healthcare
Special Focus: Dentistry for
Children with Special Needs
The following Q&A was provided by Dr. Elizabeth Bortell, Director
of Pediatric Dentistry at Children's Hospital of Richmond. Dr. Bortell
oversees a comprehensive dental program that serves all children, including those with special needs.

What is a pediatric dentist?

A pediatric dentist is a dental specialist who
focuses on the oral health of infants, children and
adolescents. A pediatric dentist has two to three
additional years of advanced training through a
pediatric dental residency, beyond the four years
of training to become a dentist. A pediatric dentist
is also trained to treat medically compromised
patients and patients with special needs.
Do all dental practices treat children with
special needs?
No, not all practices treat children with special
needs. Most practices that provide comprehensive
care to children with special needs are staffed by a
pediatric dentist. Pediatric dentists are trained
during their residency, to meet the medical and
dental health needs of children with complex
medical, physical or mental disabilities who often
have unique dental needs and challenges.
Special needs dentistry is not a specialty of dentistry. For the most part, the only people who have
specialized training to treat people with special
needs are pediatric dentists and some adult dentists who have completed a hospital-based general
practice residency.
What is sedation dentistry?
Often, very young children, children with anxiety, medically fragile children and children with
behavioral issues require some form of sedation to
assist in dental treatment. Oral, intravenous and
nitrous oxide sedations are commonly used to
facilitate treatment that cannot be completed with
the child fully alert. General anesthesia is another
option for sedation that is often rendered in an
operating room of a hospital.
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How are parents involved in decision-making related to
when sedation is appropriate for dental procedures?
A parent should be very involved in the decision making process regarding sedation. The dentist should inform the parent of sedation options
such as conscious sedation, deep sedation or general anesthesia.
Conscious sedation is a drug induced depression of consciousness that allows the patient to
respond to physical stimulation and verbal commands while maintaining an unassisted airway.
Deep sedation is a drug induced depression of
consciousness during which patients cannot be
easily aroused, but are able to maintain an unassisted airway. General anesthesia is a drug
induced loss of consciousness during which
patients cannot be aroused by physical or verbal
stimulation and require an assisted airway.
A dentist will also inform the parent which
option is more appropriate based on the patient's
unique medical or behavioral issues. Ultimately, it
is the parent who gives the consent for treatment.
What are specific issues parents of children with behavioral issues, autism and anxiety should consider when
selecting a dentist and/or obtaining dental care?
The most important consideration in selecting a
dentist to treat a child with behavioral issues,
autism or anxiety is the dentist's training and
experience with such children. A pediatric dentist
is trained to meet the needs of children with
behavioral issues and anxiety. A parent should
contact the dental office and ask questions regarding the dentist's training, and the number of children with behavioral or special needs that are
treated in the practice. Often, offices that are hospital based treat many patients with
behavioral issues, particularly if they provide
treatment with the use of general anesthesia.
V I R G I N I A S TAT E W I D E E D I T I O N

What is basic advice for families of children with special
needs regarding the following:
• Selecting a dentist…
The American Academy of Pediatric Dentistry
has a website (www.aapd.org) that has a search
engine for finding a pediatric dentist.
Pediatricians are often an excellent source for
assisting in selection of a dentist.
• Preparing for initial appointment…
The best way to prepare a child for the initial
appointment is to project to the child a positive
and enthusiastic attitude about their first dental
visits. Parents who are fearful or worried about
visiting a dentist themselves, often project their
fear inadvertently to their child, thus making their
child unknowingly worried or afraid. If the child
has special medical or behavioral needs, this
should be communicated to the dental office staff
prior to the visit. If the child is taking medications,
it is helpful to the dentist if the parent or guardian
brings a list of the medications with them to the
first visit. If a child was referred from another
practice for comprehensive care and sedation, it is
helpful to the dentist if the referral and copies of
any x-rays are brought to the initial appointment.

pediatric dentist until the age of 21. After the age
of 21, it is often difficult to find an adult dentist
equipped to treat adults with special medical or
behavioral issues. It is important for parents to
research possible providers for their special needs
child prior to the age of 21. Often, dental schools
have programs available to treat adults with special needs. n
Resources for additional information pertaining to
dental care for children with special needs:
American Academy of Pediatric Dentistry
www.aapd.org
American Dental Association
www.ada.org
Special Care Dentistry Association
www.scdonline.org
For more information on the Dental Services
at Children's Hospital of Richmond, visit
www.childrenshosp-richmond.org

• Sedation appointments…
The dentist will provide pre-sedation instructions prior to a sedation appointment regarding
eating prior to treatment, the need for pre-operative medications and the need for a pre-operative
physical examination.

Notes

• Checkups…
In general, children need to be seen by a dentist
for check-ups every six months. Some children
with complex medical or dental needs may need
to return on a three-month basis. Keeping consistent check-up appointments is beneficial to the
child's oral health. Routine check-up appointments also teach a child a positive attitude toward
dentistry that should remain with them into adulthood.
• Transition to adult dental care…
Generally children transition to an adult dentist
when they reach the age of 21, or when their
dental needs become adult in nature. Children
with special needs or behavioral issues, often see a
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