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Abstract

Objective To evaluate if the presence of unilateral cleft lip and palate (UCLP) causes delay in dental age and tooth development.
Materials and methods Panoramic radiographs of 189 non-syndromic UCLP patients, aged from 6 to 20 years, were collected.
Two measures of tooth development were examined: dental maturity scale for the seven left mandibular teeth (dental age—DA)
and the degree of each tooth development (developmental score—DS). All the teeth except third molars were staged according to
the Demirjian’s method. The data of the cleft group were compared with a control group matched for age and gender, based on
the findings observed in other 189 panoramic radiographs.

Results At all ages, DA was lower in the UCLP group, but not always significantly; the highest difference was —1.411 for
females at 13 years old and —0.776 for males at 12 years old. DS of all teeth was significantly lower in the UCLP group, at all
ages under 17 in females, and at all ages under 18 in males. In UCLP group, tooth development was more delayed in the maxilla
compared with the mandible. No evidence of a slower development at the cleft side compared with the non-cleft side was
highlighted.

Conclusions Significant lower dental development was observed in UCLP patients compared with control ones by using DS and
DA indexes.

Clinical relevance These findings can help the clinicians in establishing a proper orthodontic and surgical diagnosis and treatment
planning in UCLP patients and for forensic age estimation’s purposes.

Keywords Dental age - Tooth development - Cleft lip and palate - Panoramic radiograph

Introduction psychological, and esthetic problems. Moreover, a higher

prevalence of severe tooth anomalies is observed. In particu-

Craniofacial anomalies such as cleft lip and palate are among
the most prevalent of all congenital disorders. Orofacial clefts
have a worldwide frequency of 1 in 700 newborns, with a
reported prevalence of 1.47/1000 in the Netherlands and
Belgium [1]. Cleft patients encounter dental, hearing, speech,
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lar, abnormal tooth formation, enamel hypoplasia, and tooth
agenesis often occur in these patients. The same etiological
factors inducing the formation of the cleft can also have an
effect on tooth development [1-4].

In orthodontic treatment planning, dental development is of
major clinical importance to accurately estimate the timing of
the orthodontic intervention(s). Moreover, in cleft patients,
surgical timing for alveolar bone grafting is based on dental
development, not on chronological age [5—8]. An accurate
evaluation of tooth development enables not only a better
surgical planning, with the aim of limiting the amount of re-
quired surgeries but also the age estimations based on dental
development for forensic purpose.

The staging technique described by Demirjian et al. allows
to register and classify dental development of each singular
tooth [9]. When multiple teeth are developing, the degree of
dental development can be established by calculating a
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developmental score (DS). This procedure was described by
Thevissen et al., registering and quantifying the degree of
dental development of all four third molars [10]. This ap-
proach can be also adapted to specific group of developing
teeth of interest.

An additional method to evaluate the dental maturity scale
for the seven left mandibular teeth in a single individual is to
estimate its related dental age (DA). Various methods to esti-
mate dental age were established [9, 11-13]. The DA index
can be compared between different patients (or groups of pa-
tients) to evaluate the cause-effect relationship between a spe-
cific characteristic (e.g., the presence of absence of cleft pal-
ate) and the dental development.

Previous research concerning tooth development in cleft
patients suggested a delayed dental development [14—17].
However, no clear conclusions can be drawn since the meth-
odology of these studies shows a lot of variation. Many inves-
tigations gathered different cleft types in their study sample,
while the etiological factors of the different cleft severities
might have varying influences on the cleft region and conse-
quently, could affect dental maturity at different levels. To
reduce these potentially disturbing factors and to allow fair
comparisons in future research, the current study was limited
to patients with complete unilateral cleft lip and palate
(UCLP) [17]. Patients with other types of clefts (incomplete
lip clefts, unilateral cleft lip and alveolus, bilateral or palatal
clefts) and patients with clefts in the context of a syndrome or
with relevant medical problems were excluded.

The aim of this study was to analyze the dental develop-
ment and dental age in a group of non-syndromic children
with complete UCLP and compare them with a control group
with age- and gender-matched children without this condition.

Materials and methods

This study was registered and approved by the Medical Ethics
Committee of the University Hospitals Leuven, with the reg-
istration number S56474.

Patient selection

Paper archives of the Dental department of the University
Hospitals as well as the electronic files were retrospectively
screened for all patients who had at least one consultation with
the orofacial cleft care team between 1974 and 2018. In our
hospital, the patient’s report at intake contains complete infor-
mation regarding the type of cleft. Furthermore, every patient
included in the orofacial cleft care program was seen at least
once by the department of human genetics. The report of this
consultation was examined and screened for the presence of
possible syndromes. Based on these reports, non-syndromic,
Caucasian patients with complete UCLP were selected.
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Selected UCLP patients were included in the study when at
least one panoramic radiograph of good image quality was
available. If UCLP patients had multiple radiographs avail-
able, the selected one was from the age category of which, at
that moment, the lowest number of subjects had been includ-
ed. The retrospective screening on UCLP patients was per-
formed by two observers independently. Disagreements dur-
ing the patient selection were resolved by discussion and con-
sensus. When disagreements remained, patients were
excluded.

Data were compared with a non-cleft control group of the
same Caucasian population (189 patients), matched for iden-
tical chronological age (date panoramic radiograph minus date
of birth) and gender. Appendix Fig. 5 contains a case selection
flowchart.

We retrospectively selected patients complying with our
selection criteria for both the UCLP and control groups by
analyzing the medical files of treated patients until we gather
a sample big enough to obtain representative radiographic
results, following the indications of previous studies
(Appendix Table 5).

Data collection methods and statistical analysis

Parameters extracted from the patient’s records were gender,
date of birth, number and date of panoramic radiographs tak-
en, cleft side, agenesis of teeth, and any aberrance such as
hypoplasia.

Two measures of tooth development were examined: the
dental maturity scale for the seven left mandibular teeth (den-
tal age—DA) and a degree of tooth development (develop-
mental score—DS). Therefore, all teeth except third molars
were staged according to the eight-stage technique of
Demirjian et al. [9]. Both the UCLP group and the control
group were staged by the same observer once, after training
with an experienced operator. A tooth was not scored if it was
not visualized accurately due to, e.g., overlap of other
structures.

Dental age

The stages of the seven left mandibular permanent teeth (ex-
cept the third molar) were used to calculate dental age accord-
ing to the age estimation method of Demirjian et al. [9]. A
linear regression model with dental age as dependent variable
and group and age as predictors was used to assess differences
in dental age between UCLP and control patients. The trend of
the DA over chronological age takes a rather curved or non-
linear shape. To be able to flexibly model this specific curve,
restricted cubic splines (with 5 knots) were used in the regres-
sion model [18-20]. Additionally, an interaction between age
and group was included in the model allowing the difference
between groups to depend on age. Also, in the interaction,
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cubic splines were used to model age, allowing the curves for
both groups to take different shapes. The analysis was per-
formed separately for males and females.

In the UCLP group, 18 observations were missing for den-
tal age, whereas there were no missing observations in the
control group. This was due to agenesis (16 of the 18 values
were lower second premolars) or lack or accurate visualiza-
tion. To account for this imbalance, we used a linear regres-
sion model to predict the dental age for these patients based on
the Demirjian scores for the teeth on the opposite side of the
mandible, the chronological age, and group. The regression
model resulted in an R-squared of 0.98 indicating a very good
predictive quality. Hence, the analysis included all patients in
both groups.

Degree of dental development

The analysis was performed in two phases. First, we quanti-
fied on subject level the degree of development, using infor-
mation from all teeth (except third molars). Second, we ana-
lyzed the difference between UCLP and control patient with
respect to the degree of development.

A linear mixed model was used for the first phase, with
the Demirjian stage as the outcome variable, a fixed effect
for tooth and a random subject effect. For each subject, the
empirical Bayes estimate of the random effect was obtain-
ed, which summarizes the developmental stages of all teeth
in a single developmental score (DS), thereby also handling
the presence of missing values. The DS is a normal distrib-
uted variable (z-score) with mean and standard deviation
respectively equal to zero and one. A DS equal to zero
corresponds to a subject with an average developmental
level in the current study. A similar approach was used in
Thevissen (2010) and Lebbe (2017) [10, 21, 22].

In the second phase, a linear regression model with the
DS as dependent variable and age and group as predictors
were used to evaluate differences in degree of development
between UCLP and control patients. An interaction be-
tween age and group was included in the model allowing
the difference between groups to depend on age. Inclusion
of a quadratic term for age permitted deviations from line-
arity. The analysis was performed separately for males and
females.

The studied tooth groups were: all teeth, maxillary teeth,
mandibular teeth, teeth at the cleft side, and teeth at the non-
cleft side (except third molars), which enabled to investi-
gate the degree of dental development overall, in the max-
illa, in the mandible, at the cleft side, and the non-cleft side,
respectively.

All statistical analyses were performed using SAS soft-
ware, version 9.4 of the SAS System for Windows. P values
< 0.05 were considered statistically significant.

Results

The descriptive data of the study sample are summarized in
Table 1. Both the UCLP group and the control group
consisted of 189 patients, aged from 6 to 20 years. The groups
comprised 129 boys and 60 girls, with a mean chronological
age of 12.7 years +4.32 (ranging from 5.6 to 20.7 years). The
cleft was left sided in 65.61% of UCLP patients. Tooth agen-
esis occurred in 58.73% of UCLP patients compared with
only 3.7% of control patients. Hypoplasia was seen in
24.87% of UCLP patients and in 0.53% of control patients.

Dental age

The difference in dental age between UCLP and control pa-
tients depends on chronological age of males and females
(significant interaction). Figure 1 presents the evolution of
dental age over the chronological age in both groups. At al-
most all ages, the dental age was lower in the UCLP group.
However, not at all ages the difference was statistically

Table 1 Descriptive data of the study sample
Variable Statistic  Control (N=189)  UCLP (N=189)
Gender
F n (%) 60 (31.75%) 60 (31.75%)
M n (%) 129 (68.25%) 129 (68.25%)
Chronological age ~ Mean 12.7 12.7
Std 432 4.32
Median ~ 12.2 12.2
IQR (8.9; 16.6) (8.9; 16.6)
Range (5.6;20.7) (5.6;20.7)
Cleft side
Right n (%) 65 (34.39%)
Left n (%) 124 (65.61%)
Agenesis (> 1 tooth missing)
No n (%) 182 (96.30%) 78 (41.27%)
Yes n (%) 7 (3.70%) 111 (58.73%)
Number of missing teeth
0 n (%) 182 (96.30%) 78 (41.27%)
1 n (%) 5 (2.65%) 72 (38.10%)
2 n (%) 2 (1.06%) 21 (11.11%)
3 n (%) 0 (0.00%) 7 (3.70%)
4 n (%) 0 (0.00%) 5 (2.65%)
5 n (%) 0 (0.00%) 4(2.12%)
6 n (%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (0.53%)
9 n (%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (0.53%)
Hypoplasia
No n (%) 189 (99.47%) 142 (75.13%)
Yes n (%) 1 (0.53%) 47 (24.87%)
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Fig. 1 Dental age by chronological age in UCLP and control patients (seven left mandibular teeth)

significant. Table 2 presents the mean difference in dental age
between the control group and the UCLP group, per age cat-
egory of 1 year, separate for females and males. The highest
difference in dental age was —1.411 for females at 13 years
old and —0.776 for males at 12 years old.

Dental development
All teeth, except third molars

The difference in degree of dental development between
UCLP and control patients depends on age: the DS was

significantly lower in the UCLP group compared with the
control group at all ages under 17 in females, and at all ages
under 18 in males (Fig. 2 and Table 3).

Mandible vs maxilla

Results based on upper and lower jaw separately are similar to
the global results. The DS is higher in the control group com-
pared with the UCLP group, and the difference diminishes
over age. However, the differences seem to be larger in the
upper jaw (Fig. 3 and Table 4).

Table 2 Mean difference in dental age (DA) between control and UCLP patients at the different ages, with P value for difference between groups
(seven left mandibular teeth)
Age Mean difference DA Control — UCLP (95% CI) P value

Females Males Females Males
6 —0.969 (—1.942;0.004) —0.280 (—0.790;0.229) 0.0510 0.2797
7 —0.581 (— 1.149;-0.013) —0.287 (— 0.597;0.024) 0.0449* 0.0703
8 —0.259 (- 0.641;0.122) —0.307 (—0.595;-0.019) 0.1806 0.0369*
9 —0.163 (= 0.603;0.277) —0.374 (— 0.720;- 0.029) 0.4639 0.0339*
10 —0.413 (- 0.819;-0.007) —0.511 (—0.828;-0.195) 0.0465* 0.0017*
11 —0.861 (—1.213;-0.508) —0.670 (—0.972;-0.367) <0.0001* <0.0001*
12 —1.265 (— 1.669;—0.860) —0.776 (— 1.133;-0.418) <0.0001" <0.0001*
13 —1.411 (—1.824;-0.998) —0.767 (— 1.117;-0.416) <0.0001" <0.0001*
14 —1.302 (— 1.686;-0.917) —0.656 (—0.953;-0.359) <0.0001" <0.0001"
15 —1.035 (- 1.459;-0.611) —0.493 (—0.803;-0.183) <0.0001" 0.0020"
16 —0.710 (- 1.179;— 0.241) —0.325 (— 0.689;0.040) 0.0033" 0.0803
17 —0.407 (—0.828;0.013) —0.191 (— 0.546;0.164) 0.0571 0.2912
18 —0.135 (= 0.529;0.259) —0.089 (—0.388:0.211) 0.4989 0.5608
19 0.120 (—0.474;0.713) —0.007 (—0.316;0.303) 0.6906 0.9663
20 0.366 (—0.578;1.310) 0.067 (—0.378;0.512) 0.4437 0.7672
*P value <0.05
* P value <0.01

Results based on post hoc tests comparing least-square means between the groups at pre-specified ages
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Fig. 2 Developmental score by age in UCLP and control patients (all teeth)
Cleft side vs non-cleft side Discussion

The difference in DS between affected and non-affected sidle ~ Staging method and radiographic evaluation
does not depend on age (no significant interaction). There is

no evidence of a slower development at the cleft side in either =~ Assessing dental mineralization on radiographs is an accurate
males or females. The mean difference in DS between cleft ~ way to determine tooth development and dental age. Many au-
and non-cleft side was —0.030 for females and —0.041 for  thors have reported various techniques for staging tooth devel-
males. The negative difference presents a lower DS for the  opment. These techniques divide the whole dental maturity track

cleft side (Fig. 4).

Table 3  Mean difference in development score (DS) between control and UCLP patients at the different ages, with p value for difference between

groups (all teeth)

Age Mean difference DS Control — UCLP (95% CI) P value

Females Males Females Males
6 —0.449 (- 0.721;-0.178) —0.235 (= 0.390;—0.080) 0.0014* 0.0032*
7 —0.434 (- 0.633;—0.235) —0.263 (—0.380;—0.146) <0.0001" <0.0001*
8 —0.415 (- 0.561;— 0.269) —0.284 (- 0.375;-0.192) <0.0001* <0.0001*
9 —0.393 (= 0.509;—0.276) —0.297 (- 0.378;—-0.216) <0.0001" <0.0001*
10 —0.367 (—0.477,— 0.257) —0.302 (- 0.384;—0.220) <0.0001* <0.0001*
11 —0.338 (—0.455;-0.221) —0.299 (- 0.387;—-0.211) <0.0001* <0.0001*
12 —0.306 (—0.431;-0.181) —0.289 (- 0.382;—0.195) <0.0001* <0.0001*
13 —0.270 (—0.399;-0.141) —0.270 (- 0.367,—0.174) <0.0001* <0.0001*
14 —0.231 (—0.359;-0.104) —0.244 (— 0.340;—0.149) 0.0005* <0.0001*
15 —0.189 (-0.311;- 0.067) —0.211 (= 0.303;-0.119) 0.0027* <0.0001*
16 —0.144 (— 0.263;— 0.025) —0.169 (- 0.257,— 0.081) 0.0183* 0.0002*
17 —0.095 (—0.223;0.033) —0.120 (- 0.207;—0.033) 0.1444 0.0073*
18 —0.043 (—0.201;0.115) —0.063 (—0.159;0.034) 0.5919 0.2007
19 0.012 (= 0.199;0.223) 0.002 (—0.117;0.121) 0.9074 0.9753
20 0.071 (= 0.212;0.354) 0.074 (— 0.081;0.229) 0.6197 0.3451
*P value < 0.05

* P value <0.01

Results based on post hoc tests comparing least-square means between the groups at pre-specified ages
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Fig. 3 Developmental score by age in UCLP and control patients (mandible

into consecutive developmental stages. The length and number
of stages vary depending on a particular technique.

The eight-stage technique developed by Demirjian et al. [9] is
one of the most widely used developmental staging methods in
children. This technique classifies the distinct dental develop-
mental stages based on objective observations and the threshold
between the different stages is well described, hence avoiding
the need to involve tooth measurements of, e.g., root length.

Anatomic factors, such as superimposition of hard and soft
tissues on the teeth in the upper jaw, can cause challenging
radiographic analysis [23, 24]. However, the effect of the cleft,
which is situated in the maxilla, cannot be fully reflected when
only scoring the mandibular teeth. Therefore, maxillary teeth
were scored as well in the present study. Nevertheless, all
subjects were staged by the same observer on panoramic ra-
diographs using the same technique, meaning that the possible
shortcoming of scoring teeth in the maxilla was equal for each
of the included patients.

When using panoramic radiographs, problems of distor-
tion, enlargement, positioning problems, and overlap often
occur. Even though these problems may cause a level of
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unreliability for linear and angular measurements, they may
be acceptable for ratio calculations [25, 26]. The Demirjian
method uses developmental stages based on tooth shape and
the ratio of crown height to root length, rather than on the
absolute length, so that elongated or shorted projections of
developing teeth will not affect the accuracy of evaluation
[27]. Although the Demirijan method does present some lim-
itations, such as overestimation of chronological age in certain
age groups [28], it was decided to use it in the present study to
enable comparison with most available studies investigating
similar conditions.

Nowadays, CBCT’s are often taken in CLP patients since it
has been proven that 3D imaging improves diagnosis, treat-
ment planning, and treatment outcomes in these subjects.
Teeth can be observed in all angles without image superim-
position, which makes analysis more accurate. De Mulder
et al. 2018 introduced an optimized imaging protocol for
CLP patients based on European guidelines to achieve the
concepts of optimization and justification, which can be
employed as an international reference for CLP care pro-
grams. Uncontrolled radiological exposures (either 2D or
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Table 4 Mean difference in

development score (DS) between Age Mean difference DS Control — UCLP (95% CI) P value

control and UCLP patients at the

different ages, with P value for Females Males Females Males

difference between groups

(mandible and maxilla separately) Mandible
6 —0.440 (—0.688;—-0.192) —0.175 (= 0.321;-0.028) 0.0006* 0.0199%*
7 —0.405 (—0.586;—0.223) —0.194 (= 0.305;—0.084) <0.0001* 0.0006*
8 —0.370 (—0.503;—0.237) -0.209 (—0.295;-0.122) <0.0001* <0.0001*
9 —0.336 (—0.442;-0.230) —0.218 (—0.294;-0.141) <0.0001* <0.0001*
10 —0.302 (—0.403;-0.201) —0.222 (—0.299;-0.144) <0.0001* <0.0001*
11 —0.269 (—0.375;-0.162) —0.220 (= 0.303;-0.137) <0.0001* <0.0001*
12 —0.235 (—0.349;-0.122) -0.213 (= 0.302;—0.125) <0.0001* <0.0001*
13 —0.203 (—0.321;-0.085) —0.201 (—0.293;-0.110) 0.0009* <0.0001*
14 —0.171 (—0.287;—0.055) —0.184 (—0.275;:— 0.094) 0.0043* <0.0001*
15 —0.139 (- 0.251;-0.028) —0.162 (—0.249;-0.075) 0.0149%* 0.0003*
16 —0.108 (—0.216;0.001) —0.134 (- 0.217;-0.051) 0.0516 0.0017*
17 —0.077 (—0.194;0.040) —0.101 (= 0.183;-0.018) 0.1945 0.0168*
18 —0.047 (—0.191;0.098) —0.063 (—0.154:0.029) 0.5239 0.1781
19 —0.017 (= 0.209;0.176) —0.019 (—0.132;0.094) 0.8640 0.7398
20 0.013 (—0.245;0.271) 0.030 (—0.117;0.176) 0.9219 0.6889

Maxilla
6 —0.462 (—0.790;— 0.134) —0.295 (- 0.479;:-0.112) 0.0062* 0.0017*
7 —0.466 (—0.706;— 0.226) —0.332 (- 0.470;—0.194) 0.0002* <0.0001*
8 —0.462 (—0.638;—0.286) -0.359 (- 0.467;—0.250) <0.0001* <0.0001*
9 —0.451 (—0.592;-0.311) -0.375 (- 0.471;-0.279) <0.0001* <0.0001*
10 —0.434 (—0.567;—0.300) —0.381 (—0.478;,—0.284) <0.0001* <0.0001*
11 —0.408 (—0.549;-0.267) —0.376 (—0.480;—0.272) <0.0001* <0.0001*
12 —0.376 (—0.527;— 0.225) -0.362 (—0.472;-0.251) <0.0001* <0.0001"
13 —0.337 (—0.492;-0.181) —0.337 (- 0.451;-0.223) <0.0001* <0.0001*
14 —0.290 (—0.444;-0.136) —0.302 (—0.415;-0.189) 0.0003* <0.0001*
15 —0.236 (—0.384;—0.089) —0.256 (—0.365;—0.148) 0.0019* <0.0001*
16 —0.175 (—0.319;-0.031) —0.201 (—0.304;—0.097) 0.0173* 0.0002*
17 —0.107 (—0.262;0.048) —0.135 (= 0.238;-0.031) 0.1732 0.0108*
18 —0.032 (—0.223;0.160) —0.058 (—0.173;0.056) 0.7436 0.3149
19 0.051 (—0.204;0.306) 0.028 (—0.113;0.169) 0.6930 0.6945
20 0.141 (- 0.201;0.482) 0.125 (—0.058;0.308) 0.4167 0.1805
*P value < 0.05
* P value <0.01

Results based on post hoc tests comparing least-square means between the groups at pre-specified ages

3D) by various disciplines lead to high cumulative doses, a
matter that was taken into account in this protocol [29]. To our
knowledge, only one study used CBCT to evaluate tooth
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Fig. 4 Developmental score by age in affected and non-affected side

Developmental score (DS)

development in CLP patients [30]. In our study, insufficient
CBCT’s were available since the protocol suggested by De
Mulder et al. was implemented in our hospital only since
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2016. In future research, it is recommended to evaluate dental
development on CBCT.

Overview of the related literature (Appendix Table 5)

A systematic literature search, including all studies related to
this topic published until the end of 2018, revealed 36 studies
with a large heterogeneity in study groups and staging
methods. A delay in tooth development or dental age was
observed in almost all these studies (32/36). However, estab-
lishing appropriate comparisons was difficult since the meth-
odology of these studies showed a big variation. Many studies
on this topic combined patients with different cleft types in
one study group. In our study, we only included patients with
complete unilateral cleft lip and palate, since it has been re-
ported that isolated cleft palate and other types of clefts are
etiologically different. This may influence tooth development
in different ways [31].

In consistency with our findings, most research on this
topic found that UCLP is more common in boys and that the
left side is significantly more affected than the right side. Both
the male-female ratio and left side-right side ratio in patients
with UCLP were approximately 2:1 [14, 32-37].

We found a delay in tooth development both in the upper
and lower jaw, not only at the level of the cleft. This is in
accordance with previous studies [38—41].

Dental agenesis

Developmental tooth abnormalities, such as hypoplasia and
agenesis of teeth, are frequently seen in cleft patients. In this
study, 58.73% of UCLP patients had agenesis of at least one
tooth and hypoplasia was seen in 24.87% of the cleft patients.

Diagnosis of tooth agenesis was based on interpretation of
a panoramic radiograph, together with examination of clinical
records. It has been reported that all permanent teeth except
third molars have started their mineralization on average at the
age of 6. In this study, all patients were at least 6 years old
[42]. The panoramic radiographs were selected from a patient
group followed longitudinally by the orofacial cleft care pro-
gram. This aspect tended to guarantee that the diagnosis of
tooth agenesis was made even more reliable. Nevertheless,
very late development of the mandibular second premolar
has been described in some patients. To prevent a false-
positive diagnosis of this tooth, the method suggested by
Sharma et al. was used [43]. This method proposes that the
mandibular second premolar is highly unlikely to develop if
the adjacent first molar is beyond stage “root one half” and the
first premolar is beyond stage “crown complete.” This was
checked in patients with agenesis.

Lebbe et al. 2017 showed a delayed tooth development in
non-cleft patients with dental agenesis, so the presence of
tooth agenesis is an important factor to take into account when

@ Springer

evaluating tooth development [22]. In our study, more signif-
icant differences between UCLP and control patients were
found when evaluating the degree of dental development
(DS) compared with estimation of dental age.

In fact, DS enables us to include also patients with dental
agenesis thanks to the method’s characteristics.

On the other hand, by using DA estimation, when missing
teeth were present, a linear regression model was used to pre-
dict dental age based on the Demirjian scores of the teeth on
the opposite side of the mandible, the age, and group. This
could support the finding of Lebbe et al. 2017, namely that
dental development is more delayed in patients with agenesis
of teeth. In addition, for the estimation of dental age, only the
left lower permanent teeth were scored, while the upper lateral
incisor in UCLP patients was the most agenetic. Dental agen-
esis in UCLP patients was more frequently seen in the upper
jaw; this could explain why dental maturity in UCLP patients
was more delayed in the maxilla compared with the mandible.

Seo et al. 2013 recently found that the same genes whose
mutations cause tooth agenesis, such as PAX9 and MSXI,
frequently also contain SNPs as genetic risk factors for non-
syndromic orofacial clefts [44, 45]. Moreover, it has been
reported that these genetic factors could also induce a delay
in tooth development [46, 47]. This genetic association may
possibly play a role in the etiology of the delay in dental
development in cleft patients and this might also explain
why the delay is not only found at the level of the cleft. It
could be interesting to further investigate this potential rela-
tionship in future research.

Clinical implications

Considering the determinant role of dental development in
establishing the proper treatment timing in orthodontics, our
results can help the clinicians in better planning the orthodon-
tic therapy, the secondary bone graft augmentation, and un-
derstanding the reduces growth rate in UCLP patients. Some
studies have already highlighted a relationship between dental
maturation stages and skeletal maturity [27, 48-50].

Moreover, the results of this study could be important for
forensic age estimation leading to different legal conse-
quences. UCLP patients could falsely be a minor when apply-
ing the existing reference tables for persons without this
condition.

Conclusions

Dental age and tooth development in UCLP patients were
delayed compared with subjects without this condition.
Within UCLP patients, a slightly more delayed dental matu-
ration in the upper jaw was observed compared with the lower
jaw. There is no evidence of a slower dental development at
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the cleft side compared with the non-cleft side. These findings
are relevant for forensic age estimation outcomes and for or-
thodontic and surgical treatment planning in UCLP patients.
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