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Your child and their teeth: aged 4 to 6

Establishing a routine

Looking after their milk teeth and encouraging 
your young child to establish a good oral hygiene 
routine provides an important foundation that 
will help prevent dental disease in the future � and 
bene�t them for life.

Helping milk teeth stay healthy
Even though your child’s milk teeth will eventually be replaced by their adult set, 
it is important to look after them. A healthy smile will increase your child’s self 
confidence. Their milk teeth also help with speech and jaw development as well 
as biting/chewing food, and they guide the position of their adult teeth. If milk 
teeth are allowed to decay, it may cause your child pain and discomfort and 
even lead to an extraction.

The risk of tooth decay
Your child’s milk teeth are at risk of decay (caries) if plaque – a sticky film made 
up of bacteria, food debris and dead cells – is left on teeth. The tiny bacteria that 
live in plaque feed on sugars in the diet to form acids, which attack enamel and 
cause decay. You might not be able to tell if your child has tooth decay just by 
looking, as decay starts by destroying enamel below the surface. 

Because fluoride helps to prevent dental decay, encourage your child to brush 
regularly with a suitable children’s fluoride toothpaste designed for their age 
group. This will help protect teeth and strengthen tooth enamel from the inside 
out. Ask your dentist if fluoride is added to your water supply.

Did you know?

By the age of 3, your child will have 20 
milk teeth – also known as deciduous, 
baby or primary teeth. 

All milk teeth will be lost between the 
ages of 10–13 to be eventually replaced 
by 32 adult (permanent) teeth.

Brushing teeth for at least 2 minutes 
each time not only cleans teeth but 
also helps keep tooth enamel strong 
by increasing its exposure to the 
beneficial effects of fluoride.

Prolonged thumb sucking can lead to 
malpositioned teeth.

Sugar is added to many foods and 
drinks and is widely used as a natural 
sweetener – a standard can of coke 
has nine teaspoons of sugar.
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Teeth are alive. This is because 
beneath tooth enamel a  is the pulp 
b  where cells, nerves and blood 

vessels are found c .
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Your child’s diet
Tooth decay is not just the result of the amount of sugar in your child’s diet, but 
also how often they eat or drink it. To reduce the risk of acid attacks affecting 
their teeth, try to avoid adding extra sugar (or honey) to their meals, look for 
low-sugar options or limit sugary foods/drinks to mealtimes. Healthy snacks 
such as carrot sticks, cheese and plain yoghurt are actually beneficial for teeth.

Encouraging your child to brush their own teeth
Regular brushing every morning and evening for at least 2 minutes each time is 
an important routine for them to get into. Try the following:

once your child is old enough to hold a brush, allow them to brush for 
themselves using a suitable fluoride toothpaste (pea-sized amount) and 
toothbrush designed for their age group – your dentist can advise
guide their brush around the mouth in small circular movements, paying 
attention to between teeth, along the gum margin and the back of teeth
after brushing encourage your child to spit out but not rinse. That way, 
fluoride can continue to protect their teeth
as dexterity improves, your child can be encouraged to brush more 
independently – for example allow them to brush their front teeth while  
you help them brush the rest
children like to copy adult behaviour or that of their older brothers and 
sisters. Brush along with them or make the morning and evening brushing 
routine a family affair
when they are brushing on their own it is important to supervise their 
brushing technique and how long they brush for – normally until they reach 
the age of around 6.

‘Tell-show-do’ is one way of helping your child learn to brush their 
teeth. Start by explaining how to brush (tell) and then demonstrating 
yourself how it is done (show). Finally, allow your child to try for 
themselves (do).

Taking your child to the dentist
Your dentist will be able to provide advice on diet and will help your child (and 
you) adopt a good brushing technique. It is important to reinforce visits to the 
dental surgery as a positive experience to lessen any anxiety your child may 
have. If you – as a parent – are uneasy about dental treatments, it is possible 
that you will pass this on to your child. If you have any concerns, discuss these 
with your dentist away from them.

Dental disease can be prevented and regular dental check-ups every 
6 months will enable your dentist to spot any early signs of decay.
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Checklist for  
healthy teeth

Two minute rule: brushing for at least 
2 minutes morning and night with a 
fluoride toothpaste not only cleans 
but also allows more time for fluoride 
to work and help keep tooth enamel 
strong. Use a timer to help them 
measure 2 minutes.

Get children involved: allowing them 
to choose their own brush and a 
toothpaste they like the taste of may 
help to motivate brushing.

Make brushing fun: interactive 
games, story books or rhyming songs 
reinforce brushing as a positive 
activity rather than a chore.

Lead by example: brush along with 
your child so that they learn a good 
technique (get a refresher on brushing 
from your dentist or hygienist first!).

Give praise for a great job: reward 
charts help older children to measure 
good progress, such as eating healthy 
snacks or brushing for 2 minutes.
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