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18 Small Animal Dental Procedures for Veterinary Technicians and Nurses

Directional Terminology’

The mouth has its own terminology related to location of tooth, direction in mouth, and
position related to the tongue and cheeks. Learning this terminology will aid the veteri-
nary technician in performing an oral exam and assisting the veterinarian. The following
terms relate to the tooth surface (see Fig. 1.14):

m Medial: Toward the midline of the face
m Distal: Away from the midline of the face
m Vestibular: Toward the vestibule or lips (interchangeable with labial or buccal)
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Figure 1.14 Directional terminology (Illustration by Brenda Gregory).

Labial: Toward the lips, used for the incisors and canines
Buccal: Toward the cheeks, used for premolars and molars
Facial: Surfaces of rostral teeth visible from the front
Lingual: Toward the tongue, used in the mandible

Palatal: Toward the palate, used in the maxilla

Coronal: Toward the crown of the tooth

Apical: Toward the root of the tooth

Contact, proximal, or occlusal: Toward adjoining teeth in same jaw
Interproximal: Between two teeth

Cusp: Point of the tooth

Cervical or neck: Area of tooth where crown and root meet

Abbreviations

Abbreviations aid dental charting and record keeping. The two primary forms of abbre-
viation for tooth identification in veterinary dentistry are the proper identification sequence
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and the Triadan system. Chapter 5 discusses abbreviations for oral pathology. The Ameri-
can Veterinary Dental College continuously updates abbreviations.

Proper Identification Sequence

This version of tooth identification involves using dentition (permanent or primary—
indicated with small case “d” for deciduous), arch (maxilla/mandible, often upper/lower),
quadrant (left or right), and tooth (using tooth formula abbreviations: I, C, PM, and M).
The proper identification is, for example, the permanent mandibular left first molar using
subscripts and superscripts, the shorthand is M. The primary (deciduous) maxillary right
third incisor is indicated as dI’.

Triadan System

Adopted by the American Veterinary Dental College, the Triadan system identifies each
tooth with a three-digit number. The first number indicates the quadrant of the tooth’s
location and its dentition (primary or permanent): maxillary right = 1 (5 for primary),
maxillary left = 2 (6), mandibular left = 3 (7), and mandibular right = 4 (8). Based on
the full dentition of a pig, second and third numbers follow sequentially with incisors
being numbers 01, 02, and 03, canines = 04, premolars = 05, 06, 07, and 08, and
molars = 09, 10, 11. Adult cats normally are missing the maxillary first premolar and
mandibular first and second premolars. The numbering system remains intact and skips
these missing teeth. An easy device for remembering the Triadan system is the canine
teeth are always number 4 and the fourth premolars are always number 8. Using the
above examples, the permanent mandibular left first molar is tooth 309. The primary
(deciduous) maxillary right third incisor is tooth number 503. A cat’s permanent right
mandibular fourth premolar, even though it is the second premolar found in the mouth,
is tooth number 408. Remember, cats normally are missing teeth 405 and 406 (Figs. 1.15
and 1.16).
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Figure 1.15 Canine Triadan tooth numbering system (Illustration by Brenda Gregory).
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Figure 1.16 Feline Triadan tooth numbering system (lllustration by Brenda Gregory).
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