
Oral Health Issues 

Biofilm: A sticky layer made of bacteria and other substances that builds up on your teeth 
and gums. Biofilm can cause oral health problems. Plaque is a type of biofilm. 

Caries: Damage that happens when tooth surfaces are worn down by bacteria. 

Cavity: A hole or soft spot in a tooth caused by bacteria. It is usually repaired with a filling. 

Flossing: Cleaning the spaces between your teeth with special string called floss. Flossing 
is part of preventive care for your teeth and helps keep your teeth healthy. 

Gingivitis: Swollen, red, and irritated gums. This early type of gum disease may be 
reversed with good daily oral hygiene habits, including brushing and flossing. 

Home care: The things you do at home to take care of your teeth, like brushing and 
flossing. 

Plaque: A sticky layer of bacteria that forms on your teeth every day. Brushing and 
flossing your teeth can remove it. 

Periodontitis: A serious form of gum disease that happens if gingivitis is not treated. It 
causes bone loss around teeth. 

Preventive care: Seeing your dentist for regular checkups and taking care of your teeth 
and gums at home. 

Tartar: When plaque stays on your teeth for too long, it hardens and can’t be removed with 
brushing. This is called tartar or calculus. Your dentist or dental hygienist removes tartar 
during a cleaning. 

Plain-Language Oral 
Health Glossary 
Use this glossary to establish a common 
language throughout your practice. 



Parts of the Mouth 

Deciduous teeth: Baby teeth, sometimes called primary teeth. 

Enamel: The hard outer layer that protects your teeth. 

Gums: The soft covering over the roots of your teeth. 

Incisors: The teeth in the front of your mouth that you use for biting. 

Molars: The wider teeth toward the back of your mouth that you use for chewing. 

Permanent teeth: The teeth that grow in after baby teeth fall out, also called adult teeth. 

Wisdom teeth: The last set of teeth to grow in, usually during the teenage years. They are 
located at the very back of your mouth. Your dentist may recommend removing them. 

People Who Work with Dentists 

Dental assistant: A trained professional who helps the dentist during your treatment. 

Dental hygienist: A trained professional who cleans your teeth and may provide other 
dental treatments. They teach you how to care for your teeth and gums at home.  

Endodontist: A dentist who specializes in treating problems with nerves and roots of 
teeth. If you need a root canal, you will probably go to an endodontist. 

Oral surgeon: A dentist who specializes in operating on the mouth and jaws. You might 
see an oral surgeon if you need a tooth removed. 

Orthodontist: A dentist who specializes in straightening teeth and adjusting the position 
of your teeth and jaws. 

Periodontist: A dentist who specializes in treating gum and periodontal disease. 

Treatments for Your Mouth and Teeth 

Anesthetic: Medicine given to block pain during treatment. For some treatments, such 
as fillings and tooth removal, your dentist might give you an anesthetic to block pain and 
keep you comfortable. 

Cleaning: A preventive treatment that happens at regular dentist visits. Tartar is removed 
from the teeth with special tools. 



Crown: A cover placed over a damaged tooth to protect it and restore its shape. You may 
get a crown if you have a large cavity or a broken tooth. Crowns can be made from different 
materials, and some look like natural teeth while others may not. 

Extraction: A procedure in which a tooth is removed. 

Filling: A repair for cavities or other tooth damage. Your dentist will remove the damaged 
part and put a hard substance in its place. 

Fluoride varnish: A liquid that is painted onto the teeth and protects the teeth from 
cavities. It provides a long-lasting fluoride treatment. 

Root canal: A treatment for an infection of the nerve inside a tooth. The dentist cleans out 
the inside of the tooth, removes the nerve, and then seals the tooth. 

Scaling and Root Planing: A special deep-cleaning treatment that removes tartar below the 
gums to help treat gum and periodontal disease. 

Sealant: A thin coating placed on the chewing surfaces of back teeth (molars) to help 
prevent cavities. It gives extra protection to teeth that are hard to brush well. Children 
often get sealant to prevent cavities. 

X-ray: A picture of the teeth and jaw inside your mouth that helps your dental team see 
possible problems during a dental exam. 

Other Terms 

Fluoride: A mineral that is found in nature, including in tap water and foods you may eat. It 
helps prevent and repair damage to teeth. 

Oral: Related to your mouth. 
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