
Don’t Let 
COVID-19
Stress Grind 
You Down

With School Sports Seasons in Flux, Mouth 
Safety Remains a Concern for Young Athletes

	 Sports injuries involving the mouth can have 
far-reaching consequences. In addition to any pain and 
expense in the immediate treatment of a knocked-out 
tooth or other mouth injury, patients may encounter sig-
nificant expense with follow-up care—many times greater 
than the price of a mouthguard—as well as missed 
school days. 

	 There are three types of mouthguards available: 
custom-made mouthguard, boil-and-bite mouthguard, 
and stock mouthguard that one can buy in a sporting 
goods store. Dentists usually recommend that athletes 
wear custom-made mouthguards, which are made in 
two layers: one colored and one clear. During the fabri-
cation process, an athlete’s name can be etched into the 
mouthguard to ensure identification and eliminate the 
possibility of cross-contamination. 

	 To learn more about the types of mouthguards 
available, guidelines for orthodontic patients, and tips 
for handling mouthguards, please visit massdental.org/
mouthguards and download the educational Grin and 
Wear It® poster and brochure. You can also ask your 
dentist for more information. 

High school sports in Massachusetts have looked 
a lot different this school year as we continue  
to navigate the COVID-19 pandemic, and while 

student-athletes have been forced to make a multitude 
of adjustments, the Massachusetts Dental Society 
(MDS) reminds parents, coaches, and athletic directors 
to make sure that their athletes put in a mouthguard 
before they put on that face mask.  

	 Many fall sports continued this year with strict 
guidelines enacted to prevent the virus from spreading, 
while some sports—football, cheerleading, indoor track, 
and unified basketball—were postponed until the “Fall II” 
season, which kicks off in February 2021, per guidelines 
issued by the Massachusetts Interscholastic Athletic 
Association. Schools also had the option to skip the sea-
son for specific sports, with some programs opting to 
skip winter sports—which are played indoors and thereby 
carry a higher risk of infection—entirely. This has led to 
much uncertainty and inconsistency when it comes to 
youth and school sports during the pandemic. Will teams 
get to play? If so, can there be close or direct contact? If 
inter-team play is not allowed, can the student-athletes 
still practice or work out as a team?  

	 Despite all the delays and confusion, one certainty 
remains: Athlete health and safety is at the forefront of 
all decisions regarding school sports this school year. 
An athlete is 60 times more likely to suffer harm to the 
teeth when not wearing a mouthguard, according to the 
National Youth Sports Safety Foundation. Yet the Mas-
sachusetts Department of Public Health Office of Oral 
Health has reported that about half of Massachusetts 
middle school students do not wear a mouthguard when 
playing team sports. 

	 “We’re all aware of the risks of not wearing a [face] 
mask in public these days, but it is still commonplace 
to see young athletes putting their mouths, teeth, gums, 
and lips at risk for serious injury,” says MDS President  
Dr. MaryJane Hanlon. “This includes athletes participat-
ing in sports not typically thought of as ‘full contact’—
such as cheerleading, cross-country, and volleyball— 
because any fall can result in damage to the mouth area.” 

The COVID-19 pandemic has had wide-ranging  
effects, and the lifestyle changes—however big 
or small—we’ve had to adapt to have resulted in 

many of us experiencing levels of stress we may never 
have encountered before. Financial stress because of 
job loss or reduced working hours or salary, childcare 
challenges, adjusting to new work or school systems 
and routines, the fear of becoming ill or spreading the 
virus to others, being isolated from family and friends, 
and even going to the grocery store are just some of the 
reasons Americans have seen their stress levels climb. 
This stress can manifest itself in a variety of ways,  
including mood changes, trouble sleeping, and high 
blood pressure. It can also cause you to grind your 
teeth—an oral health condition known as bruxism.  

	 Bruxism results when you repeatedly clench and 
grind your teeth. It can occur either during the day or 
at night, and the grinding often takes place when you 
sleep, so you may not even be aware you are doing it. 
Some common symptoms include waking up with a 
headache, toothache, or earache. You may also feel 
tenderness or pain in your face, jaw muscles, and/or 
teeth or gums. The force from grinding and clenching 
can cause teeth to crack or fracture, and when the 
tooth’s enamel is worn away—which happens from the 
constant rubbing of tooth on tooth—the underlying layer, 
called dentin, is exposed and can lead to increased 
tooth sensitivity. 

	 That’s why it’s important that you keep your twice-
a-year dental cleanings and checkups and seek care 
for issues that could become emergencies. If you’re 
experiencing any symptoms of bruxism, let your dentist 

know. During your dental visit, your dentist will be able 
to detect teeth, fillings, or crowns that are worn down 
because of grinding and offer you solutions to alleviate 
your discomfort, such as a mouthguard to be worn while 
you sleep. 

	 Bruxism isn’t the only stress-related oral health 
condition plaguing Americans since the onset of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. According to the American Dental 
Association (ADA), dentists are also reporting an in-
crease in prevalence of these oral health conditions:

• Chipped teeth 
• Cracked teeth 
• Temporomandibular disorder (TMD) symptoms 
• Caries (dental decay) 
• Periodontal disease 

	 You also will want to adopt some healthy habits to 
alleviate your stress. Some proven stress management 
techniques include exercise (both cardio and strength 
training), yoga, meditation, unplugging from electronic  
devices, reading a book, or taking a relaxing bath. 
Quarantining may also be taking a toll on your mental 
health—especially for those who live alone—so if you’re 
feeling isolated, try to reach out regularly to friends and 
family members or set up a weekly Zoom happy hour  
or other virtual gathering. If you’re still having trouble 
handling stress, contact your physician for other resources 
that may be available to you.  

	 Without a doubt, these are incredibly challenging 
times, but paying attention to your stress levels and how 
they impact your health—overall, oral, and mental—is one 
of the best things you can do for yourself.  
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