FAQs with Dr. Jack Easley
Answers to Your Most Frequently Asked Questions about Equine Dental Care

I.

Why is it important for my horse to have regular dental examinations?
An oral examination should be an essential part of an annual physical
examination by a veterinarian. Every exam provides the opportunity to
perform routine preventative dental maintenance. Regular examinations also
help identify dental problems while they are still in the early stage, which
decreases the chances that the dental problem can lead to other serious health
issues for the horse.

II.

How often should a horse receive a dental exam?
At the minimum, all horses should receive a yearly dental exam. Horses aged
2 to 5 years may require more frequent dental exams than older horses, as
there is an extraordinary amount of dental maturation during this period.
Senior horses (20 years old or older) are at increased risk for developing
periodontal disease and face the additional challenges of advancing age.
Twice-a-year examinations are often required to keep their teeth functioning
properly into their third and fourth decades of life.

III.

How will I know if my horse has a dental problem?
Horses with dental problems may show obvious signs such as pain or
irritation, or they may show no noticeable signs at all. Equine veterinarians
skilled in dentistry are constantly amazed at how much discomfort horses will
endure without any overt signals to their owners. By the time the average
owner notices a problem, such as loss of feed from the mouth while eating,
fighting the bit or foul odor from the mouth or nostrils, the abnormalities
inside the mouth are likely to be severe.

IV.

How many teeth does a horse have?
A typical adult male horse has 40 permanent teeth, while a typical mare may
have 36 to 40 teeth, because mares are less likely to have canine (bridle) teeth.
A horse’s permanent teeth are about four inches long.

V.

Do horses have “baby” teeth?
Like humans, horses have two sets of teeth in their lifetimes. The baby teeth,
called deciduous teeth, are temporary. The first deciduous incisors may erupt
before the foal is born. The last deciduous teeth come in when the horse is
about eight months of age. These “baby” teeth will begin to be replaced by
adult teeth around the age of 2 ½, and by age 5, most horses have all of their
permanent teeth.

VI.

What does it mean to “float” a horse’s teeth?
Routine maintenance of a horse’s mouth has been historically referred to as
“floating.” Floating removes the sharp enamel points. Occlusal equilibration
is the term now used to describe smoothing enamel points, correcting
malocclusion (faulty meeting of the upper and lower teeth), balancing the
dental arcades and correcting other dental problems.

VII.

What is the difference between traditional floating and power floating?
Traditionally, horses have had their sharp enamel points and dental crown
elongations reduced with hand-held rasps (floats). These manual dental
instruments have improved in quality over the past 20 years but still require a
reasonable amount of manual dexterity, physical strength and "elbow grease.”
High quality dental tools powered by electricity or compressed air have
become readily available and affordable over the past 10 years. These
instruments reduce the physical effort that is required, and with expertise and
caution, allow for more complete and efficient dental care.

VIII. Will my horse need to be sedated during a dental exam?
Some horses find the process of having their mouth opened and instruments
placed in the oral cavity to be stressful. For a complete oral examination and
good quality corrective care, most horses benefit from a mild sedative to
relieve any stress or unnecessary movement on the patient's part.
IX.

Why is it important for an equine veterinarian to perform dental work on
my horse?
Only a veterinarian has the medical knowledge to understand and treat a
dental condition that may affect the horse’s overall health. Most equine dental
procedures, including basic floating, irreversibly change the horse’s teeth and
therefore are most appropriately performed by a veterinarian. The AAEP
believes equine dentistry is an important branch of veterinary medicine which
should only be performed by a licensed veterinarian.

X.

What are wolf teeth?
Wolf teeth are the remnants of the first premolars that have now become
obsolete with the evolution of the horse. The most common first premolars
seen in the horse are the uppers and they are shaped similar to small canine
teeth. This is why they are often described as wolf teeth. These sharp teeth, if
present, are in the area of the mouth where the bit fits. Wolf teeth may cause
the horse some discomfort when pressure is placed on the bit. Therefore,
these teeth are usually removed in young riding horses.

XI.

What is cribbing and how does it affect dental care?
Cribbing is a stereotypic behavior, or vice, that some horses develop. The
horse exhibits cribbing by grabbing onto an inanimate object (fence
posts, buckets, stall walls, etc.) with its incisor teeth, pulling the object and

often making a sucking sound. Because these horses spend the majority of
their time during the day preoccupied with this behavior rather than grazing or
eating, they quite often have dental wear problems. The upper incisor teeth
(front teeth) are often worn excessively from hours of abnormal attrition.
These horses are referred to as "stump suckers.”
XII.

How do diet, pasture management and stabling impact dental wear?
Mother Nature designed horses to be pasture grazing animals. Horses in the
wild normally spend 16 hours a day with their heads down, grazing grass. For
a horse to properly process 20-30 pounds of wet-grass forage a day, it uses a
wide, crushing chewing pattern. This allows the incisor teeth and cheek teeth
to wear at a normal and even rate. Under artificial conditions, horses are fed
an abnormal diet (grain and hay) for shorter intervals during the day, with an
abnormal head posture (feed tub or hay rack). All of these conditions alter the
chewing pattern and adversely affect the way teeth are worn over time.

XIII. Do donkeys and mules require different dental care than do horses?
All equine species have the same type dentition. We see the same types of
pathology and wear patterns in donkeys, mules, zebras and horses. Under
current domestication practices, all require regular dental care.

Dr. Easley, of Shelbyville, Ky., is nationally recognized for his expertise in equine
dentistry. He is a past chair of the AAEP’s Dentistry Committee and serves as an
association spokesperson on equine dental issues.

