
Guidance for Safe Use, Handling,  
Cleaning, and Storage of Toothbrushes
in Child Care Settings and Elementary Schools

Toothbrushing with fluoride toothpaste 
in child care settings (e.g., child 

care centers, Head Start programs) and 
elementary schools is a great group learning 
activity. It allows for teachable moments 
when staff can model, coach, and promote 
good toothbrushing habits. Brushing with 
fluoride toothpaste strengthens tooth 
enamel and helps prevent tooth decay.

Supervising toothbrushing is critical 
in child care settings and elementary 
schools. Program staff should ensure that 
toothbrushes are used, handled, cleaned, 
and stored properly to avoid spreading 
bacteria. Brushing can be done with 
children seated at the table or on the  
floor or standing at the sink.



Safe Use and Handling of 
Toothbrushes

	■ Ensuring that each child has a toothbrush. Make sure that 
each child has their own child-sized, soft-bristle toothbrush. 
Write the child’s name on the toothbrush with a permanent 
marker. Teach children not to share their toothbrushes.

	■ Cleaning and disinfecting the program table. If children brush 
at the program table, clean and disinfect the table before and 
after toothbrushing.

	■ Washing hands and wearing gloves. Wash hands with soap 
and water before and after helping children brush their teeth. 
Wear gloves when handling toothbrushes, and change to a new 
pair of gloves when helping each child brush.

	■ Dispensing toothpaste. Place the appropriate amount of 
fluoride toothpaste on the rim of a cup or on a piece of wax 
paper for each child, and have children scoop the toothpaste 
from their cup or wax paper onto their toothbrush. The amount 
of toothpaste for children under age 6 is shown below:

	● For children under age 3: no more than a smear or  
rice-sized amount

	● For children ages 3 to 6: a pea-sized amount

	■ Toothbrushing coaching. Coach children to gently brush 
their teeth, making small circles with the toothbrush, for about 
2 minutes. Encourage them to brush all tooth surfaces: the 
outside, the inside, and chewing areas of the top and bottom 
teeth.

	■ After toothbrushing. Have the children spit the remaining 
toothpaste into a disposable cup. No rinsing is needed because 
of the small amount of fluoride toothpaste remaining in the 
mouth. Make sure children wash their hands with soap and 
water for at least 20 seconds.
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	■ Using toothbrushes for brushing only. Do not allow children 
to walk, run, or play with toothbrushes.

	■ Replacing toothbrushes. Replace each child’s toothbrush every 
3 to 4 months, when the bristles become worn or frayed, or 
after an illness. Also replace a child’s toothbrush if it has come 
in contact with another child’s toothbrush or has been used by 
another child.

Safe Cleaning and Storage of 
Toothbrushes

	■ Cleaning toothbrushes. Have each child rinse their toothbrush 
with water. Do not soak toothbrushes in water with bleach 
or other disinfecting solutions. Do not clean toothbrushes 
in a dishwasher or microwave; doing so may damage the 
toothbrushes. It is not necessary to use ultraviolet light to 
disinfect toothbrushes.

	■ Not covering toothbrushes. Do not cover toothbrush bristles 
because bacteria can grow on the bristles if they are kept in a 
closed, dark space.

	■ Storing toothbrushes. Place toothbrushes in an upright 
position to air dry. If toothbrushes are stored in a toothbrush 
holder, make sure there are at least 2 inches between them, so 
they don’t touch. Label each slot in the toothbrush holder with 
each child’s name.

	■ Storing the toothbrush holder. Store the toothbrush holder 
on an open shelf or mounted on the wall where children cannot 
reach it. Do not store the toothbrush holder in toileting and 
diapering areas to reduce exposure to bacteria. Clean and 
sanitize the toothbrush holder with soap and warm water or in a 
dishwasher, if the holder is dishwater-safe, at least once a week.

	■ Cleaning and disinfecting the sink. After all toothbrushes are 
rinsed and properly stored, clean and disinfect the sink.
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