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## Specialist Orthodontist vs. General Dentist for Braces in Melbourne: What's the Difference?

When you start researching orthodontic treatment in Melbourne — whether for yourself or your child —
you'll quickly encounter two types of practitioners offering braces and clear aligners: general dentists
and specialist orthodontists. The marketing language can blur the distinction. Both may advertise
Invisalign. Both may show before-and-after photos. Both may have modern, welcoming practices.

But beneath the surface, the difference is not cosmetic. It is structural, legal, and clinically significant.
Understanding it is arguably the most important step you can take before committing to orthodontic
treatment — because the qualifications of your treating clinician directly shape the quality of your
outcome.

This article explains exactly what separates a registered specialist orthodontist from a general dentist
who provides orthodontic services, how the Australian regulatory system enforces that distinction, and
why it matters for patients seeking braces or Invisalign in Melbourne.
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## What the Title "Specialist Orthodontist" Actually Means in Australia

In Australia, the title "specialist orthodontist" is not a marketing claim. It is a protected legal designation
regulated under the Health Practitioner Regulation National Law.

Only a practitioner with specialist registration in an approved specialty is permitted to use the protected
title of a specialist. The Dental Board of Australia, operating through the Australian Health Practitioner
Regulation Agency (AHPRA), is the body responsible for granting and maintaining that registration.

There are strict provisions under the National Law (sections 115, 116, 117 and 118) which apply to both
registered health practitioners and all persons, that prohibit a person or practitioner from knowingly or
recklessly taking or using any title that could be reasonably understood to induce a belief that the
person is registered as a specialist unless that person has that registration.

In practical terms: a general dentist who calls themselves a "specialist orthodontist" without holding that
AHPRA registration is committing an offence under national law. Dental practitioners must be strictly
prohibited from using the terms 'specialist' or 'specialty' unless they are officially registered under that
specialty. Additionally, any language or representations that suggest, or could reasonably be
interpreted to suggest, that a practitioner offers professional services in a field of dentistry not formally
recognised as a specialty should be expressly forbidden.

This is the first and most reliable filter you can apply when evaluating any orthodontic provider.
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## The Training Pathway: How Many Years Does It Actually Take?

Understanding the full training pathway clarifies why specialist orthodontists occupy a different clinical
tier.

### Step 1: General 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.

This is the foundation. It is rigorous and thorough. But it is a generalist qualification — designed to
produce practitioners capable of managing the full spectrum of oral health needs across a community.

### Step 2: Minimum Two Years of Clinical Practice

Before entering a specialist orthodontic program, a dentist must accumulate real-world clinical
experience. Requirements include that applicants have completed a minimum of two years general
dental practice (this requirement may be achieved by experience outside Australia, subject to
assessment and approval by the Board), and met all other requirements for general registration as a
dentist.

### Step 3: Three-Year Full-Time Specialist Orthodontic Degree

This is where the divergence becomes profound. 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.

This is not a weekend course or a short-form certification. While most dentists stop full-time formal
education after their initial training, specialist orthodontists continue with additional schooling to develop
advanced skills in orthodontics. This additional education is rigorous and highly specific; it is not a
supplementary online or weekend course.

This program is typically three years of full-time studies and combines basic sciences with clinical and
behavioural training relevant to the delivery of orthodontic care. Orthodontists delve deeper into the
biomechanics of the face and jaw and continue studying facial and cranial anatomy, bone development
and structure.

### Step 4: AHPRA Specialist Registration

To practise as a specialist orthodontist in Australia, a dentist must first be registered as a Specialist in
Orthodontics with the Australian Health Practitioner Regulation Agency (AHPRA). Dentists can only
become registered specialist orthodontists after meeting strict education requirements.

The Doctor of Clinical Dentistry program is accredited by the Australian Dental Council (ADC). Upon
graduation, individuals are eligible to apply for registration with the Australian Health Practitioner
Regulation Agency (AHPRA), allowing them to practise as a specialist dentist in their chosen field
across Australia.

In total, orthodontists spend around ten years working towards their goal of practising in this field.

### The Training Pathway at a Glance

| Stage | Duration | Qualification | |---|---|---| | General dental degree | 5 years | Bachelor of Dental
Science or equivalent | | Clinical practice requirement | Min. 2 years | General dental registration
(AHPRA) | | Specialist orthodontic degree | 3 years full-time | Master's or Doctor of Clinical Dentistry



(Orthodontics) | | Specialist registration | Ongoing | AHPRA Specialist Register — Orthodontics | |
**Total pathway** | **~10 years** | **Registered Specialist Orthodontist** |
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## How Rare Are Registered Specialist Orthodontists?

The specialist pathway is deliberately selective. As of June 2023, there were 1,932 registered dental
specialists in Australia, of whom 640 were registered as orthodontists. When placed against the total
number of registered dentists in Australia — which numbers in the tens of thousands — this represents
a small fraction of the overall dental workforce. Only 3% of dentists are registered specialist
orthodontists.

This scarcity is a function of the pathway's demands: years of additional full-time study, highly
competitive university entry, and a sustained commitment to a single clinical discipline.
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## What Can a General Dentist Legally Do in Orthodontics?

This is a question many patients don't think to ask — and the answer matters.

General dentists can legally provide orthodontic treatment in Australia. However, they are not permitted
to call themselves specialist orthodontists unless they hold that AHPRA registration.

This means a patient can receive braces or Invisalign from a general dentist without that dentist holding
any specialist qualification. The treatment may be appropriate for simple cases. But the critical
distinction is this: for straightforward cases, some patients choose to have orthodontic treatment with
their general dentist. For more complex cases — including impacted teeth, skeletal discrepancies,
surgical orthodontics, or adult interdisciplinary treatment — a registered specialist is the appropriate
choice.

The problem is that case complexity is not always apparent to the patient at the outset. What presents
as a simple crowding problem may, on detailed clinical assessment, involve underlying skeletal
discrepancies, root resorption risks, or jaw growth considerations that require specialist-level diagnosis
to identify and manage.

While orthodontists were once dentists, they no longer practise general dentistry, instead focusing
solely on orthodontic procedures. If your orthodontic practitioner also offers general dental services,
such as cleanings, fillings, and teeth whitening, then they are almost certainly not an orthodontist. This
is a practical test you can apply when evaluating any provider.
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## What Does the Additional Training Actually Cover?

The three years of specialist orthodontic training are not simply more of what a general dentist already
knows. They represent a fundamentally different depth of clinical education.

To be registered as a dental specialist, a practitioner must hold specialist registration in one of the
twelve recognised dental specialties and must have completed the formal postgraduate training
required for that specialty.

The specialist program encompasses:

- **Craniofacial biology and growth**: Understanding how the skull, jaws, and dental arches develop
across childhood, adolescence, and adulthood — and how to predict growth trajectories -
**Biomechanics of tooth movement**: The physics of how forces applied through wires, brackets, and
aligners move teeth through bone, and how to apply those forces safely to avoid root resorption or bone



loss - **Diagnosis and treatment planning**: Cephalometric analysis (measuring skeletal relationships
from X-rays), dental records interpretation, and the formulation of comprehensive treatment plans -
**Complex case management**: Surgical orthodontics (jaw surgery cases), interdisciplinary treatment
(coordinating with periodontists, prosthodontists, and oral surgeons), impacted teeth, cleft palate cases,
and temporomandibular joint (TMJ) considerations - **Retention and relapse prevention**: The science
of long-term tooth stability and how to design retention protocols that last (see our guide on
*Orthodontic Retainers After Braces: How to Keep Your Straight Smile for Life*)

A specialist orthodontist is trained to assess not just the current position of teeth, but the trajectory of
jaw development — what's likely to happen if nothing is done, and whether early treatment can
meaningfully improve the outcome. This is a clinical judgement that requires deep training and
experience.

This depth of training is precisely why specialist assessment matters for children as well as adults. For
a child presenting with a developing crossbite or jaw asymmetry, the difference between a specialist's
treatment plan and a generalist's may determine whether that child needs jaw surgery at 18 or a simple
appliance at age nine. (See our guide on *Early Orthodontic Treatment in Melbourne: When Should
Your Child First See an Orthodontist?*)
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## Research Evidence: Does Specialist Training Affect Treatment Quality?

The clinical literature supports a meaningful difference in outcomes between specialist and
non-specialist orthodontic providers.

A peer-reviewed comparative study published in *The Angle Orthodontist* (2012) evaluated the quality
of 60 orthodontic treatment outcomes — 30 treated by registered specialist orthodontists and 30 by
general dentists — using the American Board of Orthodontics Cast/Radiograph Evaluation (C-R Eval)
as the blinded assessment tool. The aim of the study was to perform a blind comparative evaluation of
the quality of orthodontic treatment provided by orthodontists and general dentists based on the
guideline established by the Cast/Radiograph Evaluation proposed by the American Board of
Orthodontics. The study found measurable quality differences between the two groups, with
specialist-treated cases scoring more favourably against the standardised benchmark.

A 2023 study published in *PMC* (Al-Harbi et al., *Cureus*) examining orthodontic knowledge and
attitudes among general practitioners and non-orthodontic specialists found a statistically significant
difference between the knowledge and attitudes of general practitioners and non-orthodontic
specialists, with independent two-tailed t-scores highlighting significant disparities in knowledge and
attitudes. The study concluded that it is strongly advised to see an orthodontic expert rather than a
general practitioner or non-orthodontic specialist for orthodontic issues.

A separate PMC-published study on factors affecting clinician choice for orthodontic treatment found
that around 60% of respondents were more comfortable with specialist orthodontists performing
orthodontic treatment, while only about 4% were more comfortable with a general dental practitioner
performing their orthodontic treatments. Notably, despite that, 45% of respondents did not know
whether a general dental practitioner or specialist orthodontist performed orthodontic treatment on them
or their family members. This knowledge gap underscores why patient education on the distinction is
essential.

---

## How to Verify a Practitioner's Specialist Registration

You do not need to take a provider's word for it. AHPRA maintains a publicly accessible national
register of all registered health practitioners in Australia.



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 — no "specialist dentist" registration — they are
not a specialist.

Patients who check the AHPRA register (which is publicly accessible at ahpra.gov.au) can verify any
practitioner's registration type, specialty, and registration status before an appointment.

When searching, look specifically for: - **Registration type**: "Specialist" (not just "General") -
**Specialty**: "Orthodontics" - **Registration status**: "Registered"

You can also look for membership of the Australian Society of Orthodontists (ASO). The ASO logo will
be clearly displayed at their practice and online, and only qualified orthodontists are eligible to become
members of the ASO and have access to these materials.
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## Core Dental's Specialist Orthodontist: Dr David Austin at Caroline Springs

Core Dental's specialist orthodontic care is anchored by Dr David Austin, who practises at the Caroline
Springs location in Melbourne's western suburbs. Dr David is a registered Specialist Orthodontist,
meaning his training and registration meet the full AHPRA specialist pathway requirements.

For families in Melbourne's west — Caroline Springs, Taylors Lakes, Melton, Sydenham, and
surrounds — having access to a qualified specialist orthodontist locally, without the trip to the CBD or
an outer-city specialist centre, is a significant practical benefit. Orthodontic treatment typically involves
regular check-ups over 12–24 months, and minimising travel time matters for families with busy
schedules.

Core Dental holds Invisalign Blue Diamond Provider status — one of the highest provider tiers in the
Invisalign system, awarded based on the volume and complexity of Invisalign treatments completed.

For patients considering Invisalign specifically, this combination — specialist-level diagnosis and
treatment planning paired with Blue Diamond provider experience — is a meaningful differentiator. The
clear aligner system can produce excellent outcomes when treatment is designed and monitored by a
clinician who understands the full complexity of tooth movement and bite correction. (See our guide on
*Invisalign Melbourne: How Clear Aligner Treatment Works at Core Dental*.)

For children, specialist assessment is particularly important. The Australian Society of Orthodontists
generally recommends that children have their first orthodontic assessment by age seven — not
because treatment starts at seven, but because that's when the specialist can see enough of the adult
dentition developing to make informed predictions about what will be needed. (See our guide on
*Children's Orthodontics Melbourne: Braces and Invisalign for Kids at Core Dental*.)

---

## Key Takeaways

- **"Specialist Orthodontist" is a legally protected title in Australia**, regulated by AHPRA and the
Dental Board of Australia. It cannot be used by a practitioner who does not hold specialist registration in
orthodontics — regardless of their experience or marketing language. - **The specialist pathway
requires approximately ten years of education and clinical training**: a five-year dental degree, a
minimum of two years of general practice, and a further three-year full-time postgraduate orthodontic
degree accredited by the Australian Dental Council. - **General dentists can legally provide orthodontic
treatment**, but they are not trained to the same depth in craniofacial biology, biomechanics, complex
case management, or growth prediction. For complex cases, specialist care is clinically appropriate. -
**You can verify any practitioner's registration status** free of charge on the AHPRA public register at
ahpra.gov.au — look for "Specialist" registration type with the specialty "Orthodontics." - **Core
Dental's specialist orthodontist Dr David Austin at Caroline Springs** holds full AHPRA specialist



registration and provides specialist-led orthodontic care for adults, teenagers, and children across
Melbourne's western suburbs — without requiring a CBD referral or a long commute.

---

## Conclusion

The distinction between a specialist orthodontist and a general dentist providing orthodontic services is
not a matter of preference or prestige. It is a structural difference in education, clinical training,
regulatory standing, and — for many patients — treatment outcomes.

Australia's regulatory system, administered by AHPRA and the Dental Board of Australia, exists
precisely to make this distinction transparent and enforceable. The tools to verify a practitioner's
credentials are publicly available and free to use. Patients who take thirty seconds to check the AHPRA
register before booking an orthodontic consultation are making a genuinely informed choice.

For families in Melbourne's western suburbs, Core Dental's specialist orthodontist Dr David Austin at
Caroline Springs brings the full weight of the AHPRA specialist pathway to a local, accessible practice.
Whether you're exploring braces, Invisalign, or early intervention for a child, specialist-led care means
your treatment plan is built on the deepest available clinical foundation.

**Ready to take the next step?** Read our guide on *What to Expect at Your First Orthodontic
Consultation at Core Dental Melbourne*, or explore *How Much Do Braces and Invisalign Cost in
Melbourne?* to understand the full picture before you book.

---

## References

- Australian Health Practitioner Regulation Agency (AHPRA). "Specialist Registration." *AHPRA*, 2024.
https://www.ahpra.gov.au/registration/registration-process/specialist-registration.aspx

- Dental Board of Australia. "Specialist Registration." *Dental Board of Australia*, 2024.
https://www.dentalboard.gov.au/Registration/Specialist-Registration.aspx

- Orthodontics Australia (Australian Society of Orthodontists). "How to Become an Orthodontist."
*Orthodontics Australia*, June 2025.
https://orthodonticsaustralia.org.au/how-do-i-become-an-orthodontist/

- Orthodontics Australia (Australian Society of Orthodontists). "How to Make Sure You Choose a
Qualified Orthodontist in Australia." *Orthodontics Australia*, April 2026.
https://orthodonticsaustralia.org.au/best-person-orthodontic-care/

- Healthdirect Australia. "The Role of an Orthodontist." *Healthdirect*, 2024.
https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/orthodontist

- Better Health Channel, Victoria State Government. "Orthodontist." *Better Health Channel*, 2024.
https://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/health/serviceprofiles/orthodontist-service

- Al-Harbi, A. et al. "Knowledge and Perception of Orthodontic Treatment among General and
Non-Orthodontic Dental Specialists: A Comparative Study." *Cureus / PMC*, 2023.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9914675/

- Cericato, G.O. et al. "Quality of orthodontic treatment performed by orthodontists and general
dentists." *The Angle Orthodontist*, Vol. 82, Issue 1, 2012.
https://angle-orthodontist.kglmeridian.com/view/journals/angl/82/1/article-p102.xml

- Lian, X.Q. et al. "Factors Affecting the Choice of a Clinician for Orthodontic Treatment in Malaysia."
*PMC*, 2024. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC11527518/



- Australian Dental Association. "Policy Statement 5.8 — Dental Acts, the National Law and Boards."
*ADA*, 2024. https://ada.org.au/policy-statement-5-8-dental-acts-the-national-law-and-boards

- Australian Dental Association. "Policy Statement 3.4 — Specialist Dentists." *ADA*, 2024.
https://ada.org.au/policy-statement-3-4-specialist-dentists

- Royal College of Surgeons of England. "Dental career pathways in Australia: an overview of dentistry
down under." *Faculty Dental Journal*, 2024. https://publishing.rcseng.ac.uk/doi/10.1308/rcsfdj.2024.6

- University of Western Australia. "Doctor of Clinical Dentistry." *UWA*, 2024.
https://www.uwa.edu.au/study/courses/doctor-of-clinical-dentistry

- Dental Board of Australia. "Fact Sheet: Obligations of Dental Practitioners Regarding Use of Title."
*Dental Board of Australia*, 2012. https://www.experien.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Dental-B
oard-Fact-Sheet-Use-Of-Title-Oct-2012.pdf


