Plaque, Tartar… What’s the Difference??
Plaque is not food.  Dental plaque is a sticky, colorless film that continually forms in between and on the surfaces of the teeth.  Our body produces plaque 24/7.  Dental plaque is a biofilm that is made up of microorganisms such as streptococcus mutans and other bacteria. It can develop on teeth above the gum line (supragingival), below the gum line on the roots of teeth (subgingival) and along the gum line.  Some of these bacteria accumulations aid in digestion, which actually starts in our mouth.  The big issue is when this plaque/bacteria starts to hang around for a while and ‘colonize’.  When plaque develops beneath the gum line, the bacteria can cause irritation and inflammation of the gum tissue.  Now you have gingivitis (inflamed gums) and gum disease, which show up in the form of redness and bleeding.  

The other negative with dental plaque is with tooth decay (cavities).  Plaque that is left on the teeth and gums mixes with anything sugary that we eat, or especially drink, and acid is formed.  This acid does not get along well with our enamel and therefore you will have tooth decay.  Scenario:  I have a patient that sits down in my chair, I take one very quick look in their mouth and I ask, “are you drinking Gatorade, Mountain Dew or Monster drinks every day?”  they reply, “yea, how’d ya know ma’am?”  Well… it is rather easy when I see many, many areas of decay sitting on the teeth right at the gumline.  The idea is to remove the plaque really well, daily with brushing and flossing, and prevent gum disease and tooth decay. 
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Tarter is calcified or hardened plaque.  Leave the soft, sticky plaque on your teeth for about 48 hours and it will calcify into tarter, which will not come off with brushing or flossing.  Calculus or tartar is caused by a mixture of minerals from our saliva and plaque.  Its rough surface provides an ideal base for further plaque formation, threatening the health of the gums.  It is a ‘scaffold’ that is perfect for future plaque to lie down and wreak havoc on our precious gums!  Tartar is only removed by a professional with ultrasonic scaling or hand instrumentation.  We all miss areas when we brush and floss and this is why it is very important to see your dentist and dental hygienist regularly.  Some people have a higher mineral content in their saliva and actually need to have a professional cleaning every 3-4 months.  Others may find that every 6 months to a year is adequate.
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So, now the questions that I receive most often… How do I keep the plaque from building up, what is the best toothpaste, and toothbrush to use?  First, the important thing to remember is that plaque is best removed from a ‘mechanical’ method, versus a ‘chemical’ one.  Mechanical is defined by the bristles on the toothbrush and the action of the floss.  Chemical refers to rinses and toothpastes.  My answer for patients when they ask, “what is the best toothpaste?”, is usually to just pick one that you like as  long as it contains fluoride.  Toothpaste provides flavor, fluoride, and a small amount of surfactant or ‘soap’ to allow for the foaming action.  The plaque is truly removed from the mechanical action of the toothbrush, and is simply aided by the toothpaste.  There are a variety of different flosses to chose from, and even come in flavors!  Several of my patients have started using and prefer the floss ‘piks’, or reach style floss holders.  I suggest to find a floss that works well in your hands, and doesn’t shred.  There are also many shred resistant floss brands like Glide and Easy Slide that work well for many patients.  As far as mouth rinses, my two favorite brands are Listerine and Crest Pro Health.  They both work very well in killing many of the bacteria that live in dental plaque.  Listerine has a high percentage of alcohol which can be very drying, however.  If a patient takes a lot of medications, or just has dry mouth, I refer them to the Crest Pro Health products, as they are alcohol free.  Both brands also offer a Fluoride rinse as well, which is very helpful in preventing future tooth decay, or decreasing cold sensitivity.  Hoping this information was helpful!   Please don’t forget to visit your professional dental provider on a regular basis!  The Navy dental teams are all standing by at our branch dental clinics, ready to take care of our active duty members!   

~Leslie H. Trippe, DDS
LCDR, DC, USN
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