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How to brush and care for your child's
teeth
Looking after your children’s teeth is essential for their health. Not only does
good oral hygiene prevent tooth decay and keep bacteria under control, a
healthy mouth can help to ward off health problems in the future too. So
how can you look after your kids’ teeth - and what can you do to
encourage a good oral hygiene routine?

Why looking after your child’s teeth is
important
We need our teeth to be able to chew food and eat, but there are many
other reasons why looking after your children’s teeth is important.

Our mouths are full of bacteria, which when not kept under control, can
lead to tooth decay, gum disease and oral infections. Your mouth is also
the entry point to your digestive and respiratory tracts - so bacteria has the
potential to cause other problems too. Very rarely it can go to your heart
and cause infective endocarditis.

Brushing your child’s teeth and encouraging them to look after their teeth
as they get older can keep bacteria under control. Getting your child in the
habit of good oral care can also help to prevent health problems in
adulthood too, including heart disease1.

Karen Coates, a registered dental nurse and content specialist for the Oral
Health Foundation: “Tooth brushing should be part of a child's personal
hygiene routine, just like washing their hands, face, and hair and having a
bath.”

Your baby or toddler might not like brushing their teeth to begin with, but
there are ways to encourage them. Getting them used to it will help it
become part of their routine as they get older.
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“There are lots of toothbrushes available for children, bright colours, colour-
change ones, favourite character brushes too,” says Coates. “Letting your
child choose their own toothbrush will often help to encourage them to
brush. Remember, praise and encouragement will often get results.”

Children under 3
You should start brushing your baby's teeth as soon as they get their first
tooth. This is usually around six months, but can be earlier or later. You
should brush your child’s teeth for two minutes with a smear of fluoride
toothpaste twice a day - last thing at night and once during the day.

Although you should brush their teeth for them, you can give them a
toothbrush to chew on to get them used to the texture of it. The toothpaste
should contain at least 1,000 ppm of fluoride - the label should tell you how
much it contains - unless a dentist advises otherwise.

“When your child is a baby or toddler, the best way to clean their teeth is to
sit them on your knee, facing away from you,” advises Coates. “Cradle their
chin in your hand so that you can reach the upper and lower teeth easily.”

Coates says to use small, circular motions to clean all the surfaces of the
teeth whether they are a baby or a small child.

“Don’t forget to clean the gums and behind the teeth,” she says. “You
should not let your child swallow the toothpaste. Instead, they should spit
out the excess. Do not let them rinse out their mouth, as this will wash all the
fluoride off the teeth.”

Children aged 3 to 6 years
You should continue brushing your child’s teeth between the ages of 3 and
6, but they can have a go themselves if you’re watching them. Brushing
should happen twice daily for two minutes, at the start of the day and
before bed.

“As they grow older, you can let them have a go at brushing their own teeth,
after you have finished. You should supervise brushing until the age of 7
years old,” says Coates. “Once they are over 3 years old, they should use a
pea-sized smear of toothpaste that contains between 1350 to 1500 ppm of
fluoride.”
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Make sure they spit out the toothpaste - and avoid swallowing it - but don’t
rinse it. Rinsing the mouth means the fluoride won’t work as well.

Children aged 7 and over
“Children aged 7 and over should be able to brush their own teeth, but it's
still a good idea to watch them to make sure they brush properly and for
about 2 minutes,” says Coates.

You should make sure they brush twice daily with fluoride toothpaste and
avoid rinsing after spitting out the excess.

How to find a dentist
Taking your child to the dentist regularly will help keep their mouth, teeth
and gums healthy. Currently, it is recommended that children go for a
check-up once a year. When your child is born, it’s a good idea to find a
local dental practice that offers NHS services - there will likely be a waiting
list. You'll need to register your child before making any appointments.

Many people are having trouble finding a dentist. More than two-thirds of
children (70%) in England did not see an NHS dentist in the 12 months to
December 20202. You can either join a waiting list, look for a different
dentist who is taking on NHS patients, or be seen privately. You have to pay
more for private dentistry but how much depends on the practice. It's
important to visit the dentist as often as you can to prevent your child from
getting tooth decay.

Further reading
1. De Oliviera: Toothbrushing, inflammation, and risk of cardiovascular

disease: results from Scottish Health Survey.

2. BDJ Team: Two-thirds of children did not see an NHS dentist last year.

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.

Page 3 of 4

https://patient.info/news-and-features/warning-signs-you-need-to-go-to-the-dentist
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2877809/#:~:text=Periodontal%20disease%20is%20highly%20prevalent,event%20in%20fully%20adjusted%20models
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2877809/#:~:text=Periodontal%20disease%20is%20highly%20prevalent,event%20in%20fully%20adjusted%20models
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41407-021-0562-7#ref-CR2041
https://patient.info/terms-and-conditions


Authored by:
Lydia Smith

Peer Reviewed by:
Dr Krishna Vakharia, MRCGP

Originally Published:
20/11/2023

Document ID:
doc_32468

View this article online at: patient.info/news-and-features/how-to-brush-and-
care-for-your-childs-teeth

Discuss How to brush and care for your child's teeth and find more trusted
resources at Patient.
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