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EMBRACING THE MATRIC DANCE:  ORTHODONTISTS ADVICE FOR TEENS

A great smile is a winner in every way – it boosts confidence and esteem and is attractive to others.  But there’s far more to a mouth of straight teeth than a pleasant appearance.  Well-aligned teeth can prevent a number of health problems down the line.

According to the South African Society of Orthodontists (SASO), the large majority of orthodontic patients are teenagers.  Says Dr Colleen Forsberg, an orthodontist who practices in Centurion, Gauteng: “The teen years, when mouths are not yet fully formed, are the optimal time to correct bad bites. 

Good news for teens is that braces are no longer as unsightly or uncomfortable as they once were.  Explains Forsberg: “The era of the metal mouth is long gone.  The metal attachments used today are smaller, while other products are coloured to match the teeth.  Clear attachments made of ceramic or plastic are also available and far less visible.  In some instances attachments can be fitted behind the teeth.  

Forsberg notes that patients in the 11 – 15-year-old age bracket enjoy choosing the colours of their elastic ligatures that are attached to the braces, while those 16 years and over want to draw as little attention as possible to their braces and go for less visible options.

She also observes that braces are ‘contagious’.  “When teenagers see the fantastic results their peers achieve through wearing braces, they follow suite.  Even parents are encouraged to opt for orthodontics and the proportion of adult patients is increasing in most practices.”
Teeth that are misaligned result in bad bites or malocclusions.  If crooked or crowded, they may be difficult to clean, and are thus prone to decay, gum disease and wear.  If they protrude, they can easily fracture when playing sport or in an accident.  In later life, they may lead to problems with the jaws and even chronic headaches. Crooked teeth can also cause some people to stop smiling and become self-conscious.

Such problems require the intervention of orthodontics, a field of dentistry that specialises in the treatment of dental and facial irregularities.    Treatment requires the wearing of braces, and in extreme cases, surgery to re-align the jaws.  

Treatment lasts between 12 and 30 months depending on the severity of the problem.  Following a few simple rules will assist the speedy and successful outcome of treatment.    These include:

· Carrying out  all instructions given by the orthodontist meticulously, for example, wearing  your elastics as instructed;

· Avoiding hard and sticky foods which may break the braces and extend treatment time;

· Not chewing on pens and fingernails;

· Keeping braces and teeth clean with brushing and flossing;

· Wearing a mouth guard in contact sports; and

· Continuing six-monthly visits to the family dentist.

Forsberg points out that orthodontic treatment is a partnership, in which both patient and orthodontist play an equally significant role.  

SASO is keen to dispel teenage concerns on braces.  States Forsberg: “Some common questions we get asked are: 
Q:  My Matric Dance is approaching. What are my options?

A:  The prospect of wearing braces to the Matric dance is no longer daunting.  Act naturally and do not let your braces be your focus of attention.  In fact, there’s a strong teenage trend towards funky, coloured braces which can be matched to your outfit. Other options are to ask your orthodontist if the visible attachments can be removed before the dance and replaced afterwards, but  be aware that an extra fee will be charged and that your treatment time will be prolonged. Tooth-coloured attachments are less visible and can hardly be seen on photographs, but cost more.  Lingual orthodontic treatment, where the attachments are placed behind the teeth,  is another option, albeit an expensive one.

Q:  Do braces hurt?

A:  Putting the braces on is not a painful procedure in itself. The teeth are sometimes sensitive for the first week or two, but pain can be controlled with mild analgesics. The lips often need time to adjust to the braces. During this period wax, silicone, plastic sheaths or ‘comfort covers’ can be used. The discomfort usually goes away within a week or two and life will resume normally.

Q:  Can I continue to play sport?

A:  Yes, but wear a mouth guard to protect your teeth and jaw. The best mouth guards are custom made by your orthodontist to fit your mouth and are advised for high impact sports such as rugby, hockey and karate.  The next option is to buy a ready-made mouth guard at a sports shop, but they do not always fit the braces well and therefore do not offer maximum protection.

Q:  If two people both wearing braces kiss, will their braces lock?

A:  Today’s braces are small and sleek, so the chances are slim.  They are also not magnetic. 
Q:  Can metal braces rust?

A:  No, braces are made of metals that do not rust.  

Q:  Do braces set off metal detectors?

A:  No, you can safely board an aeroplane without attracting the attention of security personnel.

Q:  Can I play a musical instrument with braces?

A:  There is no reason not to play musical instruments. Special protectors called ‘comfort covers’ can be placed over the attachments if wind instruments like the flute or trumpet are played.

Q:  Can I sing with my braces?

A:  Yes, your voice will not be affected. Braces placed behind your teeth might, however, make you lisp slightly, but not in all cases.

Q:  Will my teeth be damaged by the braces?

A:  Not under normal circumstances, but if you do not brush and floss properly and there is a lot of plaque on your teeth, permanent white and brown decalcification stains can form, the teeth can decay and the gums can become infected.  If you take care of your braces as instructed by your orthodontist there will be no damage. 

Orthodontists are qualified dentists who, upon completing their degree in dentistry, have gone on to advanced post-doctoral studies and attained a specialist degree in orthodontics.  

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.
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