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David and his Mum are going to the 
dentist in the village. They press the 


bell and they go in the door.


David and his Mum go into the clinic and meet the 
dentist and the dental nurse. They are very friendly 


and are very happy to see David.


They bring David and his 
Mum into the room. 


The dentist and dental nurse are 
very happy with David and give 


him a sticker.


David says goodbye. David leaves 
the clinic with his Mum.


They are very nice to David and 
give him glasses for his eyes. 
He sits up onto the grey chair.


The dentist and the nurse 
wear gloves on their hands 
and masks on their faces.


David sits on the grey chair so 
the dentist can look in his mouth 


and check his teeth. 


The dentist turns on the big light. 
David puts his hands on his tummy 
and takes big breaths in and out.


The dentist talks to the dental 
nurse and checks David’s teeth 


with a small mirror.


The dentist is now finished and David 
sits up in the chair. David gives the 
glasses back to the dental nurse.


David really likes going to 
the dentist and will come 


back again soon.


THIS IS A STORY 
ABOUT 


DAVID 
GOING TO THE 
DENTIST


Produced by the IDA - Irish Dental Association 
https://www.dentist.ie/latest-news/autism-story.7785.html
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The British Society of Paediatric Dentistry (BSPD), 
the organisation of dentists who care for children’s teeth, 
has assembled some advice for parents of children with 
autism. In doing so, we hope that we can help you to 
support your child to achieve healthy teeth for life.


Caring for your child’s teeth can be 
challenging at the best of times, but 
for parents of children with autism 
there may be additional challenges.
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Children with autism often 
process sensory information 
differently and they can be 
either less sensitive or extra 
sensitive to sights, sounds, 
smell, taste and touch. Having 
your teeth brushed and visiting 
the dental surgery can really 
challenge the senses. Sensory 
issues can be one of the main 
anxiety triggers for the autistic 
child in the dental surgery.


Fear of the new and unknown 
can also be overwhelming. If 
a child has learning difficulties, 
they may not understand what 
is planned. This will mean 
extra care is needed both in 
preparation for, and during 
the dental visit. In addition, 
the dental staff may not be 
familiar with the child’s method 
or style of communication.


Some children have other 
medical conditions in addition 
to autism, such as ADHD or 
epilepsy, which pose their 
own challenges too.


All these factors can influence 
how a child copes, not only 
with oral care at home but also 
with going to see the dentist. 
It is important to find a dentist 
who understands autism 
and is able to support you 
and your child.


Background
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All teeth are susceptible to tooth decay if 
exposed to sugary foods and drinks between 
meals, especially baby teeth which have thin 
enamel. Current research suggests that a child 
with autism is no more susceptible to tooth 
decay than any other child.


Some medications, however, can cause a dry 
mouth which can make dental decay more 
likely. Some medications or supplements which 
are prescribed may contain sugar. Do request a 
sugar-free alternative from your child’s doctor.


Is my child more 
likely to get dental 
decay because of 
their autism?
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Tooth decay is almost always preventable 
and, by getting things right as early as 
possible, you may be able to avoid your 
child needing dental treatment. This is 
particularly important for children with 
autism because they may find dental 
treatment more challenging.  


It is also easier to develop good 
behaviours from the outset, rather than 
trying to change behaviours that are bad 
for dental health once they have become 
established. As soon as your child gets 
their first teeth, and certainly before their 
first birthday, it is time to arrange their 
first check-up.


Getting your child off 
to the best start







Toothbrushing 
at home


Brushing your child’s teeth at home is 
really important. However, many children 
with autism find toothbrushing difficult to 
tolerate and it can become quite a battle!  
Ideally, toothbrushing should be introduced 
as soon as the first tooth comes through so 
that it becomes part of their daily routine. 
Brush before bed and at one other time 
using a fluoride toothpaste.
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It is recommended that all 
children have help with tooth 
brushing until the age of about 
7 years as they don’t have the 
precise hand skills to clean the 
teeth effectively. Autistic children 
may need help for longer than 
this. It may help to have two 
brushes – one for you to hold 
and one for your child, as this 
will help them feel in control of 
the process.


What is the best way to brush 
my child’s teeth?


Stand or sit behind and above 
your child, so that you can see 
where you are brushing and so 
you can support your child’s head. 
Your dentist, hygienist or therapist 
should be able to recommend 
positions and strategies.


When should we brush?


Ideally twice per day – just before 
bed and at one other time. Before 
bed is most important as the 
fluoride from the toothpaste 
will stay on the teeth whilst your 
child is asleep. Remember to 
encourage your child to spit out 
excess toothpaste. Discourage 
rinsing after brushing so the 
benefits of the fluoride last.


Which toothpaste 
should we use?


Some children don’t like the taste 
and texture of toothpaste and 
may prefer brands which are 
flavourless or low foaming. 
If you are really struggling, try 
brushing the teeth with water 
first and then rinse the brush and 
dab some fluoride toothpaste 
around the teeth. Ask your dentist 
about the different types of 
toothpaste available.


The most important thing is the 
right amount of fluoride. Ask 
your dentist whether your child 
might benefit from using a higher 
fluoride toothpaste, which can 
be prescribed for children over 
the age of 10.


Should I buy an electric 
toothbrush?


A child’s teeth can be brushed 
perfectly well with a normal 
(manual) toothbrush, in fact for 
some autistic children an electric 
brush can be very disturbing. 
However, if your child has 
sensory seeking behaviours, then 
they may enjoy using an electric 
toothbrush. Older children may 
find it easier to use, especially if 
they have dyspraxia. If you do buy 
an electric toothbrush, choose 
one with a small oscillating head. 


You can buy special toothbrushes 
which brush the sides and top of 
the teeth at the same time. This 
can help, especially if your child 
likes chewing the brush.


Because it can be difficult to 
brush an autistic child’s teeth, 
their mouths may have more 
plaque and the gums might be 
more red and inflamed or even 
bleeding. The good news is that 
with improved and regular 
cleaning, the bleeding will stop 
and the gums will become firmer 
and look a healthy colour.
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Toothbrushing at home – The parent’s role
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Dental decay is caused by sugar. 
There may be challenges for parents 
around choosing foods and drinks 
which are low in sugar.


Your child may:


   be more likely to have feeding 
problems than non-autistic children 
(often linked to sensory needs)


   eat a narrower range of foods


   have a strong preference for 
foods of the same colour or with 
familiar packaging


It is important to try to limit the 
number of times a child has sweet 
foods and drinks during the day – try 
to keep them to main mealtimes. 
Aim for safe snacks between meals 
which are low in sugar!


Diet and dental health
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Many autistic children are successfully 
treated by their family dentist but your local 
practice may not be an appropriate setting 
for everyone. Autistic children need time to 
settle in a new environment and you need an 
experienced team who will recognise this and 
not hurry your child.


Many parents choose to take their child to a 
Specialist in Paediatric Dentistry working in 
the Community Dental Service (CDS) and 
this is especially the case where the child has 
significant learning disability or other medical 
conditions. You can find your nearest CDS by 
asking at your local dental practice.


Choosing your 
child’s dental team
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From the moment you enter the 
waiting room, dental practices can 
be bright, noisy and very busy places. 
Many children find this distressing, 
but provided the practice knows 
about your child’s sensory needs, 
with some consideration and 
sensible adjustments, the impact 
can be minimised.


For example:


   Make sure the practice staff know 
in advance that your child is on 
the autistic spectrum.


   Try to arrange one (or more!) quick 
“hello” visits beforehand so that 
your child can get used to the 
journey to the surgery, to the 
environment and the people there.


   Ask if you can take photos on your 
phone to make a picture story 
(social story) of the dental 
appointment and what will happen.


   Some dentists will ask you to fill in 
a questionnaire which specifically 
asks how autism affects your 
child e.g. sensory areas, likes and 
dislikes, dietary preferences, 
communication aids. A sample 
questionnaire can be found on 
the BSPD website for you to f ill in 
yourself and take to the dentist : 
www.bspd.co.uk/resources


   Ask for a visit at the beginning of 
the day when the waiting room is 
likely to be quieter and the child will 
not have to wait too long to be seen.


   Take anything with you which might 
help your child to settle and feel 
less anxious in the new environment 
e.g. toys, iPad, blankets   


   Ask your practice if there is a 
particular dentist who has an 
interest or experience in caring 
for children with autism.


My child’s first check-up







Children with autism may have difficulty in expressing 
pain. It is therefore important to keep an eye out for 
unexplained changes in behaviour, such as disturbed 
sleep, otherwise unexplained emotional outbursts, 
changes in patterns of eating and self-harm.


Some children who are sensory-seeking might 
continually put things such as fingers or toys in their 
mouth, such as their hands, toys or other objects. 
This is known as stimming. It is easy to think that the 
child is doing this because of toothache but this is not 
always the case. It is important to get this checked out 
by the dentist as these habits can sometimes damage 
the gums or cause mouth ulcers due to friction.


How do I know if my child 
has toothache?
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What happens if my child 
needs dental treatment?


If your child is found to need 
treatment there are usually a 
number of options available. The 
most suitable way of carrying out 
the treatment will be discussed 
with you and will depend on a 
number of factors.


These may include: 


   The type and amount of 
treatment needed


   Your child’s age, 
understanding, behavior and 
communication skills


   Sensory needs


Some children are able to 
accept dental treatment whilst 
they are awake in the dental 
chair if their dentist and the 
dental team take a slow and 
gentle approach. Other children 
may need extra help such as 
inhalational sedation (happy air) 
which tends to work best for 
children who can communicate 
and are not too scared. The 
National Autism Society has 
excellent advice about going to 
the dentist on its website:


www.autism.org.uk/about/health/dentists


However, other children may 
require treatment under 
general anesthesia (whilst they 
are asleep). The advantage of 
this is that all the treatment can 
be done at the same time. All 
the teeth with decay will need to 
be treated in order to reduce the 
chance of this procedure having 
to be repeated.


General anaesthetics are usually 
carried out safely in hospitals 
with highly trained staff. Some 
of the disadvantages of this 
approach are that the 
environment will be unfamiliar, 
the family may have to travel to 
the hospital and also the child 
will need to have food and drink 
restricted beforehand.


As with visiting the dentist, you 
can ask the clinical team if you 
can prepare your child with a 
photo journey. Also, you can 
ask your dental team when they 
make the referral if your child 
can be placed ‘first on the list’, 
to minimise waiting time. It may 
be possible to work with a play 
therapist at the hospital who will 
support you and your child. You 
can also download symbols and 
storyboards (Widgit symbols, for 
example) from the internet to 
help prepare your child.







The National Autistic Society has a page on its 
website about going to the dentist.


www.autism.org.uk/about/health/dentists


You can find books designed to support people 
with autism or learning difficulties on the 
Books Beyond Words website.


www.booksbeyondwords.co.uk/bookshop/going-to-the-dentist


Some people with autism find photo stories very 
helpful and you can find specific symbol sheets 
for the following on the Widget Health website: 
My visit to the dentist, In the dentist’s room, After 
the dentist, My silver tooth, My dental X-ray and 
My daycase operation.


www.widgit-health.com


Ambitious about Autism is a campaigning group 
set up by parents who want to make the ordinary 
possible for children and young people with autism.


www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk


Further reading:
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With thanks to The National Autistic Society for 
their advice. Find out more about autism at:


www.autism.org.uk







For further information, 
please visit our website:


www.bspd.co.uk
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Keeping your teeth healthy 


 


 
Brush your teeth in the morning and 
at night before you go to bed. 


 
  


It is important to brush your teeth at 
least 2 times a day to keep your 
teeth and gums healthy. 


 Use:  
• Fluoride toothpaste 
• Dental floss  
• And Interdental brushes (which 


clean in between your teeth) 
 
To keep your teeth and gums healthy. 


 
 
2 Mins 


Brush for at least 2 minutes.  
 
Your dentist can show you how to 
brush your teeth properly. 







Slough Healthy Smiles 
Health and Wellbeing Slough 
Solutions  4 Health 
224 Berwick Avenue, Slough, Berkshire, SL1 4QT 
Email: Oral.Health@oxfordhealth.nhs.uk  


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


An electric toothbush can make 
brushing easier. 


 
 
 
 


 
 


There are lots of different tooth-
brushes.  
 
Your dentist can help you choose the 
right one to use. 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 


 
Different handles can make brush-
ing your teeth easier. 


 


Visit your dentist every 6 months or 
as often as they say. 


If you do not have a dentist you can find one by visiting www.nhs.uk or calling 111.  


 


The Adult Social Care Team can also help you: 01753 475111, option 1. 


Easy read leaflet CY 038.19  
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Developed by J. C. Harris, C. L. Jenkinson, J. Short & Widgit Software.                                                                     Widgit Symbols ©Widgit Software 2002 - 2012.


www.widgit-health.com
Sheffield Children’s


NHS Foundation Trust


Sheffield Teaching Hospitals
NHS Foundation Trust


In the dentist's room


A light will shine on me


I will sit in the dental chair


The dentist will look at my
teeth with a small mirror


I can close my mouth for a rest


The dentist may brush my teeth


The dentist may paint my 
teeth with banana jelly


I will open my mouth


I can wear sunglasses
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Keeping your teeth healthy 


 


 
Brush your teeth in the morning and 
at night before you go to bed. 


 
  


It is important to brush your teeth at 
least 2 times a day to keep your 
teeth and gums healthy. 


 Use:  
• Fluoride toothpaste 
• Dental floss  
• And Interdental brushes (which 


clean in between your teeth) 
 
To keep your teeth and gums healthy. 


 
 
2 Mins 


Brush for at least 2 minutes.  
 
Your dentist can show you how to 
brush your teeth properly. 


 







Slough Healthy Smiles 
Health and Wellbeing Slough 
Solutions  4 Health 
224 Berwick Avenue, Slough, Berkshire, SL1 4QT 
Email: Oral.Health@oxfordhealth.nhs.uk  


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


An electric toothbrush can make 
brushing easier. 


 
 
 
 


 
 


There are lots of different tooth-
brushes.  
 
Your dentist can help you choose the 
right one to use. 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 


 
Different handles can make brush-
ing your teeth easier. 


 


Visit your dentist every 6 months or 
as often as they say. 


 


If you do not have a dentist you can find one by visiting www.nhs.uk or calling 111. 


 


Easy read leaflet OH 056.19a 
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Introduction


Many of us dread the thought of visiting the dentist but for 
people with autism and/or learning difficulties it can be an 
especially challenging experience.  
 
The combination of a busy waiting room, unfamiliar staff, 
bright lighting, noisy equipment, the feel of cold instruments 
and strange tastes all have the potential to cause sensory 
overload, anxiety and challenging behaviour. 


Studies uniformly report poor standards of dental health in 
children and adults with learning disabilities. Additionally, 
dental attendance can be a major challenge for the individual 
and their carers/families.  


This help sheet outlines the things to consider when 
supporting a child or adult with autism and/or learning 
difficulties to access dental treatment and promote good oral 
health.  


Top tips 


Start young and make it part of the routine 
 


From a young age encourage brushing and opening the 
mouth for someone to check inside.  This can be through little 
interaction games or holding the mouth open for a count of 10. 
 
Promote good oral health 
 


Health education sessions on how to keep teeth healthy and 
clean can encourage good oral hygiene and prevent later 
difficulties.   These sessions are adapted to the individual’s 
development level.  Often the school nurse can give advice or 
lead these sessions.


Prepare in advance for a dental appointment 


Careful preparation which takes communication and 
behavioural issues into account can help the individual to better 
cope with the situation.  


•	 The individual can be shown books, videos or pictures 
about seeing the dentist, or watch a trusted adult have 
their teeth checked. 


•	 Think about the best time of day and the best person to 
support the appointment.  Often the first appointment can 
mean the waiting room is empty and there are no delays.


•	 Make sure you know where you are going. 


Author: Joanne Diamond (RNLD nurse), Harmonie Steer (RNLD nurse), Alice Simon  
(Consultant Clinical Psychologist) at Options Higford


Supporting children & adults with autism & 
learning disabilities to visit the dentist


@optionsautismoptionsautism







•	 Prepare handy props, perhaps a visual support tool that 
breaks down the sequence of what will happen.  This will 
help the individual to know which is coming next, when 
each step is finished and to communicate their thoughts 
and feelings.


•	 Take things that will comfort the individual, for example 
their teddy, an iPod with their favourite music or their 
own sunglasses.


•	 The dentist needs to know about the individual’s medical 
history and medication, but it can also help to give 
them information about their developmental needs, 
for example how to communicate, what causes them 
anxiety or what helps them to relax.  It can help to share 
written information like a ‘health passport’ ahead of the 
appointment. 


•	 Use visual or auditory timers (e.g. sand timers, buzzers, a 
mobile phone alarm) to help the individual to understand 
that this experience has a time limit. 


Take small steps 


•	 For some individuals it would be overwhelming for them 
to visit a dental practice so they may be visited by a 
domiciliary dentist.  Arranging a visit from the dentist to 
the school or home environment can help the individual 
to feel at ease.  Specialist domiciliary dentists are skilled 
in working this way.


•	 The domiciliary dentist can check teeth using a 


toothbrush in their mouth if the use of tools is too 
distressing.  


•	 Have regular appointments to get used to the experience 


•	 Once an individual is confident in meeting the domiciliary 
dentist they can be supported to visit the dental practice 
through a number of gradual steps, all aimed to ensure a 
positive experience. 


•	 Initial visits to the dental practice may just be as simple as 
encouraging an individual to sit in the chair, or even just to 
going into the building to meet the staff 


•	 Build the visit to the dentist into a pleasant routine by 
doing something enjoyable as part of the trip out 


•	 Use praise, encouragement and rewards 


Seek further help if needed


If all other approaches fail, it may be necessary to access more 
specialist support including the use of sedation or general 
anaesthetic to address oral health concerns.  However with 
good planning and a gradual approach most people with 
complex needs can maintain healthy teeth.


Looking after teeth some helpful hints 


•	 Reduce sugar intake, especially in between meals
•	 Check labels for ‘hidden sugars
•	 Always ask your doctor, dentist or chemist for sugar free 


medicines when these are required
•	 Don’t give sweets as a reward – use alternatives such as a 


favourite object or activity
•	 Avoid fizzy drinks, juices and squashes and replace with 


water or milk if possible
•	 Give support for tooth brushing by demonstrating each 


step and taking each stage, one step at a time


 
For further information about our services: 
 call: 08442 487187  |  email: info@optionsautism.co.uk  |  website: www.optionsautism.co.uk
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Spread the word...


If you found this help sheet useful please feel free to share 
it with anyone who you feel may benefit.
 


Our help sheets are produced monthly and written by our 
clinical team. If you would like us to cover any  
particular subjects around autism in future editions then 
please let us know by emailing info@optionsautism.co.uk


The complete series of help sheets can be found on our 
website www.optionsautism.co.uk/resources
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Supporting children with autism to 
look after their teeth


Introduction


Children with autism often process sensory information 
differently and they can be either less sensitive or extra 
sensitive to sights, sounds, smell, taste and touch.  


Having your teeth brushed and visiting the dental 
surgery can really challenge the senses. Sensory issues 
can be one of the main anxiety triggers for the children 
with autism.  


The strategies may differ between individuals 
dependent on their sensory needs and preferences.


Sensory Strategies for Teeth Brushing


We all take in sensory information from our 
bodies and the world around us. Our brains are 
programmed to organise or “integrate” this sensory 
information to make it meaningful to us. This 
integration allows us to respond automatically, 
efficiently and comfortably in response to the 
specific sensory input we receive. 


The sensory information that children receive 
from their body and from the environment whilst 


brushing their teeth may be processed differently.  


Brushing teeth is a sensory experience. Some 
children are resistant to toothbrush bristles and / or 
certain textures / flavours of toothpaste.  Here are 
some sensory strategies to help make tooth brushing 
a fun and tolerable experience. 


Proprioception 


Proprioception is the unconscious awareness of the 
body position. It tells us about the position of our 
body parts, their relation to each other and their 
relation to other people and objects. It communicates 
how much force muscles exert and allows us to 
grade our movements.  


•	 Tap the child’s gums firmly from centre to each 
side on the upper and lower gums


•	 Attempt to desensitize your child’s face, lips, and 
inner mouth for the tooth brushing


•	 Partly place a portion of a damp, slightly warm 
washcloth into his/her mouth. Encourage him/her 


@optionsautismoptionsautism
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to bite down on it while you gently tug on it as 
tolerated.


•	 To decrease sensitivity, apply pressure to the 
teeth and gums


•	 Prepare for teeth brushing by applying gentle 
pressure to the outside of the lips and along the 
jaw


•	 Try a vibrating toothbrush


•	 Use pressure touch with firm strokes


•	 Try joint compression to the neck, shoulders 
and body to prepare for teeth brushing


Vestibular 


The vestibular system provides information about 
movement, gravity and changing head positions. It 
tells us that we are moving or remaining still as well 
as the direction and speed of our movement.


•	 Promote balance by standing behind your child 
to secure the body


•	 Encourage your child to lean against the sink 
with his/her body if you are not available


•	 If changes in head position are difficult, have 
the toothbrush and rinse water ready for the 
child or teach them how to prepare for the task


•	 Use a mirror


Tactile
•	 If your child is very sensitive, consider using a 


face cloth to wipe the teeth


•	 Try a Nuk brush initially then move to bristles          


•	 Electric toothbrushes can be lots of fun! An 
electric toothbrush provides consistent sensation 
and may be better tolerated than a traditional 
toothbrush. They are also helpful when hand 
and arm strength is reduced 


•	 Your child may also benefit from using a 
toothbrush with a thicker handle, as this will be 
easier to hold


•	 Warm water may be better tolerated than cold


Vision


•	 Use a mirror to predict sensation


•	 Be aware of light bouncing off reflective surfaces


•	 Use a dimmer on light switches


•	 Try a toothbrush that lights up for the duration of 
tooth brushing  


Auditory


•	 The sound of vibration or the toothbrush may 
be a lot to process; try distracting with music or 
countdowns


•	 The reflected sounds may be challenging to 
process; try noise cancelling headphones 


•	 Try a toothbrush that sings


Smell/Taste


•	 Rinse the mouth with warm water frequently if 
your child has difficulty tolerating the toothpaste


•	 Consider the taste of the toothpaste. Use a 
very mild toothpaste, a flavourless toothpaste, 
a flavoured toothpaste or bicarbonate of soda  
Experiment with different brands


•	 Use less, or start without using any toothpaste  


Practical strategies to encourage teeth 
brushing


It is easier to develop good behaviours from the 
outset, rather than trying to change behaviours that 
are bad for dental health once they have become 
established. As soon as your child gets their first teeth, 
and certainly before their first birthday, introduce 
teeth brushing and arrange their first dental check-up. 


•	 Make tooth brushing part of your child’s daily 
routine


•	 Find a tooth brush that is something that they are 
interested in


•	 Keep it fun and encourage your child to role-play 
‘brushing’ a toy’s teeth or your teeth


•	 Make tooth brushing a game - Attack of the 
cavities, make brushing away the “germ bugs” 


@optionsautismoptionsautism
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Spread the word...


If you found this help sheet useful please feel free to share 
it with anyone who you feel may benefit.


The complete series of help sheets can be found on our 
website www.optionsautism.co.uk/resources


 
For further information about our schools and homes throughout England and Wales for children and adults with autism, complex needs 
and learning disabilities call: 08442 487187  |  email: info@optionsautism.co.uk |  website: www.optionsautism.co.uk


a fun game or enjoy some tooth brushing 
activities.


•	 Try reading your child stories or showing them 
books that feature tooth brushing or pictures 
of the sequence of brushing


•	 Reward charts may be helpful


•	 Have a visual sand timer or sing a favourite 
song for the duration of the task, to let your 
child know how long brushing will take


•	 Try a Timer App. There are lots of free Apps 
you can download for a smart phone or tablet. 
There is a free Oral-B Disney App that has a 
timer with characters 


•	 Count to a specified number each time they 
brush. Once that number is reached, tooth 
brushing is over


•	 Try brushing teeth while in the bathtub


Recommended Tooth Brushes:


•	 Oral Swabs


•	 NUK Toothbrush


•	 Infa-Dent Finger Toothbrush   


•	 Electric Toothbrush


•	 Suction Toothbrush


•	 Dentrust 3 sided toothbrush


•	 Soft Child’s Bristle Toothbrush


•	 Chewable toothbrush


How do I know if my child has a 
toothache?


Some children with autism may have difficulty in 
expressing pain. It is therefore important to keep 
an eye out for unexplained changes in behaviour, 
such as disturbed sleep, otherwise unexplained 
emotional outbursts, changes in patterns of eating 
and self-harm.  


Some children who are sensory-seeking might 
continually put things such as fingers, hands or 


objects in their mouth. This is known as stimming.  
It is easy to think that the child is doing this 
because of toothache but this is not always the 
case, it might be their stim. If your child stims in 
this way keep an eye on their gums and teeth as 
these habits can sometimes damage the gums or 
cause mouth ulcers due to friction. Regular trips to 
the dentist would be advisable.


We have completed a help sheet on Visits 
to the Dentist, which can be accessed here:              
www.optionsautism.co.uk/resources


Useful Resources
•	 The top 11 brushing apps - http://www.


orthodonticslimited.com/teeth/top-11-brushing-
apps-for-kids/


•	 YouTube – https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=wxMrtK-kYnE


•	 https://www.bspd.co.uk/Portals/0/BSPD%20
Advice%20for%20parents%20of%20
children%20with%20autism%20Jan%2017.pdf


•	 https://www.optionsautism.co.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2017/04/Options-Dentist-Help-Sheet-
Issue-6.pdf


•	 https://www.autismspeaks.org/sites/default/
files/documents/dentalguide.pdf


References
•	 Yack, E, Aquilla, P, Sutton, S (2015) Building 


Bridges Through Sensory Integration (3rd Ed).
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A Parents’ Guide to  
oral health and dental care  
for children with a learning 


disability, autism or both
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Introduction
Getting the best health care for your child is very 
important to everyone. Identifying health problems and 
treating them early enables children to continue to lead 
fulfilling lives. 


The NHS Long Term Plan aims to improve children’s 
health by making sure they get the right health checks  
at the right time.


This guide is one of a series of three to give parents 
information about dental, hearing and eye checks. 


The guides will explain 


u	Why dental, hearing and eye checks are important 
u	How the checks are done
u	How to access dental, hearing and eye checks 
u	How you can prepare and support your child
u	How to find out more


This guide is about oral health and dental checks.


This guide has been produced in partnership with The 
National Deaf Children’s Society www.ndcs.org.uk and 
SeeAbility www.seeability.org.uk


To find out more about NHS plans to improve services  
for children with learning disabilities, autism or both,  
visit www.longtermplan.nhs.uk
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Why are dental checks and 
a healthy mouth important 
for my child?
A healthy mouth is important for overall health and  
wellbeing. Good oral hygiene can affect your child’s ability 
to eat, sleep, talk, and play. It’s also important for how 
they feel about themselves. Tooth decay and gum disease 
are the most common UK dental problems, but are  
mostly preventable. 


A healthy mouth reduces the risk of chronic conditions 
such as diabetes. Reducing germs in the mouth also 
reduces lung infections such as pneumonia. 


As soon as your child gets their first tooth, or before their  
first birthday, you should arrange their first check-up  
with a dentist. There are dentists who have experience of 
helping children with learning disabilities and autism so 
ask what experience they have. A law called the Equality 
Act 2010 says people like dentists must make reasonable 
adjustments so patients with learning disabilities and who 
are autistic can use their service.


People with learning disabilities have higher levels 
of untreated tooth decay


What do I need to know 
about keeping my child’s 
teeth healthy?
Caring for your child’s teeth can be tough at the best of 
times. For children with a learning disability, autism or 
both, there may be extra challenges such as sensory 
issues around having their teeth brushed, or the texture 
of toothpaste. Others will be unable to describe tooth 
pain. This can put extra pressure on you as parents.  
Be kind to yourself, but don’t give up, as brushing your 
child’s teeth at home is really important. Ideally, tooth 
brushing should start as soon as the first tooth comes 
through so that it becomes part of their daily routine.


“The Dr Barman’s toothbrush is a miracle! The 
toothbrush helps my son be more independent when 
he’s cleaning his teeth as it’s his special brush.”


Brush teeth 
twice a day


   x2


Use a fluoride 
toothpaste


After brushing, 
spit don’t rinse
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How should I clean my 
child’s teeth?
All children need help with tooth brushing until the age of 
seven. Your child may need help for longer than this. Stand 
or sit behind and above your child, so that you can see where 
you are brushing and so you can support your child’s head. 
Ideally, brush twice per day – before bed is most important.


Manual toothbrushes used correctly are just as good  
as electric ones. Use a smear of toothpaste (at least 
1000ppm fluoride) until they are three. Then increase to  
a pea-sized blob (1000ppm and 1500ppm fluoride).


If your child doesn’t like the taste and texture of toothpaste, 
there are flavourless or low foaming brands available  
but use one with the right amount of fluoride.  If you are 
struggling, try brushing the teeth with water first, then 
rinse the brush and dab some toothpaste around the teeth.


Top 3 actions for preventing tooth decay


Reduce the 
amount


of foods and 
drinks that 


contain sugars 


Brush teeth 
twice daily 


with flouride 
toothpaste


Take your 
child to the 


dentist when 
the first tooth 


appears


1 2 3


What do I need to know 
about tooth decay?
Tooth plaque is a sticky layer of germs which coats  
the teeth. When plaque reacts with sugar, it produces 
acid. This causes decay or ‘cavities’ in the teeth.  
Choosing foods and drinks which are low in sugar  
may be challenging, especially if your child has a  
limited diet. Some medications contain sugar. Do ask  
for sugar-free alternatives.


Tooth decay is almost always preventable. Schools can 
help, and some dentists may visit your child’s school to  
do checks. Speak to the occupational therapist (OT), who 
can provide visual charts as well as practical tips with 
tooth brushing.


Some children may be unable to describe tooth pain. 
Signs to look out for are eating on one side of the mouth 
only, pulling at the mouth, unexplained changes in 
behaviour, or emotional outbursts.


Sometimes these symptoms can be overlooked by health 
professionals and attributed to someone’s disability, 
rather than investigated or treated. This is called 
diagnostic overshadowing. That’s why it’s so important to 
get regular dental checks with a dentist with experience 
of learning disabilities and autism.
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What do I need to know 
about finding a dentist? 
All children get free dental care from the NHS.  
To find information about dentists in your area, search  
www.nhs.uk/dentists


If you think your child might need urgent treatment and 
you have a dentist, you should contact your dentist on the 
usual number. You can also call the NHS non-emergency 
number on 111.


Community Dental Service 
Paediatric dentistry for children (aged 0-16) and community 
dental services provide specialist oral healthcare to patients 
whose needs cannot be managed by their general dental 
practice.  Some accept a self-referral; others only accept  
a referral from another health care professional such as 
your GP. For patients that cannot be seen in the community, 
they may be able to access specialist care in a hospital.


“The Community Dental Service has been superb  
for my son. He gets additional time allocated for 
appointments, he can investigate the equipment, ask 
questions. Everything is explained to him. He sees 
the hygienist there who is brilliant with him and is 
going to teach him how to floss his teeth himself.”


How can I prepare for a  
visit to the dentist?
Your child may not understand why they need to attend 
the appointment, may struggle in the waiting areas, and 
you may find it difficult to persuade them to go into the 
dentist’s room for a check up. Celebrate the small steps as 
it may take longer for children with a learning disability, 
autism or both to understand what is happening and why. 


There are some simple things you can ask your dentist to 
do to make the visit easier. These are called reasonable 
adjustments.


4
	 			Ask for a quick “hello” visit before the 


appointment 


4
	 			Try to get an appointment at the start of clinics, 


so there is less waiting


4
	 			Explain to the dentist what might stress your 


child or trigger behaviour


“It took us four appointments, spaced over every  
3 months for my son to enter the dentist’s room.   
I asked for the preventative varnish to be applied - 
this acts as a sealant to stop tooth decay.”
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What happens if my child 
needs dental treatment?


If your child needs 
treatment, there are usually 
a number of options. Speak 
to your dentist and together 
you can agree what will 
work best for your child.  


If your child is likely to become extremely distressed during 
treatment, you may want to ask your dentist about sedatives. 
Some children will require treatment under general 
anaesthesia (whilst they are asleep). The advantage of 
this is that all the treatment can be completed at one time.


Most parents recommend telling your child about the 
treatment as early as possible. You can try using symbols 
and storyboards (Widgit symbols or social stories, for 
example) to help prepare your child. 


“We tell her exactly what treatment she is having.   
Her dentist explains the procedure step by step 
before doing it and is honest with her. She’s even 
managed to get her to use toothpaste. I think 
having a dentist who understands is key.”


Where can I find out about 
products that can help?
Fledglings is Contact’s not-for-profit shop that helps 
families with disabled children by supplying products  
and equipment to help with their everyday challenges. 
They strive to source the best products for families 
including a range of oral health and chewing products.


Here are some products that parents recommend:


Dr Barman’s Superbrush’s  
Multi-Angled Toothbrush head 
allows the sides and tops of  
teeth to be brushed at the same 
time and means fewer brushes 
are needed to clean your child’s  
teeth effectively.


From a sensory and self-
regulating point of view, the  
chew buddy stick men are  
very popular.


Find these products and more at www.fledglings.org.uk







Contact us
Contact Head Office
209-211 City Road
London 
EC1V 1JN


Free helpline: 0808 808 3555
Email: info@contact.org.uk


www.contact.org.uk


We are Contact, the 
charity for families 
with disabled children. 


We support families 
with the best possible 
guidance and 
information. 


We bring families 
together to support 
each other. 


We help families to 
campaign, volunteer 
and fundraise to 
improve life for 
themselves and others.


England
Supported by


Contact is a trading name of Contact a Family.  
Charity registered in England and Wales (284912) 
and Scotland (SC039169). Company limited by 
guarantee registered in England and Wales 
(1633333). VAT registration GB 749 3846 82. 


© Contact, January 2021
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At home


After seeing the dentist


I will brush all of my teeth


I will put this much 
toothpaste on my brush


I will brush my teeth in the morning


I will brush my teeth at bedtime


After banana jelly I must not 
eat or drink for half an hour


I can go when the dentist has finished


Developed by J. C. Harris, C. L. Jenkinson, J. Short & Widgit Software.                                                                     Widgit Symbols ©Widgit Software 2002 - 2012.


www.widgit-health.com
Sheffield Children’s


NHS Foundation Trust


Sheffield Teaching Hospitals
NHS Foundation Trust
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AUTISM – Caring For Your Child’s Dental Health
Children with autism can face additional challenges in maintaining good dental health


To assist you in caring for your child, here is what to watch out for and some helpful tips. 


Tooth decay
Poor oral health can cause a build up of plaque
leading to the destruction of enamel (tooth decay)


Effective brushing will help 
remove plaque


Gum disease
Poor oral health can lead to bleeding gums which is a 
first sign of  gum disease


Effective brushing can protect 
against gum disease


Dry mouth
Some medications given to children with autism may 
cause dry mouth which increases the risk of tooth decay


Seek advice about medications 
from the G.P. and encourage your 


child to sip water regularly


Teeth grinding or orthodontic issues 
Some children with autism may clench or grind their 
teeth and this can lead to cracked teeth or pain in the 
jaw line


Seek advice from the dentist 
about mouth guards


Broken teeth/lost teeth
Teeth may be broken or knocked out from biting hard 
objects, falls or seizures


If a tooth is knocked out put the 
tooth straight back in (if dirty rinse 


clean with milk or saline) or store in 
milk. See the dentist asap


Some Helpful Tips……


Involve your child in selecting their toothbrush
as some children may be drawn to certain colours or textures.  
Some may prefer a manual brush


Prepare your child for toothbrushing.  Let your child feel the
brush and teach your child to ‘open wide’.  Show your child 
how you brush your teeth


Find a dentist who has experience with children who have 
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)


Book a desensitisation appointment to help your child 
become familiar with the dental clinic


Before going to the dentist your child may benefit from visual 
supports  – step by step pictures of the planned dental visit


Produced by Oxfordshire Community Dental Service
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