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HEALTH BASICS

Dental care - child

Dental care for children includes daily cleaning, healthy eating habits, check-ups, and

prompt care for tooth injuries.

WHAT IT IS

Everyday care that protects a child's teeth and gums

WHERE IT COMES UP

At home, dental visits, school, and after tooth injuries

WHY IT MATTERS

Supports comfortable eating, speech, sleep, and healthy adult teeth

WHAT IT IS NOT

Not a disease or diagnosis

WHO TO ASK

Pediatric dentist, family dentist, or dental hygienist

HOW IT IS CHECKED

Mouth examination, with dental X-rays when clinically needed

Overview

Dental care for a child means looking after the teeth, gums, and mouth from infancy through

the teenage years. It includes brushing with fluoride toothpaste, cleaning between teeth,

limiting frequent sugar exposure, and attending dental visits.

This is not a disease or diagnosis. It is routine health care. It also includes knowing what to do if

a child develops tooth pain, mouth swelling, or a dental injury.

Baby teeth, also called primary teeth, usually begin appearing during the first year of life. They

help a child eat, speak, and hold space for adult teeth. Tooth decay in a baby tooth can still

cause pain, infection, and difficulty sleeping or eating.

Dental organizations advise arranging a first dental visit after the first tooth appears and no

later than the first birthday. This early visit allows the dental team to check development and

give advice suited to the child.

How it works
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The hard outer surface of a tooth is called enamel. Bacteria in dental plaque use sugars from

food and drinks and produce acids. Repeated acid exposure removes minerals from enamel.

Over time, this can form a cavity, also called tooth decay or dental caries.

Saliva helps wash away food and return minerals to enamel. Fluoride makes enamel more

resistant to acid and can help repair very early mineral loss before a cavity forms.

Brushing removes plaque from the visible tooth surfaces. Fluoride toothpaste leaves fluoride

near the teeth. Cleaning between teeth helps remove plaque where a toothbrush may not

reach, especially once neighboring teeth touch.

A dental visit usually includes an examination of the teeth, gums, bite, and mouth. The dentist

may assess brushing, diet, fluoride exposure, tooth development, and injury risk. Fluoride

varnish or sealants may be offered. Sealants are thin protective coatings placed in the grooves

of back teeth.

Dental X-rays are not automatically needed at every visit. A dentist decides whether they are

useful based on the child's age, examination, tooth development, previous decay, and areas

that cannot be seen directly.

Why it matters for your health

Healthy teeth allow a child to chew a varied diet without pain. They also support clear speech,

comfortable sleep, and participation in school and play.

Baby teeth guide adult teeth into position. Losing a baby tooth earlier than expected can

sometimes affect the space available for the adult tooth, although the effect depends on

which tooth was lost and the child's stage of development.

Daily care also builds habits that can continue into adulthood. Children usually need hands-on

help with brushing until they can clean every tooth reliably. Being able to tie shoelaces is

sometimes used as a rough sign of the hand control needed, but supervision should be based

on the individual child.

Regular visits can identify early decay, gum inflammation, enamel problems, or changes in

tooth development. Early findings may need only monitoring or preventive care. More

advanced problems may require a filling, repair, or other treatment.

What can go wrong

Tooth decay can appear as white, brown, or dark areas, but it may not be easy to see. A cavity
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may cause sensitivity or pain, although early decay can be painless.

Gingivitis is inflammation of the gums, often related to plaque. The gums may look red or bleed

during brushing. Bleeding should not usually be managed by stopping brushing. Gentle,

thorough cleaning and a routine dental assessment are appropriate.

Dental erosion is the wearing away of enamel by acids that do not come from bacteria. Acidic

drinks, frequent vomiting, or stomach acid entering the mouth can contribute. A dentist can

look for the pattern and help identify what may be causing it.

Teeth can also be chipped, loosened, moved, or knocked out during falls, sports, or other

injuries. Damage may involve a baby tooth, an adult tooth, the gums, or the bone supporting

the teeth.

Arrange prompt dental advice for tooth pain, a broken tooth, a loose tooth caused by injury, a

gum lump, or swelling around a tooth. These problems should not wait until the next routine

check-up.

A knocked-out adult tooth is an urgent dental injury. Hold it by the white crown, not the root. If

it is dirty, gently rinse it without scrubbing. If possible, place it back in its socket and have the

child bite gently on clean cloth. Otherwise, keep it in milk and seek emergency dental care

immediately. Do not put a knocked-out baby tooth back into the socket.

Call emergency services if facial or mouth swelling affects breathing or swallowing, if bleeding

will not stop with firm pressure, or if a dental injury comes with loss of consciousness, repeated

vomiting, confusion, or another serious head-injury concern.

What you can do

Brush the child's teeth twice each day with fluoride toothpaste. Start when the first tooth

appears.

For children younger than 3, use a smear about the size of a grain of rice. From ages 3 to 6, use

a pea-sized amount. Encourage the child to spit out toothpaste and avoid swallowing it. Keep

toothpaste out of reach when it is not being used.

Help or supervise brushing until the child can reach every surface and use the correct amount

of toothpaste. Use a small, soft toothbrush. Brush the front, back, and chewing surfaces,

including along the gumline.

Clean between teeth when they touch. Floss or another age-appropriate interdental cleaner

may be used. A dental professional can demonstrate a practical method if this is difficult.

Frequent sugar exposure gives plaque bacteria repeated chances to make acid. Keep sugary
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foods and drinks mainly to mealtimes rather than offering them throughout the day. After

nighttime brushing, water is the tooth-friendly drink.

Ask the dental team:

Keep a record of significant tooth injuries, dental treatment, medicines, allergies, and any

continuing pain or sensitivity. Tell the dentist about medical conditions or frequent vomiting

because these can affect dental care.

- When the next check-up should be

- Whether fluoride varnish or sealants would help

- Whether the child's fluoride toothpaste is suitable

- How to clean crowded or touching teeth

- Whether sports require a properly fitted mouthguard

Common questions

Does a baby need a dentist before all the teeth appear?

Yes. The first visit is recommended after the first tooth appears and by age 1. It is often a short

visit focused on development, daily care, feeding habits, and questions from the family.

Are baby teeth worth treating if they will fall out?

Yes. Baby teeth may remain for years. Treatment can relieve pain, control infection, preserve

chewing, and help maintain space for adult teeth.

Is fluoride safe for children?

Fluoride is used to strengthen enamel and reduce tooth decay. Use only the small toothpaste

amount recommended for the child's age and supervise brushing. Swallowing too much

fluoride while teeth are developing can cause dental fluorosis, which usually appears as faint

white markings. Fluoride supplements should only be used following an individual assessment

and prescription.

Are dental X-rays safe?

Dental X-rays use a small amount of radiation. They are taken when the expected information

is useful for the child's care. Ask why an X-ray is recommended and how it may change the

plan.

What about thumb-sucking or a pacifier?

These habits are common in young children. If they continue while the adult teeth are

developing, they may affect the bite or tooth position. A dentist can check development and
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discuss supportive ways to reduce the habit when appropriate.

Does every toothache need emergency care?

Not every toothache is an emergency, but it deserves prompt dental assessment. Seek urgent

help sooner if pain is severe, sleep is disrupted, swelling is developing, the child is unwell, or

there has been an injury. Breathing or swallowing difficulty requires emergency care.
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