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Dr. Sompop Bencharit
with students in VCU’s
new digital dentistry lab.

PALM TREES AND SURFBOARDS set a

VCU students create dental appliances in cutting-edge digital lab.

I

lab, two fourth-year dental students look at a computer screen to review a 3D model of the dentures
they are planning. They will later print a set of try-ins
for the patient using the PrograMill PM7, an air pumpdriven machine that huffs and puffs in a nearby room.
“Only a few dental schools have it,” says Dr. Sompop
Bencharit, the school’s first director of digital dentistry.
The lab initially opened in 2016, when Bencharit
arrived. Last May, it underwent an extensive renovation, tripling its space and adding $3 million in new
technology, including four milling machines and porcelain furnaces for baking handpainted colors onto
crowns. The space includes a teaching and training
room, clinical labs, and research space. “It’s been pretty
awesome,” says Bencharit. “The students love it.”
In the space, students use oral scans and CADCAM
technology to design and mill dentures, crowns (sameday and for implants), veneers, inlays and onlays, occlusal guards, orthodontic appliances, plastic aligners, etc.

The patients who receive the dental appliances at
VCU’s clinic appreciate both the technology and the discounted prices—a crown can cost about $480, which is
significantly less than private practice prices. Last year,
more than 1,000 crowns were made in the lab. “Patients
usually come to dental school thinking they will get a
reduced fee, which is true, but in the past, it would take
a lot of time. ... It would take a dental student about 79
days to make a crown,” he says. “So, when the patient
shows up and we get everything done in one day and
the crown fits really well and looks beautiful, their
response is phenomenal.”
The experience gives VCU students a competitive
edge. According to Bencharit, employers often ask students, “Do you know anything about digital dentistry?
Have you done CADCAM? Do you know how to do 3D
printing?” He notes that his students learn these digital
processes, starting in year one. “Along the mid-Atlantic
area,” he says, “we are probably one of the most
advanced labs.” Dentistry.VCU.edu

beachy vibe in Dr. William Crutchfield II’s
office. But the Chantilly orthodontist has
taken his love of the ocean a step further
by cofounding Clear Blue Smiles, a new,
eco-friendly clear aligner business. The
company uses biodegradable packaging
and recycles used plastic aligners, which
patients receive about every two weeks
to move their teeth incrementally.
Clear Blue also donates $100 for
every patient to the Ocean Blue Project,
which focuses on cleaning up and improving the health of oceans and other
bodies of water. Crutchfield says it costs
about $1 to remove a pound of plastic
from the ocean. Clear Blue Smiles will
contribute enough money to remove
100 times the amount of plastic used in
every patient’s clear aligner treatment.
“We feel like we have a social responsibility,” he says. “Our concern was all
the plastic that’s being dumped into our
waterways.” ClearBlueSmiles.com

BRUSHING UP

CLEAN BREAK
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TRUE BLUE
Cleaning up clear aligners.

CROWNING GLORY
N VCU SCHOOL OF DENTISTRY’S NEW DIGITAL

Dr. William Crutchfield II

Is your mouth kiss-worthy?

A closer look at mail order toothbrush subscriptions.

When you kiss, according to a
song popular in the ’70s, “you
get enough germs to catch
pneumonia.” But is that true?
Millions of bacteria can be exchanged in a smooch. While this can
actually improve the diversity of the oral microbiome and boost your
immune system, there are times when caution is needed. “If you’re
sick, if you have a cold or a fever, that’s not a good time to kiss,”
says Ann Bruhn, associate professor and chair at Old Dominion
University’s School of Dental Hygiene. She recommends a kissfree window of 24 hours following illness, along with replacing the
toothbrush, to avoid passing along harmful bacteria.
But daily brushing and flossing, regular professional cleanings,
and taking care of needed dental procedures are also critical.
When cavities are left untreated, the mouth can become rife with
Streptococcus—which is transferable through kissing. “People are
shocked to learn that they can actually catch the primary bacteria
that causes cavities,” she says. ODU.edu

DON’T WANT TO GO TO THE STORE TO BUY A TOOTHBRUSH? These days, you
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can get one delivered right to your door through subscriptions to Quip, Boka,
ToothbrushHub, and others.
“I do think it’s kind of nice to have that reminder,” says Dr. Amber DeWeerd, a
dentist with Smiles of Virginia in Winchester, of the need to change your toothbrush
regularly. She notes that the ADA recommends replacing your toothbrush every
three to four months—although, she says, it’s easy to forget.
Subscribers choose how frequently to have their boxes
delivered and whether they want regular toothbrushes or electric
replacement heads. Add-ons like floss and toothpaste are available with the click of a button.
At Christmas, some of DeWeerd’s patients were looking into
buying their elderly parents an electric toothbrush subscription—
Quip for instance, charges $25 for the brush, then $5 every three
months for the replacement heads. “I think electric toothbrushes
are really helpful for people with dexterity issues from things like
severe arthritis or MS,” she says.
Whether the service is for the young, the old, or the somewhere-in-between, “as a dental professional, I’m always happy
when people get excited about their mouth and cleaning. I’d
say anything that’s bringing preventative dental stuff to the
forefront—I think that’s positive.” GetQuip.com; Boka.com;
ToothbrushHub.com; SmilesOfVirginia.com
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Open Wide

Dentists can learn a lot about your health
by looking inside your mouth.
BY SA NDR A SHELLEY | Illu stration by G OR DON STUDER

in the mouth, gum recession, and deep pockets between the teeth and gums. “We know that
chronic inflammation is hard on the body and
that periodontal disease is a common source of
systemic inflammation,” says Davia. “The bacteria in our mouths can infect the gums that
surround the teeth, which causes inflammation
around the tooth, leading to periodontal disease.
This allows the bacteria to get under the gums
and it now has a pathway to the human body.”
As a result, Jones is often called to assess a
patient’s oral health before valve or joint replacement surgery. “They need a dental clearance. If
there’s a chronic inflammatory or infectious condition, those bacteria are just dripping into the
bloodstream all the time. But it’s not causing a
problem until you give some artificial surface—like
a joint or an artificial heart valve—for those bacteria to adhere to. Then your body’s immune system
can’t clear it as well or as quickly, so these people
are prone to infection at those sites,” he says.

“My patients are always
amazed when I tell them
1 cubic millimeter of dental
plaque contains about 100
million bacteria. That’s why
you want to floss.”
—Dr. Allen Davia

F

OR 10 YEARS, HENRICO ATTORNEY

Sherri Thaxton suffered an increasing number of maladies that seemed
to come from nowhere—migraines, a
runny nose, mouth pain, suspicious breast lumps,
chronic fatigue, and “earaches and dizziness to
the point that one time I was falling all over the
federal courthouse steps,” she recalls. Extensive
testing failed to provide clarity.
A chipped tooth led to a life-changing dental visit last November. Her dentist, Dr. Allen
Davia, had a new X-ray machine known as a cone
beam CT, which creates extensive 3D images.
The images revealed an infection near a molar,
where another dentist had performed a root canal
a decade before. An abscess had pierced her sinus
cavity. “I was shocked. A few hours later I was at
the endodontist and the next day, they undid the
root canal, drained the dental abscess, and gave
me antibiotics,” Thaxton says. Her health has
been dramatically better ever since.
“We tell people that your mouth is a window
into the health of your body,” says Davia. “Up to
700 species of bacteria can live in your mouth,

and 11 of these types have been directly linked to
oral and systemic diseases.” For example, 90 percent of Alzheimer’s cases are associated with spirochetes, a bacteria that originates in the mouth.
And, he adds, “If you have advanced gum disease,
you might be two to three times as likely to have
a stroke.”
Dr. Lee Jones, section chief at Carilion Dental Care, says, “The idea that there is a connection between oral health and systemic health is
nothing new—it has been around for 100 years or
so.” The idea gained traction in 2000, when the
surgeon general issued a report on oral health in
America. “One of their findings was recognizing
an association between oral conditions like periodontal disease and the systemic problems like
cardiovascular disease and stroke, diabetes, and
even some adverse pregnancy outcomes. Now,
that was a leap … that got people’s attention.”
According to the Centers for Disease Control,
half of Americans aged 30 or older have periodontitis, the more advanced form of periodontal disease. Signs of the disease include red,
swollen, or bleeding gums, foul odor or bad taste
JUNE 2020
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A person’s dental anatomy can also play a role
in their health. Davia received a referral for a
patient who suffered sleep apnea. Larry Boyd had
already tried CPAP masks and nose pillows to
no avail. A sleep study revealed that he woke up
52 times an hour. “I was weak, I could hardly do
anything, I couldn’t stay awake at all,” says Boyd.
He avoided driving long distances out of fear of
falling asleep. Davia fitted him with a mandibular advancement device, which looks like a mouth
guard, to push the lower jaw forward to open the
airway. Boyd says, “It’s been working for me. It
seemed like the first night I had one of the best
night’s sleep I’d had in a while.” He has more
strength to work around the house and is more
comfortable driving. “My whole family tells me
they can tell a lot of difference in me,” he says.
Dentists look for such holistic links between
dental and overall health. “The dentists of today
are doing much more extensive health histories
when their patients come in,” says Davia. Most
perform oral cancer screenings—especially critical with the rise of human papillomavirus (HPV),
which can be transmitted orally and cause cancers of the back of the throat, including the base
of the tongue. Saliva studies to test for pathogens
are also on the horizon.
While links have been established between
oral health and systemic disease, researchers are
still working to confirm causation in some cases.
In the meantime, experts urge patients to brush
and floss thoroughly, and see their dentist at least
twice a year. “My patients are always amazed
when I tell them 1 cubic millimeter of dental
plaque contains about 100 million bacteria,” says
Davia. “That’s why you want to floss.”
DaviaDentalRichmond.com; CarilionClinic.org

