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Oral Care IS Critical Care

Cindy Kleiman, RDH, BS

Oral Care Consultant and Speaker

Phoenix College Adunct Faculty
AzZ. USA

The “Ora Systemic Connection” is a very popular phrase
used in America. We read about it amost monthly in profession-
al denta journals, yet in reality the necessary connection between
professional groups is not aways put into practice. Teaming
together as professionals alows us each to provide care at the
highest level, as we al can improve and learn from each other.

The patient becomes the winner as a result of team work.

In the US, Ventilator Associated Pneumonia (VAP) is the
2nd most common hospital associated infection.  Ventilated
patients have 6-21 times the risk of developing VAP, with mor-
tality rates ranging from 20-40%. VAP leads to increased hospi-
talization stays, costs and mortality. Criticaly ill neurological
patients have decreased levels of consciousness, impaired swal-
lowing and require artificial ventilation. Poor ora heath has
been associated with this disease and has been established as a

preventable risk factor.

VAP has forever changed the way the nursing profession
and the dental profession must work together. The Centers for
Disease Control in the US now requires that al hospitals in the
country have a written ora hygiene protocol, especialy in the
ICU.

The ora hygiene related factors contributing to VAP are
several. The normal flora converts to pathogenic, gram negative,
within 48 hours of intubation. In addition, xerostomia contributes
to changes in the flora as well. These pathogenic colonies may
migrate down the endotracheal tube. In fact, 76% of VAP cases

have lung cultures displaying oral bacteria.

50

There are multiple nursing issues that may lead to substan-
dard ora care in ICU. With a nursing shortage and the over-
whelming care these patients need, oral hygiene is often pushed
to the end of the “to do” list. The patients are hooked up to many
monitors, yet there is no monitor to tell us when the oral cavity
is deteriorating. In addition the US nursing schools do not stress
oral care and we do not have standardized hospital protocols.
Each hospital can decide what products and techniques work best
for their need.

The perfect area for nursing and dental hygienist to partner
together is in the area of oral assessments. The use of a nursing
scale, such as Eilers, taught in cooperation with a dental profes-
sional, leads to the best results. It is important to reaize that al
professionals have different education, backgrounds and careers.
In the US this is compounded by having 50 independent states,
each with their own dental laws. Treatment that islega and stan-
dard in one state may not be in another state.

In Phoenix, Arizona, this author’'s hospital affiliation is
with a very large neurological hospital. Research was conducted
using a powered toothbrush with a two minute timer. Tongue
cleaners and oral hygiene products were also evaluated and cho-
sen to best meet the patients' needs. A tooth sponge was allowed
to be used only for removal of debris and for application of mois-
turizing gel. It could not be used to ‘brush” the teeth.

The evaluation of the results of this evidence-based research
is ongoing. However, some outcomes of the research have aready
been learned. Nurses and dental hygienists can work together, com-
bine the best of both fields, and lead the way in the decrease of the

incidence of Ventilator Associated Pneumonia.
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