End of cavities: We may soon be able to regrow our teeth

Currently, the primary way to treat a cavity is to excavate the decay and the surrounding area before filling
the resulting crater with a durable surrogate material such as metal, plastic or glass cement.

But what if instead of drilling holes into teeth and patching them up with synthetic fillers, dentists could
coax our pearly whites to regrow themselves? Recently, Paul Sharpe, a bioengineer at King’s College
London, and his colleagues discovered a new way to do exactly this in mice. Last year they published a
study describing their innovative techniques in Scientific Reports.

Sharpe and his fellow researchers drilled holes into the molars of mice, mimicking cavities. They then
soaked tiny collagen sponges (which are made from the same protein found in dentin) in various drugs
known to stimulate Wnt signaling.

The scientists then placed these drug-soaked sponges in the drilled mouse molars, sealed them up and
left them for four to six weeks. The teeth treated with these drugs produced significantly more dentin than
ones untreated or stuffed with an unsoaked sponge or typical dental fillers. In most cases the technique
restored the rodents’ pearly whites to their former intact state.

In order to formally introduce this treatment to modern dentistry, however, the researchers will need to
perform clinical trials with human patients. Such work is at least several years away, Sharpe says.
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