What is Root Canal Treatment?

Can’t I just have antibiotics?

Root canal treatment, or Endodontic treatment,
is a procedure where the pulp and nerve of a
tooth is removed to eliminate pain caused by an
infection or abscess. This would most likely be
caused by decay progressing deep into the tooth
and aggravating the nerve, which will infect the
nerve and blood vessels as the bacteria from
the decay goes into the nerve. Another reason
for root canal treatment could be due to a
trauma. If a tooth has been knocked hard, but
not necessarily fractured, it could need a root
canal treatment as the nerve becomes bruised
and will eventually die.

You will more than likely be given some
antibiotics when you initially come to the
dentist, if you are in pain or there is severe
swelling present, but the medication will only
help suppress the pain and swelling but does
not kill the bacteria in the infection. Therefore
although you might not be in pain after the
antibiotics, you will still need treatment. If you
do not have the treatment advised to you by the
dentist, you will at some point in time be in pain
again and will need to come back for the
treatment eventually.

An illustration of a tooth with a decayed cavity
that has reached the nerve, causing infection to
build at the base of the root (abscess).
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Like any dental treatment, a root canal
procedure is not pleasant and may be a little
uncomfortable, but it certainly doesn’t need to
be painful. A local anaesthetic is used before
the procedure so the tooth is numb, and if the
tooth is severely infected and the patient still
feels some pain and does not want to continue
then a medication can be placed, and the
treatment attempted another time once the pain
has settled.

What happens to the tooth after the root
canal treatment?
Generally the dentist would like to place a filling
in the tooth, and to let the tooth settle. This
time that the filling is in place will determine if
the root canal treatment has worked as it would
be hoped. If you are still in pain, then it may be
the case that you require a referral to a
specialist for treatment using microscopes to
help find the infection and remove as much of it
as physically possible. If the tooth is fine and
you are no longer in pain and there is no
swelling, the tooth can either be left as it is with
the filling or a crown can be placed at a later
date to help strengthen the tooth. It may occur
that if the tooth is left with a filling in place, it
could later on fracture, if this is the case, then a
crown would certainly need to be placed.

A tooth that has been isolated with a rubber
dam (green rubber around the tooth), and a

prepared cavity ready to begin the root canal
treatment.

Illustration showing a root canal file where the
aggravated nerve resides.

Will the Root Canal Treatment work?
The dentist will try their utmost to ensure the
root canal treatment is successful, but we can
never guarantee that all of your symptoms will
subside.
When a tooth is prepared for the
treatment, it can sometimes prove very difficult
to find all of the canals in the tooth; therefore
all the nerves cannot be removed. If this is the
case, the dentist can continue with the canals
they can find and see if the tooth settles. If it
does, then that is great, if it does not, then
specialist treatment may be required. Every
tooth in every mouth is different, but rest
assured the dentist will do their best to remove
all the infection they can to give you the best
result possible.
Also of the roots of the tooth are curved, it is
much more difficult to access all of the nerve in
the canal as it will bend following the shape of
the root. The instruments we use are straight
and if pushed into the curve too much will snap
in the tooth. If when an x-ray is taken and you
are told you have curved roots, you may require
a referral to a specialist.

