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Looking after your teeth 

Information for young people 

 

Introduction 

This leaflet aims to provide basic information on how to take care 
of your teeth and gums. 

Cause of decay 

Tooth decay occurs when bacteria in the mouth break down 
sugar to cause an acid attack, which then dissolves the teeth. 

sugar + bacteria (plaque) = acid   

acid + enamel + number of acid attacks = decay 

How often you have sugar can affect how much decay you may have. 

Brushing your teeth with a fluoride toothpaste can protect your teeth. 

Choose the right fluoride toothpaste 

You should be using a family toothpaste which contains at least 1350ppm of fluoride. This 
will be marked on the tube. 

For vulnerable people, a high dose fluoride toothpaste can be prescribed by your dentist. 

Toothbrushing  

 Choose a toothbrush with a head no bigger than a pound 
coin, or choose an electric brush. 

 Do not wet the toothbrush before cleaning. 

 You should spit out and not rinse after brushing.  Leaving the fluoride 
toothpaste in the mouth can help strengthen teeth. 

 If gums bleed when brushing you need to brush thoroughly to stop the bleeding. Do not 
stop brushing. 

Other formats 

If you need this information in another format such as audio tape 
or computer disk, Braille, large print, high contrast, British Sign 
Language or translated into another language, please telephone 
the PALS desk on 01271 314090. 

‘Brush last thing at 
night and one other 
time with a fluoride 

toothpaste’ 

‘Spit, don’t 
rinse’ 
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 Make sure you brush your teeth up to the gum twice a day for 2-3 minutes. 

 Brushing last thing at night can help protect the teeth as fluoride in the toothpaste 
continues to work when you are asleep. 

 Replace your toothbrush when it shows signs of wear or every 3 months. 

 Do not share toothbrushes. 

 Floss or interdental brushes clean between the teeth where the toothbrush cannot 
reach. Your dental staff can show you how to do this effectively. 

Snacks and drinks  

Lots of sugar in our diet comes from biscuits, cakes, sweets, chocolate, drinks and 
breakfast cereals.  

Sugary foods and drinks between meals can damage teeth. Try to keep these to 
mealtimes only.  

The kinds of sugar to avoid on labels are Glucose, Fructose, 
Maltose, Sucrose, Maltodextrin and honey. 

Be careful with diet fizzy drinks as they can also dissolve the 
tooth’s surface (known as erosion). 

Smoking and alcohol 

Smoking is harmful to your teeth and mouth. Stained teeth and bad breath can affect your 
social life. Decay, severe gum disease leading to loss of the teeth and oral cancer are 
much more common in people who smoke.  

If you want to stop smoking, contact your dentist or the free Smokefree National Helpline 
on 0300 123 1044. 

Taking a lot of alcohol can cause wearing of your teeth. Coupled with smoking, the 
chances of getting oral cancer are greatly increased. 

Other things you should be aware of 

Sexual practices such as unprotected oral sex can lead to getting a virus which can lead 
to oral cancer.  

Mouth piercings can cause mouth damage. Infections, nerve damage, cysts, taste 
disturbance and speech problems can all result from having a mouth piercing. Minor to 
major damage to teeth can occur. 

Illegal drugs can lead to dry mouth, decay and painful, bleeding gum disease.  

Eating disorders - lack of essential minerals can lead to a deterioration of the teeth. 
Repeated times of vomiting can lead to wearing away of the teeth and painful or blistered 
lips. If you think you have an eating disorder, contact your doctor or dentist.  

Braces can trap plaque. If you wear a brace, clean the teeth especially round the 
brackets. A special brush can be recommended by a dentist. 

‘Avoid sugary food 
and drinks 

between meals’ 
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Visit your dentist regularly  

It is important for you and your baby to visit your dentist at least once a year. They will 
check your teeth and gums to make sure they are healthy. 

To find a local NHS dentist, call 03330 063 300 or 01392 822348, or 
email accessdentalhelpline@nhs.net 

Useful contact 

Exeter NHS Dental Access Centre  
RD&E Hospital (Heavitree)  
Gladstone Road  
Exeter  
EX1 2ED  
Tel: 01392 405700  
Fax: 01392 405703 

Barnstaple NHS Dental Access Centre  
Barnstaple Health Centre  
Vicarage Street  
Barnstaple  
EX32 7BH  
Tel: 01271 370562  
Fax: 01271 341560 

 

 

Have your say 

Northern Devon Healthcare NHS Trust aims to provide high quality services. However, 
please tell us when something could be improved. If you have a comment or compliment 
about a service or treatment, please raise your comments with a member of the ward staff 
or the PALS team in the first instance.  

‘Patient Opinion’ comments forms are on all wards or online at 
www.patientopinion.org.uk. 
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PALS  

The Patient Advice and Liaison Service (PALS) ensures that the NHS listens to 
patients, relatives, carers and friends, answers questions and resolves concerns as 
quickly as possible. If you have a query or concern call 01271 314090 or e-mail 
ndht.pals@nhs.net. You can also visit the PALS and Information Centre in person at 
North Devon District Hospital, Barnstaple. Alternatively, it may be possible for us to 
arrange an appointment in your area. 


