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Going to the dentist

People with intellectual disability should go to the dentist at least every six months. Many people find it 

hard to tell the dentist that they have a toothache or sore gums. They may be anxious about what is going to 

happen at the dentist. 

A lot of dentists are not trained to meet the needs of people with intellectual disability. It is important to try to 

find one who does have these skills.

Finding the right dentist 
Public dental clinics 
Most people with intellectual disability go to public dental clinics. These are located around NSW and do not 

charge. However, they usually have long waiting lists and the dentists are not always skilled in working with 

people with specific communication needs.  

To go to a public dental clinic you need to phone for an appointment. The clinic will ask you questions to 

work out what priority to give to the person requiring dental care. A person with intellectual disability may 

have to wait for as long as six months for an appointment, and so it is very important to speak up if that is 

too long. If the person seems to be in pain they should get an appointment within 10 days. You should also 

explain if the person may need sedation or a general anaesthetic when they have treatment. 
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People with intellectual disability should be involved in all decisions about their health and wellbeing. 

Some people can make decisions alone and some people will need support. It is critical that 

supporters know the person’s will and preferences to make sure the right support is provided and  

the right decision is made. 
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If you feel that the dental clinic staff member you are talking to would benefit from specialist advice, you can 

suggest they ring the Special Care Dentistry units at Westmead or Sydney Dental Hospital.

Specialist public clinics 
There are two specialist dental services for people with intellectual disability and other complex needs:

• The Special Care Dentistry Unit at Westmead Centre for Oral Health 

• The Sydney Dental Hospital Special Care Dentistry Department 

Some people with intellectual disability need to get their dental treatment at these services. Your doctor or 

dentist can refer the person by a letter which must include the person’s name, address, telephone, medical 

history, type of disability and Medicare number. You will get a letter saying the referral has been received.

Private dentists 
Some private dentists are experienced with people with intellectual disability but they do charge fees. If you 

have private health insurance this may cover part of the fees.  

Medicare covers some dental fees if a person’s dental problems are likely to affect their general health, for 

example some people with respiratory illness. However, this does not apply if the person needs a general 

anaesthetic for the dental treatment.  

If you are looking for a private dentist, ask around your network. Other families, disability services or your 

GP may know a dentist with the right skills. Think about what kind of people the person with intellectual 

disability is relaxed with. For example, is the person more comfortable with men or women? See the  

Finding the right doctor fact sheet for some more ideas. 

The Special Care Dentistry Unit at Westmead may also be able to refer you to a suitable dentist. 

Being prepared 
Some people with intellectual disability go to the dentist alone and can communicate well with the dentist. 

Others will need varying levels of support. 

Who will go with the person to the dentist?  It should be someone who gets on well with the person and 

knows them well. If an accommodation worker is making the appointment, they should check if a family 

member or advocate wants to go too. 

If a person is likely to be anxious at the dentist, it may help to prepare them by explaining what will happen 

and showing them pictures of a dentist. It can help to make the first visit a social visit so that the person can 

see the surgery and meet the dentist. Bring something that will help the person with  anxiety, for example 

portable music.
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See Your Dental Health: A Guide for People with a Disability, Their Family Carers, Friends and Advocates  

for online videos and information for people with intellectual disability abut dental care and what to expect 

during a visit to the dentist. The guide also includes information for dentists about working with people with 

intellectual disability.

You should write down a list of signs that indicate the person has dental problems. For example:

• Does the person seem uncomfortable or in pain when eating or drinking items that are hot or cold, sweet 

or acidic?

• Is the person resisting having their teeth brushed? Do the gums bleed?

• Does the person have bad breath? 

• Sudden or unusual behaviour changes may indicate that a person is in pain.

When you go to the dentist, take the person’s health records and a personal profile for the dentist to look at. 

See the fact sheets on Personal health records and Helping the doctor understand the person. 

If the person has limited mobility, make sure that the dental clinic and equipment is accessible.

Tell the receptionist if the person will have trouble with waiting or if an interpreter is needed. They can phone 

Translating and Interpreting Service (TIS) National on 131 450. 

During the visit

• Make sure the dentist explains what is happening and what they are going to do. Encourage the dentist 

to speak directly to the person with intellectual disability rather than the support person. See the Helping 
the doctor understand the person fact sheet for other ways to help the dentist communicate with the 

person.

• Make sure the person or support person gets all the information needed to decide about treatment 

options.  Remember that the dentist needs consent from the person or a “person responsible” – usually a 

family member.  

• Ask the dentist to do normal preventive care, for example removal of plaque, as well as doing any fillings.

• Ask the dentist if there is more that can be done at home to prevent dental problems.

• Some people will be anxious during dental examinations and treatment. It may help if the dentist uses the 

person’s own toothbrush to examine their mouth. People who are very anxious or have involuntary body 

movements may need sedation or a general anaesthetic.

After the visit 
If there are further appointments or follow up needed, make sure you explain this clearly to the person with 

intellectual disability and check that they understand.

If there are things to do at home, for example rinsing for a day with a mouth wash, make sure the dentist 

explains or demonstrates this to the person. And, if the person has more than one carer, make sure they all 

know what to do.
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For more information
Your Dental Health: A Guide for People with a Disability, Their Family Carers, Friends and Advocates.  

www.inclusiondesignlab.org.au/what-weve-learnt/dental/

To locate your local public dental clinic, call your Local Health District oral health service call centre as listed 

on www.health.nsw.gov.au/oralhealth/pages/call-centre-search.aspx or call NSW Health (02) 9391 9000 or 

TTY (02) 9391 9900

Special Care Dentistry Unit at Westmead Centre for Oral Health  

www.wslhd.health.nsw.gov.au/Westmead-Centre-for-Oral-Health/Departments-and-Clinics/Special-Care-

Dentistry

Phone (02) 8890 7424 or 8890 7423
For Emergency Treatment Phone (02) 8890 6766
(Provides emergency treatment for the management of dental pain and acute dental problems for patients 

over 15 years of age).

Sydney Dental Hospital Special Care Dentistry Department 

www.slhd.nsw.gov.au/carers/help_dental.html

Phone (02) 9293 3333

You might be interested in these fact sheets

• Dental care - information about kinds of dental problems, good dental care at home and what the dentist 

can do to prevent dental problems.

• Consent to medical treatment

• Getting the most out of Medicare

• Going to the doctor – tips and tricks

• Helping the doctor understand the person

• Personal health records

This fact sheet was updated in 2018.

The fact sheet contains general information only and does not take into account individual circumstances. 

It should not be relied on for medical advice. We encourage you to look at the information in this fact sheet 

carefully with your health professional to decide whether the information is right for you.


