
That’s the main question Dr. Bob Schroth intends to answer in a research 
project he is currently conducting with support from the Manitoba Medical 
Services Foundation and the Manitoba Health Research Council.    

The health benefits of prenatal Vitamin D are becoming clearer all the time, 
and the question now is how best to ensure that all pregnant women have 
enough to give their babies a good start in life. Schroth’s research will determine 
whether giving pregnant women high doses of Vitamin D during visits to their 
physicians is an effective way to proceed.

The project flows from the report of the Maternal and Child Healthcare 
Strategy Task Force in 2007, which recommended giving pregnant women 
100,000 IU of Vitamin D during pregnancy.

Vitamin D is increasingly seen as essential to many aspects of health in 
childhood and throughout the lifespan, including stronger bones, better 
balance, less depression and better oral health. Supplementation is especially 
important for Canadians, says Schroth. “We live in a northern environment 
where for six months of the year the angle of the sun doesn’t allow us to get 
Vitamin D from sunlight,” he says.

More than 280 women have been recruited for the project, says Schroth, a 
professor in the Department of Pediatrics and Child Health at the University 
of Manitoba’s Faculty of Medicine, and a member of the Department of 
Preventative Dental Sciences in the Faculty of Dentistry. 

Recruited from women presenting to the Outpatient Department at the 
Women’s Hospital, the women are being divided into a test group and a control 
group. Members of the test group will be given two 50,000 IU doses of Vitamin 
D – one each in the second and third trimester – in addition to their usual advice 
to take a prenatal multivitamin (containing Vitamin D) and practise healthy 
eating. Members of the control group will receive the same prenatal care, 
dietary and multivitamin advice, but won’t receive the two extra high dosages of 
the vitamin.

At birth, the Vitamin D levels in umbilical cord blood will be examined to 
measure the effect of the supplementation. The babies will then be examined at 
one year old to assess dental health and overall health and development.

The idea behind the two high-dose supplements, notes Schroth, is rooted in 
the understanding that not all mothers-to-be have equal access to a healthy 
diet. As well, some women who experience pregnancy-related nausea may find 
it difficult to take a vitamin at times, and all people are prone to forgetting a 
vitamin now and again. “Even me,” he notes. “I keep the Vitamin D right beside 
my toothbrush so I’ll see it, but I sometimes forget.”

Preliminary data are encouraging. Babies whose mothers were given the 
supplement were nearly twice as likely to reach the Vitamin D target of 75 nmol 
per litre. Overall, the mean Vitamin D level for the supplement group was higher 
than for the control group, although still below the 75 nmol per litre level. “It’s 
a modest increase in the cord Vitamin D levels at birth,” says Schroth. High-dose 
supplementation is not intended to replace multivitamins and healthy nutrition, 
notes Schroth. “This is one layer added to prenatal care,” he says.

The project is a team effort with Dr. Cheryl Rockman-Greenberg, Head of 
Pediatrics and Child Health for the Winnipeg Health Region, Dr. Margaret 
Morris, Head of the Department of Obstetrics and Gynecology at the University 
of Manitoba’s Faculty of Medicine, and Pat Gregory, Director of the Women’s 
Health Program for the Winnipeg Health Region.

The research award from the foundation allows Schroth to take time away 
from his work at the Mount Carmel Clinic and the Winnipeg Health Region’s 
Access Centre at 640 Main Street. His clinical and research work are both aimed 
at improving dental health among at-risk populations, and he notes that an 
early start is needed to achieve that. “Often, we only start to look at dental issues 
once the teeth are there,” he says. “Maybe pregnancy is the time. The teeth are 
starting to calcify in the second trimester. It’s the perfect window to make sure 
that the building blocks are there for dental health.”

A HEALTHY 
START
A prenatal dose 
of  Vitamin D may 
enhance infant health

Could something as simple as giving pregnant women 
a dose of Vitamin D during a regular medical check-up 

effectively ensure healthier babies at birth? 
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