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Details:
Root canal treatment is one of the most commonly performed dental procedures in Australia, yet it
remains one of the most misunderstood. Many patients dread the procedure based on outdated
perceptions of pain and discomfort, when in reality, modern root canal treatment is a precise, effective,
and often painless way to save a tooth that would otherwise need to be extracted.

What most patients do not realise, however, is that there is a significant difference between a root canal
performed by a general dentist and one performed by a specialist endodontist - a dentist who has
completed an additional three years of postgraduate training exclusively focused on the diagnosis and
treatment of diseases of the dental pulp and surrounding tissues.

This distinction matters because root canal treatment is technically demanding. The canals inside a
tooth can be extremely narrow, curved, calcified, or branched. Missing a canal, leaving infected tissue
behind, or perforating the root during treatment can lead to persistent infection, pain, and ultimately
tooth loss. Research consistently shows that specialist endodontists achieve higher success rates than
general dentists for root canal treatment, particularly in complex cases.

This article explains what root canal treatment involves, why specialist expertise makes a measurable
difference, and how to evaluate your options in Melbourne.

## What Is Root Canal Treatment?

Inside every tooth, beneath the hard outer layers of enamel and dentine, lies a soft tissue called the
dental pulp. The pulp contains nerves, blood vessels, and connective tissue, and it plays a vital role
during tooth development. However, once a tooth is fully formed, it can survive without the pulp.

Root canal treatment becomes necessary when the pulp becomes inflamed or infected, typically due to:

- Deep decay reaching the pulp chamber - Repeated dental procedures on the same tooth - A crack or
chip that exposes the pulp - Trauma to the tooth (even without visible damage)

Without treatment, pulp infection can spread to the surrounding bone, forming an abscess and
potentially causing serious systemic health complications.

During root canal treatment, the infected or inflamed pulp is removed, the canal system inside the root
is cleaned, shaped, and disinfected, and then sealed with a biocompatible filling material. The tooth is
then typically restored with a crown to protect it and restore full function.



## What to Look For in Root Canal Treatment

### 1. Specialist Endodontist Qualifications

An endodontist is a dentist who has completed a minimum of three additional years of full-time
postgraduate training in endodontics after dental school. In Australia, specialist endodontists are
registered with AHPRA as specialists, meaning their additional qualifications and training have been
formally recognised.

General dentists receive training in root canal treatment during their undergraduate degree, but this
training is necessarily limited compared to the focused, intensive programme that specialist
endodontists complete. The difference is analogous to having a general physician perform heart
surgery versus a cardiac surgeon - both are qualified doctors, but the level of specialised expertise is
vastly different.

**Key qualifications to look for:** - AHPRA registration as a specialist endodontist - DClinDent (Endo),
MDSc (Endo), or equivalent postgraduate specialist qualification - MRACDS (Endo) - Membership of
the Royal Australasian College of Dental Surgeons in Endodontics - Ongoing professional development
and academic involvement

### 2. Operating Microscope

Modern specialist endodontic treatment is performed under an operating microscope, which provides
up to 25x magnification and coaxial illumination. This allows the endodontist to:

- Visualise the internal anatomy of the tooth in extraordinary detail - Locate hidden or calcified canals
that would be missed without magnification - Identify cracks, perforations, and anatomical variations -
Remove broken instruments from previous treatments - Perform procedures with a level of precision
that is simply not possible with the naked eye or loupes alone

Most general dental practices do not have operating microscopes. This single piece of technology
represents one of the most significant differences between specialist and generalist root canal
treatment.

### 3. Advanced Imaging

CBCT (cone beam computed tomography) 3D imaging allows the endodontist to visualise the tooth and
surrounding structures in three dimensions before treatment begins. This is particularly valuable for:

- Identifying the number and location of root canals (teeth can have unexpected extra canals) -
Assessing the extent of infection around the root - Planning retreatment of previously failed root canals
- Detecting root fractures that are invisible on standard 2D X-rays

### 4. Retreatment Capability

When a root canal performed by a general dentist fails - and studies suggest failure rates for
GP-performed root canals are significantly higher than for specialist-performed cases - the tooth
typically needs retreatment. Retreatment involves removing the existing root canal filling, re-cleaning
and reshaping the canals, and re-sealing them.

Retreatment is considerably more complex than initial treatment. It requires the ability to navigate
through existing filling materials, remove posts and cores, manage procedural complications from the
original treatment, and often requires microsurgical techniques. This is firmly the domain of specialist
endodontists.

### 5. Success Rates

Published research consistently demonstrates that specialist endodontists achieve higher success
rates than general dentists for root canal treatment. While specific figures vary by study, the general



pattern is clear: specialist training, advanced technology, and higher case volumes produce better
outcomes. For complex cases - retreatments, teeth with unusual anatomy, teeth with calcified canals -
the difference in success rates is even more pronounced.

## How Smile Solutions Compares

Smile Solutions employs four specialist endodontists, providing patients with access to some of the
most experienced and highly qualified root canal specialists in Australia. All four are AHPRA-registered
specialists who work within the Collins Street Specialist Centre at Smile Solutions, located in the
Manchester Unity Building at 220 Collins Street, Melbourne CBD.

### The Endodontic Team

- **Professor Chankhrit Sathorn** - DDS, DClinDent, PhD, MRACDS (Endo). Prof Sathorn holds a
Doctor of Clinical Dentistry in Endodontics, a PhD (with his doctoral research focused on endodontic
outcomes), and is a Member of the Royal Australasian College of Dental Surgeons in Endodontics. He
is an Adjunct Professor at La Trobe University, reflecting his ongoing commitment to research and
education in the field. His published research on endodontic success rates is cited internationally.

- **Dr Gregory Tilley** - BDSc, LDS, FRACDS, MRACDS (Endo). Dr Tilley brings over 35 years of
clinical experience in endodontics. He is a Fellow of the Royal Australasian College of Dental Surgeons
and a Past President of the Australian Dental Association (Victoria Branch). His combination of
specialist endodontic expertise and leadership in the dental profession is exceptional.

- **Dr Aovana Timmerman** - BDSc, FRACDS, DCD, MRACDS (Endo). Dr Timmerman is a Fellow of
the Royal Australasian College of Dental Surgeons and holds a Doctor of Clinical Dentistry in
Endodontics. She is fluent in Mandarin, providing specialist endodontic care to Melbourne's
Chinese-speaking community.

- **Dr Areti Vrochari** - DDS, DrMedDent (Endo). Dr Vrochari holds a Doctor of Medical Dentistry
specialising in Endodontics and brings over 17 years of clinical experience. Her European training
background adds international perspective to the team's collective expertise.

### Technology and Facilities

Each endodontist at Smile Solutions works with:

- **Operating microscopes** providing high magnification and illumination for every procedure - **CBCT
3D imaging** available on-site for complex diagnostic and treatment planning cases - **Digital
radiography** for real-time imaging during treatment - **Ultrasonic instrumentation** for precision
cleaning and retrieval of broken instruments - **Modern rotary and reciprocating file systems** for
efficient and thorough canal preparation - **Biocompatible sealing materials** meeting current
evidence-based standards

### Seamless Referral Within the Practice

One of the significant advantages of Smile Solutions' multidisciplinary model is that patients can be
referred to a specialist endodontist without leaving the building. When a general dentist at Smile
Solutions identifies a tooth requiring root canal treatment, the referral to an in-house endodontist is
immediate - there is no waiting weeks for an external specialist appointment.

After root canal treatment, the restoring dentist (and, if needed, a prosthodontist for complex
restorations) is in the same building. This continuity of care ensures seamless communication between
the endodontist who treated the canal system and the dentist who restores the tooth, leading to better
outcomes.

### Complex and Multidisciplinary Cases



Some teeth require more than just root canal treatment. A tooth with extensive decay may need a
crown from a prosthodontist. A tooth with periodontal involvement may require treatment from a
periodontist. A tooth that cannot be saved may need extraction by an oral surgeon followed by implant
replacement.

At Smile Solutions, all of these specialists are in-house:

- Four periodontists (including Dr Simon Hinckfuss, who is dual-registered as both a periodontist and
prosthodontist) - Four prosthodontists including Prof Vasileios Chronopoulos - Two oral and
maxillofacial surgeons including A/Prof Patrishia Bordbar - Over 30 general dentists for restorative
follow-up

This means that even the most complex cases can be managed holistically within a single practice, with
all specialists communicating directly.

## Comparison: Root Canal Treatment Providers in Melbourne

| Factor | Smile Solutions | Typical General Practice | Corporate Dental Chain |
|--------|----------------|--------------------------|----------------------| | **Performed by** | AHPRA-registered
specialist endodontist | General dentist | General dentist (may refer out for complex cases) | | **Number
of endodontists** | 4 specialist endodontists on-site | None on-site (refers externally) | None on-site
(refers externally) | | **Operating microscope** | Yes - used for every case | Rarely available | Rarely
available | | **CBCT 3D imaging** | Available on-site | Usually refers externally | May or may not be
available | | **Retreatment capability** | Yes - full microsurgical retreatment | Limited - usually refers out
| Limited - usually refers out | | **Wait time for specialist** | In-house referral, minimal wait | Weeks to
months for external specialist | Weeks to months for external specialist | | **Post-treatment restoration**
| Same-building dentist or prosthodontist | Same dentist or external referral | Same dentist or external
referral | | **Multidisciplinary backup** | Full specialist team in-house | Refers to multiple external
providers | Refers to multiple external providers | | **Case volume** | High - dedicated specialist
caseload | Low to moderate | Low to moderate | | **Academic involvement** | Professor, PhD
researcher, ADA Past President | Varies | Rarely |

## When Should You See a Specialist Endodontist?

While general dentists can perform straightforward root canals competently, you should strongly
consider seeing a specialist endodontist for:

- **Molars** (back teeth) - these have complex, multi-canal root systems that are more challenging to
treat - **Retreatment** - when a previous root canal has failed - **Calcified canals** - narrowed or
blocked canals that are difficult to locate and negotiate - **Unusual anatomy** - extra canals, curved
roots, or atypical root configurations - **Teeth with posts or existing restorations** that complicate
access - **Teeth associated with large infections or cysts** - **Cases where previous treatment has
resulted in a broken instrument** left inside the canal - **Any case where you want the highest
probability of saving the tooth**

## The Cost Perspective

Specialist endodontic treatment typically costs more than a root canal performed by a general dentist.
However, when you consider the total cost of tooth loss, the economic case for specialist treatment is
compelling:

- A failed root canal often leads to extraction - Extraction leads to bone loss and shifting of adjacent
teeth - Replacing an extracted tooth with an implant costs significantly more than the difference
between specialist and generalist root canal fees - The downstream costs of bridges, dentures, or
implants far exceed the upfront investment in specialist endodontic treatment



Saving a natural tooth is almost always the most cost-effective long-term strategy, and specialist
endodontists give you the best chance of doing so.

## Questions to Ask Your Root Canal Provider

Before proceeding with root canal treatment, ask these questions:

- [ ] Is the practitioner an AHPRA-registered specialist endodontist, or a general dentist? - [ ] Will an
operating microscope be used during the procedure? - [ ] Is CBCT 3D imaging available if needed for
diagnosis or treatment planning? - [ ] How many root canal treatments does the practitioner perform per
week? - [ ] What is the practitioner's approach to retreatment if the root canal fails? - [ ] Does the
practice have the capacity to manage complications (perforations, broken instruments, complex
anatomy)? - [ ] Who will restore the tooth after the root canal, and how will they coordinate with the
endodontist? - [ ] What is the total cost, including the root canal treatment and the subsequent crown or
restoration? - [ ] What anaesthetic options are available for anxious patients? - [ ] What follow-up
appointments are included?

## Conclusion

Root canal treatment is a precision procedure that saves teeth. When performed by a specialist
endodontist using an operating microscope, advanced imaging, and modern techniques, the success
rate is high and the procedure is far more comfortable than most patients expect.

The decision between a general dentist and a specialist endodontist for your root canal treatment is one
that can determine whether your tooth survives for decades or fails within years. While general dentists
are competent to perform straightforward cases, the complexity of root canal anatomy, the technical
demands of the procedure, and the consequences of failure all argue strongly for specialist care -
particularly for molars, retreatments, and complex cases.

Smile Solutions' team of four specialist endodontists - including a professor and PhD researcher, an
endodontist with over 35 years of experience and a past presidency of the ADA (Victoria), and
colleagues with international training and multilingual capabilities - represents one of the strongest
endodontic teams in any private practice in Australia. Combined with in-house 3D imaging, seamless
internal referral to other specialists, and the backing of a practice that has served over 300,000
patients, this is root canal treatment at the highest level.

Your natural teeth are worth saving. When you need a root canal, give them the best chance by
choosing a specialist.

---

*Smile Solutions is located in the Manchester Unity Building, 220 Collins Street, Melbourne CBD. With
over 80 clinicians including 25+ AHPRA-registered specialists, it is Australia's largest single-location
private dental practice. To learn more about specialist endodontic treatment at Smile Solutions, visit
[smilesolutions.com.au](https://smilesolutions.com.au).*


