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Tips on treating and preventing common equine dental problems.
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F o u l  o d o r  f r o m  m o u t h

WICE A YEAR, YOU MAKE A TRIP TO THE DENTIST’S OFFICE FOR 
a cleaning and check-up because you know that dental health 
is an integral part of your overall health and wellbeing. The 
same is true for your horse. Not only can health issues be con-
nected with dental health (weight loss, poor hair coat, colic, 
or choke, for example), but so can your horse’s performance. 

MAKE IT ROUTINE
A routine oral exam for horses is much like a human’s, with the ex-
ception of the use of sedation and a mouth speculum, used to keep 
the horse’s mouth open during the procedure. In order to see the 24 
large cheek teeth way back in the horse’s mouth, the equine dentist or 
veterinarian will use a bright light and mirror to see into the cavern-
ous mouth, much like how a human dentist will shine a light and use a 
small mirror on you. According to R. Brad Tanner, DVM, with Rood 
& Riddle Equine Hospital in Lexington, Ky., the cheek teeth are the 
ones that tend to need the most care because they do the heavy work.
   “My horse owners typically consider the incisors and canines near the 
front of the mouth. While important, they are not responsible for crush-
ing each blade of grass or sprig of hay,” says Tanner. 
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Healthy Mouth, 
Healthy Career
If you have a toothache, you don’t feed like accom-
plishing much. The same is said for your horse. “Pain-
ful teeth from cracks, fractures, gum disease, and other 
anomalies can cause your horse to lose weight due to 
the pain from chewing,” says Tanner. “Horses can de-
velop systemic illness from infected teeth that drain 
into the sinus cavity. These infections can be difficult 
to clear and cause your horse to maintain a snotty nose 
that smells quite bad.”
   Periodontal disease (gum disease) is the most pain-
ful dental disease affecting the horse and is often un-
noticed prior to an exam. Human dentists have long 
linked periodontal disease to systemic illnesses; how-
ever research is needed to determine if such a link is 
present in horses.  
   So how do you know if your horse is due to see 
the dentist? “Dropping grain while eating is a common 
sign that your horse needs to have his teeth floated, and 
this may be accompanied with weight loss,” points out 
Tanner. “Poor performance from head tossing, fighting 
the bit, resisting poll flexion, avoiding the bit, resisting 
turning and stopping can all be indications that your 
horse needs a dental exam.”
   On top of routine dental care, Tanner says owners can 
help their horses by providing clean hay and discour-
aging vices such as wood chewing (which can chip or 
damage teeth). 
   “Horses were designed to forage and providing good 
quality forage is important for dental health as well as 
general health,” he says.

To find an equine dentist in your area, visit the International 
Association of Equine Dentistry at iaedonline.com.

A routine dental exam should assess the surface of 
each tooth and all oral tissue (i.e. tongue, palate, 
gingiva, etc.). The exam may reveal issues with 
the bit that are not tooth-related, such as sores on 
the lips, tongue, or palate that may indicate that 
another bit may be more appropriate for that in-
dividual horse. The dental float is only performed 
after the exam and is a routine part of your horse’s 
annual check-up.
   The first dental check should be as early as 
birth. Tanner recommends having a foal’s mouth 
checked to determine if he has an overbite (“par-
rot mouth”) or an under bite (“monkey mouth”). 
Extreme cases of either defect can be corrected 
with surgery. Once the horse turns 2, regular oral 
exams and teeth floating should be scheduled. 
Tanner believes doing so prior to the start of the 
horse’s training allows for wolf teeth removal and 
dulling sharp points that may complicate break-
ing and introduction to a bit. 

Periodontal disease (gum disease) 
is the most painful dental disease 
affecting the horse and is often 
unnoticed prior to an exam. 


