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Lots of people think that all dentists use little mirrors and loud tools
like dental drills, but there is a type of dentist who does not need
these things: the oral and maxillofacial pathologist. Can you believe
that oral pathologists do not actually treat the teeth or even meet
the patient? The oral pathologist receives a tiny piece of tissue from
the patient, usually obtained through a small surgery called a biopsy.
Then, a super tiny slice of that tissue is prepared and placed on a
glass slide, and the oral pathologist looks at it through a microscope
to figure out what disease the patient might have. This information
is important to give the patient the right treatment. Do you want to
learn more about this process and about the healthcare professional
who does not meet the patient face-to-face? Keep reading to find
out all these answers and more!

DENTISTS DO MUCH MORE THAN LOOK AT TEETH!

While many people imagine dentists using mouth mirrors and noisy
tools like drills and suction tubes, there is one type of dentist who does
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ORAL AND
MAXILLOFACIAL
PATHOLOGIST

A dentist who
specializes in
diagnosing oral
diseases through
careful examination of
tissue samples under
a microscope.

DIAGNOSIS

Figuring out exactly
which sickness or
condition a person has.

CLINICAL DENTIST

A dentist who practices
in a clinical setting,
meaning they provide
direct patient care. A
clinical dentist can be a
general dentist or

a specialist.

LESION

Anything that looks
unusual, such as a spot
or area in the body that
hurts or looks different
from the rest of

the tissue.

RADIOLOGIST

A professional who
uses X-rays and other
imaging tools to see
inside the body and
help diagnose diseases.

not rely on any of these items: the oral and maxillofacial pathologist.
These dentists specialize in diagnosing diseases that affect the mouth,
jaws, and surrounding areas through careful examination of tissue
samples under a microscope. The word pathology comes from the
Greek words “pathos”, which means suffering, and “logos”’, which
means study. In this article, we will explain how oral and maxillofacial
pathologists (which we will call oral pathologist, for simplicity) are a
critical part of the team of professionals that helps diagnose and treat
oral diseases.

The dentists that look into patients’ mouths do not just take care of
teeth—their job goes much further. They also check the health of
the entire mouth, including the lips, tongue, cheeks, gums, palate,
upper jaw, lower jaw, and even the salivary glands, among other
parts. Various diseases can affect the mouth, showing up as lumps,
swellings, unusual-colored spots, or small, painful sores. Dentists are
professionals who can diagnose and treat these issues. So, the next
time you visit the dental office, remember that dentists are experts on
more than just teeth!

Dentists who work directly with patients are called clinical dentists,
and they are trained to identify anything that looks unusual in the
mouth. Clinical dentists include general dentists (dentists who can
handle many basic dental issues) and specialists (dentists who focus
on specific areas and have extra training for more complex problems),
as orthodontists (who straightens teeth using braces or aligners),
periodontists (who treats gum diseases), oral surgeons (who performs
complex surgeries in the mouth), oral medicine specialists (who
received additional training in the clinical diagnosis and management
of oral problems and their relationship with systemic diseases),
and others.

EXPLORING HOW ORAL DISEASES ARE DIAGNOSED

The process of diagnosing an oral disease usually begins in the clinical
dentist’s office. The patient explains their concern while the dentist
asks questions and examines the patient. During the questioning,
the dentist asks about the patient’'s medical history and about the
history of the problem the patient is experiencing. Sometimes, just
by talking to the patient and observing characteristics like age, race,
gender, and habits, as well as details about the lesion (like location,
size, color, texture, how long it has been there), the dentist can
make a diagnosis and suggest treatment. However, additional tests
are sometimes needed, such as blood tests, imaging tests (like X-rays
and other types of medical imaging) and microscopic examinations. In
these situations, making a diagnosis becomes a team effort involving
various dental or medical specialties (Figure 1).

The radiologist plays a crucial role in analyzing imaging tests, which
are vital for understanding the exact location of a lesion, especially
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Figure 1

Diagnosing dental
problems begins at the
clinical dentist's office.
This dentist asks about
the patient’'s medical
history and any mouth
problems they are
experiencing, and also
does an exam.
Sometimes, just by
looking and asking
questions, the dentist
can figure out what is
wrong and suggest
treatment. Other times,
the dentist asks for
extra tests, and
performs a biopsy. The
oral pathologist
examines the biopsy
tissue under a
microscope, helping to
reach the diagnosis and
guide the best
treatment. The right
diagnosis and
treatment are the goals.
The championship is
won when the patient
receives the best care.

BIOPSY

A surgery to remove a
small piece of tissue
from the body to be
examined under a
microscope to check
for disease.

CLINICAL EXAM

The clinical dentist:
conducts an

CLINICAL
HYPOTHESIS

BIOPSY

+ Ifitisnecessary, a

DIAGNOSIS

Al the information
obtained through these
steps helps the team to
make a diagnosis, so
the patient can be

the history of the
disease;

biopsy can be given the right

performed by the treatment.

clinical dentist. J
* Theoral and -

maxillofacial

pathologist

The dentist might have a
good idea of what is
wrong based on the
information from the
firstexam. He/ she can:

interview to know
about the patient’s
general health and
* looks at the inside
nd outside of the

patient's mouth.

B

* suggesttreatment;
* orlook for more info

(extra tests like X-

examines the biopsy
tissue under a
microscope.

rays, lab tests, or
even a biopsy).

Figure 1

when it is inside the bone or below the surface where it cannot be
seen directly. Many different kinds of lesions can look similar to the
naked eye and on imaging exams. So, to accurately determine what is
happening and reach the correct diagnosis, it is essential to understand
the types of cells that are in the lesion, at the tiniest level. This is where
a biopsy comes in [1].

A biopsy involves surgically removing part or all of the lesion to
examine its microscopic structure. Biopsies can be performed by any
clinical dentist. The tissue removed during surgery is placed in a special
liquid to prevent it from breaking down, and then it is sent to the
laboratory. In the lab, an oral pathologist examines the tissue sample
to determine its composition and characteristics, helping to reach the
diagnosis and guide the appropriate treatment.

THE MICROSCOPE AS AN ORAL PATHOLOGIST'S TOOL

Oral and maxillofacial pathology is a special area of dentistry
that focuses on understanding, identifying, and managing diseases
in the mouth and face (https://ncrdscb.ada.org/recognized-dental-
specialties). It is a bit different from other dental specialties [2]. The
oral pathologist does not usually talk to patients directly or examine
them like clinical dentists do. Instead, these dentists receive the biopsy
samples from clinical dentists, which must be examined. In the lab,
the biopsy fragment has to be prepared to be looked at under a
microscope, which is like a super magnifying glass. Microscopes work
by shining light through an object and making it bigger so it can
be seen more clearly. If the object is too thick, the light cannot get
through. That is why the biopsy tissue must be prepared by creating
a glass slide with a very thin slice of the biopsy material, colored with
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Figure 2

The steps of diagnosis,
from the dental office
to the oral pathology
laboratory. The tissue
from the biopsy (1, 2) is
first fixed (3) so that it
will not break down.
Then, in the lab, the
tissue is soaked in
different substances in
the tissue processor (4)
to make it harder and
easier to cut into very
thin slices using a
microtome (5). The
transparent tissue slices
are stained with special
dyes (6) so that the cells
and tissues can be seen
(7). Finally, the sample
can be examined under
the microscope by the
oral pathologist (8).

special dyes. These dyes help the oral pathologist see tissues and cells
that cannot be seen with the naked eye (Figure 2).
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Figure 2

When oral pathologists look at tissues under a microscope, they are
looking for specific signs that are different from those of healthy tissue.
First, the oral pathologist must know what normal tissue looks like.
Here are some things they check for: cell shape and size, the presence
of unusual-looking cells, cell arrangement (such as disorganized cells)
and color and staining (abnormal cells might stain differently with dyes
than normal cells do). After examining the tissue's cells and figuring out
whatis going on, the oral pathologist writes a report with the diagnosis.
This report helps the clinical dentist decide on the best way to help the
patient, kind of like putting together all the pieces of a puzzle to find
the right treatment.

COMMUNICATION IS KEY

Making a diagnosis is a team effort that involves clinical info and all
the other tests we mentioned, so good communication is extremely
important for success [3]. Since the oral pathologist does not meet
the patient, all the info the dentist shares with the oral pathologist is
valuable. This info includes the patient’s name, medical history, details
about the problem, and what the dentist thinks might be going on.
Likewise, the oral pathologist must talk clearly with the clinical dentist,
giving them clear reports to help choose the best treatment. It is really
important to avoid any confusion in this communication. Sometimes
just a quick phone call can fix things. The oral pathologist does not
have a crystal ball to predict the future, but they can see the disease
through the crystal lens of the microscope! The patient’s future, like
the diagnosis and treatment, depends on teamwork [3].
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Figure 3

The oral health team.
Many kinds of
professionals can be
part of this special
team, and each one
brings their own skills

to help diagnose, treat,

and heal the patient.
The team is put
together based on the
specific needs of each
patient. Usually, the
clinical dentist (a
general dentist or a
specialist, as an oral
medicine specialist)
acts as the coach,
organizing the team
and making sure
everyone works
together smoothly.

Imagine that oral health is like playing soccer, and healthcare
professionals are the players on the team (Figure 3). Just like a
soccer team works together to win, these healthcare professionals
join forces as a team to figure out the problem, treat it, and help
the patient get better. The oral pathologist plays a critical role in this
process by helping to accurately diagnose the patient's condition.
Each professional has a special job on the team, but when they work
together, they make a big difference in taking care of the patient!

Figure 3
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