverages 
increases the risk of dental decay and 

promotes nutritional adjustment 
detrimental to general health. 
PDA discourages all school 
districts from entering into any 
pouring rights contracts with 
soft drink companies.

PDA’s position was 
developed to conform with 
its overall mission statement, 
which reads in part: “The 
purpose of PDA shall be to 
serve the interests of the public, 
to improve their health, to 
promote optimal dental care for 
the public...[and] to educate 
the public with respect to the 
prevention of oral disease and to 
promote good oral health.”

And as Pennsylvania’s 
premier resource and advocate on 
dental issues, PDA supports legislation 
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that promotes the 
consumption of healthy 
foods and beverages in 
schools.

The statistics are 
alarming. According to 
the Center for Science 
in the Public Interest 
(CSPI), in 1999-2002, 
the average 13 to 18-
year-old boy consumed 
the equivalent of two 12-ounce cans of soda a day, 
and the average girl consumed one and a half cans per 
day. Adding in fruit drinks, which are essentially non-
carbonated soft drinks, the totals rise to two and a half 
cans for boys and almost two cans for girls. Teenagers 
get 13 percent of their calories from carbonated and 
non-carbonated beverages. 

Americans as a whole are consuming too many 

empty calories from sugary drinks, leading 
to significant health problems like obesity 
and cancer. And the consumption of sugary 
drinks results in less consumption of healthy 
beverages such as milk. In 1994-1996, both 
boys and girls consumed twice as much 
soda as milk, a statistic that has worsened 
in subsequent years. Sodas, sports and fruit 

drinks are the 
biggest single 
source of calories 
and added sugars 
in teenagers’ 
diets. In turn, 
they have 
decreased their 
consumption 
of milk by 40 
percent.
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Schools Succumb to Lucrative Contracts
Certainly, children have access to unhealthy 

beverages outside of school property and events. 
And parents play a significant role in teaching their 
children about drinking unhealthy beverages in 
moderation, while striving for the right balance of 
ingesting healthy beverages and food. But make no 
mistake that children are tempted as much in the 
school setting to drink unhealthy beverages as they are 
at home or in another setting. 

According to the Center for Science in the Public 
Interest (CSPI), soft drink companies are among the 
most aggressive marketers in the world, dwarfing all 
advertising and public service campaigns promoting 
fruits, vegetables, milk and other healthy foods and 
beverages. In 2000, the Coca-Cola Company, which 
accounts for 44 percent of the soft drink market in 
the United States, spent in excess of $200 million 
on advertising. The entire industry spent more than 
$700 million. In 1999, Dawn Hudson, Pepsi’s chief of 
marketing, told the New York Times that marketing to 8 
to 12-year-olds was a priority.

The fruits of their labor (“fruits” is used 
metaphorically) are seen in the public school system.  
CSPI estimates that 25 percent of elementary schools, 
62 percent of middle schools and 92 percent of high 
schools sell soft drinks to students in vending machines 
or school stores. Of the vended beverages, 70 percent 

were sugary drinks and only 14 percent of the soda 
was diet. The situation is worse yet in schools that 
have signed exclusive contracts with soda beverage 
companies, essentially knocking companies that sell 
healthier beverages from the competition. For example, 
Colorado Springs signed an exclusive 10-year contract 
with Coca-Cola, worth between $8 and $11 million. 

In response, the American Public Health 
Association issued a policy statement regarding soda 
contracts and marketing to children, likening both to 
“promoting the purchase and consumption of low-
nutrient-dense beverages while children are captive 
in an environment that is dedicated to education.” 
PDA also believes that school systems and other 
organizations catering to children should not have the 
exclusive rights to sell or advertise unhealthy food and 
beverages on school property. PDA supports legislation 
to regulate schools so they allow for food and beverages 
that meet the nutritional standards of healthiness. 

School administrators enjoy the steady stream of 
revenue from contracting with companies that sell 
unhealthy beverages and foods. But there comes a point 
where children’s health and well being should take 
precedence over lucrative contracts, not to mention 
consideration of the significant cost implications borne 
by all for treating disease that may have been prevented 
through better diets and more exercise.  
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How many children “crash and burn” during the 
school day because their sugar 

level rose by consuming too much 
sugar, and then dropped precipitously 
after the “sugar high” wore off? And 
what about performance measures 
and fostering children to prevent the 
“brain drain” syndrome from stifling 
business and economic growth in 
Pennsylvania? Research demonstrates 
that proper nutrition is linked with 
enhanced academic performance. Investment, not 
necessarily monetarily but more so by establishing 
quality nutritional standards in schools, will yield 

greater returns by graduating better educated students 
who maintain healthier lifestyles. 
School administrators, teachers 
and parents all play a role in 
teaching children about proper 
nutrition. Regulating their ability 
to access unhealthy beverages and 
food during the school day is only 
one way for this to be taught, 
but it sends a clear message to 
children that they are expected 

to strive for academic excellence and maintain healthy 
diets, not because adults are “mean,” but so that they 
have the tools to reach their true potential.  

Better Nutrition = Better Academic Performance

A+

While concerned about the implications excessive 
consumption of unhealthy foods and sugary drinks have 

on the overall health of children, PDA members focus primarily 
on the consequences that unhealthy beverages have on children’s 
dental health. Most commonly referred to as “liquid candy,” regular 
consumption of soft drinks, fruit drinks and sports drinks is linked 
to a rise in dental decay and enamel erosion, particularly among 
children from low-income families. 

Most think of soda beverages when talking about sugary and 
unhealthy drinks. But, PDA is concerned that many of the beverages 

mentioned as alternatives to soda in school vending machines, such as sports drinks and juices, have the 
potential to inflict significant oral health damage and dental decay, just as soft drinks do. While these 
beverages may contain vitamins in excess of soft drinks, they contain an equal or nearly equal amount of 
sugar, and widespread consumption of them will result in the same harm to teeth that soda does.

The consumption of regular soft drinks, fruit drinks and sports drinks increases the incidence of dental 
decay because they bathe the teeth in sugar-water for extended periods of time. While tooth decay is on the 
decline because of preventive measures like fluoride and sealants, dental decay remains an acute problem 
for low-income and minority children. Dentists also are concerned about the premature erosion of enamel 
caused by acids in soft drinks in children, which leads to more significant problems later on in life, like 
gum disease.  

The Link Between Tooth  
Decay AND “Liquid Candy” 

PDA supports legislative efforts to combat the increase of 
childhood obesity and disease by promoting children’s 

consumption of healthy beverages and food in schools and 
during certain school-related activities.  

The dental community believes that limiting children’s 
ability to access unhealthy beverages (including soda and 
high-sugar fruit and sports drinks) will go a long way 
in preventing dental decay and more serious oral health 
problems as children age. This holds true even if children 
access unhealthy beverages at home or at other venues, 
simply because of the number of hours they spend at 

school and school-sponsored events. 
PDA encourages parents and others to monitor their 

child’s diet and promote healthy lifestyles through diet 
and exercise. PDA also encourages companies that sell 
unhealthy drinks to reduce the amount of money allocated 
to marketing to young children. But understanding that 
schools also have a role to play in promoting optimal 
health, PDA asks that all legislators support initiatives 
based on prevention that will benefit all children, especially 
those most susceptible to having poor nutrition.  

PDA Supports Legislative Efforts



PDA prides itself on being Pennsylvania’s premier dental organization and the leading authority on all 
dental issues. Please contact PDA’s government relations staff at mss@padental.org, or (717) 234-5941, 
for more information about PDA’s advocacy efforts, or log on to www.padental.org to find out more 
about PDA and the services dentists provide to your constituents. You also can contact PDA’s government 
relations consultants, Mark Singel and Peg Moyer of The Winter Group, at (717) 909-9561.

Contact Us
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 ?Do You Know How Much Sugar    
is in Your Can of Soda?
Sports and Fruit Drinks
Number of Teaspoons of Sugar in a 12-ounce Can

Propel Fitness Water   1.0
Red Bull    10.0
Full Throttle Energy Drink 11.0
Gatorade    5.0
Vault Energy Drink   12.0
SoBe Energy Drink   12.0
Minute Maid Lemonade  10.0

Soft Drinks
Number of Teaspoons of Sugar

   12-ounce can 20-ounce can 64-ounce big cup
Orange Slice   11.9   19.8   63.5
Minute Maid Orange 11.2   18.7   59.7
Mountain Dew  11.0   18.3   58.7
Barq’s Root Beer  10.7   17.8   57.1
Pepsi    9.8   16.3   52.3
Squirt    9.5   15.8   50.7
Dr. Pepper   9.5   15.8   50.7
7-Up    9.3   15.5   49.6
Coca-Cola   9.3   15.5   49.6
Sprite    9.0   15.0   48.0

 
Information courtesy of the Minnesota Dental Association


