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   iam ran home from school that day, excited to tell his 

        grandfather that they were learning about the importance of 

oral hygiene or ‘looking after those nashers,’ as Ms. Fields had put 

it. She’d made a giant spectacle of herself, showing the entire 

Grade 5 class her removable tooth that’d been knocked out when 

she was playing sports in class as a kid. She showed them how she 

could drink through a straw with her jaw completely shut, wedging 

the straw through the gap in her teeth and taking a sip. It was both 

cool and gross, and the class had unanimously cackled at her 

antics. Ms. Fields was pretty easy-going, but she did believe in a 

good dose of homework over the weekend, and despite the class’s 

groans and protest she always reminded them that the earlier they 

finished, the faster they have the weekend to themselves. And 

that’s exactly what Liam had planned to do. Ms. Fields had set an 

assignment: find out everything you can about teeth and write a 

report. ‘Easy-peasy,’ thought Liam. Grandpa Andrew had been a 

dentist for over 40 years.  
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       ndrew was sitting in the lounge room watching the footy when 

         he heard his grandson slam the front door and shout out a 

hello. He watched him run up the stairs and heard the rush of 

water coming from the bathroom tap as he washed his hands. 

Quick footsteps traced their way above Andrew, and he heard the 

familiar plonk of Liam’s bag onto his bedroom floor. More footsteps 

indicated that he was making his way back down and within a 

moment, a messy head of blond waves made their way through the 

archway. Pen and notepad in hand, Liam perched on the footstool 

next to his grandfather. 

‘Oh, is this an interview? 
Got some questions for me, have you?’ said Andrew, turning off the TV. 

 ‘Yes, Pa. We learned about oral hygiene today and I’ve got a 
 report due Monday. I want to finish early because Brody’s coming 
 over tomorrow morning and mum’s taking us to the park.’

‘Ok, so what do you want to know?’
‘I don’t know—everything?’

‘I’ll start from the beginning, then? Hang on a sec.’
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G             randpa Andrew got up out of his comfy armchair. On the book
            case, by the staircase, was a set of fake teeth.

‘This,’ he said, taking his seat, ‘is what we call a typodont. 
It’s what dentists use to show patients a demonstration of their teeth.’

 ‘Yes, I’ve seen that before. You showed it to me, remember?’ 
 said Liam. 

‘Well, the first thing you’ve got to know about teeth is that they are an 
important part of the human body. They change and grow as your body 
does and help you break down the food you eat so that the rest of your 
body can digest it.’

 ‘‘What’s the point of baby teeth? Why do we need them if we don’t 
 really eat hard food when we’re six months? Why are baby teeth 
 so important?’

‘Deciduous teeth are an integral part of your development—they 
make way for your permanent teeth to grow. It’s like they save your 
adult teeth a seat. Once you’re born, it takes four to seven months for 
your first tooth to grow.

 ‘And that hurts, right? That’s why babies cry,’ 
 said Liam.’



     es, that’s right. It’s called teething and can be a painful process for 
  babies and parents. There’s lots of ways your parents can tell when 
your first tooth is coming through—you might drool, your gums might 
be sensitive and swollen, you might be irritable or in a bad mood and, 
you might refuse food and have sleeping problems. Babies also like to 
bite a lot—you’ll want to start biting anything and everything to help 
relieve some of the pressure on your gums.’

‘ Do all babies grow their teeth at the same time?’

‘Usually babies develop teeth around the same time, but emember
 everyone is different. Some babies will develop teeth earlier or later 
and some are even born with one or two teeth.’

 ‘Wow! Really?’ asked Liam. ‘Well, which teeth come out first?’

Baby teeth: Order of appearance
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            sually, your lower central incisors, the first two middle ones on your  
             bottom jaw, here,’ said Andrew, pointing them out on the typodont. 

‘They are the first to pop up and say hello. It’s then followed by your upper 
central incisors, upper lateral incisors, lower lateral incisors, upper first 
molars, lower first molars, upper canines, lower canines and upper 
second molars.’ Liam thought on this for a moment before saying:

 ‘I remember when cousin Zoe was teething. Her mum and dad 
 looked really tired.’

‘Yes, it can be a tough time, but mums and dads can 
help. You’ll often be given something to chew on like 
a teething ring that’s usually cooled in the refrigerator.
You can get them from the pharmacy or supermarket
quite easily these days. Your parents might also try 
some cold food like some yoghurt or puree fruits 
and vegetables. Another good tip for parents 
is to massage your baby’s gums.’

 ‘Massage the gums? How would you do that?’ said Liam.

 

U

‘Well, you’d start off by washing your hands thoroughly. 
You have to make sure they’re clean otherwise you 
could be putting germs in the baby’s mouth. You would 
just use a finger and put pressure gently yet firmly on 
the gums. It’ll help counteract the pain of 
the teeth pushing through from below.’



‘Oh, is this an interview? 
Got some questions for me, have you?’ said Andrew, turning off the TV. 

 ‘Yes, Pa. We learned about oral hygiene today and I’ve got a 
 report due Monday. I want to finish early because Brody’s coming 
 over tomorrow morning and mum’s taking us to the park.’

‘Ok, so what do you want to know?’
‘I don’t know—everything?’

‘I’ll start from the beginning, then? Hang on a sec.’

 ‘What happens if the baby doesn’t stop crying?’ said Liam, 
 brows furrowed.

‘You can take the baby to the doctors. Sometimes parents mistake an 
illness for teething. It doesn’t usually cause a fever or for the baby to 
feel sick. If it is caused by teething, the doctor can prescribe some
pain relief to help.’

 ‘Ok.’ Liam flipped the page of his notebook over
  to fresh, clean page.

‘But how do babies keep their teeth clean? 

You’re supposed to brush twice a day.’

 ‘Mum and Dad can start caring for your teeth well before they come in. 
 It’s good practice to use a damp face washer a few times a day to 
 clean the gums. After the teeth have begun to break through the gum, 
 the same technique can be used, morning and night, to give their
  little pearls a clean.

 ‘Don’t they have toothbrushes?’



       arents can pick up a small toothbrush designed for use on babies 
under two years old, if the baby isn’t bother by it, and can use a small 
amount of water to gently brush the teeth. Toothpaste shouldn’t be used 
in children under 18 months and it’s best to have a chat to your dentist on 
the best ways to keep milk teeth clean. Speaking of which—your first 
dentist appointment should happen around your first birthday. When 
you’re a little older, you can start going twice a year.

 ‘Does it really matter if baby teeth go bad? 
 Aren’t they just going to fall out anyway?’

‘Yes, it does matter. Mum and dad shouldn’t give you too many sweets. 
Even though these teeth will eventually fall out and be replaced, it’s still 
important that they are cared for and that cavities or decay don’t form. 
As long as parents check with their dentist, they can start brushing your 
teeth at around two years old. You’ll be using a pea-sized amount of 
toothpaste and be encouraged to spit it out—you shouldn’t swallow 
toothpaste. It creates a really good oral hygiene routine and sets good 
habits for when you get older.’

Liam had just finished writing 
down the last of his notes when he 
heard his parent’s car pull into the 
driveway. Friday’s were takeout 
nights, and Liam wondered what 
his mum and dad had picked up. 
He was starving. 
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        iam washed up quickly after dessert. Even though, he wanted to get his 
      assignment done, he found himself thinking about teeth in ways he 
hadn’t before. He looked at his teeth in the mirror, small, fairly straight and 
white. One of the front one’s was shorter than the other, still growing in. He 
still had some baby teeth. He thought about his friends—Christine’s mum 
had been talking to Liam’s mum at school and said her daughter needed 
braces when she was older. What other things could happen to people’s 
teeth? Nana Sue had false teeth—she kept them in a glass jar by her 
bedside table in some water at night and popped them back in in the 
morning. Without them in, he thought she looked like she’d sucked on 
a lemon, puckering at its sourness. Liam dared his younger brother, 

Stephen, to stick his finger into the jar once. Stephen had managed to 
creep right up to the jar, but Nana, being the light sleeper she was, had 
woken and told them both off, spraying them with spittle.
 
He made his way downstairs and found Pa Andrew drying his hands before 
taking seat back on the couch. 
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             eady for round two?’ he said grinning.

 ‘Yep.’ Liam was already perched on the footstool. 

 ‘What’s next?’ Liam looked down at his notes.

‘Hmmm…I think we finished with the baby teeth. When do permanent teeth 
start coming in? I think my baby started falling out when I was six.’

‘That’s right. Lots of kids start losing 
their baby teeth at about six-years-old.
This will keep happening as new 
permanent teeth come in until you’re
about 13.’

 ‘Pa, do you think that teeth are like bones?
          I mean, they’re white and hard, right?’

‘Actually, teeth are stronger than bones, they’re the strongest part of your 
whole body.’
 
        ‘Wow, really?’
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‘Yes, and there’s 32 of them by the time you’re an adult. Think of your teeth 
like fruit—there’s the skin, the flesh of the fruit and seeds. Teeth have an 
outer skin, called the enamel, which protects the tooth. Then, inside the 
enamel, you have the dentine, which makes up the structure of the tooth. 
Inside that is the pulp and it carries all of the nerve endings and the blood 
supply.’ 
  
 ‘Pa, why don’t teeth grow the same? Some people have crooked teeth 
and Nana doesn’t have any at all. Why do they fall out?’

‘Lots of reasons. Your adult teeth are supposed to last the rest of your life 
but it doesn’t always work out like that. Sometimes people can have 
accidents or develop diseases. Some people just don’t look after their teeth 
very well.’

 ‘Do you mean like cavities and decay?’ said Liam, 
          looking back on his notes.  
 
‘Yes, it can happen like that. That’s why it’s important to look after them 
well. You must brush twice a day and floss. Otherwise the food you eat and 
drink get stuck in your teeth and rots them.’
 

‘That’s right. If people come and visit 
the dentist’s office regularly, we can 
help with all sorts of problems. 
We can help the person make better 
choices and give them more 
information on their teeth.’

 ‘But you can help with that, right?’



 o, grandad, what usually happens when some visits 
   the dentist?’
 
‘The first thing a dentist does is discuss any problems the 
patient might be having. Some people might have pain in 
their teeth, some might grind them, some people 
might’ve broken or chipped a tooth. We try to find out as 
much information as we can, so we can help them as 
best we can.’

 ‘Ok, so what’s next? What happens after you talk to them?’

‘Then we ask the patient to hop into the chair and we lay 
them all the way back. We also give them some funky 
sunglasses to protect their eyes from the light. They open their 
mouth and we get to work and check all the teeth.’ 

                     Pa Andrew opened the typodont, showing Liam exactly what 
                     he sees when he’s working on a patient.
 
‘First, we check all the teeth and see if there’s any pain or anything that 
looks out of the ordinary. After we’ve finished that we might do a scale, 
which gets all the plaque off the teeth and clean them thoroughly with 
treatment and water.’

  ‘What if you do find something wrong with patient’s teeth?’

‘It depends on what’s wrong. Lots of people come in with tooth pain and it 
usually means that they need a root canal.’
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 ‘What’s a root canal?’ Liam was sure he’d
  heard that in movie once. Was it Finding Nemo? 
          ‘Doesn’t that hurt a lot?’

‘No, we numb everything first with what’s called a local anaesthetic. We’ll 
give an injection, which is really only a small pinch. It keeps the area numb 
so we can work on it. Root canals are needed when the nerve-endings in the 
tooth become very sensitive. If someone drinks hot or cold water, the nerves 
respond to the sensation and send signals that cause pain.’ 
 
 ‘What if a root canal doesn’t work?’

‘If it doesn’t work, sometimes the best thing to do is to remove the tooth 
completely—but that only really happens if the patient is in a lot of pain.’
 
 ‘So they’ll just have an empty space?’

‘Yes, it’s called an extraction. Most people won’t leave it empty, though. 
You can get a dental implant.’
 
 Well, what else can go wrong with people’s teeth? How do you fix 
 cavities and decay?’

‘The most common way that we treat 
these issues is with fillings. We usually 
clean out the cavity or decay by filing it 
down. We use a composite resin that
 looks exactly like the tooth colour, but 
some people 
get other materials like porcelain or 
even gold and silver.’
 
 ‘Does it take long?’



‘No, not really, sometimes it can require more than one visit though, 
especially if more that one tooth needs to be filled. It’s doesn’t hurt either, we 
numb the area.’
 
 ‘       o what if nothing is wrong with your teeth but you don’t like the 
           way they look?’

‘There’s lots of things we can do in that case. Some people have teeth that 
aren’t straight. They might overlap or be crooked and that can cause some 
problems later on in life. We can straighten them out using braces. Braces are 
pieces of metal that we put on to someone’s teeth to help 
correct their position in the mouth. These can hurt a bit and we need to do lots 
of things like x-rays and take moulds of some teeth but it really does make a 
difference to someone. Sometimes people can be shy or 
embarrassed about the way their teeth are but we have to remember
that everyone is different and people can’t help the way their teeth grow.’ 

 ‘Why are some people’s teeth yellow?’

‘Sometimes it’s just DNA and is passed on from your parents and other times 
it’s lifestyle choices. Things like tea, coffee and smoking can stain teeth. You 
can go to your dentist and get them whitened. It can make them a little 
sensitive for a bit, but people are usually very happy with their results and it 
can really be a confidence booster. That’s the most important thing, that 
people are happy and healthy.’
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 ‘What about if your just not happy with the shape of your teeth? 
 Can dentists do anything about that?’ said Liam, curious.

‘Yes, we can. There are porcelain veneers available. Porcelain veneers can be 
used for people who have gaps in their teeth, they’re stained, or they just want 
a new smile. They’re like a shell that is moulded to fit around your tooth.’
 
 ‘Do they fall out quickly?’
 ‘They can last for decades with proper care.’

Even though he’d heard his grandpa talking about his work before, Liam never 
thought there could be so much information that he’d learn by asking all these 
questions for his assignment.
 
‘Some people aren’t worried about the shape, though, they just want their 
teeth to work well. Instead of veneers, we also have dental crowns or caps. 
Dental crowns can help with some common problems like the shape of a tooth, 
its size and strength. It goes completely over the visible portion of your tooth 
and covers it. Once we put it in place, only a dentist can remove it because it’s 
permanent. These can last also last decades. It takes two visits because we 
numb the tooth and trim it to make way for the new crown. Once it’s the correct 
size and shape the dentist will take an impression or mould of your tooth and 
send it off to the lab to create one fit just for you.’
 
 ‘Well if you can get veneers and crowns, why do some people have their t
 teeth removed? Why don’t they just get them fixed instead? Why does 
 Nana have fake teeth?’

‘Well not all treatment options are for everyone and sometimes it’s just a case 
of getting old and losing your teeth. Fake teeth or dentures can be different. 
For example, some people only need a partial denture, with a few teeth in 
them to replace missing ones. Others, get denture implants that you don’t 
have to take out and other get the traditional dentures, the ones you can take 
out and replace every day. It all depends on everyone’s personal situation and 
what they’re comfortable with.’ 



Liam wrote down the last of his notes. He understood now, why keeping your 
teeth clean and visiting a dentist was so important.
 
 ‘Thanks, Pa. I think I have everything I need. I’ll type it all up before 
Brody 
 comes over tomorrow.’ 

‘That’s it? I could go on for hours,’ said Grandpa Andrew, chuckling. 
‘Make sure you brush those pearly whites before bed,’ he said leaning over to
ruffle his grandson’s hair. 

Liam looked over at the clock and said goodnight to everyone. He made sure 
brush and floss every nook and cranny of his teeth, thinking about all the stuff 
he was going to tell his friend tomorrow. 

 o, grandad, what usually happens when some visits 
   the dentist?’
 
‘The first thing a dentist does is discuss any problems the 
patient might be having. Some people might have pain in 
their teeth, some might grind them, some people 
might’ve broken or chipped a tooth. We try to find out as 
much information as we can, so we can help them as 
best we can.’

 ‘Ok, so what’s next? What happens after you talk to them?’

‘Then we ask the patient to hop into the chair and we lay 
them all the way back. We also give them some funky 
sunglasses to protect their eyes from the light. They open their 
mouth and we get to work and check all the teeth.’ 

                     Pa Andrew opened the typodont, showing Liam exactly what 
                     he sees when he’s working on a patient.
 
‘First, we check all the teeth and see if there’s any pain or anything that 
looks out of the ordinary. After we’ve finished that we might do a scale, 
which gets all the plaque off the teeth and clean them thoroughly with 
treatment and water.’

  ‘What if you do find something wrong with patient’s teeth?’

‘It depends on what’s wrong. Lots of people come in with tooth pain and it 
usually means that they need a root canal.’

 


