A Happy Visit

I am often asked by patients and people I see around town, “what is the best age for my child or grandchild to see a dentist for the first time?” I am a grandfather of two little girls, one is four and one is six, as well as “Uncle Tom” to many nieces and nephews and what I tell people is the earlier you begin with a positive dental visit the better. The best time is at about six months to one year or when the first teeth begin to erupt. This introduces your child to the dentist and his team as well as familiarizes them with the office and its sounds. My most fearful, anxious patients have all told me of an early negative dental experience that has affected them into adulthood. This is what I have always strived to reduce with the little patients that I see. Every child deserves a stress free dental visit in a caring environment.

We begin in my office with a “Happy Visit”. This includes a ride in the chair, a look in the mouth and possible cleaning by the hygienist using “Mr.Tickle” and “Mr.Thirsty”. We use fun, games, stories and non-threatening terminology to explain things so children can understand what we are doing which helps reduce their stress. The early visit can also be a valuable time of education for parents too. The hygienist can give moms and dads tips, based on individual need, to clean their child’s teeth at home. 

Children as early as infanthood can be affected by tooth decay. This most often is caused by “bottle decay” where the child’s teeth are exposed to sugary liquid. Milk has lactose as a natural sugar that can cause decay if the child is given a bottle to use all throughout the night as a pacifying agent. Using other sugary liquids is also not advised. Sweet tea, colas, fruit juices, chocolate milk and kool-aid are worse because they may have acid as well as refined sugar to sweeten them which will cause rapidly progressing decay. 

Children lack the dexterity to properly clean their teeth and may not develop the necessary skills until age five or six and should be monitored even after this point to ensure they are doing a good job. A great way to give the child independence and still ensure thorough cleaning is to allow them to brush first and then go back behind them.

Here are a few handy tips to prevent decay and help your child develop good oral hygiene habits early:

· Clean your infant’s gums with a soft cloth after feedings.

· Offer water to rinse the mouth after feedings.

· When the first teeth begin to erupt, begin brushing the teeth with a small soft toothbrush and water.

· Do not use toothpaste unless your child can refrain from swallowing the toothpaste. 

· When your child begins to have many teeth, this is the best time to introduce the floss as well. Your dental hygienist can offer helpful techniques to make this an easy task.

· To avoid misaligned teeth and misshapen arch development refrain from (if possible) offering pacifiers and discourage thumb sucking.
· Do not allow your child to fall asleep with a bottle containing milk, juice, formula or any other sweetened liquid. Instead introduce water as an alternative.
· If you offer water, it is best to give your child fluoridated water. Children that are still forming permanent teeth benefit from fluoridated water. The fluoride makes the forming teeth very strong and more resistant to decay once they enter the mouth. 
· If your tap water is not fluoridated then speak with your dentist or your child’s pediatrician to prescribe fluoride supplements.

You are your child’s first and best teacher so lead by example, and let your child see you brush and floss your teeth on a regular basis. If good oral hygiene is important to you it will also be to your child and will build a strong foundation for great oral hygiene, a beautiful smile and a lifetime of “Happy Visits”.
