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he saying goes,“With age comes
wisdom,” and this holds true for the
molars in your mouth commonly
known as wisdom teeth. The origin of the
name wisdom teeth comes from the
notion that these teeth erupt during the
teenage years and beyond, when people
are theoretically more wise to the world.
Wisdom teeth are the last permanent
teeth to take their place in your mouth,
usually during your late teens or early
20s. They are the third set of molars—following the first molars that come in at
around age 6 and the second molars at
around age 12—and can be a valuable
asset to your mouth when they are
healthy and properly positioned. There
are many times, however, when wisdom
teeth can cause problems and require
removal.
The most common problem
with wisdom teeth is when the
jaw isn’t large enough to allow
them to erupt properly. When this
happens, the teeth become
impacted, meaning they cannot
fully emerge and are partially or
totally covered by bone and gum.
Impacted or partially impacted wisdom teeth are difficult to keep
clean and provide an opening for
bacteria to settle beneath the gum,
which may cause an infection or
abscess.
Yet wisdom teeth that erupt
fully sometimes need to
be removed, as well.
Poorly aligned wisdom teeth can
damage adjacent teeth and
can sometimes
result in the formation of cysts
or abscesses,
which could destroy bone or the
roots of other teeth.
Also, sometimes the

teeth erupt but there is no
room in the mouth for them to
grow, so this condition leads to
crowding, which could result in
pain and bite problems. These
are some of the more common
reasons to have wisdom teeth
extracted.
Symptoms of impacted or
erupted wisdom teeth can vary
from person to person, but
tend to include pain, jaw stiffness, infection in the mouth,
facial swelling, and swelling of
the gum line in the back of the mouth. If you think you
are suffering from an impacted or erupted wisdom
tooth, contact your dentist immediately.
Some oral health specialists recommend removal of
the wisdom teeth before they erupt, when the roots
are only three-fourths developed (which is typically
during adolescence), as early removal will help eliminate problems such as an impacted tooth that destroys
the second molar. However, you should always consult
with your dentist to determine which course of treatment is best for your oral health.
Many times, wisdom teeth will be fine and can stay
in your mouth without any trouble. However, if there
are potential problems, preventive removal is far better
than waiting for trouble to develop. o
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For more information on wisdom teeth and your oral health, contact the Massachusetts Dental Society
at (800) 342-8747 or visit our Web site at www.massdental.org.

word of mouth

11

