Tips for Maintaining Healthy Teeth:
Clean teeth are absolutely critical to your child’s dental health.  The primary goal when cleaning teeth is to remove plaque, a collection of bacteria in the mouth that break down sugars and form an acid.  This acid causes tooth decay (also known as cavities).  One very thorough and complete cleaning (all four sides and the top of each tooth, including flossing if a brush will not go between the teeth) should be done at least once a day.  The best time to clean teeth is right before bedtime, but any regular, daily schedule that works for you and your child is fine.  You should start cleaning when the first tooth comes in.  Always use a soft bristle toothbrush sized appropriately for your child’s mouth.  Toothpaste should be approved by the American Dental Association (ADA); look for the ADA seal before purchasing.  As your children grow, involve them in the selection of the brush, floss and toothpaste that they will use.  The more they participate in the dental cleaning process, the more likely they are to form a lasting habit. 

Remember: brushing reduces the risk of tooth decay, gingivitis, and gum disease! 
Visits to the Dentist:

The American Dental Association (ADA) recommends that a child’s first visit to the dentist occur around the age of one.  A dental visit around your child’s first birthday allows the dentist to evaluate the growth and development of your child’s teeth and jaws and assess any conditions that should be addressed early.  Your dentist will also provide you with information specifically designed to prevent tooth decay and begin forming a healthy relationship with your child.  Continuing regular dental visits (the frequency will vary depending on the needs of your child) is important to the evaluation of oral health/disease and will help your child form lifelong healthy habits.  
Some Germs Cause Cavities: 
Germs can form easily in a baby’s mouth (even when the first teeth come in).  Some germs cause tooth decay, so it is important to take care of your baby’s mouth even before they get their first teeth.

Early childhood cavities, also called baby bottle tooth decay or nursing mouth, can destroy your child’s teeth and become a serious mouth infection that can be life-threatening if left untreated.  You should also know that this infection can be prevented. 

Parents, your oral health is also important to your child’s teeth.  Germs in your mouth can cause cavities and can be passed along while feeding and caring for your child.  If you take care of your mouth, keep it clean and get your dental work done, you don’t pass as many cavity-causing germs along to your child.  

Preventing Tooth Decay:
Germs that cause tooth decay are often transferred between parents/caregivers, other children and your baby by sharing or cleaning pacifiers, bottles/sippy cups and eating utensils.  

Once the germs are present in your child’s mouth, tooth decay begins when the germs are mixed with sugary foods and drinks.  Sweetened liquids contain sugar, which will pool around your child’s teeth during sleep.  If sugar mixes with germs for a long period of time, it will form an acid that eats holes in your child’s teeth.  

· Do not allow your child to fall asleep with a bottle containing breast milk, formula, fruit juices or other sugary liquids

· To soothe your child at bedtime, try soft music

· Do not dip a pacifier in sweetened foods (sugar, honey or syrup) and let your child suck on it

· When you begin offering your child foods other than the formula or breast milk, limit how often you serve sugary drinks and foods 

Remember, once cavities start, they can get worse quickly!
Fluoride and sealants:

Fluoride comes in several forms (sodium, acidulated phosphate and stannous) and each of them can be delivered in several ways (rinses, gels, varnishes, dietary supplements, etc.).  The type, amount and method of application should be tailored to the needs of your child, as both under-use and overuse can cause problems.  Consult with your dentist on this issue.  Sealants are plastic materials placed on the chewing surfaces of back teeth to prevent decay.  Many children can benefit from sealant application, a painless procedure that takes just a few minutes.  

Diet: 

Sugar in any form—breads, milk, fruits and vegetables—is used by plaque to form tooth decay-causing acid.  The frequency of sugar intake is the most important nutritional factor in dental health.  Your goal should be to reduce the number of times each day that your child has sugar.  One or two snacks a day in addition to regular meals is fine—the problem occurs when a child continually eats or drinks throughout the day.  Never put a baby to bed with a bottle containing anything but water.  For toddlers, don’t overuse the “tippy/sippy” cups of juice or other sugary drinks.  Both can cause the same problem: constant contact with sugar that causes plaque to mature faster and make more acid.  Encourage your child to drink lots of water and avoid soda.  

Foods such as fruits, vegetables and cheese help build strong muscles and bones in their bodies and also help build strong healthy teeth and gums.

Try to avoid sticky and sugary foods, but when your child does have a special treat, make sure they brush and floss afterwards! 
Pointers for Parents:

1.  Begin cleaning (wiping with a clean washcloth) your child’s teeth when they first come in.  Start brushing their teeth when they have three or four- at age 9 or 10 months. 

2. Use only water in a child’s nap or bedtime bottle (and between-meal tippy/sippy cups).

3. Make sure that your child gets adequate decay-preventing fluoride.  

4. Begin regular visits to the dentist around your child’s first birthday, and ask about sealants and fluoride. 

5. Brush and floss (when brush won’t get between teeth) your child’s teeth daily until he or she can do it effectively alone.

6. Limit the frequency of between-meal snacks. 

To keep your children’s teeth healthy, have them visit a dentist twice a year to make sure that they are taking good care of their teeth and gums.  The dentist or hygienist will clean their teeth and check for cavities.  He or she may also take x-rays to see parts of the mouth that can’t be seen otherwise—like tiny spaces between the teeth and the beginning of cavities. 

Remember: It’s never too late to have your children start taking care of their teeth.  Every day you can help them do their part to have a bright and healthy smile for life! 
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