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Step-by-Step Guide to
Practical Oral Hygiene:
For Children With Autism

Healthy habits begin at home, especially when it comes to
oral health. However, healthy oral habits can be challenging
for children with autism. Some children with autism struggle
with brushing their teeth because the sensation can be
uncomfortable, and they may need help acclimating to this
new habit. In this guide, we will go over how to acclimate to
brushing teeth, how to brush your child’s teeth, and how to
floss to help you establish good oral care in your home!

Creating an effective oral hygiene routine is the most
important thing you can do to prevent cavities and gum
disease. While everyone wants to avoid getting cavities,
people with sensory issues often have a very difficult time
undergoing dental treatment, and may require sedation to
complete their dental work. This makes dental treatment
more costly and adds risk to the procedures. Ideally we want
your child to build habits early so they can avoid invasive
dental treatments and have a healthy smile. 

ORAL HEALTH STARTS AT HOME:

*BONUS TIPS*
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An effective hygiene routine is simple, and doesn’t

require expensive tools or take a lot of time. In less

than 10 minutes a day, you can help your child have a

clean, healthy mouth. 

MORNING:

Brush teeth for 2 minutes. Ideally 30 minutes after

eating breakfast. Brushing before eating is fine if that

is the easiest way to fit it into your child’s routine. 

IN BETWEEN MEALS:

Have your child swish with water after lunch and

snacks. 

EVENING:

Floss between all teeth. 

Brush teeth for 2 minutes. 

Brush or scrape tongue. 

IDEAL HYGIENE ROUTINE:

FLOSSING:

Flossing is best to be done at night after

dinner. This helps the teeth be as clean

as possible so that cavities don’t develop

while they sleep. But if it is easier to fit it

into your child’s routine at a different

time, that is great too! Flossing once per

day will prevent cavities from forming

between teeth and help prevent gum

disease. 

*If possible, wait 30 minutes after eating

to brush. The enamel is a little softer

directly after eating, and brushing right

away can wear down your enamel. 

Brushing the tongue helps remove

bacteria from the grooves and spaces on

our tongue. Bacteria on the tongue is one

of the top causes of bad breath, so if you

notice your child has bad breath, brushing

the tongue or using a tongue scraper will

help get rid of it!*

BONUS TIP
Perhaps one of the most important things you need

to know is how to take care of their teeth while

you’re helping them get used to brushing their

teeth! I know what it’s like when your child refuses

to open their mouth to let you brush or use a cloth

to clean their teeth. You worry about them getting

cavities and developing dental pain. I have a tip for

this:

After dinner or as a snack before bed, have them

eat foods that clean their teeth. Good examples of

foods that clean are apples, carrots, leafy greens,

and cheese. After eating whatever of these foods

they will tolerate, have them drink or rinse with

water. It’s not perfect, but it will make a difference. 



TOOLS NEEDED:

BONUS TIP
Do I need mouthwash? 
No! Depending on which ones you get, mouthwash may cause more harm
than good. It can dry out your mouth, leading to more cavities, and kill good
bacteria that helps keep your mouth healthy. I would only use mouthwash if
your dentist recommended it for a specific purpose. 

Toothbrush - I recommend most of my
patients use an extra soft bristled manual
toothbrush. Electric toothbrushes are great,
but the vibrations can be overstimulating
and your child will be less likely to brush
their own teeth, or let you brush their
teeth with one. Some people find infant
sized tooth brushes more comfortable
because they have a smaller brush head.
Try different sizes to see if your child likes
one over another. 

Toothpaste - Believe it or not, this is not
actually a requirement. The main reason we
brush our teeth is to remove plaque,
bacteria, and food debris. Research shows
toothpaste does not help in that removal.
The main reason to use toothpaste is for
remineralizing ingredients like
hydroxyapatite and fluoride. These
ingredients remineralize areas where
cavities have started to form and
strengthen the enamel, also helping
prevent cavities from developing in the
future. The brands I recommend for
toothpaste are Hello and Risewell. 

Floss - Traditional string floss is the most
effective method of flossing when done
properly. However, it does require some
fine motor skills that your child may lack. I
recommend the Listerine UltraClean Access
Flosser. It is easier to use, costs around
two dollars, and can usually be found
locally at Target, Walmart, or a pharmacy
like Walgreens. 

Tongue Brush/Scraper - You can honestly
just brush your tongue with your
toothbrush and remove most of the plaque
or bacteria. It may be a little more
comfortable and more effective to use a
tongue scraper. You can find them made of
plastic or metal. I find the plastic ones
start to smell after using them for a couple
of months, so I prefer the metal ones. Dr.
Tung’s Tongue Scraper is a popular one
that works well. 



Desensitization is a process. Some steps may be

easier for your child than others, and at some point,

you’ll probably find some regression and have to go

back to an earlier step. That’s totally natural. The

important thing is to work on whatever step you

are on EVERY DAY. 

DESENSITIZATION:

BONUS TIP
Some other useful tools that may help your child be

more engaged with their oral hygiene routine are timers

and sticker charts. My son gets distracted by numbers,

so a 2 minute sand-timer is the perfect tool to help him

know that he is brushing long enough. If your child is

motivated by stickers or a token board, making a sticker

chart to track their brushing can make them a little more

excited to brush their teeth and get a sticker. 

Allow them to play with a toothbrush. Let
them use it as a toy, and let them use it
however they want. The goal is to let them
get used to holding the brush and realize it
is not a scary thing. 

Model how to brush teeth. Show them how
you brush your teeth. Let them see this is
something you do every day and explain why.
This helps them understand it is an
important habit for them to have. 

Let them brush your teeth. They won’t be
the most effective brushers, but it will help
them develop the motor skills necessary to
brush their own teeth, as well as take out
some of the fear that may come from
brushing. 

Allow them to chew on a toothbrush or Nuk
style brush. If they struggle with the
sensation of brushing, they may find it
easier to chew on the toothbrush. This will
help them get used to the stimulation of
bristles on their teeth and gums. If they
don’t want to chew on a brush (or are
chewing through too many!) find a brush
with a silicon head to help them get used
to having a tool in their mouth. An infant
washcloth can also be used to clean their
teeth at this stage.

Brush one tooth. This may seem silly, and
for some it may be unnecessary. But for
those who are extremely sensitive, brushing
a single tooth can ease them into the
process and help them get used to the
sensation. 

Brush more teeth until you can brush all of
them. With my son, we started with one
tooth, then three, then five, and then all of
the teeth on one arch. Bump up the number
of teeth you do incrementally until your child
is comfortable brushing all of their teeth. 

I REALLY HOPE THIS GUIDE HAS
PROVIDED YOU WITH SOME

INFORMATION THAT WILL HELP YOU
AND YOUR CHILD. THESE ARE THE
EXACT STEPS THAT I HAVE USED

WITH MY SON AND WITH MANY OF
MY PATIENTS. PLEASE REACH OUT IF
THERE ARE ANY OTHER QUESTIONS

YOU HAVE!


