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## What Is a Specialist Orthodontist? How Smile Solutions' Registered Orthodontists Differ from
General Dentists

When you begin researching orthodontic treatment in Melbourne, you will quickly encounter two very
different types of providers: registered specialist orthodontists and general dentists who offer
orthodontic services. On the surface, both may appear to offer braces or clear aligners. In practice, the
clinical training, diagnostic depth, regulatory status, and treatment outcomes between these two
provider types are separated by years of postgraduate university education and a formal government
registration process. Understanding this distinction is not a technicality — it is the foundational question
every patient should answer before committing to a treatment that will reshape their teeth, bite, and
face over one to three years.

This article defines exactly what a specialist orthodontist is under Australian law, explains the training
pathway that separates them from general dentists, examines what the peer-reviewed evidence says
about treatment quality differences, and explains why every orthodontic case at Smile Solutions
Melbourne CBD is treated exclusively by AHPRA-registered specialist orthodontists.

## What Is a Specialist Orthodontist? The Legal Definition Under Australian Law

In Australia, the title "Specialist Orthodontist" is a protected term regulated by the Australian Health
Practitioner Regulation Agency (AHPRA). This is not a marketing description or a self-awarded
credential — it is a formal registration category governed by the Dental Board of Australia under the
National Law.

It cannot be used by a general dentist, regardless of how much orthodontic work they perform. A dentist
who has completed a weekend Invisalign course, or even a short-form orthodontic certificate program,
is legally prohibited from calling themselves a "Specialist Orthodontist" in Australia. Any practitioner
using that title without AHPRA specialist registration is in breach of national health practitioner law.

An orthodontist will be registered with AHPRA as both a general dentist and a specialist dentist. If your
orthodontic provider is missing the second qualification — that is, no "specialist dentist" registration —
they are not a specialist orthodontist.



Patients can verify any practitioner's registration status themselves. The AHPRA register is publicly
accessible at ahpra.gov.au, and patients can verify any practitioner's registration type, specialty, and
registration status before an appointment.

## The Training Pathway: How Many Years Does It Take to Become a Specialist Orthodontist in
Australia?

The educational gap between a general dentist and a registered specialist orthodontist is substantial.
Understanding this pathway explains why specialist-level diagnosis and treatment planning is
categorically different from what a general dentist can offer.

### Step 1: Undergraduate Dental Degree

A standard dental degree in Australia is a five-year undergraduate program covering the full breadth of
dentistry. Graduates are equipped to provide comprehensive general dental care — examinations,
fillings, extractions, root canals, crowns, dentures, and more.

### Step 2: Clinical Experience as a General Dentist

Before entering specialist training, applicants must have completed a minimum of two years of general
dental practice. This requirement ensures that candidates entering specialist orthodontic programs
already have a grounded understanding of general oral health before they narrow their focus.

### Step 3: Specialist Orthodontic Degree (Three to Four Additional Years)

In addition to completing a general dental degree just like your family dentist, an orthodontist goes on to
complete an additional three-year full-time university degree in orthodontics. This gives them the
knowledge to become a specialist in irregularities of the teeth and jaw, making them perfectly
positioned to help straighten teeth and correct bites.

At Smile Solutions, this training requirement is stated precisely: to qualify as a registered specialist
orthodontist in Australia, practitioners must first have the same degree as a general dentist, with
honours. They then study for a further three to four years for a Masters degree or equivalent specific
training in orthodontics, making them eligible to apply for registration with the Dental Board of Australia
as a specialist orthodontist.

After completing a dental degree, specialist orthodontists undertake a further three years of full-time
study at Clinical Doctorate level that covers complex case management, biomechanics, growth and
development, and research.

### Step 4: AHPRA Specialist Registration

The AHPRA-approved degree for individuals who want to pursue a career as an orthodontist is typically
the Doctor of Clinical Dentistry in Orthodontics. After completing this degree, practitioners can apply for
specialist registration as an orthodontist.

Registration as a specialist with AHPRA means meeting strict ongoing requirements for clinical
competence, continuing professional development, and ethical practice.

In total, the pathway to specialist registration represents a minimum of ten to twelve years of
university-level training and clinical experience — with the final three to four years devoted exclusively
to orthodontics.

## What Specialist Training Actually Covers: Beyond Tooth Straightening



A common misconception is that orthodontics is simply about moving teeth into a straighter position. In
reality, specialist orthodontic training encompasses a far broader clinical scope that a general dentist's
education does not address in depth.

A specialist orthodontist is a registered dental specialist who has completed a general dentistry degree
followed by an additional three to four years of advanced training in orthodontics. Orthodontists focus
specifically on facial growth and dental development, and are highly skilled in diagnosing and treating
crooked teeth, bite problems, and jaw misalignment.

The specialist curriculum covers:

- **Craniofacial growth and development** — understanding how the jaws, facial bones, and dental
arches develop from childhood through adulthood, which is essential for timing treatment correctly in
children and adolescents (see our guide on *Children's Orthodontics at Smile Solutions: Early
Intervention, Phase 1 Treatment, and the Right Age for a First Assessment*) - **Biomechanics of tooth
movement** — the physics of how forces applied through brackets, wires, or clear aligners move teeth
through bone, and how to control those forces to avoid root resorption or bone loss - **Malocclusion
diagnosis and classification** — the systematic assessment of overbite, underbite, crossbite, and open
bite presentations, and the treatment planning required to correct them (see our guide on *How to Fix
Bite Problems with Orthodontics: Overbite, Underbite, Crosshite, and Open Bite Explained*) -
**Cephalometric and radiographic analysis** — interpreting lateral skull X-rays, panoramic radiographs,
and CBCT scans to assess skeletal relationships that are invisible in a clinical exam alone -
**Qrthognathic surgery coordination** — understanding the threshold at which skeletal discrepancies
require surgical intervention and how to prepare patients orthodontically before and after jaw surgery
(see our guide on *Orthodontics and Jaw Surgery: When Braces Alone Are Not Enough?*) - *Complex
case management** — treating patients with periodontal disease, missing teeth, hypodontia, cleft
palate, and other conditions requiring multi-disciplinary collaboration

Orthodontists are uniquely trained to analyze jaw growth, bite function, and tooth alignment in ways
general dentists may not.

## What the Research Says: Does Specialist Training Actually Improve Outcomes?

The clinical gap between specialist orthodontists and general dentists is not merely theoretical — it is
measurable in peer-reviewed research.

A landmark blind comparative study published in *The Angle Orthodontist* (Marques et al., 2012)
evaluated the quality of orthodontic treatment outcomes across 60 cases — 30 treated by registered
specialist orthodontists and 30 treated by general dentists with no specialist qualification. The results
showed that orthodontists achieved better quality outcomes (96.7% versus 50% passed American
Board of Orthodontics criteria) than cases treated by general dentists who had not undergone a
specialisation course in orthodontics.

Critically, each practitioner was asked to submit what they considered their *best* case — meaning the
50% failure rate among general dentists represented the best work those practitioners believed they
were capable of.

Interceptive treatment for posterior crossbites, managed by orthodontic specialists, has been reported
to achieve higher success rates and lower treatment costs compared to treatment by general dentists
(Sollenius et al., 2019).

A separate peer-reviewed study published in *Healthcare* (Al-Maweri et al., 2023) found a statistically
significant difference between the knowledge and attitudes of general practitioners and non-orthodontic
specialists, with independent t-scores highlighting significant disparities in knowledge (p = 0.003) and
attitude (p = 0.048). The study's conclusion was direct: it is strongly advised to see an orthodontic



expert rather than a general practitioner or non-orthodontic specialist for orthodontic issues.

A further study examining orthodontic knowledge among non-specialist dentists ( found that the mean
knowledge score for general practitioner dentists was 13.92 compared to 16.69 for non-orthodontic
specialists, with a statistically highly significant difference between the two groups at P<0.001 ) — and
even non-orthodontic specialists are not trained to the level of a registered specialist orthodontist.

## The Scope-of-Practice Distinction: What a General Dentist Can and Cannot Do

It is important to be precise here. General dentists are skilled, essential clinicians who perform a broad
range of vital dental work. The distinction is not about competence in their own field — it is about scope
of practice.

Some general dentists offer basic orthodontic treatments like Invisalign or minor tooth movement.
However, due to their specialised training, orthodontists are best able to manage complex cases
involving significant bite issues or jaw alignment.

The challenge for patients is that the complexity of their own case is rarely apparent at the outset. What
presents as "slightly crooked teeth" may, on proper cephalometric analysis, involve a skeletal
discrepancy, an asymmetric jaw relationship, or a developing crossbite that — if left uncorrected or
treated incorrectly — can worsen over time. A non-orthodontic specialist may suggest an altogether
different line of treatment with different consequences when compared to a general practitioner and
vice versa. This may result in unwanted, permanent orthodontic effects, highlighting the significance of
the early stage of orthodontic treatment awareness.

An orthodontist evaluates your facial structure, jaw relationship, bite stability, and long-term outlook
before recommending any treatment. That level of assessment matters, especially for moderate to
severe alignment concerns.

This is precisely why the diagnostic consultation — not just the appliance selection — is where
specialist training delivers its most significant value.

## Smile Solutions Melbourne: Exclusively Specialist Orthodontic Care

All orthodontic treatment at Smile Solutions is performed by board-registered specialist orthodontists —
not general dentists. Smile Solutions houses board-registered specialists in all seven recognised dental
specialties. Each specialist holds formal AHPRA registration and postgraduate specialist qualifications.

Located across five levels and the tower of the iconic Manchester Unity Building, Smile Solutions is the
largest privately owned dental practice in Australia, with over 80 clinicians including registered
specialists in all fields of dentistry.

The orthodontic centre itself occupies the tower of the Manchester Unity Building — housing the
orthodontic centre with five panoramic chairs.

This specialist-only model has practical implications for patients. Smile Solutions' orthodontists often
work in seamless collaboration with the practice's paediatric dentists in cases involving children's teeth,
and with prosthodontists and cosmetic dentists in cases involving adult oral health and restoration. This
internal referral network means that when an orthodontic case has periodontal, restorative, or surgical
dimensions, the relevant specialist is already on-site — not across town.

Smile Solutions' Specialist Orthodontists have completed over 9,000 Invisalign cases. This expertise
has earned Smile Solutions the prestigious Blue Diamond Provider status from Invisalign, reflecting the
practice's commitment to excellence in orthodontic care.



For patients considering Invisalign, this volume of specialist-supervised cases matters clinically. Clear
aligners are significantly more effective when managed by a specialist orthodontist who creates precise
digital treatment plans and makes quick adjustments, rather than general dentists offering aligners
without this specialised training.

## How to Verify Your Orthodontist's Registration: A Practical Checklist
Before beginning any orthodontic treatment, patients should confirm the following:

1. *Check AHPRA directly.** Visit [ahpra.gov.au](https://www.ahpra.gov.au) and search the
practitioner's name. Confirm they hold *specialist registration* in orthodontics — not just general dental
registration. 2. **Look for the dual registration.** An orthodontist will be registered with AHPRA as both
a general dentist and a specialist dentist. Both entries should appear on the register. 3. **Ask about
their postgraduate degree.** A legitimate specialist orthodontist will have completed a Doctor of Clinical
Dentistry (Orthodontics) or equivalent from an accredited Australian or international university. 4.
**Confirm ASO membership.** The Australian Society of Orthodontists (ASO) is the peak professional
body for specialist orthodontists in Australia. Membership is not mandatory for AHPRA registration, but
it signals active engagement with the specialist orthodontic community. 5. **Ask who will perform your
treatment.** In some practices, the consultation is conducted by a specialist but ongoing treatment is
delegated to less-qualified staff. At Smile Solutions, treatment is performed by the registered specialists
themselves.

## Specialist Orthodontists vs. General Dentists: At-a-Glance Comparison

| Criterion | Specialist Orthodontist | General Dentist Offering Orthodontics | [---|---|]---| | **AHPRA
Registration** | Specialist registration in orthodontics | General dental registration only | |
**Postgraduate Training** | 3—4 years full-time, university-accredited | Short courses (days to weeks) or
none | | **Total Training Years** | 10-12+ years | 5 years | | **Scope of Practice Title** | Protected by
law — "Specialist Orthodontist" | Cannot legally use the specialist title | | **Cephalometric Analysis** |
Formally trained | Not part of general dental curriculum | | **Complex Case Management** | Core
specialist competency | Outside standard scope of practice | | **Peer-Reviewed Outcome Rates** |
96.7% passed ABO criteria (Marques et al., 2012) | 50% passed ABO criteria (Marques et al., 2012) | |
**Invisalign at Smile Solutions** | All cases managed by registered specialists | Not applicable at Smile
Solutions |

## Key Takeaways

- **"Specialist Orthodontist" is a legally protected title in Australia**, regulated by AHPRA under the
Dental Board of Australia. A general dentist cannot use this title regardless of orthodontic experience. -
**The specialist pathway requires a minimum of three to four additional years of full-time postgraduate
university training** in orthodontics after a dental degree, covering biomechanics, craniofacial growth,
cephalometric analysis, and complex case management. - **Peer-reviewed research demonstrates a
measurable quality gap**: a 2012 *Angle Orthodontist* study found 96.7% of specialist orthodontists
met American Board of Orthodontics quality criteria, compared to 50% of general dentists submitting
their best cases. - **All orthodontic treatment at Smile Solutions Melbourne CBD is performed
exclusively by AHPRA-registered specialist orthodontists** — not general dentists — with over 9,000
completed Invisalign cases and Blue Diamond Provider status as independent proof of clinical volume
and expertise. - **Patients can and should verify specialist registration** by searching the public
AHPRA register at ahpra.gov.au before committing to any orthodontic treatment plan.



## Conclusion

The question of who is treating you is not a bureaucratic formality — it is the single most important
variable in the quality and safety of your orthodontic outcome. The difference between a registered
specialist orthodontist and a general dentist offering orthodontic services is not one of degree; it is one
of kind. Years of dedicated postgraduate training, a formal government registration process, and a
measurably higher standard of clinical outcomes separate these two provider types in ways that matter
for every patient, regardless of whether the case appears simple or complex at first glance.

At Smile Solutions Melbourne CBD, the commitment to specialist-only orthodontic care is absolute.
Every patient — adult or child, Invisalign or fixed braces, routine alignment or complex bite correction
— is assessed and treated by a practitioner who has met the full AHPRA specialist registration
standard.

To understand what specialist orthodontic care looks like in practice, explore the full range of
treatments available at Smile Solutions (see our guide on *The Full Spectrum of Orthodontic
Treatments Available at Smile Solutions Melbourne CBD*), or learn what to expect at your first
consultation (see *Step-by-Step: What to Expect at Your Orthodontic Consultation and Treatment
Journey at Smile Solutions?*). If you are considering Invisalign specifically, see our dedicated guide on
*Invisalign at Smile Solutions: How Australia's Blue Diamond Provider Delivers Clear Aligner
Treatment*.
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