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Stop fighting!  Right away. It takes
two you know! Sounds glib but I'd
say that taking all the pressure off
both you and your child will be
welcome. As soon as there is any
resistance - stop. We are going to
go right back to the beginning and
build everyone’s confidence up bit
by bit.

Introduce the toothbrush over a
period of time, allow them to touch
it and play with it until they are
comfortable. Why not do some
painting with an old toothbrush? 

1. Allow them to lick it and
encourage them to put it in their
mouth. 

Experiment with different
flavours of paste. Ask the child
to rate/rank them. They have
hugely scientific minds and love
an experiment.

2. Once familiar with the brush,
place in the mouth with little or
no brushing at first to reduce
anxiety.

3. Now carry out very slow, gentle
movements a little at a time.
Perhaps start by brushing only a
few teeth at first to desensitize
them to the feeling. Gradually
increase the brushing over time
until it is possible to brush the
whole mouth.

If problems resurface, go back a
step. But not today - tomorrow. 

These three steps come from a
great leaflet produced by NAS/
University of Sheffield – see right
for details.

Kids with autism really need to
know what's going on and how
long stuff takes. So anything you
can do to show what is going to
happen and what's involved will
help. Try these three stages:
Explain-Try-Praise (even if it didn't
really get the job done or happen
at all). Say: "Thanks for letting me
try. You are really brave!”

Kids with autism love being 
in control. With
sensitive things
like teeth and
gums this is
probably even
more the case.
The more you
can do to let
your child take
control of the
process the
better.

Prevention is better
than cure. Because
oral care is always
going to be harder for
kids with autism, we have
got to compensate. Reduce sugar
intake, especially in between
meals. Check labels for hidden
sugars. 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.

Most parents find brushing their
child’s teeth is a battle. With
autistic children, sensory issues
can make this more challenging.

My own experiences with my
eight year-old daughter have
shown me that the early twice

daily battles have paid
off. These days it is

helped, 
I must admit, by
using her
increased self-
awareness and
vanity as
leverage: she
wants to keep her
teeth shiny and

bright!

My advice would
essentially be to keep

at it. Adjustments and
allowances have to be

made, and we still fall
short of the recommended

two-minute clean, but we are
making progress.

I would encourage parents to
assist in brushing their child’s
teeth, as most children do not
have the level of manual
dexterity needed to brush
effectively. I now allow my
daughter to assert her

independence by brushing in
the evening, knowing that I have
assisted her first thing in the
morning, so she has had a
thorough clean in the day. 

We use an SLS-free paste*, as
my daughter does not like the
foaming action. It has an
acceptable taste - she is not
fond of mint. And because she
will swallow some paste, I am
happy that it does not contain
artificial sweeteners and
fluoride.

We use a manual brush, as the
buzzing of a rotary brush puts
her off.

It is always important to choose
a soft-bristled brush in order to
help clean the gums and tongue
as well as the teeth.

Distraction helps, usually in the
form of a running commentary
of events taking place in the
day. I find this generally gives
me just enough time to scrub
the molars!

Decay will only affect the teeth if
the child has frequent sugary
snacks. Other dental problems
such as tooth wear, can be
caused by consuming citrus
fruits, for example, so regulation
of diet is important, as are
regular checks at the dentist to
help spot any potential issues
sooner rather than later.

As routine is so important for
many autistic children, effective
daily brushing is one of the
most important events to
include in a routine, one which
will lend itself to overall well-
being and good health.

*You can find SLS-free
toothpaste and a range of ones
with different tastes plus those
that are safe if swallowed at
www.greenpeople.co.uk
Tehmeena used Sarakan available
from Holland and Barratt.

My little boy detests
having his teeth cleaned.

What can I do?

Tehmeena Khan 

Dentist at Holmes Chapel
Dental Practice and mum
to 8 year-old Maryam who

has autism.
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SLS is Sodium Lauryl Sulfate –

an organic compound used

in cleaning and hygiene

products. It’s what makes

toothpaste go foamy.
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If your child is extra sensitive to having their teeth brushed, or just basically hates it, the Collis Curve Toothbrush
could be the answer. It has a unique design allowing you to clean all teeth surfaces simultaneously just by using
simple backwards and forwards brushing. Look up www.colliscurve.co.uk or call 01934 862415 for info.



...Tom's of Maine natural children's toothpaste
in silly strawberry flavour. Unlike a lot of other
flavoured toothpastes, it's not got a load of
rubbish in it and isn't some shocking pink
colour. It has no artificial colours or flavours
and it actually tastes like real strawberries!
Perfect for kids who find mint flavour too
strong. Look out for it in Sainsbury's or look 
up www.tomsofmaine.com for more info.

A Miswak is a twig commonly used for teeth
brushing. It is widely used among Muslims
after Prophet Mohammed realised its value
as a device which he said should be used by
his followers to clean their teeth. It’s one of a
variety of oral hygiene measures that have
been performed since the dawn of time. 

The best Miswak twigs are obtained from the
twigs of the Arak tree (Peelu tree). It kills gum
disease, fights plaque and removes bad
breath.

The Wrigley company conducted a study on
Miswak which was published in the Journal
of Agricultural and Food Chemistry. It found
that mints laced with Miswak extract were 
20 times more effective in killing bacteria
than ordinary mints. In the Journal of
Periodontology, a study by Swedish
researchers found that suspended Miswak
pieces in a Petri dish were able to kill
bacteria that cause periodontal disease
without being in physical contact with the
bacteria. Those are just two of many
promising studies on its benefits.

Some dentists warn that misuse of a chewing
stick can cause gum recession. But if your
child loves to chew, what better way to
improve their oral hygiene?

Buy them from for 49p each 
www.muslimbase.com

Special Services
If your child struggles with attending a
dentist, you may want to find out about
special needs dental services which are
available in most areas.

A specialist dental service can help
acclimatize children to dental surgeries,
starting with home visits for children who are
too nervous to visit the dentist. 

They can also visit special schools and start
programmes of lunchtime tooth brushing in
the school environment.

Ask your GP, health visitor or dentist for a
referral. 

Helpful Guides
A couple of great toothbrushing and dentist
guides are available from both Autism
Speaks and the National Autistic Society.
Both have handy and practical guidance.

Teeth cleaning can be a physical
co-ordination and multi-sensory
challenge for some of our
children.

Some children may be hyper
(over) sensitive to smell, taste,
the movement of a brush and
volume of bubbles inside their
mouth, as well as the sound of
tap water or the brush inside
their mouth.

Other kids who are hypo 
(under) responsive to sensory
input may find that teeth
cleaning can be part of an
alerting programme using oral
motor activities.

Here’s a few tips:

•Consider the time of day and
allow plenty of time.

•Don’t underestimate fear. 
Try using play to make teeth

brushing less threatening,
like cleaning dolly’s or
teddy’s teeth.

•Tell the child how 
long the teeth brushing
will last and use visual
supports, especially if

they’re anxious.

•To get them used to the
feel of it, consider playful

activities that allow safe use
of ‘oral motor’ toys (such as
whistles, straws or musical

instruments), involving blowing
and sucking. 

•Think about position. If your
child is small enough to cradle
on your lap, face them away
from you looking into a mirror
so that they can see what
you’re doing as you clean their
teeth.

•Allow your child as much
control as you can. Imposing
teeth cleaning on them can be
quite intrusive, it’s easier if
they try with you supporting.

•How about an electric
toothbrush? Vibratory
sensations may be calming.
Only if they’re comfortable
with the other sensory factors
like sound, though.

•Consider taste or odour-free
toothpaste. Mint can be a
challenge for over sensitive
kids.

•Only use a small amount of
toothpaste, as lots of bubbles
in the mouth can be difficult to
manage.

• It can be difficult to keep your
head still when you have low
muscle tone. Supporting your
child’s chin will help.

•Remember they may not be
able to keep their mouth open,
so will need regular breaks.

The views reflected in these columns are the panel’s personal opinions and may not be relevant to all
children with an autism spectrum condition. Parents should embark on intervention programmes only
after following the advice of their child’s paediatrician and/or occupational therapist.

Sarah Davys-Jones

Occupational Therapist
and lecturer.

Occupational Therapy
Services Ltd, Welshpool,

Powys.

Contact her at
sarah@sdavys-jones.

orangehome.co.uk

Stick With It!

www.autismspeaks.
org/sites/default/
files/documents/
dentalguide.pdf

Chris quoted from this
leaflet, produced by the
NAS/Sheffield University. 
Go to www.autism.org.uk/
living-with-autism/at-home/
oral-health-for-children.aspx

The Dental Booklet

Dental Guide

Use sand timers to show thechild how long they need tobe brushing for. You can getsome toothbrush holdersthat are also sand timers.

Do you have a question for Ask the Experts? E-mail us at aukidsmag@gmail.com

“I hated the smell of the dentist when I was little. I didn't like the bright
light. I hadn't come across uniform before - they all looked like they

were from outer space to me. Also, you couldn't see their mouths when they spoke because of
the masks, so that put me off - it looked alien. One new dentist put me at ease because he
talked about things I liked, like plants. I remember discussing with him how fast an Amaryllis
bulb grew! I'd say to parents - tell the dentist in advance what their child is interested in, then
they have a topic to distract them with.” Tim Tuff, adult with autism and AuKids distributor.

Loves...

MEMORIES…

For real encouragement you can visit 'Nurdle World' at
www.aquafresh.co.uk, which has online games for kids
featuring 'nurdles' which are little squidges of toothpaste.

Have You Heard About the Nurd-le?


