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FIRST ORTHODONTIC CHECK-UP URGED BY AGE 7

The South African Society of Orthodontists (SASO) advises parents to have their children examined by an orthodontic specialist by the time they reach 7 years of age.

While the wearing of braces is commonly associated with children in their teens, potential problems can be spotted by an orthodontic professional at a far earlier stage, enabling parents to keep a watchful eye on their children’s emerging teeth and jaw growth.  These possible problems are often subtle and not obvious to mums and dads.

States Dr Piet Botha, a member of SASO: “It is highly advisable to have children examined by an orthodontist by the time they reach their 7th birthday.   At this point most children have a mix of adult and primary (‘baby’) teeth, making it possible to detect poor bites, protrusions and spacing concerns.”

The sooner such problem areas are discerned, the easier they are to correct.  If early treatment is called for, it may prevent the development of more serious issues, or reduce the time required for procedures at a later stage.  Says Nelspruit-based orthodontist Dr Pieter Stapelberg:  “Many patients have missed the opportunity of having mild interceptive treatment at a young age, and as a result have had to undergo intensive fixed appliances as teenagers.”
Early intervention will allow the orthodontist to guide jaw growth, lower the risk of trauma to protruding teeth, correct harmful oral habits and provide a healthy environment for emerging adult teeth.  “But more often than not the orthodontist will adopt a ‘wait and see’ approach,” says Botha, “closely monitoring young patients as they mature, only commencing treatment at the appropriate time.”

Parents should also take note of indicators of dental problems which include early or late loss of primary teeth, facial imbalances and grinding or clenching of teeth.  Difficulty in chewing, poor speech, breathing through the mouth, thumb-sucking and cheek biting are other signs that teeth may be improperly aligned.  Yet more clues lie in jaws that meet abnormally - bite problems or malocclusions are often inherited and include cross bites, open bites, deep bites, over bites and under bites.

A well-aligned, healthy set of teeth will stand young patients in good stead as they grow older, providing better protection against tooth decay, wear and fracture, as well as staving off gum disease and bone loss.  

“The achievement of a healthy set of teeth is a team effort that requires the co-operation of the child, his or her parents, the family dentist and the orthodontist,” states Botha.  “Orthodontists are specifically qualified to diagnose and treat dental and facial irregularities, devising treatment plans and techniques to straighten teeth and align jaws.”
SASO is the governing body of orthodontists in South Africa.  A list of member practitioners is available on the society’s website at www.saso.co.za.

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​Note to Editors:  Interviews with SASO practitioners can be arranged upon request.
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