
Preventing Early Childhood 
Cavities 
How Parents Can Help Protect Their 

Child's Teeth from an Early Age 

What Are Early Childhood Cavities? 

Early childhood cavities, also known as early childhood caries (ECC), are cavities that 
develop in the baby teeth of infants and young children. 

ECC is one of the most common chronic diseases of childhood, but it is also largely 
preventable through good oral hygiene, healthy feeding habits, fluoride use, and regular 
dental care. 

Protecting baby teeth is important because they help children eat, speak, smile, and guide 
permanent teeth into the correct position. 

 

Why Do Young Children Get Cavities? 
Cavities develop when bacteria in the mouth feed on sugars from foods and drinks. 

These bacteria produce acids that gradually remove minerals from the tooth enamel. 

Over time, repeated acid attacks can create cavities. 

Several factors may increase a child's risk, including: 

• Frequent exposure to sugary drinks 
• Going to bed with a bottle 
• Poor oral hygiene 
• Frequent snacking on sugary foods 
• Limited fluoride exposure 
• Delayed dental visits 

 

Why Are Baby Teeth Important? 



Although baby teeth eventually fall out, they play essential roles in: 

• Chewing food 
• Learning to speak clearly 
• Supporting normal jaw growth 
• Maintaining space for permanent teeth 
• Building healthy eating habits 

Untreated cavities can cause pain, infection, difficulty eating, and problems with future 
permanent teeth. 

 

Clean the Mouth Before Teeth Appear 
Oral care begins before the first tooth erupts. 

Parents can gently clean their baby's gums using: 

• A clean, damp washcloth 
• A soft infant finger brush 

This helps remove bacteria and establishes healthy oral care habits. 

 

Brush as Soon as the First Tooth Appears 
Once the first tooth erupts: 

• Brush twice daily. 
• Use a soft, child-sized toothbrush. 
• Brush gently along the gumline. 

Parents should perform or supervise brushing until children have the coordination to brush 
effectively on their own, usually around 6 to 8 years of age. 

 

Use Fluoride Toothpaste 
The American Academy of Pediatric Dentistry recommends using fluoride toothpaste from 
the eruption of the first tooth. 



Use: 

• A smear (rice-sized amount) for children younger than 3 years 
• A pea-sized amount for children 3 years and older who can spit out toothpaste 

Using the correct amount provides cavity protection while minimizing unnecessary 
swallowing. 

 

Avoid Putting Your Child to Bed with a 
Bottle 
One of the biggest risk factors for early childhood cavities is falling asleep with a bottle 
containing: 

• Milk 
• Formula 
• Juice 
• Sweetened drinks 

During sleep, saliva production decreases, allowing sugars to remain on the teeth for 
extended periods. 

If a bottle is needed at bedtime, fill it with water only. 

 

Limit Sugary Foods and Drinks 
To help protect your child's teeth: 

• Offer water between meals. 
• Limit juice and sweetened beverages. 
• Choose fresh fruit instead of candy when possible. 
• Avoid frequent sugary snacks. 
• Encourage balanced meals. 

The frequency of sugar exposure is often more important than the total amount consumed. 

 



Encourage Drinking from a Cup 
Most children can begin transitioning from a bottle to a cup around 12 months of age. 

Prolonged bottle use may increase the risk of: 

• Tooth decay 
• Bite problems 
• Prolonged exposure to sugars 

Your child's healthcare provider can offer guidance on making this transition. 

 

Schedule Regular Dental Visits 
The American Academy of Pediatric Dentistry recommends that children have their first 
dental visit: 

• By their first birthday, or 
• Within six months after the first tooth erupts 

Regular dental visits allow the dentist to: 

• Monitor tooth development 
• Detect early cavities 
• Provide fluoride treatments when appropriate 
• Educate parents about prevention 

 

Can Cavities Spread? 
Cavities themselves are not contagious, but the bacteria that contribute to tooth decay can 
be passed from caregivers to children through saliva. 

To help reduce bacterial transmission: 

• Avoid sharing spoons. 
• Avoid cleaning pacifiers with your mouth. 
• Maintain your own oral health. 

Healthy caregivers help support healthy children. 



 

Tips for Parents 
Healthy daily habits include: 

• Brush your child's teeth twice a day. 
• Use fluoride toothpaste in the recommended amount. 
• Offer water instead of sugary drinks. 
• Limit snacks between meals. 
• Schedule regular dental checkups. 
• Set a good example by practicing good oral hygiene yourself. 

Children are more likely to develop healthy habits when they see adults doing the same. 

 

Common Myths 
"Baby teeth don't need fillings because they will fall out." 

False. 

Untreated cavities can cause pain, infection, and damage to developing permanent teeth. 

 

"Fruit juice is harmless because it's natural." 

False. 

Even 100% fruit juice contains natural sugars that can contribute to tooth decay when 
consumed frequently. 

Water is the healthiest drink between meals. 

 

"Children don't need fluoride toothpaste." 

False. 

Using the appropriate amount of fluoride toothpaste from the eruption of the first tooth 
helps prevent cavities and is recommended by major dental organizations. 



 

Key Takeaways 
✔ Early childhood cavities are common but largely preventable. 

✔ Brush your child's teeth twice daily as soon as the first tooth appears. 

✔ Use age-appropriate amounts of fluoride toothpaste. 

✔ Avoid putting your child to bed with a bottle containing sugary liquids. 

✔ Limit sugary snacks and drinks, and encourage water between meals. 

✔ Schedule the first dental visit by your child's first birthday. 

✔ Healthy habits established early help protect teeth for a lifetime. 
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