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Buy The Book
Thanks to Dogfolk Enterprises 
we offer you an excerpt from 
Structure In Action, The Making 
of a Durable Dog By  Wendy E 
Wallace DVM cVA & Erin Ann 
Rouse Copyrights Dogfolk En-
terprises 2011Since you can’t tell a book from its cover we offer 

you ten pages from this book to decide if you want 
to do buy the book!

The Mouth
 The more correct a dog’s mouth is, the more 

comfortable the dog is. We have created less 
than ideal mouths in some of our breeds, but 
even in straying from the ideal, we still need to 
make sure we stay near enough to what is correct 
that our dogs can function as they were meant 
to function. (See Figures 1-1, 1-2, 1-3 and 1-4.)

The various teeth in a dog’s mouth have 
specific jobs. The canines are used for punctur-
ing and grasping. The premolars are used for 
biting off chunks.

Structure In Action: 
A look at the structure of the 

Canine Mouth
By  Wendy E Wallace DVM cVA & 

Erin Ann Rouse

Figure 1-1: Upper jaw.

Figure 1-2: Upper jaw.

Figure 1-3: Lower jaw. Figure 1-4: Lower jaw.
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The molars are used for 
grinding edible plant matter. 
The fourth upper premolar and 
first lower molar are the largest 
shearing teeth and the most 
important teeth in the mouth, 
since they are positioned where 
the jaw pressure is greatest. The 
incisors do the delicate work of 
nibbling, scratching an itch, and 
pulling unwanted items from 
the coat or foot pads.

Police dogs and Schutz-
hund competitors are required 
to have a “full-mouth bite” 
(Figure 1-5). This includes the 
molars and premolars, which 
are behind the canines. Without 
a full-mouth bite, these dogs 
may risk severe injuries in their 
work.

necessities in order to be able 
to function well ‚Äî and enough 
teeth is one of those necessities. 
We all need to remember this 
in our breeding programs, no 
matter what our breed stan-
dards say (or don’t say). It’s 
a shame when a quality dog 
loses in Conformation simply 
because the owner or handler 
overlooked an existing mouth 
issue.

Occlusion

Risks: For Retrieving and 
Obedience dogs,any maloc-
clusion can lead to discomfort 
or pain, loss of function, and 
severe dental problems. It can 
also lead to a change in how 
the dogs perceive objects. For 
Police and Schutzhund dogs, 
any malocclusion impedes their 
ability to get a firm grip with 
their teeth. Without a firm grip, 
these dogs are much more sus-
ceptible to bodily injuries and 
more at risk for broken teeth. 
Frisbee competitors with mal-
occlusions are at greater risk 
than those with correct mouths, 
especially when grabbing the 
Frisbee at top speeds.

Figure 1-5: Full-mouth bite.

No standard calls for a dog 
to have four legs, two eyes, and 
two ears, because the authors 
of breed standards assumed 
that people had enough com-
mon sense to know that a dog 
needed a full complement of 

Figure 1-6: Correct occlusion.

Refers to the way the up-
per and lower teeth align with 
each other to create a functional 
relationship. In most breeds, 
this consists of a scissors bite, 
with the lower canines located 
squarely between the corner 
incisors and the upper canines 
(Figure 1-6). There should be 
no contact between the canines 
and any other teeth. The points 
of the upper and lower premo-
lars should fall between each 
other, like the teeth on a pair of 
pinking shears or the cogs of a 
wheel (Figure 1-7).

Malocclusion
Refers to any abnormal 

tooth alignment (Figures 1-8 
and 1-9). Malocclusions may be 
dental or skeletal in origin, with 
skeletal abnormalities generally 
resulting in dental interference. 
Severe malocclusions are ex-
tremely unusual in wild canids.

Figure 1-7: Excellent occlusi

Figure 1-8: Severe malocclusion

Figure 1-9: Severe malocclusion
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Bites
Scissors Bite The upper inci-

sors overlap the lower incisors. 
This is the bite that most breed 
standards call for; it creates 
the least wear on the teeth and 
provides the strongest grasping 
power (Figure 1-10).

Figure 1-11: Dropped incisors.

Tibetan Spaniel, and Tibetan 
Terrier breed standards. An 
undershot bite was called for 
to create a certain appearance 
of the head and jaw that the 
authors of these original stan-
dards thought important. In all 
other breeds, it is classified as a 
fault. Although it is allowed in 
many breeds, it is a nonfunc-
tional bite and would not be 
found in the wild.

Risks: Many veterinarians 
who work with performance 
dogs believe that when the 
jaw is undershot, the neck is 
constantly held in an unnatural 
position with a reverse curve. 
Jut out your lower jaw and note 
how your head tilts back and 
your neck changes its curve. 
This is what happens to a dog 
with an undershot bite. Such 
compensations make jumping 
much more difficult (imagine 
jumping with your head tilted 
upward). If the dog is asked 
to jump with something in its 
mouth (eg, a retrieve over the 
high jump in open Obedience), 
the dog must reverse the curve 
of its neck even further in order 
to keep hold of the object.

Agility and Obedience dogs 
with undershot jaws increase 
stress on their lower backs 
when they hold their heads 
and necks at elevated angles. 
Hunting or Retrieving dogs 
with undershot jaws increase 
stress on their necks and lower 
backs when they carry a heavy 
bird or dumbbell; they also 
have more difficulty picking 
up such objects. These dogs can 
develop back pain, and if they 
are straight in the shoulder, the 

Figure 1-10: Scissors bite

As breeders, we must un-
derstand and pay attention to 
the fact that, along with a scis-
sors bite, the canines, premo-
lars, and molars also need to be 
positioned correctly. The condi-
tion oftentimes exists that the 
premolars or molars are in an 
overshot or undershot position, 
despite a scissors bite between 
the upper and lower front teeth. 
Genetically, a dog or bitch with 
this condition can produce off-
spring with completely over-
shot or undershot bites.

Dropped Incisors The center 
two bottom incisors are dropped 
below the level of the other four 
(Figure 1-11). This condition is 
often seen in Newfoundlands 
and Golden Retrievers, as well 
as other breeds. Breeders in 
general would rather not see 
dropped incisors in their dogs’ 
mouths. Although experts have 
yet to determine what causes 
dropped incisors, they see no 
impact on functionality.

Figure 1-12: Undershot bite.

Figure 1-13: Undershot bite.

Undershot The bottom inci-
sors are on the outside of the 
upper incisors (Figures 1-12 
and 1-13). An undershot bite 
is actually a skeletal malocclu-
sion. This bite is considered 
normal in the breeds with 
short head formations (brachy-
cephalic), such as the Boxer, 
Bulldog, Brussels Griffon, Pe-
kingese, Shih Tzu, French Bull-
dog, and Dogue de Bordeaux; 
it is allowed in the Bullmastiff, 
Affenpinscher, English Toy 
Spaniel, Japanese Chin, Pug, 
Boston Terrier, Lhasa Apso, 
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problem can be exacerbated. 
An undershot jaw costs dogs 
their natural tool for scratch-
ing an itch, pulling things out 
of their coats or feet, and nib-
bling (which is one of a dog’s 
communication tools within 
its pack).

Overshot The top incisors 
are in front of the bottom ones, 
creating a gap between the two 
levels (Figure 1-14). This type of 
bite can be caused by a “dental 
interlock,” which is when the 
puppy teeth are embedded in 
the soft tissue of the opposite 
jaw, thus impeding the growth 
of the jaw. An overshot bite 
is often referred to as a “par-
rot mouth,” although “parrot 
mouth” actually refers to an 
over-shot mouth in a horse. (See 
Figures 1-15 and 1-16.)

Figure 1-16: Overshot mouth.

Risks: This bite is listed as a 
fault in all breed standards, as 
it can damage the gums or up-
per palate over time. No matter 
to what degree the mouth is 
overshot, it is incorrect. Any Re-
triever will have more difficulty 
picking up, carrying, and jump-
ing with game in its mouth if 
the mouth is badly overshot. 
As with undershot jaws, an 
overshot jaw takes away one 
of the dog’s natural tools for 
grooming and socializing.

wearing them down to just 
nubs and can lead to periodon-
tal disease. Once periodontal 
disease sets in, the top incisors 
have a tendency to push the 
bottom teeth out over time. An 
even bite is actually classified 
by all authoritative sources as 
an undershot mouth.

Figure 1-14: Overshot bite.

Figure 1-15: Overshot mouth.

Figure 1-17: Even or level bite.

Even or Level Bite The top 
and bottom incisors meet tip 
to tip (Figure 1-17). Numerous 
standards in every group either 
call for or allow an even bite or 
mouth. There is some contro-
versy over whether the authors 
of these standards meant that 
the teeth should be on an even 
line rather than meet end to end.

Risks: An even bite causes 
wear on the teeth in some cases 

Figure 1-18: Open bite.

Open Bite When the teeth in 
the front do not close, the dog 
has an open bite (Figure 1-18). 
Often puppies will have a ten-
dency to push their tongues out 
of this opening, which can push 
on the front teeth and make the 
bite worse (in children, this is 
called a tongue thrust). An open 
bite also includes those dogs 
whose bites show a wide-open 
space between the top and bot-
tom premolars, as is commonly 
seen in Collies and Doberman 
Pinschers (Figure 1-19).

Wry Mouth A wry mouth 
is best described as one of the 
four quadrants of the jaw being 

Figure 1-19: Open bite.
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out of proportion with the other 
three quadrants. The jaw is ac-
tually out of alignment. Of all 
malocclusions, a wry mouth is 
decidedly one of the worst. One 
side of the jaw is longer than 
the other, which can be seen as 
a deviation of the midline in 
the alignment of the front teeth 
between the upper and lower 
jaws (Figure 1-20). Figure 1-22: 

Base-narrow canines.

ing-shears fashion, either the 
upper or lower teeth are inside 
the opposing ones.

Risks: This condition inter-
feres with the functionality of 
the premolars. Also, it’s worth 
remembering that the more we 
allow deviations from what is 
correct, the higher the chances 
of some other problems arising.

Lance Canines Also known 
in the dog-show world as saber 
teeth, lance canines are upper 
canines that do not point down-
ward (Figure 1-25); instead, 
they angle forward (Figures 
1-26 and 1-27). This condition 
is seen in Shetland Sheepdogs 
and Italian Greyhounds and is 
thought to be hereditary.

Risks: A wry mouth is a 
fault in all dogs and stems from 
either a severe, inherited defect 
or a facial trauma affecting bone 
growth. No matter what the 
cause, a wry mouth can lead 
to both grasping and chewing 
problems.

Base-Narrow Canines This 
is a condition in which one or 
both of the lower canine teeth 
are positioned too far inward 
toward the tongue (Figures 1-21 
and 1-22). This may be either 
a genetic issue or caused by 
retained puppy teeth.

Figure 1-20:  Wry Mouth

Figure 1-21: Base-narrow canines.

Figure 1-23: Base-narrow canines.

Figure 1-24: Gum contact 
with bottom canines.

Risks: Base-narrow canines 
(Figure 1-23) can lead to the 
top gums or upper palate being 
damaged by frequent contact 
with the bottom canines (Figure 
1-24). They can also contribute 
to palate defects, dental wear, 
and periodontal disease.

Narrow Upper or Lower 
Jaw Either the upper or lower 
jaw is too narrow relative to the 
other. Instead of the premolars 
on the sides meeting in a pink-
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Figure 1-26: Lance canines. Figure 1-28: Anterior cross bite.

Figure 1-27: Lance canines.

Risks: Lance canines render 
a dog unable to puncture; they 
cause crowding, which in turn 
leads to periodontal disease. In 
severe cases, the upper lip will 
be unable to cover the lower 
canine.

Anterior Cross Bite Now 
called Rostral Cross Bite, the 
canines and premolars are 
normal, but one or more of the 
lower incisors are positioned 
in front of the upper incisors. 
When seen in adult dogs, a 
rostral cross bite can be caused 
by retained puppy teeth. It is a 
common fault, and there is no 
consensus among experts about 
the role of genetics in its occur-
rence, but we have to wonder, 
when it is seen in puppies. (See 
Figures 1-28 and 1-29.)

Figure 1-29: Anterior cross bite.

Posterior Cross Bite Now 
called Cauda Cross Bite, one 
or more of the lower premolars 
overlap the upper premolars 
(Figures 1-30 and 1-31). Oc-
currences are presumed to be 
uncommon; however, it is be-
coming a very common fault in 
Dobermans and Collies.

Figure 1-31: Correct occlu-
sion with the same the 4th pre-
molar inside upper premolars.

Risks: We need to remem-
ber that when we overlook the 
emergence of a structural is-
sue, it usually gets worse from 
generation to generation. Bad 
bites were almost unheard of 
in Dobermans for many years, 
but as cauda cross bites become 
more commonplace, we are see-
ing more and more bad bites in 
the breed.

For 140+ more pages on this 
and other Canine Structure is-
sues, Buy The BooK! 

Figure 1-30: Posterior cross bite 
with 4th lower premolar on the 

outside.
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Publishers Corner

Land O Lakes Kennel Club 
Show

St Paul, MN Jan 3rd, 2015
By Dennis Guldan
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