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A Note from the Author



My patients often ask me if I made up my name, which means “cure all.” Though I was born with the name, the concept has been the driving force of my career. Working as an oral health expert and wellness pioneer for more than thirty years, my approach at Rejuvenation Dentistry is integrative and restorative.


I have done post-doctoral training in complementary and alternative medicine and integrative nutrition to look at the big picture, the whole body, so that I can give my patients the best care. Everything that happens in the body is interconnected. If something is off in one system, it has to affect others. I like to say that the mouth is both a gateway to the body and a mirror. Your mouth offers direct access to the rest of your body and, at the same time, reflects what is going on inside.


Current research has associated chronic low-grade inflammation in the mouth with a host of chronic illnesses. All too often I have seen gum disease accompany other illnesses such as diabetes and cardiovascular disease. As you will read later, this can be a “which comes first—chicken or egg?” situation. Either way, gum disease is an important marker for problems in the rest of your body.


I become more convinced every day that the principle behind wellness is balance. The complex interplay of all the systems that make your body work requires intricate balance. Disruption in any one system requires adjustments in all of them. Your body automatically seeks equilibrium, which is known as homeostasis. When your equilibrium is disturbed, all your systems are stressed. The Mouth[image: image]Body Connection explores how the condition of your mouth affects your whole body and what you can do to support the balance you need to be healthy.


When a patient comes to me with or without oral disease, I take a full history: chronic illnesses, medications, diet, exercise, stress levels, alcohol consumption, and smoking. Having cared for thousands of people, I have learned that oral health depends on a lot more than hygiene. Nutrition, exercise, and stress reduction all play as big a part in the health of teeth and gums as they do for the entire body. Over the years, I have developed a program to help my patients reverse and prevent gum disease and improve their overall health in the process. I have taken the latest research and converted those findings to practical action.


I decided to write this book for those of you who are not able to see me at my New York City office, so that you will understand and learn to manage the powerful connection between your mouth and your body. I want to share the three-stage Curatola Care Program, which has worked well for my patients. The benefits of my comprehensive program are far-reaching. Research has shown that what works for restoring balance to the mouth also works for the entire body, and what works for the body will improve the balance in the mouth. The 28-Day Curatola Care Program focuses on “getting the junk out of the trunk,” by recognizing and eliminating the toxins in your life that are inflaming your gums and your body, following a plan designed to reduce that inflammation and to restore balance, and embracing a way of life that will keep you healthy.


If you resolve to follow the 28-Day Curatola Care Program laid out in The Mouth[image: image]Body Connection, you will be on track to raising your energy, your spirits, and your quality of life, because bringing your body back to its natural balance has a big payoff. You will look and feel your best and be ready to greet each day with a brilliant smile.


Dr. Gerry Curatola


New York, New York


September 2016













Introduction



Mouth Matters


Do you know what the following diseases have in common?



[image: image] Cardiovascular disease


[image: image] Stroke


[image: image] Rheumatoid arthritis


[image: image] Alzheimer’s disease


[image: image] Type 2 diabetes


[image: image] Obesity


[image: image] Metabolic syndrome


[image: image] Respiratory tract infections


[image: image] Pneumonia


[image: image] Asthma


[image: image] Hay fever


[image: image] COPD


[image: image] Premature birth


[image: image] Stillbirth


[image: image] Colorectal cancer


[image: image] Pancreatic cancer


[image: image] Lung cancer


[image: image] Leukemia


[image: image] Kidney cancer


[image: image] Mouth, throat, jaw, tongue cancer


[image: image] Inflammatory bowel disease


[image: image] Osteoporosis


[image: image] Erectile dysfunction




You would be right if you realized that inflammation is involved in all of these diseases. Recent research has revealed a more specific connection: Links have been found between each of these illnesses and gum disease. The health of your mouth appears to have a profound impact on the rest of your body. Even low-grade gum disease has been associated with serious systemic problems.


Chronic oral disease, which may persist undetected for years, is a major source of low-grade inflammation in the entire body. Inflammation is a defensive biological reaction to a harmful agent. The pain, redness, and swelling that follow a bee sting are signs of acute inflammation. The body is protecting itself to remove irritants, damaged cells, or pathogens, so that the healing process can begin. Chronic inflammation is different. A low-intensity irritant that persists causes long-term inflammation. The irritant can be the sugar and chemicals in processed foods, the stress of your life, a sedentary lifestyle, or working out too hard. When your body is in an inflamed state, it is out of balance. Energy is constantly expended in an attempt to get rid of or adjust to the presence of a perceived irritant. When chronically inflamed, your body is on alert to defend itself. Being in this state for extended periods interferes with the normal function of your body’s various systems and wears you down.


According to the New York Times, the results of a major survey showed that more than 75 percent of American adults have some form of chronic gum disease, and that only 60 percent of those affected have any knowledge of the problem. That means that at least 30 percent of the adults in the United States are unaware that their mouths are ticking time bombs that could potentially undermine their health, and another 45 percent might or might not be dealing with their condition.


During the past ten years, there has been a significant shift in perspective on the connection between oral and systemic health. Research has been shining a light on the impact diseases of the mouth have on the rest of the body. Everything we knew about the causes and origins of disease has been turned upside down by the new field of microbionics, the emerging science of the microbiome, the communities of microorganisms that inhabit your body. The Mouth[image: image]Body Connection focuses on the oral microbiome, which both affects and reflects your overall health.


Part 1 gives you the scientific background for understanding the mouth[image: image]body connection. You will never look at illness the same way after my crash course on the microbiome. By focusing on oral microbial communities, I establish the bidirectional nature of the mouth, which is both a mirror and a gateway. I move on to cover what can go wrong in your mouth when your microbiome is disturbed. From hijacking the immune system to health-destroying inflammation, I focus on how an unbalanced microbial colony in your mouth can affect oral and overall health. The first part of the book covers up-to-the-minute research on the oral-systemic connection.


I also hit on one of my favorite subjects: the ecological catastrophe in your mouth brought on by antiseptic toothpastes and mouthwashes. The antimicrobial movement in dental care is literally overkill. Using conventional oral care products wipes out your entire oral microbiome, taking the good microbes along with the bad. My position against this scorched earth policy is revolutionary. After all, companies that produce personal care products spend millions of dollars to sell their products with the promise that they “kill germs on contact.” That statement is not false advertising. The issue is whether that is a desirable effect.


I argue that there is a connection between sterilizing the mouth, which became popular in the 1970s, and the catastrophic rise we have witnessed in diseases like obesity, diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and metabolic syndrome. Of course, many factors are responsible for the epidemic proportions these illnesses have reached, but rendering the oral microbiome ineffective in its protective role and creating a climate in the mouth in which pathogens thrive certainly contribute to the health crisis today. For the past ten years, I have worked on developing Revitin®, a toothpaste designed to sustain a healthy oral microbiome.


Once you have grasped the importance of the mouth[image: image]body connection, you will no doubt be ready to do something about it. Part 2 of the book is an overview of how to restore balance in your body. These chapters explain the rationale for the Curatola Care Program and cover the fundamentals for fighting inflammation. As always, before beginning any program or diet, you should run it by your doctor. My program is not like a fad diet that you follow for a set period of time and then go back to “normal.” The Curatola Care Program is about making permanent changes in the way you live—how you foster a healthy oral microbiome, what you eat, how you incorporate exercise into your life, and how you deal with stress. The program is designed to help you change habits that are undermining your health and replace them with ways to keep your microbiome in balance. You will feel the difference in just twenty-eight days. My patients do. They sleep better, have more energy, and experience an elevation in mood.


It starts with an oral detox, which includes removing chemicals that have a toxic effect on your teeth and gums. I look at toxic ingredients in toothpaste and mouthwash that are meant to promote oral health. Even “natural” toothpastes have questionable ingredients. I address the controversial issue of fluoride, which has been shown to affect the thyroid, cause weight gain, and lower IQ in children, among other negative effects. I discuss medications that can mess with your oral health and other risk factors. I explain how your fillings can be poisoning your body.


The next step in the plan is nutrition. The Triple A Diet—anti-inflammatory, alkalizing, antioxidant—will create a balanced environment that supports a healthy microbiome. I explain why simple carbohydrates are a disaster for the mouth and how they turn the mouth and body acidic, a state that promotes disease. I also recommend supplements that will help to support the changes you are going to make in your diet and supply the nutrients you need to fight inflammation.


Adding more of the right movement to your life is an important part of the plan. Studies have shown that oral microbiomes of sedentary people are often out of balance. Though exercise can quiet the stress response, too much exercise can cause inflammation. Working out for hours in the gym doing cardio and strength training is not necessary on my plan. In fact, it is not a good idea if you want a healthy mouth. It’s all about intensity. Only fifteen minutes of high-intensity resistance training twice a week will do the trick—and it can be done anywhere. There are no excuses—anyone can find thirty minutes a week—two fifteen-minute workouts—to lock in the health benefits of regular exercise. Adam Zickerman, owner of InForm Fitness and author of the New York Times bestseller Power of 10, has designed simple, high-intensity workouts especially for The Mouth[image: image]Body Connection that can be done anywhere. You also have to build more movement into your life, and Adam gives you simple ways to increase your level of activity.


In order to sustain the balance you achieve, you need some stress management techniques up your sleeve. To do all I want to do, I have had to become expert at stress management. Life’s demands keep the pressure on nonstop, and stress has a destructive effect on the entire microbial community in your body. I can tell by examining patients’ mouths how stressed out they are. Canker sores are a dead giveaway. Stress can lead to teeth grinding and clenching teeth, which is called bruxism. The pressure of grinding your teeth can wear down the tips of your teeth, flattening them. Habitual grinding rubs off enamel, which makes your teeth more sensitive. Sometimes I observe indentations in the tongues of patients who grind. The same action can affect the joints and muscles in the jaws and neck. I often hear complaints from the super-stressed that involve jaw pain and popping and clicking of the jaw. Stress, which can dry out your mouth, can lead to gum disease as well. The Curatola Care Program offers a variety of relaxation techniques and guidelines for tapping into your body’s relaxation response to calm your chronic stress and to reduce the inflammation that chronic stress can cause.


Part 3 puts all the fundamentals together in an easy-to-follow program that leaves out the guesswork. The 28-Day Curatola Care Program gives you a week-by-week guide to preserving or restoring balance in your body. I designed the program to be four weeks long, because twenty-eight days are enough time for a new habit to take root. Though you might not completely lock it in in a month, the program will get you on the road to balance. The Curatola Care Program is not one that you are “on” for twenty-eight days and then go “off.” My goal is to encourage you to make some fundamental changes in the way you live for lasting health and well-being, not to mention a brighter smile.


The program is divided into three levels plus bonus emergency remedies and advice:

WEEK 1: RETHINK/CLEAN UP


You start the cleanup program by replacing harsh toothpaste and mouthwash with homemade or recommended alternatives. You will begin to eliminate inflammatory foods, take supplements to counter sugar/simple carbohydrate withdrawal, exercise efficiently, and build some focused relaxation time into each day. A detailed meal plan for the week to help your body detoxify is included as well as a suggested daily schedule.


WEEKS 2 AND 3: RESTORE/SHIFT THE BALANCE


Adding anti-inflammatory foods and those that support a well-balanced microbiome in your mouth and your gut is a big part of this stage. Supplements are suggested to help you make the transition. Meal plans for this two-week stage will ease you into the right way to eat to shift the balance from inflamed to healing. A lot is going on at this stage as your body begins to return to equilibrium and repairs any damage that being unbalanced has caused. You will learn about the intensity factor needed in exercise for quick results. You should already be seeing the benefits of your relaxation practice and might want to increase your commitment. I show you what an ideal day at this stage looks like, including breakfast, lunch, dinner, snacks, supplements, exercise, and relaxation.


WEEK 4 AND AFTER: RENEW/THE NEW LIFESTYLE


Most programs would call this the “maintenance” stage, but that’s too boring for me. As the changes you are working on approach becoming habits, you will be renewed. When your body is back in balance, you will feel better and better. Just as you wouldn’t leave the house without brushing your teeth in the morning, eating well, moving, and handling whatever life throws your way with serenity will eventually become automatic. A week’s meal plan for how to eat for the rest of your life will point you in the right direction. An adaptable workout for staying fit and strong without pushing yourself too hard will keep you moving safely. You will gain confidence in your ability to handle pressure and upsets in a positive way that does not cost you your well-being.


WHEN NEEDED: REFRESH/GETTING BACK ON


No one is perfect. A holiday, a tight deadline, layoffs at work, moving to a new home, the illness and death of a parent, there are so many things that can disrupt the routines you are trying to establish. When your stress levels rise, your body sets off an inflammatory cascade. You might revert to your old eating habits and start bingeing on sweets, chips, baked goods, and highly processed foods. And forget about exercise. You couldn’t possibly squeeze in a workout. As for relaxing, you have too much on your mind to take a breath and sit still. When the demands of life seem overwhelming and you lose sight of what you have to do to stay healthy, you need to refresh your resolve to take care of yourself.


I recommend supplements to take and foods to eat to help you get back on track and manage cravings for sweets and junk food. Emergency relaxation techniques and stress-busting workouts will help you defuse tension and stimulate yourself in a healthy way. In no time at all, you will be back in control and feeling great.


The program is followed by over sixty remarkable recipes that prove that eating for balance does not have to be a hardship with bland and unexciting meals. Trying these recipes will convince you that eating well can be satisfying and a treat.


The Mouth[image: image]Body Connection covers new ground that is just entering public awareness. I want to deliver the good news that you can take simple steps to protect or restore your health by starting with the mouth[image: image]body connection.



















PART I



THE
MOUTH [image: image] BODY CONNECTION





















Chapter One



Worlds Within


You are more microbial than human. Your body hosts 100 trillion microorganisms, which have their own genes. According to the most recent estimates, your body consists of 37 trillion human cells. The composition of your body has three times more microorganisms than human cells. These microbes, which consist of bacteria, fungi, viruses, protozoa, and archaea, form dynamic communities in and on your body. Wherever your body is exposed to the outside world—your skin, mouth, nasal passages, lungs, digestive and urogenital tracts—a microbial community exists. The moister the area, the denser the microbial population. The sum of these microbes and their genes constitute the human microbiome. Your microbiome is as unique as your fingerprint.


Exploring the synergistic and symbiotic relationship between man and microbes is redefining what it is to be human. Humanity is now seen as a relationship between human cells and the microbiome, the interaction forming a “superorganism.” A deeper understanding of how this superorganism functions will give us more effective means of preventing disease and promoting wellness.


In 2008, the National Institutes of Health launched the Human Microbiome Project to study the communities of microbial cells that live in and on the human body and to assess their role in human health and disease. Scientists are now able to use gene sequencing to identify and analyze the microorganisms that inhabit the body. In the past, microbes had to be grown in a petri dish to identify them, which was limiting, because only about 20 percent of the microbes would grow in culture. New techniques have opened up a vast, unexplored territory. The relationship between humans and their microbiome and how the microbiome changes with disease have become the focus of groundbreaking research. As science learns more about the microbial ecosystems that thrive in the body, our understanding of health and disease is being rewritten.


For example, the microbiome is capable of making us genetically stronger. At birth, humans inherit a blueprint of 20,000 genes. The genes of resident microbes number around 8 million, nearly 400 genes for every human gene. These nonhuman genes supply us with a huge store of genetic capability. The genes of the microbiome can provide resources and traits that have not evolved with our bodies. Since the genomes of microorganisms change more rapidly than human genes, the presence of microbial genes can allow humans to adapt and thrive more quickly to changes in the environment. The microbial genetic pool is a resource that can make us stronger and better able to rise to ever-increasing challenges to our health.


FROM THE GERM THEORY TO BALANCE


The concept that bacteria were a determining factor in disease came into acceptance in the 1880s. Robert Koch, inspired by Louis Pasteur’s germ theory, began to study tuberculosis. Koch and his team set out to prove that specific microbes or pathogens caused particular diseases. They demonstrated that single microorganisms caused anthrax, cholera, and tuberculosis. Koch’s work had a profound effect on medicine. Identifying and studying the causes of various illnesses was a step toward preventing and curing infectious diseases. Considered the father of modern bacteriology, Koch won a Nobel Prize for his work. He assumed that disease could be attributed to a particular microbe and that disease-causing microbes were not found in healthy people. Koch’s groundbreaking work launched microbiology research that took more than a hundred years to evolve to the study of the microbiome.


In the past ten years, there has been a momentous shift in our understanding of disease. Rather than looking for a single microbe that causes an illness, researchers are following a multifaceted approach based on a healthy microbial balance. Until the first phase of the Human Microbiome Project from 2007 to 2012, the abundant community of human-associated microbes had not been the focus of much research. The influence of the microbiome on human development, physiology, immunity, and nutrition was a mystery. The international project, as ambitious as the Human Genome Project, which sequenced DNA, is mapping uncharted territory. Scientists are studying the relationships between the microbial ecosystems that reside in our bodies and our human cells and systems.


Research has discovered that microorganisms that are found in healthy as well as diseased people cause some illnesses. Many potential pathogens cause disease only when the microbiome is disturbed or the microbes gain access to a part of the body where they do not normally live. The presence of a pathogen does not necessarily mean disease will develop, because the microbial community is organized to keep potentially unfriendly microbes in check. When your microbiome is balanced, a newly introduced pathogen may not cause disease. If your microbiome has been disrupted, exposure to the same pathogen might make you sick.


Many diseases now appear to result solely from a disturbance in a microbial community and not a foreign invader. Instead, disease can occur when the proportions of the microbes in a community change or the behavior of the members of the community is altered under stressful conditions. These insights represent a radically new perspective on how sickness develops. Not only do we know that human health depends on maintaining a balanced relationship with and within complex communities of microorganisms, but microbes are recognized to contribute to disease in previously unexpected ways.


The Mouth[image: image]Body Connection is concerned with the unique natural ecology of the mouth. After the gut, the oral microbiome is the most diverse community of microbes in the human body. There are 20 billion resident microbes existing in your mouth at any given time with more than 600 different microorganisms represented. Their relationship with you and one another can be commensal, when one organism benefits without affecting the other; symbiotic, when the interdependence benefits both; and pathogenic, when the microbe causes harm or illness.


The oral microbiome is very dynamic, because your mouth is continuously exposed to the external environment. As a result, the oral microbiome has evolved skills to deal with challenges that other, more protected microbial communities do not experience.


Several microhabitats coexist in your mouth—on your teeth, tongue, cheeks, gums, and hard and soft palates. The microbial community found in each habitat has a different bacterial profile. In other words, each neighborhood is different. Depending on surface structures and functions, different types of microorganisms prefer distinct locations. Each neighborhood has the best conditions and nutrients for the particular microbial community that inhabits it. Despite their differences, the communities residing in your mouth live in cooperation with one another and in a symbiotic relationship with you. The microbes create an internal architecture that facilitates nutrient absorption, waste removal, and overall survival.


Microbes are intelligent. They communicate with other microbes like them to sense population densities and adjust their growth rates to stay in balance. Planktonic organisms, which populate free-flowing saliva, differ from the organisms that adhere to the surfaces of the teeth, gums, and mucous membranes. Planktonic organisms communicate with other microbes through a process called quorum sensing, using genetic information and chemical markers to ensure that the community survives and thrives.


Biodiversity is essential for good health. Each of the hundreds of types of microbes that calls your mouth home carries out a specific function required to maintain equilibrium. These ecosystems contribute to your longevity to guarantee theirs. If your microbiome made you sick, the microorganisms would have less chance of survival themselves. Survival requires an intricate balancing act. When the community is balanced, otherwise virulent microorganisms are kept in check and can be “friendly,” benign, and beneficial.


The relationship between the mouth and the rest of the body is bidirectional. Your mouth mirrors what is happening in your body. Some systemic conditions produce signs in the mouth, including increasing the severity of periodontal disease. At the same time, your mouth is the gateway to the rest of your body. I started the introduction with a long list of serious systemic conditions associated with periodontal disease. The latest research is showing that the health of your mouth has an impact on your overall health. Bacteria in your mouth can hijack your immune system and cause infection in other parts of your body. The next chapter explores how the state of your mouth can be an early warning system.















Chapter Two



A Mirror


From Your Body to Your Mouth


By now, you realize that the underlying theme of this book is that oral and general health are closely interlinked. Your mouth mirrors what is happening in the rest of your body and can provide early signs of systemic disease, because your microbiome changes when you are sick.


I often see evidence of systemic disease in a patient’s mouth before a patient is aware of the condition. The mouth reflects the overall state of the body, including hydration and the health of various organs. When I shine a light in the mouths of my patients, I examine the color and pigmentation of the mucous membrane lining the mouth, look for lesions on the palate as well as the mouth’s lining, evaluate the tongue, check the gums, and study the condition of tooth enamel.




Susan is a longtime patient with excellent periodontal health. Now thirty-one, she had been a patient since she was a teenager. When she came to see me for her regular quarterly checkup, her gums were inflamed and bled easily. I asked her if there had been any changes in her overall health. She said no. Then we both had an “ah-ha” moment. I knew that the rapid hormonal changes of very early pregnancy may cause sensitivity in the mouth and pregnancy gingivitis. She realized that her period was slightly late. It hadn’t occurred to her that she might be pregnant. When we told each other what we were thinking, we were both delighted. She called after her positive pregnancy test to tell me that I knew before she and her husband did.





The portal to the oral cavity is your lips. They show systemic changes through their color and hydration. For example, dry, cracking lips are sometimes seen in people with diabetes. Vitamin deficiencies can cause thin, receding lips.


A change in the color of the oral membrane is a most easily identified change. A pale color can indicate anemia. Hyperpigmentation or darkening may be the first indication of adrenal insufficiency with diseases like Addison’s. Chronic liver disease can turn the membrane in the area under the tongue and soft palate yellow. Changes in the color of the oral mucous membranes can be related to tobacco use, medications, and dietary insufficiencies as well. Erosion of the teeth—the wearing down of enamel—can be a symptom of gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD). Reflux is the result of acid backing up from the stomach, which can lead to the destruction of dental enamel.




Greg, who was in his mid-thirties, came to the office for a routine examination. I found a lump, a swelling on the inside of his left cheek that was not related to saliva glands, dental problems, or an external infection of the face. I was concerned. The oral pathologist I sent him to performed a biopsy. Greg was diagnosed with non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma. From his mouth, the cancer could easily have spread to the rest of his lymphatic system. Memorial Sloan Kettering made a customized chemotherapy cocktail for him, which saved his life.





To avoid bogging you down with too much medical information, I have created a table to give you an idea of where and how symptoms of systemic conditions can appear in the mouth.




Oral Symptoms of Systemic Disease


Disease: Diabetes mellitus


Inflammation: x


Tongue: x


Gums:


Teeth:


Symptoms: Gum bleeding, inflammation, and disease, yeast infection, smooth tongue, taste dysfunction, dry mouth, burning mouth syndrome, delayed wound healing


Disease: Anemia


Inflammation: x


Tongue: x


Gums:


Teeth:


Symptoms: Pale gum tissue and tongue, smooth tongue, yeast infection, ulcers, mucosal burning, pain, or tenderness


Disease: Addison’s disease


Inflammation: x


Tongue:


Gums:


Teeth:


Symptoms: Darkening gums, yeast infection


Disease: Chronic liver disease


Inflammation: x


Tongue:


Gums:


Symptoms: Yellow pigmentation in oral cavity


Disease: Hepatitis C


Inflammation: x


Tongue: 


Gums: 


Teeth: 


Symptoms: White, lacy patches; red, swollen gum tissues; open sores that may cause burning and pain


Disease: Crohn’s disease


Inflammation: x


Tongue: 


Gums: 


Teeth: 


Symptoms: Swollen gums and mucosa, ulcerated oral lesions


Disease: Ulcerative colitis


Inflammation: 


Tongue: x


Gums: 


Teeth: 


Symptoms: Canker sores inside lips or mucous membranes of the mouth where there is no attachment to bone


Disease: Sarcoidosis


Inflammation: 


Tongue: x


Gums: 


Teeth: 


Symptoms: Painless ulceration of gums, inside lips, or mucous membranes, and palate


Disease: Leukemia


Inflammation: 


Tongue: x


Gums: x


Teeth: 


Symptoms: Bleeding, enlarged gums, secondary infections like herpes or candida


Disease: HIV


Inflammation: 


Tongue: 


Gums: x


Teeth: 


Symptoms: Periodontal disease, ulcerative gingivitis, rapid loss of periodontal attachment, pain, bleeding gums, halitosis


Disease: Non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma


Inflammation: 


Tongue: 


Gums: x


Teeth: 


Symptoms: Nonpainful mass that enlarges slowly, often in the area between the cheek and teeth, the hard palate, or gum tissue


Disease: Reflux disease


Inflammation: 


Tongue: 


Gums: 


Teeth: x


Symptoms: Dental erosion, burning sensation, palatal lesions, water brash (regurgitation of an excessive accumulation of saliva from the lower part of the esophagus often with some acid material from the stomach—compare heartburn) or acidic saliva.


Disease: Bulimia/Anorexia


Inflammation: 


Tongue: 


Gums: 


Teeth: x


Symptoms: Dental erosion, increased caries rate, dry mouth, swelling of the salivary glands


Disease: Stress


Inflammation: x


Tongue: 


Gums: 


Teeth: x


Symptoms: Teeth grinding that leads to dental erosion, mouth sores, TMD disorders involving the jaw, and gum disease


Disease: Vitamin A deficiency


Inflammation: x


Tongue: 


Gums: 


Teeth: 


Symptoms: Dryness of membranes, lips retreat, inflammation at corner of mouth


Disease: Vitamin B12 deficiency


Inflammation: 


Tongue: x


Gums: 


Teeth: 


Symptoms: Swollen, red tongue; inflammation on corners of mouth


Disease: Vitamin B3 deficiency


Inflammation: 


Tongue: x


Gums: 


Teeth: 


Symptoms: Swollen, dark red, smooth tongue





As you can see on the table of oral symptoms, the tongue is an area in the mouth that can be a gauge of your overall health. Both Western and Chinese medicine diagnose illness based on the color and texture of the tongue. The color of your tongue can telegraph information about your circulatory system and the levels of oxygen in your body. Tongue coating can indicate how well your digestive system is working.


In Traditional Chinese Medicine, tongue diagnosis is a very important procedure, because the tongue is considered to be the window to the health of the entire body. A Chinese medicine practitioner examines the tongue first. Different parts of the tongue correspond to different internal organs and meridians in the Chinese system. Illustration 1 shows different locations and the organs believed to be connected.


I am not going into a full discussion of Traditional Chinese Medicine. I mention this only to show that thousands of years ago the Chinese were examining the tongue and mouth for symptoms of disharmony in the body. Oral examination has been considered an important diagnostic tool for millennia. Only recently has Western science begun to recognize the connection.


Illustration 1: The Tongue as a Map of the Organs in Traditional Chinese Medicine
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Bill, a new patient, was overweight at fifty-seven. As we reviewed his medical history, he said his gums were bleeding more than usual. When I examined his mouth, I found inflamed gums and signs of recurrent and new tooth decay. We reviewed his medical history. He told me he was working under extreme stress. He couldn’t get enough to drink, and he had developed strong food cravings. During our time together, he had to leave the dental chair twice to use the restroom. The symptoms were classic.


I sent him to a doctor, who found that Bill had type 2 diabetes. Poorly controlled diabetes increases the risk and severity of oral disease, and the rate of periodontal bone loss. Consistently high blood sugar can lead to a chronic inflammatory-immune response. The excess inflammatory substances make their way into the tissues that support the teeth, where they can loosen teeth, form pockets, and cause other oral complications, such as burning mouth syndrome, fungal infections, tooth decay, and salivary functional disorders.





A healthy tongue is pink and is covered with small papillae or nodules. Allowing you to talk, swallow, and taste food, your tongue is in constant use. If you experience a change in its normal appearance or soreness, you will notice, because tongue problems can be annoying and uncomfortable. Most problems will resolve quickly, but you should get medical advice if discoloration or pain lasts more than two weeks. Your tongue can be sending you warning signals. Let’s take a look at some of those symptoms and what causes them.


WHITE COATING OR PATCHES


If your tongue has a lumpy white coating the consistency of cottage cheese, you could have an oral yeast infection known as candidiasis or thrush. This condition can occur in people who have diabetes that is not well controlled, who are taking inhaled steroids for asthma or lung disease, who are on chemotherapy, or who have weakened immune systems. Oral thrush is likely to develop after the use of antibiotics, because antibiotics can kill off bacteria and allow yeast, which is not affected by antibiotics, to take over.


White patches on your tongue can be a symptom of leukoplakia, caused by excessive growth of cells in the mouth. Leukoplakia can develop when the tongue has been irritated. I often see it in patients who smoke. The patches can also be produced by the abrasion of a tooth rubbing against the tongue. The condition is not dangerous, but it can be a precursor to cancer, especially if you smoke. White patches on your tongue should send you to your dentist to find out what is causing the condition. A biopsy might be necessary.


Oral lichen planus consists of a network of raised white, lacey lines on the tongue. The condition usually heals on its own. My advice to my patients who develop a lacey tongue is to avoid smoking and limit eating foods that can cause irritation in the mouth, especially acidic foods, which you will learn about in Chapter 7.


STRAWBERRY OR RED TONGUE


A number of conditions can cause the tongue to turn red. In some cases, the texture can be smooth and glossy. In others, the tongue looks like a strawberry with enlarged taste buds dotting the surface. If you have a high fever and a red tongue, contact a doctor immediately. You could have scarlet fever and require antibiotics. If a child under the age of five develops a red tongue, redness and swelling in the hands and feet, and has a high fever, take the child to a doctor immediately. It could be Kawasaki syndrome, a rare autoimmune disease that affects the blood vessels.


Vitamin B12 and iron deficiencies may turn your tongue red. Vitamin B12 and iron are needed for papillae on the tongue to mature. If you are deficient in those two nutrients, you lose papillae, and your tongue takes on a smooth appearance. Vegetarians are prone to have low levels of B12, which is found in meat. Supplements are needed to make up the deficiency.


When reddish spots appear on your tongue, you probably have a common condition called geographic tongue, because the pattern of the red spots can look like a map. The patches are sometimes bordered in white and their positions on the tongue may shift. If the patches persist for more than two weeks, have your dentist take a look at your mouth to make sure the redness is actually geographic tongue, which is usually harmless. If your tongue feels sore, your doctor might prescribe an anti-inflammatory topical or antihistamine rinse.


BLACK, HAIRY TONGUE


This condition sounds much worse than it is, but it can be alarming. The papillae on the surface of your tongue are always growing. Though chewing, drinking, and talking usually wear them down, papillae may grow long for some people. Excessively long papillae provide a harbor for bacteria, which grow and look black. These overgrown papillae take on the appearance of hair. Smoking or drinking coffee or dark teas can contribute to the darkening. If you practice good oral hygiene, you are not likely to develop a black, hairy tongue. People who are diabetic, on antibiotics, or chemotherapy are more likely to develop the condition. Using a tongue scraper or brushing the tongue may be enough to solve the problem.


CRACKS AND CREVICES


Your tongue shows signs of aging, too, and wrinkling and cracks are not uncommon. Poor-fitting dentures can cause indentations on the sides of the tongue. Problems may arise if fungal infections develop inside the crevices, causing a bad odor, pain, and burning. Infections are treated with a topical antifungal medication. Drink plenty of water and brush your tongue if you have fissures on your tongue.


SORE, BUMPY TONGUE


Many factors may contribute to a sore, bumpy tongue, including:




[image: image] Trauma. Scalding your tongue with hot food or beverages can be painful until the tongue heals. Clenching or grinding your teeth can be irritating to the sides of the tongue.


[image: image] Enlarged papillae. Papillae that become infected or irritated and enlarged can be painful, especially when you eat and drink. Many conditions and actions cause enlarged, painful papillae. The chemicals that enter your mouth when you smoke cigarettes irritate the tongue, resulting in sore, enlarged papillae. Gastrointestinal issues can contribute to this problem. GERD and ulcerative colitis are known to cause the condition. Stress is involved in the development of enlarged papillae. Finally, enlarged papillae could be a sign of oral cancer. If symptoms of swollen papillae worsen or do not improve in a few weeks, consult a medical professional.


[image: image] Canker sores. These sores occur on the tongue and the lining of the mouth. After four or five days, the pain subsides and the ulcers should disappear within two weeks. The cause of canker sores is not known, but the odds are that it is something viral. Canker sores are associated with stress, and often appear when people are run down. Do not confuse a canker sore with a cold sore, which usually appears on the lips. A cold sore, which is caused by the herpes simplex virus, is extremely contagious. Symptoms of diabetes and anemia include a sore tongue.


[image: image] Oral cancer. Consult with your doctor if a sore or lump on your tongue is not gone in a week or two. Be aware that many early-stage oral cancers are not painful. Do not assume that you are fine if a sore or bump does not hurt.




BURNING TONGUE SYNDROME


Women are seven times more likely than men to develop this condition, which affects up to 15 percent of the population. Post-menopausal women in particular are more likely to suffer from this syndrome. Though the tongue looks normal, hormonal changes may cause a stinging and burning sensation, as if the tongue had been scalded. The mouth may feel dry and thirst increases. Taste may change and become bitter or metallic or taste might be lost entirely. The discomfort has many different patterns and can come and go.
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Now that you have an understanding of how the mouth serves as a mirror reflecting the internal state of your body, let’s look at the other side of this bidirectional relationship. As the gateway to the body, your mouth can act as an agent provocateur for systemic disease.
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