
Brush Up 
Think you know how to keep 
your mouth squeaky clean?

BY CHANTAL BRAGANZA
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 ! DID YOU BRUSH your teeth 
this morning? If you’re one of the 
seven out of 10 Canadians who will 
develop gingivitis—a gum infection 
that causes swelling and bleeding 
due to excess plaque and tartar—
chances are, your technique could 
use some improvement. While the 
condition is reversible, if left un-
treated, it can develop into periodon-
tal disease, an infection that breaks 
down gum and bone tissue and can 
lead to tooth loss. “Losing teeth is not 
part of the aging process,” says Dr. 
Natalie Archer, a dentist who runs 
two Toronto clinics and was a past 
vice-president of the Royal College of 
Dental Surgeons of Ontario. “Teeth 
were meant to outlive the human 
body, but you have to care for them.” 

STEP 1: FLOSS

If you’ve ever made excuses for why 
you don’t floss daily, Archer has a 
test for you. Start by eating a hand-
ful of blueberries. Brush your teeth, 
then floss to see how many berry 
skins got left behind. By skipping 
this step, more than a third of your 
tooth’s surface goes uncleaned. 

HERE’S HOW: Take an arm’s 
length of floss and wrap it comfort-
ably around two fingers on each 
hand. Slip the string between your 
teeth to below the gum line and, 
holding the thread gently against 
the tooth, rub each side of the tooth 
from bottom to top. 

PRO TIP: Make a C shape with 
the thread in front of the mirror 
and start at the very last molar at 
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the back, taking time 
with each side of the 
tooth. Healthy gums 
never bleed, so if 
yours do, go back 
and floss again. 

STEP 2: BRUSH

Archer likes to floss 
first—it helps the bristles 
clean in between the teeth bet-
ter—but doing them both is what  
really matters, she says. While it’s 
best to brush two to three times a 
day, it’s just before bedtime that’s 
most important. “That’s when your 
saliva rate is the lowest,” says Archer, 
which means your mouth is drier 
and can’t wash bacteria away as  
effectively. Also, be sure to hold off 
until 30 minutes after eating, since 
acids from certain foods tend to 
weaken tooth enamel just after meals 
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and brushing can accel-
erate that process. 

HERE’S HOW: Use a 
soft toothbrush to 
avoid scraping at your 
gum line, unless you 
have artificial teeth or 

dentures. A pea-sized 
dot of toothpaste is all 

an adult needs. “Ads want 
you to see the toothpaste’s 

stripes and colours, but if your mouth 
is too full of foam, it might irritate 
your gums,” Archer says. Hold the 
brush at a 45-degree angle, with bris-
tles pointed at your gum line, and 
move in a circular motion.

PRO TIP: “The No. 1 mistake I see 
adults making is holding their tooth-
brush tightly like it’s a toilet scrub-
ber,” says Archer. Instead, hold it 
with the same amount of pressure 
you’d use to hold a pen. 

RINSE OR SCRAPE?

A toothbrush, floss and a tongue scraper are the three dental products 
every adult should have, Archer says. “I wouldn’t spend my money on 
something like a water flosser,” she says. While the idea of dragging a tool 
shaped like a shoehorn across your tongue once a day might not sound 
particularly appealing, it’s effective. Thanks to its design, scrapers get  
at back-of-the-throat bacteria your toothbrush can’t. They also improve  
your breath and, for some, even your sense of taste. It’s the very first  
thing Archer does after waking up in the morning—even before breakfast. 
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