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It’s true.  Diagnosing a cracked tooth is one of the hardest most frustrating things to do in 

dentistry.  Remember to differentiate between a cracked tooth and a vertical root 

fracture.  Get clarity on the definitions so that you can communicate better with your 

patients and/or specialists.   

 

When you are suspicious of a CRACKED TOOTH, walk through these steps.   

 

Step 1 … Obtain a thorough dental history.   

Ask your patient questions to try to get to the bottom of their pain.  Perhaps there is an 

isolated incident that the patient can remember.  For example ... “I was eating the other 

day and I bit into a sandwich and I felt this sharp pain.” 

 

Step 2 … Listen to your patient’s complaint and obtain a subjective examination.   

What are they complaining about?  Is their tooth sensitive to cold?  Are they sensitive to 

biting?  Find that ONE thing and then try to reproduce THAT symptom. 

 

Step 3 … Now do your own visual examination … what do you see?   

Do you see any crowns with fractured porcelain?  Are there any old amalgams that have 

shadows under them?  What do the marginal ridges look like?  Any cracks or lines that 

look like spider webs radiating from the restoration?   I always look for old amalgams … 

especially the ones that look like they have been there since their childhood.  It is time to 

start changing out these restorations.  They can either be leaking with recurrent decay 

underneath … or they are inducing cracks on the pulpal or chamber floor.  When a tooth 

clearly has pain to biting and there is a shallow amalgam in it … I know that there is a 

crack in there somewhere.  So I let these factors dictate my discussion with the patient.  I 

want the patient to know that the crack could be big or small and I won’t know until I 

remove the restoration that is in place, but there is a chance of loss of tooth.   
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Step 4 … Run through all of your diagnostic tests  

Do your testing:  Probing … Palpation...Percussion … Bite stick … and Cold; to see if you 

can find a difference amongst the teeth.  Remember …  if the tooth is cracked and vital … 

to be on the lookout for referred pain.   

 

Step 5 … Review the radiograph and look for cracked tooth trends.  

Are there any shallow amalgams in the area?  What does the PDL look like?  What do the 

teeth look like clinically?  Correlate you radiographic and clinical findings.   

 

Step 6 … You may need to remove the entire restoration  

In order to fully evaluate the walls and see what may be growing underneath the filling, 

you may need to remove the entire restoration.  Removing the restoration will allow you 

to determine the extent of the crack and determine restorability. 

 

If you are suspicious of a crack, but don’t see any signs of one, you may find 

transillumination to be helpful.  This is where you shine a light through the tooth to see if 

the crack is visible.  I know many people that do this ... and you may find it helpful as well 

in certain cases.  

 

The teeth that crack the most: 

1. Mandibular second molar 

2. Mesial roots of mandibular molars  

3. Maxillary first premolar 

 

Remember that the tooth that cracks the most is the mandibular second molar.  So 

everyone should be checking the Distal Marginal Ridge on all of these teeth at your 

patient’s recalls.  When it comes to Vertical Root Fractures we need to also know that the 

mandibular first molar...specifically the mesial roots and then the maxillary first premolar 

are also highly susceptible.  Damage may also be bilateral … so always look at the 

contralateral tooth as well.  I always say … what happens on one side will usually happen 

on the other side.  If someone lost a tooth … I want to know why that tooth is missing. 

Did it crack?  That one question may help you solve the puzzle when you are having 

trouble diagnosing.   
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Top symptoms of cracked teeth: 

1. Bite sensitivity  

2. Cold sensitivity 

Also remember that the top symptoms for cracked teeth include cold sensitivity and bite 

sensitivity.  We all know that the textbook symptom is pain on release of biting … but  be 

careful because it doesn’t always present itself that way.  Symptoms can be totally 

erratic...so be prepared for other scenarios. This knowledge will come with more 

experience.  Just don’t treat ANYTHING until you know the cause and can be 100% 

definitive about it.  Always wait for the pain to localize. And make sure your patient 

understands WHY you’re waiting so that they don’t get frustrated with you.  In my 

opinion... there is nothing worse than doing treatment and the patient still has the same 

pain after that treatment.   

 

When a patient is having symptoms, but they aren’t too severe and I feel that they could 

be reversed I always suggest starting with the crown as long as the pain has localized to 

that tooth.  Make sure that the patient understands that 50% of the time the crown will 

alleviate all of there symptoms, but the other 50% will also need the root canal because 

their symptoms may get worse or just not get better.  Make sure that you anticipate their 

symptoms for them in this case.  Here is the protocol that I follow: 

 

1. Start the crown... place the temporary.   

If you have CAD/CAM technology... then you may need to establish another 

protocol. I still suggest placing these patients in a temporary crown even if you 

had planned on restoring the tooth that same day.  

 

 

 

2. Have the patient function in the temporary for 3-4 weeks.   

Make sure that they DO NOT avoid functioning on the offending side... and that 

the patient understands that normal postoperative sensitivity is to be expected.  If 

they were taking pain medication... have them pay attention to the frequency of 

dosages. Has it decreased?  
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3. Re-evaluate and do all diagnostic tests again 3-4 weeks after the prep and 

temp was completed. 

 

4. If there is not total resolution... then perform the root canal or place the 

permanent crown with temporary cement and allow the patient to function for 

another 3-4 weeks.   

This decision may be based on your patient.  Some may want to nip it in the bud 

and just do the root canal.  Others may want to take more time and place the 

permanent crown on the tooth with temporary cement.  Others may want to 

cement the permanent crown and will be fine accessing through their crown if 

their tooth is symptomatic.  So, get to know your patient and see which option 

they prefer best.  Always present to them all of their options.   

 

5. If there’s not total resolution after the permanent crown (with temp cement) 

has been placed then initiate root canal therapy.  
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