Children’s Dental Health Month
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To highlight that a healthy mouth and teeth are important for children of all ages, February is Children’s Dental Health Month.  Dental health contributes to general well being by contributing to good nutrition, speech development, overall health, and good self-esteem.  Here are some tips for helping your child have good dental health.

Infants:  Steps can be taken to support your child’s oral health even before the first teeth appear.  Wipe your baby’s mouth and gums with a clean, damp cloth after feedings and before bed.  Start brushing with a soft infant brush and water when the first tooth comes in and start flossing when two teeth start to touch or when all the baby teeth are in – usually around 2-2½ years. It is best to introduce cups starting around 6 months of age.  Cups with a “no-spill” valve (often called sippy cups) are more like bottles – so to help your child learn the new skill of drinking from a cup, look for a cup without the no-spill feature.

 Toddlers:  Wean from a bottle by around 12-24 months.  Don’t let your child walk around with a cup or bottle – especially if it contains milk, juice, or other sweet drinks.  This causes sugar to remain on teeth longer, increasing the risk of decay.  If your child uses a cup or a bottle at bedtime or naps, put only water in it at that time.

 Preschoolers:  Preschoolers and older children should brush their teeth at least twice a day and floss once a day.  Start by using a pea-sized amount of fluoride toothpaste when your child is around age two.  Encourage your child to help brush his or her own teeth, but remember that children are still developing fine motor skills, so they might need your help.  Supervise closely to make sure your child spits out, rather than swallows, the toothpaste.  In between meals and snacks, offer water instead of milk, juice, or sweetened drinks.

 School Age:  Children typically need help brushing their teeth until around age 8 as this is when children gain the fine motor skills necessary to do the job well.  After children begin to lose their baby teeth around age 6, their permanent teeth begin to come in so encourage children to pick healthy snacks and limit sugary snacks and drinks.  School-age children are also often starting to participate in sports and other physical activities and it is important that they are using mouth guards and other protective equipment to prevent injury.

        Starting when the first tooth appears, but no later than the first birthday, all children should see the dentist regularly.  This will help keep their teeth and mouth healthy as well as introduce the child to regular dental care routines.  The dentist can also find problems when they are still easy to treat and can work with you to find ways to avoid them in the future.  There are programs that provide free or low cost dental insurance.  For information on dental insurance through Medi-Cal or Healthy Families call 1-888-747-1222 or visit http://www.healthfamilies.ca.gov  or http://www.denti-cal.com.
Resources and references:

California Child Care Health at http://www.ucsfchildcarehealth.org
American Dental Association at http://www.ada.org
American Academy of Pediatric Dentists at http://www.aapd.org
First Five at http://www.first5oralhealth.org
 (This article is not meant to be a substitute for medical advice or care.  Please seek medical care from your own health care provider.)
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