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Dental Care for Autistic Adults:
The Crisis Nobody Talks About

A toothache doesn't announce itself politely in an adult who can't
easily say where it hurts. It shows up as self-injury, food refusal, or
a sleepless week, and too often nobody connects the dots to a
mouth nobody's looked inside in years.

BY JIM PALASTY -

11 MIN READ - WHY ROUTINE DENTAL CARE

DISAPPEARS AT EXACTLY THE WRONG MOMENT

How it works

STEP 1

Coverage disappears exactly

at adulthood

Federal Medicaid dental mandates end @
at 20, right as sensory and behavioral
barriers to dental care are at their most

entrenched.

What drives the dental care gap

No federal adult
mandate

State-by-state Medicaid
variation

Sensory barriers

Provider training gaps

Sedation access and
cost

STEP 2

barriers compound it

Bright lights, unfamiliar touch, and

even a question.

Coverage required through 20, not
guaranteed after

Fewer than half of states cover
comprehensive adult dental

Lights, sounds, and touch sensitivities
complicate visits

Few dentists are trained in autism-specific
accommodation

Sedation dentistry isn't universally covered
or available

Sensory and communication

unpredictable sounds make dental visits
genuinely difficult before coverage is

. )

FEDERAL MANDATE FOR ADULT
MEDICAID DENTAL COVERAGE

Federal law requires dental coverage for
children through age 20. It requires nothing
for adults. Fewer than half the states fill that

gap with comprehensive adult dental
Medicaid.
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THREE STEPS

STEP 3

Untreated pain becomes
behavior

©

Dental pain left unaddressed frequently
surfaces as self-injury, aggression, or
withdrawal, misread as a behavioral
issue rather than a medical one.

THE SELF-INJURY THAT WAS ACTUALLY
A MOLAR

Desmond's self-injurious head-hitting had
escalated over three weeks, and two
providers had already suggested a behavioral
intervention plan before anyone examined his
mouth. His mother insisted on a dental exam
as a first step, not a last resort. He had a
cracked molar with a developing abscess.
The head-hitting stopped within days of
treatment, without any behavioral plan ever
being implemented.

THREE WEEKS OF ESCALATING SELF-
INJURY TURNED OUT TO BE A CRACKED

TOOTH NOBODY HAD THOUGHT TO
CHECK FIRST.
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What matters, at a glance
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Sensory barriers are real and
specific

Bright overhead lights, unfamiliar mouth
sensations, and unpredictable sounds
make a dental chair a genuinely difficult
sensory environment.

Adult Medicaid dental is
inconsistent

Fewer than half of states provide
comprehensive adult dental Medicaid
coverage, leaving huge gaps depending
entirely on geography.

Pain often surfaces as behavior
first

Self-injury, aggression, food refusal, and
sleep disruption are common signs of
untreated dental pain in adults who can't
easily report it verbally.

Sedation options exist

Nitrous oxide, oral conscious sedation, IV
sedation, and general anesthesia are all
established options for cases
desensitization can't resolve.

Home hygiene strategies help

Practical caregiver strategies for daily oral

hygiene reduce how often intensive
intervention becomes necessary.

Document the connection

Recording behavioral changes alongside
any suspected dental issue builds the
case needed to get providers to actually
investigate.

BRING THESE - CHECK AS YOU GO
(] Alog of behavioral changes, with dates and possible (7] Your state's adult Medicaid dental coverage details
triggers
(] Contact information for a sedation-capable dental provider (] Ahome oral hygiene routine appropriate for sensory needs
(] Apain communication card to bring to every dental visit
4 I
When behavior changes and you suspect pain, here is what to do
@ Rule out dental pain before assuming a purely behavioral cause.
@ Ask your dentist directly about sedation options if a routine exam isn't feasible.
@ Document behavioral changes alongside any suspected physical cause.
@ Check your state's adult Medicaid dental coverage specifically.
@ Build a home oral hygiene routine to reduce escalation frequency.
@ Push back if a provider dismisses dental pain as a possible cause too quickly.
A behavior plan can't fix a cracked tooth. Rule out pain first, every time, before assuming the behavior is the whole story.
- J

DENTAL CARE RESOURCES

The Special Care Dentistry Association (scdaonline.org) maintains a directory of providers trained
in treating patients with developmental disabilities, including sedation dentistry options.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Check your state Medicaid agency's website directly for adult dental coverage details, since

benefits vary significantly by state.

Informational only. Not legal or medical advice. Verify current program rules before acting.
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Jim Palasty

Jim Palasty is the founder of OASIS for Autism and a
single father of an adult autistic daughter in Michigan.
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