Engaging Medical Clinicians in Oral Health 

FLUORIDE VARNISH FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

Who can provide this service?  

A Medicaid medical provider can provide and bill for the service as long as they are a physician, physician’s assistant or APRN and have taken the approved training.  Other properly trained medical staff such RNs or LPNs may provide the fluoride varnish under the supervision of a physician. In Massachusetts and Rhode Island, Medical Assistants can also apply fluoride varnish.
What if the patient is seeing a dentist already, should we still apply the varnish?

Yes. If the child is at risk of caries you can still apply the varnish. It is safe and beneficial for children at moderate and high caries risk to have multiple fluoride varnishes a year.  Further, not all dentists offer fluoride varnish  

Does it matter if I apply topical fluoride and then the dentist also applies topical fluoride next month?

No, it does not matter.  Fluoride varnish is very safe and an increased frequency of applications is not harmful.  In fact, when high risk children are being managed in the dental office for caries, they may receive topical fluoride varnishes every 6 weeks for a period of time.


I have heard that we do not have to prescribe fluoride tablets/drops if we are applying fluoride varnish. Is that true?

No, it is not true. The American Dental Association recently confirmed that children at high risk for caries still need their water assessed to determine if they need dietary fluoride supplements.  Dietary fluoride gets taken up into developing teeth; it is also re-excreted into saliva where it can help teeth topically.  Fluoride varnish DOES NOT replace this - it is only a topical vehicle. The high concentration of fluoride varnish (in contrast to fluoride tablets) gives a boost to the fluoride content of the outer layer of the enamel helping increase resistance to caries until the next application.


Does topical fluoride have any use once cavities have started?

Yes, fluoride varnish can help stop early tooth decay from progressing.  If a tooth just has a white spot, the fluoride varnish will help strengthen the lesion and it will become hard and shiny over time although the white color will remain. If there is an early cavity, the fluoride can help harden the softened enamel and dentine.
How important (or not) is cleaning and drying the teeth before applying varnish?

It is not necessary to clean the teeth prior to applying fluoride varnish, but it is very important that the teeth be as dry as possible.  Teeth can be dried by wiping them with gauze.  As soon as the varnish is applied you can allow the teeth to get wet as the varnish sets in contact with saliva.

I find it challenging to go back and forth from mouth to varnish container – any tips?
Some people dispense the varnish onto the back of the glove of their non-dominant gloved hand OR hold the varnish container between the thumb and forefinger of non-dominant hand. The non-dominant hand is often just helping to hold open the mouth so can play 2 roles. You can even get the parent to hold it for you as they also hold the child’s hands. Now the source of varnish is closer to the mouth.

Does fluoride varnish cause fluorosis?

No. Fluorosis is caused by long term over-exposure to fluoride. Fluorosis is caused by children who consume too much fluoride on an ongoing basis.  For example, using excessive amounts of toothpaste or using fluoride tablets when their water supply is fluoridated. Per the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, no published evidence indicates that professionally applied fluoride varnish is a risk factor for dental fluorosis, even among children younger than 6 years of age. Proper application technique reduces the possibility that a patient will swallow varnish during its application and limits the total amount of fluoride swallowed as the varnish wears off the teeth over several hours.
Why is fluoride varnish offered only every 3-6 months?

Fluoride varnish gets into the matrix of the tooth over the 18-24 hours while it is “stuck” to the teeth. This boosts the fluoride content of the outer layer of the tooth enamel, creating an ongoing reservoir of fluoride.  This fluoride then helps resist future decay and helps repair damaged enamel (remineralization).

I’m worried applying fluoride varnish will take too long to provide during a well child visit.

Offering fluoride varnish adds very little time to a visit. Providers are already discussing diet and brushing, and looking in children’s mouths (we hope!).  Fluoride varnish can be done as part of the mouth examination and adds less than a minute to the process.  Some practices have chosen to have the nursing staff provide the varnish just before the vaccines as part of the care provided after the physician completes the visit.  
