Students:

Does your diet need a dental do-over?

We

have all heard the sayings before: “You are what you eat.” “An apple a day keeps the doctor away.” “Milk. It does a
body good.” We know that for optimum health, we need to eat a balanced diet with plenty of healthy fruits and vegetables, and
limit our intake of sugar and fat. Why? Because what we eat affects our overall health, and that includes our oral health. And
while it’s easier to keep your diet tooth-friendly when you’re stocking your own fridge and cooking your own meals, if you are a
college student who’s out of the house for the first time, away from the watchful eyes of Mom and Dad, you may not be aware
that the food choices you make when you’re running to make a class can have a big impact on your smile.
Most college students—and many high school and grammar school students—eat the majority of their meals in a cafeteria or
dining hall, and they may not realize how their food choices affect their oral health. Below is a typical menu for a day in the life
of a college or high school student—followed by some suggestions on how to make healthier choices. However, given that this
is a fast-paced world where everyone is juggling jobs and commitments and where many people routinely hit the drive-thru for
lunch or dinner, these tips really apply to everyone. With a few simple changes, we all can improve our oral health diet.

Breakfast

Midmorning Snack

Before

Before

1. Bowl of raisin bran cereal with 2% milk
2. Glass of fruit juice
3. Cup of tea with sugar

1. Chewing gum

After

After
1. Cereal is not a bad choice (extra points for not selecting one of the super-sugary
kids’ cereals). However, a study conducted by the University of Illinois suggests
that adding raisins to any cereal, rather than buying a cereal with raisins already
in it, may be a healthier option, given the added sugar in these cereals. Milk is a
good choice because it is an excellent source of calcium, which helps teeth fight
tooth decay and gum disease.
2. Fruit juices can have a high sugar content and hardly any fruit, so be sure to
check the label and make sure you’re drinking 100% fruit juice. A better choice
is orange juice, which contains a high amount of vitamin C, which helps teeth
fend off tooth decay and gum disease. An even better choice would be to peel
a whole orange and eat that as part of your breakfast. You’d be getting all the
vitamin C and fiber, and none of the extra sugars. To wash it down, have a glass
of milk or water.
3. According to WebMD, unsweetened tea—especially green tea—is one of
the best drinks you can choose for oral health. However, adding sugar to tea
increases the risk of tooth decay, so try to cut back on the amount of sweetener
you put into your beverages.

Calcium
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1. As it turns out, the American Dental Association (ADA) has given sugarless chewing gum
the seal of approval, so there is no need to feel
guilty about chewing gum between meals. Studies
have shown that chewing sugarless gum is, in
fact, beneficial to oral health. It helps to produce saliva, which not only neutralizes mouth
acids but also helps dislodge food particles
from between teeth. In short, gum can help to
prevent tooth decay and cavities, but just make
sure you’re chewing sugarless gum.
Better yet, grab a stick of gum containing
Xylitol, which is a natural sugar alcohol found
in raspberries, strawberries, and other natural
sources. Xylitol has been found to keep the
bacteria that cause tooth decay from sticking to
the surfaces of the teeth, reducing the amount
of plaque formed.

Starchy Carbs
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Lunch

Afternoon Snack

Before
1. Hamburger with french fries
2. Can of soda
3. Cookie

Before

After

1. Since there is normally a long
time between lunch and dinner, especially with the hectic
schedule of a student, you may
need a snack or two to get
through the day. However, there
are better alternatives than buying a candy bar from a vending
machine. According to the ADA,
the best snacks for healthy
teeth are fruits, vegetables,
cheese, or plain yogurt. Dairy
products are an especially good
snack, and not just because
calcium is good for teeth and
bones. Researchers from the
American Academy of Periodontology found that people
who consumed more dairy
products had a lower incidence
of gum disease. However, since
these healthier options may
not be as readily available from
vending machines, try bringing
your own healthy snacks from
home.

1. Starchy carbohydrates, such as bread
and potatoes, can be harmful because
their soft particles can stick to teeth. And
when the bacteria in your mouth feed on
these particles, it leads to tooth decay.
A better choice would be a salad with a
piece of fish, which is an excellent source
of vitamin B3, also known as niacin,
which can also be a good ally in battling
bad breath and even canker sores.
2. Whether you choose regular or diet soda,
you’re making a bad choice for your
teeth. One can of regular soda contains
as much as 10 teaspoons of sugar, but it’s
not just the sugar that can wreak havoc
with your oral health. All sodas, diet or
regular, contain phosphoric acid and
citric acid, which can wear down tooth
enamel. The healthiest drink choice you
can make is water because it hydrates
your gums and rinses away particles
caught between teeth, which helps prevent cavities. But be sure to drink water
that’s been fluoridated because fluoride
helps prevent tooth decay.

1. Candy bar and small
pack of potato chips

After

3. For dessert, try having a piece of fruit.
Snacks, such as cookies or cake, can be
harmful to teeth due to the large amount
of sugar. Eating a firm fruit, such as an
apple, is a healthier alternative because it
helps the mouth to produce saliva, which
washes away food particles that can
stick to your teeth.

Dinner
Before
1. Spaghetti and meatballs with a small side salad
2. Glass of soda
3. Dish of ice cream

After
1. Instead of having a small salad and a larger
serving of pasta, why not reverse it? Have a
large salad with leafy greens, lots of vegetables, chicken, and topped with a few pieces
of cheese (there’s that dairy again!). Firm
vegetables, such as celery and onions, initiate
the flow of saliva, which helps neutralize acids
in the mouth while also washing down food
particles. Chicken is another great source of
vitamin B3, which helps fight bad breath.
2. As we’ve already mentioned, soda can cause
erosion of tooth enamel and, if you drink sugary
soda, tooth decay, as well. Your best bet would
be milk, water, or unsweetened tea.
3. As for dessert, there’s no need to skip the ice
cream, but you’ll want to limit how much you
have. According to the ADA, when you eat a
sugary food with a meal as opposed to on its
own, it causes less damage to teeth because
there is more saliva generated during a meal.
Therefore, go ahead and have a little something
sweet with your meal, but just make sure to
brush your teeth afterward.

Limit
Phosphoric Acid
Citric Acid
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Sugar

Vitamin B3
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