O CLENCHING, GRINDING, AND A SCALLOPED TONGUE
WHAT YOUR MOUTH MAY BE TELLING YOU ABOUT SLEEP
AND BREATHING

INTRODUCTION

Many people are told they grind or clench their teeth often
without realizing it. Others notice ridges or “scalloping” along the
sides of their tongue but are reassured it's harmless.Sometimes, it
is.But in some cases, these common oral findings can offer useful
clues about how your body is breathing, resting, and recovering at
night.This article explains how clenching, grinding, and tongue
changes may connect to sleep and breathing without assuming

disease or jumping to conclusions.

BRUXISM: MORE THAN JUST A DENTAL HABIT

Bruxism is the medical term for clenching or grinding your teeth. It
can happen during the day, at night, or both.

For years, bruxism was thought to be caused mainly by:
e Stress
e Anxiety
e Bite issues

We now understand that nighttime bruxism often happens during
brief awakenings from sleep, even if you don't remember waking
up.
These tiny awakenings called micro-arousals can occur when:

» Breathing becomes slightly restricted

» The airway needs exira effort to stay open

e The body shifts out of deep sleep to protect airflow

During these moments, the nervous system becomes more alert,
muscles activate, and clenching or grinding may occur.Bruxism
doesn’t mean something is “wrong” but it can be a signal worth
paying attention fo.

What a Scalloped Tongue Can Mean

A scalloped (or crenated) tongue has small indentations
along the sides, where it presses against the teeth.
This often happens when:

¢ The tongue is relatively large for the space available

¢ The jaw or arches are narrow

¢ The tongue shifts forward or outward during rest or sleep

In many people, the tongue naturally moves
to help keep the airway open at night. When
space is limited, the tongue may press
outward against the teeth creating those
scalloped edges.A scalloped tongue does
not mean disease. But it can suggest that
your tongue is working hard to support
breathing.

WHEN CLENCHING AND A
SCALLOPED TONGUE SHOW UP
TOGETHER

When dentists see both bruxism and a
scalloped tongue, it sometimes points to a
shared underlying pattern:
¢ The airway may need extra support
during sleep
¢ The body experiences brief awakenings
to protect breathing
¢ The nervous system becomes more active
e Jaw muscles clench or grind during these
moments

This can happen even if you don't snore
loudly or think you have sleep problems.
Many people with these signs:

¢ Sleep the “right” number of hours

e Don't feel fully rested

e Wake with dry mouth or headaches

e Feel wired but tired

e Have ongoing tension or fatigue

WHY DENTISTS OFTEN NOTICE THIS
FIRST

Dentists see your mouth regularly often for
years so they can notice:

e Tooth wear patterns

e Jaw muscle changes

¢ Tongue shape

e Tissue dryness or inflammation
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RESPIRATORY MECHANICS &SLEEP QUALITY
HOW GENTLE NASAL SUPPORT CAN IMPROVE

NIGHTTIME BREATHING COMFORT

These signs may appear long before someone seeks
help for sleep or fatigue.That's why a dentist trained to
look at oral health through a whole-body lens may
suggest asking a few more questions or looking deeper
not because something is wrong, but because your body
may be working harder than it should at night.

This Does NOT Mean You Have Sleep
Apnea

lt's important to be clear:
¢ Bruxism does not mean you have sleep apnea
o A scalloped tongue does not diagnose a sleep
disorder
o Anxiety or stress are not the cause of dental
problems

These are signals, not labels.

They simply help guide whether it might be helpful
to:
o Talk about sleep quality
o Look at breathing patterns
e Consider screening or further evaluation if
symptoms match

Why Looking Earlier Can Be Helpful

When breathing is slightly strained during sleep
especially over many years it can contribute to:
e Ongoing fatigue
e Brain fog or focus issues
Headaches

Increased stress sensitivity

Wear on teeth and jaw joints
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INTECRATIVE DENNISTYS WHOLE BOOY HEALTH

Catching patterns early allows for gentler, preventive steps,
rather than waiting until problems feel overwhelming.

The Oral-Vitality Approach

At Oral-Vitality, we look beyond teeth alone.
We consider how:

® Your mouth

e Your airway

® Your breathing

® Your nervous system

..all work together to support rest, recovery, and long-
term health.When we notice signs like clenching,
grinding, or a scalloped tongue, our goal is not to alarm
you, it's to help you understand what your body may be
asking for.

Sometimes, that means reassurance.
Sometimes, it means a conversation.
Sometimes, it means coordinating with other providers.

Bottom Line

Clenching, grinding, and tongue changes are common and
often manageable.ln some people, they may also be early
signs that sleep and breathing deserve a closer look.Your
mouth doesn't just help you eat and smile.lt can also offer
valuable insight into how well your body rests, breathes, and
recovers.And sometimes, listening early makes all the
difference.
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ORAL SIGNS & SLEEP BREATHING PATTERNS

ORAL SIGNS
(CLENCHING & SCALLOPED TONGUE)
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Body shifts to protect airflow,
triggering brief awakenings.

UNDERLYING SLEEP DYNAMICS
(AIRWAY EFFORT & MICRO-AROUSALS)

Indications of nocturnal muscle
activity & tongue posturing.
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