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At Palmero Healthcare, we work to ensure patients and staff are safe, especially during the COVID-19 
pandemic. We talked with Dr. Juan Yepes to learn his recommendations on how we should interact with 
children about dental visits during the pandemic. 

Dr. Juan Yepes holds degrees in both dentistry and medicine from Javeriana University in Bogota, Colombia. He 
currently serves as a Professor in Pediatric Dentistry at Indiana University School of Dentistry and Riley Hospital 
for Children. His research and teaching interests focus on oral medicine, oral radiology, and oral pathology in 
children.

Q: How can parents alleviate any fears pediatric patients have about 
the changes in procedures and dental office settings due to COVID?

Dr. Yepes: This is a challenging situation we must face and address appropriately. One critical factor to 
consider when discussing changes is the child’s age. We can’t explain COVID the same way to a 12-year-old as 
we do to a 3-year-old. Being flexible and able to anticipate the child’s needs based on their age is the first 
fundamental step practitioners must take when working with children. 

But the initial approach to address pediatric patients’ fear and anxiety about the situation starts at home. 
Parents are children’s information source about the current situation, so a good place for parents to start is 
by learning about COVID from reputable sources, such as the U.S. Center for Disease Control and Prevention 
and the World Health Organization. Parents should get the facts about national, state, and city regulations 
(fortunately, they often mirror each other). Learning about COVID will help parents understand the reality of, 
challenges of, and current recommendations for protecting the family — and then they should provide 
information to the children. If possible, parents should choose a time when the children are more likely to 
talk, such as during dinner. Parents can start the conversation by asking the children what they know about 
COVID from friends, school, family, etc. Parents can then ask their children if they have any questions or 
concerns. 

It’s important to remember that the age of the children plays an important role in the way in which parents 
approach the questions and, more importantly, the way they provide the information. Parents should listen to 
and answer questions with facts, simple explanations, and short phrases. If parents don’t know the answer to 
a particular question, they should be honest and let the children know there’s a lot of false information and 
they’ll help the children learn the facts. Frequently talking with children will help parents understand how the 
children are coping with the situation and will offer opportunities to provide regular updates as we learn 
more about COVID. 

Dr. Yepes: Before children come to the dentist, they must understand several things. They should know what 
COVID is and how it spreads. Knowing this will help children understand all the precautions they’ll see in the 
dental office. They should be familiar with what’s being done — that experts from around the world are 
working very hard to find solutions and keep people safe. 
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One excellent source to help familiarize children with COVID is “The ABCs of COVID-19: A CNN/Sesame 
Street Town Hall for Kids and Parents” (https://www.cnn.com/2020/04/25/us/cnn-sesame-street-town-
hall-coronavirus-trnd/index.html) . The 90-minute show aired in late April and featured a funny and very 
informative conversation between Dr. Sanjay Gupta and Big Bird about the main aspects of the virus.

Once the child understands COVID basics, it’s time for parents to tell the child that today (or tomorrow, or 
next week), they’ll see the dentist. Parents should talk about the “new” things the children may see in the 
office, like the noise from devices that minimize virus spread or the gown the dentist will be wearing. 

The American Academy of Pediatric Dentistry published on its website a wonderful resource that helps 
parents talk about the COVID pandemic (https://www.aapd.org/globalassets/media/covid-
19/aapdparentfaq.pdf).

Q: How should clinicians explain why the changes were made? 

Dr. Yepes: This isn’t easy, and the answer requires knowing the mental development process of children 
and the level of understanding by age. In the same way that we substitute words to explain to a 3-year-old 
why we use a saliva ejector, which I called “Mr. Thirsty,” we must use simpler terms to explain to children all 
the changes they see in the dental office. 

First, as we’ve already discussed, its important parents introduce and explain the main facts about COVID to 
their children. Probably one of the fundamental concepts to explain is that the dentist and office staff 
members aren’t sick; instead, what staff is wearing (face shield, mask, gown, etc.) will help keep us all safe. 
One terrific way many dental offices are helping children understand personal protective equipment (PPE) 
is by posting short and to-the-point videos on the practice’s website. Then the staff member who takes the 
call to schedule an appointment can recommend the family view them before their visit. Another strategy 
for communicating the changes are brochures and placards placed around the office.

The four fundamental pieces of PPE that children will see in the dental office are the face shield, mask, 
gown and extra precautions that minimize aerosols. (The use of gloves is already well-known by children 
pre-COVID and generally won’t need to be explained.) Here’s how practitioners can explain their use.

• Face Shields. Practitioners can introduce the face shield to children by telling them it’s there to 
prevent germs from getting in the face and eyes of the person wearing it. Some children say this 
shield looks like a Storm Trooper mask or a space mask. 

• Masks. While the mask has been around for a long time in dentistry, children will definitely 
notice that the dentists are wearing different-looking masks or sometimes even two masks. 
Dentists can explain that the “special” mask is there to keep the doctor and the dental assistants 
and hygienists away from the germs. 

• Gowns. Some of the children haven’t seen the gown used in dental offices, so dentists should 
explain that people who work there, wear gowns so germs don’t get on their clothes. Explain to 
the children that the gowns can be changed between the patients and rooms, but clothes can’t. 

• Aerosol Minimizers. Clearly, this is new for children (and for many of us), so children will need 
a brief explanation of what the dentist is using (e.g., air purifiers, high volume evacuators 
[HVEs]) to minimize aerosols. Hopefully, children understand that the virus travels in the air 
when we talk, cough, or sneeze. If they understand that, it’s easier to discuss why the office is 
using all these devices to keep the virus from “flying.” Before I provide any treatment to a child, 
I explain the noises coming from these devices and why they’re there. Because reducing 
aerosols is fundamental during the pandemic, I always show the children (especially pre-K and 
kindergartener patients) the power of Mr. Thirsty by suctioning a few drops of water from my 
(or their) palms. It’s much easier to use HVE in children who have already seen and felt it.

Dynamic Disposables® 
Snapeez™ Full Face 
Shields (Ref# 3918)

HVEsolo™ Disposable 
Evacuation Tips 
(Ref# 1808S)

https://www.cnn.com/2020/04/25/us/cnn-sesame-street-town-hall-coronavirus-trnd/index.html
https://www.aapd.org/globalassets/media/covid-19/aapdparentfaq.pdf


Besides showing children the four critical PPE measures they’ll see around; practitioners should also explain 
the other parts of the dental office that may look different for the child. I said “may” because by now, 
children are well-aware of social distancing, using barriers, and taking other general precautions. It will be 
particularly important to explain to children why the games and toys that are usually in the waiting area 
aren’t there anymore. Tell the children that once the COVID is “gone,” the toys and games will come back, so 
they understand that it’s not forever. 

Dr. Yepes: Dentists and staff members are in a unique position to help families during this pandemic. 
Dentistry has been involved with biosecurity for a long time. In fact, if any profession has a robust and deep 
understanding of PPE, it’s dentistry. 

In terms of what to offer families, let’s start with the most important concept: Good oral health is crucial. 
The COVID pandemic has meant delays in dental care for many children. Children whose dental problems 
might’ve been easily taken care of in an office setting may now have to wait. Explain to families that the 
majority of issues that happen in the children’s mouths are infectious in nature (like dental caries) and 
without proper care, they’ll likely progress and cause pain and discomfort. 

The main guidance we can provide to families is to ensure them that we’re doing everything we can to 
minimize the spread of the virus and to emphasize that dental care is essential and can’t be halted just 
because of the pandemic. Practitioners should also emphasize that families can help prevent dental 
problems from getting worse by continuing oral health education, brushing teeth regularly, eating healthy 
snacks and avoiding sugary snacks, keeping immunizations up-to-date, and visiting the dentist every six 
months.

Q: What can dental professionals provide to pediatric patients’ 
families as guidance during the pandemic?

We want to thank Dr. Yepes for answering our questions, and we invite you to evaluate our safety and 
infection prevention products.  For more information, visit palmerohealth.com, call 800-344-6424 or 
email customerservice@palmerohealth.com.
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