The Oral Dilemma: Insights from 40 Years in Dentistry

As a practicing dentist for over four decades, I've encountered numerous dental
problems—most of which could have been easily avoided with proper preventive
care. The truth is, the best dentistry isn't performed in the office but at home.
Diligent daily oral care, a balanced diet that supports dental health, and using teeth
properly (not as tools!) form the foundation for long-term oral health. Still, like
most people, I dread anything beyond a routine cleaning—nobody enjoys having
their teeth drilled, scraped, or anesthetized. That's why I emphasize to all my
patients that the best dental insurance is prevention.

The Importance of Prevention in Dental Health
The cornerstone of good oral health is prevention. This includes:

1. Meticulous daily home care: Brushing, flossing, and using interdental aids are
essential for removing plaque and food debris.

2. A non-detrimental diet: Foods high in sugars and fermentable carbohydrates
contribute significantly to tooth decay.

3. Proper use of teeth: Avoid using your teeth as tools for opening packages or
biting hard objects that can damage enamel.

If prevention is practiced consistently, most invasive dental procedures can be
avoided altogether.

The Role of X-rays in Preventive Care

One of my biggest frustrations is the dismissal of old X-rays by other dental offices.
I've heard it too many times: "These X-rays are too old to be useful." In reality,
there’s no such thing as an “old” X-ray—they provide invaluable information,
particularly for tracking the progression of tooth decay, gum disease, and bone loss
over time. X-rays allow me to assess whether small areas of decay are becoming
worse, to detect the rate at which bone is receding, and to diagnose other changes.

For example:

1. Decay progression: X-rays help track decay as it forms between teeth or
beneath the surface.

2. Gum disease and bone loss: They allow me to measure how much bone is being
lost around teeth due to periodontal disease.



I typically recommend X-rays every 1-2 years, though this varies based on individual
patient factors.

Arresting Tooth Decay: A Focus on Remineralization

Tooth decay can often be halted and even reversed through remineralization,
which relies on:

1. Daily plaque control: Brushing and flossing to remove bacteria that contribute
to decay.

2. Diet: Reducing fermentable carbohydrates like sugar and candy.

3. Fluoride: This mineral is vital to the remineralization process, helping to rebuild
weakened enamel and prevent cavities.

I've seen countless patients who could have avoided restorations (fillings) if they
had followed these steps. In particular, patients suffering from dry mouth are more
vulnerable to decay. Saliva plays a crucial role in protecting teeth by washing away
food particles, buffering acids, and maintaining a balanced oral microbiome.

Silver Diamine Fluoride: A Game-Changer in Decay Arrest

A relatively new treatment, Silver Diamine Fluoride (SDF), has revolutionized how
we manage decay, particularly for patients who may not be ideal candidates for
traditional fillings. SDF is an excellent choice for:

1. Children and the elderly: These populations often benefit the most from this
non-invasive treatment.

2. Patients with interproximal decay: Those who have cavities between their
teeth can avoid more invasive procedures.

SDF works by arresting active decay, often halting the need for drilling and filling,
and is an excellent preventive tool in the right situations.

The Role of Flossing: Not One-Size-Fits-All, But Still Important

While not everyone needs to floss, most people should. A small percentage of the
population may get by with minimal interdental care thanks to a combination of
factors like a balanced oral microbiome, good health, and a diet low in sugars.
However, for the vast majority, daily flossing is critical. It's important to remember
that flossing isn't about removing hard debris, but rather soft bacteria and food
particles left from meals.



1. For younger patients: Regular flossing helps keep tight spaces between teeth
clean.

2. For older patients: With age, spaces between teeth tend to widen, necessitating
the use of additional tools like soft picks or proxy brushes to maintain oral
health.

Medications and Oral Health: Understanding the Connection

Certain medications can exacerbate oral health issues, particularly those that cause
dry mouth or gum enlargement. For instance:

1. Calcium channel blockers (e.g., amlodipine) and seizure medications (e.g.,
Dilantin) are known to cause gum enlargement, which can lead to additional oral
complications.

2. Dry mouth medications further heighten the risk of tooth decay and gum
disease by reducing saliva flow, a natural defense against harmful bacteria.

Conclusion: Prevention is the Key to Lasting Oral Health

As I tell all my patients, the best dentistry happens at home. Preventive care—
including good home hygiene, diet management, and regular check-ups—reduces
the need for invasive treatments. By focusing on early detection through X-rays,
utilizing non-invasive treatments like Silver Diamine Fluoride, and maintaining
consistent daily care, we can avoid many of the common dental problems that lead
to more complex procedures down the road. Prevention really is the best dental
insurance you can have.
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