
EQUINE DENTISTRY 

BY STEVE CLARK  

I will briefly explain to you how a horse’s mouth should work and the benefits 
of getting your horses teeth problems sorted out.  To begin with, the teeth can 
affect a horse not only in condition, but head carriage and gait was well.  Teeth 
erupt at approximately 3mm per year on younger horses and slows as the 
horse gets older, resulting in problems that were once minor to  becoming 
severe in just a matter of years, if not corrected.  Horses complete between 
30,000 – 50,000 chewing cycles per 14 hour feeding cycle.  Horses chew in an 
oval pattern and therefore will need an uninhibited molar surface of all arcades 
of teeth to chew efficiently for example, no protuberant teeth, no waves, no 
hooks and no overlong incisors.  With these chewing cycles combined with the 
rate  of eruption, you find sharp points that develop on the outside of the upper 
teeth which can cause discomfort to the horses cheeks, and sharp points on 
the inside of the lower teeth which can irritate or cut the tongue. Sharp points 
constitute 10% of the problems a horse may have. Other molar and incisor 
maleruptions such as hooks, waves, ramps, loose and necrotic teeth make up 
some of the rest of the potential problems found in the mouth.  
 
Once a mouth is balanced and aligned, sharp points are all that we should 
encounter every year depending on age, living conditions and whether or not 
regular dental maintenance is up kept. Generally smaller problems can be 
fixed with hand floats but with more serious abnormalities and incisor 
problems, electrical tools will be needed. A Vet will administer the sedative 
and we can then proceed to align and balance the whole mouth.  
 
The two main aims we try to achieve in dentistry is 1: Three point balance –
aligning the molars and incisors so that even distribution of pressure is spread 
over all teeth alleviating pressure on the TMJ joint. 2: A-P movement, which is 
the forward and backward movement of the lower jaw, vital for chewing or 
masticating correctly and allowing the horse to collect and stop correctly. With 
the different head positions, head up and head down the lower jaw moves 
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forwards and backwards ever so slightly, if this is restricted by abnormalities in the mouth e.g.: hooks, waves, 
ramps etc. the horse actually can’t perform the desired task correctly so they compensate by either throwing their 
heads in the air twisting their backs or their heads and basically fighting with the rider.  
 
Horses have two sets of teeth, deciduous (caps) and adult, which in the adult horse would include 12 incisors, 12 
premolars and 12 molars, up to 4 canines (or tushes, most common in males) and 4 wolf teeth.  The deciduous 
and adult teeth usually erupt in a certain order at different ages.  Most adult teeth erupt under the deciduous teeth 

to eventually force the deciduous tooth to fall out while the 
permanent tooth takes its place.  During this natural 
procedure there are many things that may go wrong, such as 
retained caps, loose caps and displaced or rotated caps. 
This could result in oral discomfort and laceration, of the 
surrounding tissue or even the displacement of the 
permanent tooth.  It is therefore good practice, to examine 
the horse’s mouth on a regular basis from an early age.  If 
any abnormalities occur due to a problem with the deciduous 
teeth or from genetic defects, the sooner the problem is 
identified, the simpler and more effective the treatment will 
be.  For horses treated on a regular basis from an early age 
dental work is more often only routine and thus less 
expensive for the owner.  
 

Large rostral hook and wolf tooth. 

 
The feeding of hay and concentrates can disrupt the horse’s normal chewing pattern.  This can create uneven 
wear on the surface of the teeth due to a lack of coarse abrasives often found in wild grasses, coupled with 
cavities and necrotic teeth. It is therefore essential to keep up with regular dental checks from your qualified 
equine dental technician (EqDT) or a veterinarian with dentistry experience.   
 
As a rough guide horses under the age of 10 should have their teeth floated once every six months and horses 
over 10 years once per year. Some of the most common symptoms which could indicate the presence of dental 
problems are: 
 

Head shaking 
Chronic sinusitis with or without 
nasal discharge 

Quidding (dropping small balls of 
chewed forage)  

Frothing or excessive salivation 
Eating excessive amounts without 
gaining weight 

Foul smelling breath 

Loss of weight and condition 
Horse eating with head held at an 
angle 

TMJ sensitivity 

Whole kernels of grain present in 
the dung 

Prone to stumbling or tripping, stiff 
to one side and loose to the other. 

Reluctance to work in an outline 

Horse may fight the bit or open 
mouth and cross jaw when asked 
to collect 

Head Shyness and head tossing Draining abscesses on the jaw 

 
When performing a routine examination equine dental technicians or veterinarians will: check the soft tissue of the 
mouth and tongue for lesions, bruises or old scars.  They will physically check for cracked, loose or missing teeth.  
Locate hooks or other abnormalities such as wolf teeth and will determine how all the teeth on both the upper and 
lower jaw are wearing.   
 
Once that is done, they will observe how the animal’s front teeth (incisors) meet and watch the horse chew to 
determine if there are any problems with the incisors, the temporal mandibular joint (TMJ) or muscles controlling 
the jaw.  Terms the equine dental technician or veterinarian may use whilst examining the horse to refer to 
common dental disorders may be hooks, waves, ramps, steps, overlong, smiled or frowned incisors. Once the 
examination is complete the practitioner can then recommend the type and extent of correction necessary to 
restore the horse’s mouth to near optimum function. 
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Correctly installed bit seats, (rounding and shaping of the rostral portion of the no.6 pre molars)   greatly reduce 
the chances of fractured, injured jaws and cut mouths, resulting in better handling and response. Different types 
of bit seats are installed in horses performing different tasks. Even brood mares are given a slight bit seat to aid in 
the axial flow of long stemmed grass through the mouth. Bit seating is vital for the following reasons:  
 
 Tongue relief – Relieving caudal pressure on the tongue improves airflow by relieving the palatal drape, (soft 

palate) which then lets the epiglottis remain forward keeping the airway open 
 Lower bar relief  
 Cheek comfort  
 Palate comfort  
 Improved performance. 
 
Common symptoms to look out for in a horse without any bit seats are: Irritability, Head shaking or tilting, rearing 
or flipping over, running off and running backwards. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Having the whole mouth balanced greatly 
improves the horse’s agility and ability to 
turn. The horse becomes better balanced, 
which greatly reduced the chances of 
stumbling and tripping, and no matter what 
equine sport you do is probably a good thing!  
An injury caused from a fall, could result in 
the horse and rider missing out and being 
out of action for a while.   
 
 

 

One major problem that is overlooked or not given the proper 

attention that it deserves is the incisors.  Recent studies have 

shown that incisor reduction and alignment are crucial to having 

a fully balanced mouth, for without this the molars may be out of 

contact. Basically meaning that what you do to one you must do 

to the other, i.e. if you reduce the molar grinding surface you 

must in turn adjust the incisors. Up to 40% can be saved on food 

bills when the horse starts utilizing all the feed provided. E.g. if a 

horse has overlong incisors, the molars are rarely in proper 

contact, so it is difficult for the horse to properly grind his food.  

Whole kernels of grain found in the dung means some of the 

food is passing directly through the gut and not being ground 

down and utilized. Some muscle problems and stiffness in the 

neck and back can also be caused by problem teeth, especially 

if the TMJ joint is affected. 

If you reduce the molars in order to balance them by reducing a wave or step for example you will need to reduce 
the incisors accordingly to bring the molars back into proper occlusion, or there may be very minimal contact 
between the molars. This in turn means that there will be more pressure on the incisors than spread evenly 
between molars and incisors, creating more tension and pain in the TMJ joint (temporal mandibular joint) ).   
 

 Diagonal or slanted incisors 
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If the mouth is not in a three point balance and does not close evenly, distributing the pressure evenly over all 
teeth arcades, the TMJ joint comes under strain causing great discomfort. This results in improper balance, 
stumbling and tripping, shortening of stride and restrictive turning and agility.   
Once the TMJ joint has been relieved of tension, the horse can perform many activities free from pain and 
restriction. Some common problems that occur with the incisors are: overlong, slanted, smiled, waved and 
stepped incisors. 

 
Associated with these abnormalities are a variety of 
irregularities that will occur on the molar arcades due to 
the lack of molar occlusion. Slanted incisors are quite 
common resulting in horses becoming one sided, i.e. 
stiff to one side and loose to the other. This is due to 
more pressure on one side of the mouth than the other 
creating more sensitivity on one TMJ leading to muscle 
and skeletal irregularities throughout the horse, as far 
back as the pelvis.  If you consult your chiropractor and 
physiotherapist you will generally find a trend 
developing with the same problems on the same side.   
 
 
 
 

 
There are a few things that can be done to help horses teeth 
wear down as naturally as possible. Feeding from the ground 
rather than from elevated hay nets or a manger ensures the 
correct position of the head, and helps the incisors to wear 
evenly.  Turning the horse out to grass as much as possible 
greatly helps the teeth to wear correctly as the more chewing 
cycles completed, the better the wear on the tooth. There is no 
substitution for good grass. If the horse is utilizing it efficiently 
the horse will show great energy and weight improvements. 
    
 
 

 

Finally, have your horse’s teeth checked regularly by a good qualified equine dental technician or veterinarian 

with a good reputation.  Prevention is better than cure. For any further information or advice regarding equine 

dentistry and the well-being of your horses, please contact:   

 

 Level balanced incisors 

Steve Clark EqDT IAED/Certified Advanced 

PH: 0027(0)783999506 South Africa 

Website: www.equinedentistryservices.com 

Email: steveclark@equinedentistryservices.com 

http://www.equinedentistryservices.com/
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