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One of the responsibilities that falls on us as Shih Tzu owners is the maintenance of our dogs’ health. One of the main areas of health concerns dental health. This has received much attention in the last decade. There are many new products available for home dental care and much more awareness than ever about this aspect of pet health. There are some veterinarians who specialize in mouth and dental care now. Many general vets perform routine cleaning and extractions as part of their service as well. Some owners diligently brush their pet’s teeth and provide their pets with regular dental examinations and cleaning. How ever you choose to care for your pet’s dental care is a matter of choice. This issue is dedicated to giving you some ideas and possible options to consider. 

There are many questions when it comes to dental care. Some of the things to consider would be; what type of anesthesia does my vet use? How will the cleaning be done? Will the teeth be hand scaled or will a “Cavitron” or other sonic device be used? Who will perform the service? Will my vet do the cleaning himself or will one of his/her technicians do it? How skilled are the technicians? Will he polish the teeth afterwards? Will he do any extractions? Does he give any post surgical care or medications? What can I do at home?  Let’s address some of these issues: 

First of all clean teeth are very important to a dog’s general health. Just as with a human, poor teeth and lack of oral hygiene or dental care can have long-term ill effects on general health and well being. A well-documented condition has been associated with this phenomenon called vegetative endocarditis. This is the result of dirty mouth/teeth and the bacteria shedding down the throat and into the system, causing the heart lining to become infected/inflamed. This can greatly reduce your dog’s life span. Coughing is one sign of a heart condition. Often a shih tzu starts losing teeth and having dental problems around/after age 6. This might seem a young age for heart related problems but if undetected or left unchecked, this often leads to a heart murmur and or enlarged heart in later years. I have seen and heard of this many times in the Shih Tzu. Some shih tzu are reportedly prone to tonsillitis. This makes one wonder if that condition too, might also be a result of a dirty mouth or neglected dental hygiene. Vitamin C and purified drinking water can help with keeping your dog’s mouth healthy. CO Q10 is good for keeping the gums healthy too.  

It’s never too early to start cleaning your dog’s teeth. IF THEY ARE DIRTY. If someone tells you your dog’s teeth need cleaning check for yourself. Don’t just assume they do and have your dog put under anesthetic unnecessarily. You can easily tell if they are dirty by pulling back the gums and examining them yourself. If there is tartar or scale or a brownish buildup on the canines, molars or base of any incisors, it’s time to get those babies cleaned. Plaque is the bacterial build up on teeth and the scale is calcium deposits. With your older doggies, check for any loose or broken teeth and examine gums. Any apparent soreness, redness, loose teeth, lumps or abnormal discolorations should be brought to your vet’s attention. Bad odor or breath is a sign that it’s time for a cleaning, too. Sometimes even hair can lodge between a Shih Tzu’s teeth or get trapped in their mouth/throat and cause a terrible odor. Be sure to check for this yourself. 

How do you get your dog to become comfortable with mouth examines? Start out with a gentle but firm attitude and hand. Gently place your dog/puppy in your lap and gently open their mouth a few times. They may resist this at first. Don’t insist on perfect behavior, rather make it fun. Baby talk them and perhaps give them a tidbit if they comply. Praise well for compliance! When they are used to that then start examining teeth and gums. After a few weeks you should be able to easily work with your pet. You can graduate from there to use of a mirror and scaler. If you do decide to scale your pet’s teeth yourself, a gentle steady hand is best to avoid any damage to gums or enamel. You can use a bit of 3% peroxide to clean your scaler and wipe teeth and gum surfaces. 

Always disinfect your scaler between dogs and before each use. You can buy cold sterilizer for this purpose. Buy a good quality stainless steel scaler as you don’t want it to break. You can buy these from some dental offices or some scissor/blade suppliers and some pet catalog or vet suppliers. A good quality scaler will cost about $20. Choose a time to begin when both you and your dog are relaxed and there is no hurry, distractions or interruptions. 

You can also clean your dog’s teeth yourself in a number of ways. You can buy products specifically made for cleaning your best friend’s teeth.  You will have noticed doggie toothpastes and brushes. There are finger tip rubber like brushes that work well and then there are little scrubbers on the end of a toothbrush handle.(Plaque Whacker is one brand.) This is made of the same green scrubby stuff you use to scrub pots and pans. Be very careful using this as it can abrade delicate gums. You can also just buy the green stuff and cut it up in to little squares yourself. You may choose to use the green pads or gauze pads with some baking soda to gently clean teeth and freshen doggie breath. Dr. Foster and Smith and other companies offer “ready to use” gauze pads for convenient and fast cleaning at home. These are called “Dental Wipes”.  There are Pedigree dental bones made specifically to clean teeth. Many other such products reportedly do a fairly good job of helping keep your pet’s teeth clean. Remember no two dogs are exactly alike. One littermate may have excellent teeth and the sister or brother may not. These dogs have the same parents and same food and still individual variations occur. You really have to watch for signs of problems and inspect your pet’s mouth on a regular basis.

My mentors and books tell me that it’s not dry hard kibble or even hard biscuits as many people like to believe that keep a dog’s teeth clean. Rather, it’s the enzymes in the dog’s saliva that take care of his teeth. This is why good food, particularly, fresh and raw foods (with live enzymes) daily are so important. Food no matter what kind softens quickly and is ground and swallowed before it can really have any effect on cleaning teeth. 

Something chewable used to clean teeth has to be pretty tough. It would have to have an abrasive action, too and not dissolve into particles to accumulate along the gum line. 

Feeding soft and processed food along with lots of store bought treats, loaded with sugar, salt and coloring agents just isn’t good for your pet or his/her mouth or immune system.

Some folks try too hard to please their pets and literally kill them with kindness. They only feed them what they like to eat. (Shih Tzu are little charmers and will work this advantage for all it’s worth!) This can be unhealthy if it goes on for a long period of time. Giving pets unlimited or unmonitored access to treats or table food can cause problems. This can happen in regard to unbalanced fat content, mineral imbalances and or unutilizable food value. Dogs can develop anal gland problems, pancreatitis, obesity and dental disease from careless or “overly” caring feeding practices. Some people feed only soft or canned food to their pet. This can have a rather bad effect on the mouth as there is no chewing or abrasive action of any sort and little or no enzymes are required to break down the food. Again, anal gland problems are often a result as well. No canine diet should consist of only canned or only dry foods. A combination is better but fresh, raw and cooked foods are always the best choices for our canine companions.

One of my mentors recommended raw beef rib bones to me for my own doggies. He was a vet who had cleaned one of my dogs' teeth. He had also done an extraction without giving my little guy and antibiotic. My dog, my precious little Starlord, (my very first champion with my own kennel name on him) was only 7 years old. He developed a salivary gland abscess shortly after and just below the extraction site. When the vet tried to drain it, the gland ruptured and Starlord died from the drainage affecting his heart. I was devastated and so sad to think that such a thing could happen. The vet felt so bad he told me he had thrown his Cavitron machine away. He walked me to the door of his office and told me to go to the butcher shop. He pointed it out to me. He told me to go there and get some bones and let nature clean those teeth. He also told me he had seen the evidence that it worked effectively. I did this for many years. It does work. Shih Tzu of course get very messy faces from eating bones. I’ve found if you will do this about once a month before a bath, it does work for a good and safe cleaning. First trim all the fat, meat and knuckles away. Then offer the fresh raw beef rib bones. You will see the dogs take them between their paws and scour their back teeth with the bones. Older dogs may not want a bone if their teeth are loose or their mouths are tender. (Have dentistry done and then offer them again later on.)  Take the bones away when they get old or start to crack or break. Remember they have to be raw. Dr. Wysong advocates giving raw chicken wings to dogs to do this job by the way. (Dr. Wysong is a very far thinking and knowledgeable man in terms of health of all species. His company offers many innovative products for both humans and pets.) Some people do not like bones as they feel they make break or chip teeth. Don’t use little round bones as these sometimes lodge around the lower jaw and have to be removed with a saw by the vet. (!) Rawhide softens too much to effectively clean teeth and it may become slimy and choke your dog. This makes rawhide a poor choice for real cleaning. Ground rawhide from US sources is a better choice. It satisfies the chewing instinct and some abrasive action may take place.

There are dental rings, Greenies, Paddy Wacks and many other offerings to induce you to buy them to improve and maintain your pet’s teeth. I had been a big fan of Greenies for years. One of my old vets mentioned that these were very high in protein. (50%) So for older dogs I would be careful giving too many of those. If you see they are helping keep teeth clean, then an occasional Greenie shouldn’t hurt. Some doggies prefer Greenies to their normal diet. Letting your doggie make this choice isn’t a good idea. Limit Greenies and other chews to once a week or twice a month. The packages say you can give them daily. (Good for the company but maybe not so good for doggies.) Some doggies will eat “paddy whacks” until they damage their intestinal lining with the abrasive fragments of the stuff. You can see fresh blood in their stools as evidence of this. You can cut these into smaller strips with a power or hack saw to limit consumption. I have stopped giving these myself. The last ones I ordered were so greasy and misshapen that I returned them. Patty wacks are not bones. They’re beef neck cartilage. They were more convenient than preparing the raw bones. I also have used Booda bones made of cornstarch but I really don’t know if they clean teeth. The dogs do like to chew them, though. The little Nylabones carrot bones are also popular and have some abrasive action. Shih tzu may use them sometimes for help in keeping their own teeth clean. 


There are other products you can use on your gauze pads to clean besides baking soda. You can purchase a product at a pharmacy called Glyoxide. One dental vet recommended this product. You might also try Oxyfresh Pet Gel. It is used to loosen plaque. Oxyfresh also makes a product that may be added to water to keep teeth clean. Ora Vet is another new product that you can purchase from your vet to keep your dog’s teeth clean at home. It is also a gel. You use it once a week.

Something else to consider: If you “free feed” your pet, that is the term for leaving out food, you may be adding to dental problems. A dog who nibbles is like a child who snacks. This feeding method may encourage plaque formation.  Feeding your dog twice a day and always adding some fresh and raw food will go a long way towards helping him maintain his own good healthy normal flora and encourage enzymatic action in his mouth.

Sometimes an older dog can have their teeth cleaned without an anesthetic. The vet may just use a mild tranquilizer. If the vet does his own hand scaling this can be very safe and effective. Many vets would rather not use this method as veterinary anesthesia is considered very safe these days. The reason anesethia is preferred is because the vet can easily get under the gum line where bacteria can accumulate and gingivitis (inflammation) may occur. With a dog resisting his efforts or biting him he just can’t get the job done. However for a very old or infirm dog, using a mild tranquilizer is an option.

Always make sure your vet is not new to brachycephalic dogs (short nosed breeds). He should have experience in working with toy dogs. Always a good idea to ask the breeder or kennel club before letting a new vet put your shih tzu under anesthesia. If you don’t know anyone, ask around, call and ask neighbors or groomers for a recommendation.

Sometimes one vet in an office is better than another, too. Go meet a couple of vets for routine exams before scheduling dentistry and talk to people in the waiting room, too.

Make sure that polishing is part of the dental service. This is important or the cleaning can result in teeth surface becoming damaged and getting dirtier even faster.

Shih tzu are sensitive to some drugs. One in particular is Ace Promazine. I don’t let anyone use it on my own dogs. I mention it to any new vet I go to and ask them to mark my chart. It is a common vet tranquilizer and many use it routinely. However, I know my dogs and many other Shih Tzu react badly to it. I wouldn’t want the dogs to have any problems unnecessarily.


 There are several very good gas anesthetics that are virtually unabsorbed by the body and can be used safely on dogs of most any age. If the vet is competent and equipment is maintained there should be no problems associated with a canine dentistry. Having said that, a friend of mine had her dog’s teeth cleaned and was very surprised to find she had a huge bill and that her dog’s jaw had been wired when she went to pick her up. It seems her pet’s jaw was broken during the cleaning. This was a truly unfortunate and sad incident. This is a very good vet who I had used myself. When I mentioned this to another vet, I was promptly told, ”I ‘ve had that problem with my technicians, too.” It's bad enough the jaw was broken and dog was injured in this way. The owner’s trust was violated, as she believed the vet was doing the cleaning himself. In addition the owner was charged for something that shouldn’t have happened. This is bad enough; consider the trauma to the poor dog.  

No matter how careful or protective we are of our pets, accidents do happen. Anyone who inadvertently lets a puppy jump from a couch or bed onto a hard floor surface risks having them break a jaw. Falling or jumping from a grooming table is a very common cause of a broken jaw. The jaw is a commonly injured part of the Shih Tzu as they have a short, small boned, undershot jaw and they are heavy for their size.  Many grooming accidents happen with Shih Tzu. Clipping or scissoring the tongue is common. Overheating and heat stroke can occur when a dog is left in hot unventilated dryer. 

I once had a dog’s jaw dislocated when I took one of my old ones in for the removal of an abscessed tooth. The only vet in town tried to pull it. I heard my little Minky cry out. This vet brought her back out and handed her to me. I put her in her crate and paid the bill and took her home. When I took her out of her crate at home Minky’s mouth hung to the side and she could no longer even eat on her own. On top of that, the tooth had not even been pulled! I was very upset. Minky was very tiny and over 15 years old at the time. When my friend and vet, Dr. Olsen came back to town, she effortlessly pulled Minky’s tooth and never even touched her injured jaw. Sometimes it’s technique and skill, not the fact one vet is better equipped than other or even more experienced. Watch your vet. Make sure they are not too heavy handed with your pet. If they won’t let you watch what they do, don’t leave your pet. I wish I hadn’t let Minky out of my sight. I never had before and I really regretted it. I felt so badly for her after what happened. Better to take time and be careful and selective. Better to have a vet mad at you than to have a trusting pet injured or dead.  If you have any reservations or if it’s really a problem that can wait, take time to find another (hopefully better) place, another vet or get a second opinion. Try to get a referral or recommendation from someone you trust. I can tell you from my own experience that it’s far better to do that than live with the alternative or consequences of making a bad decision on your pet’s behalf.

Here are some pet items featuring Shih Tzu that might be of interest to readers:

[image: image4.wmf]Danbury mint has some other Shih Tzu items. If readers are interested please contact me for photos and more information on those items. (They have another plate and afghan for example.) Address: The Danbury Mint

47 Richards Ave., PO Box 5265, Norwalk, CT 06860-0105

I now have 2 doggie sweater patterns I will share with anyone who would like to try their hand at knitting a doggie sweater. Please contact me for a copy.

Using polar fleece can easily make Shih Tzu sweaters/coats. You can use pinking sheers or even regular shears. Fleece doesn’t fray and doesn’t require finishing of the cut ends. By using velcro and fabric adhesive, you might be able to create a fashion statement without any sewing at all. You can make a sweater by using a single thickness and a coat by doubling the fleece. I don’t have a “real” pattern but then are easy to make. Measure your dogs back length and make a band big enough to come over part of the body cloth. That will be the “sash” that velcros back towards the body to keep the coat on. A neckpiece with velcro closure is optional. One could also sew your neck pieces together or even cut it into the pattern. If anyone does have a pattern like this they would like to share, please let me know. Readers are welcome to one of my homemade patterns.

Let me know if you have any other ideas for making pet sweaters or cold weather shirts or coats.  

This darling little model made this product more appealing. What do you think?
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Also in the same catalog the item below:         (see directly above for web address)
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Happy Healthy New year to you and your little Shih Tzu!!!

 © chris jones  Note: All opinions are soley my own. I welcome all Comments, additions, submissions from shih tzu lovers anywhere, please email me at chinai@eaznet.com 

