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five Questions to Ask Your Dental hygienist 
About Infection Control

How do you sterilize your instruments after use?

 Current infection control guidelines recommend that instruments that penetrate or contact oral tissue be sterilized using 
equipment called an autoclave that uses steam and pressure to kill all infectious material. Some may also use sterilizers that use chemicals 
or dry heat.  This process must always be performed before instruments are used on another person. Most dental instruments including 
handpieces (or dental drills) are designed to withstand repeated sterilization.

How do you know that your sterilizer works properly?

 Most practices use several methods to tell if their sterilizer is working.  The first is by watching the gauges and readouts 
for proper temperature and pressure.  The second is by using a colour-change indicator on their instrument wrapping or packaging. 
Instruments should be sealed in bags or cassettes with an indicator that changes colour after exposure to high heat, high pressure or 
other accepted sterilizing conditions.  These indicators also tell the office staff that a package has been sterilized. Storing instruments in 
pouches or wraps ensures that the instruments remain free of any bacteria or germs until use.  Your dental hygienist should be opening 
a new package just for you and will be able to show you these indicators on their packaging. The third test is using a vial or envelope 
that contains living spores which are then put in a regular sterilizer cycle.  This test provides the best guarantee that a sterilizer is working. 
It can be performed right in the office, but may also be sent out to be checked. Ask to see the records showing that the spore test or 
biological monitoring has passed. Current guidelines require that a sterilizer that fails a biological monitoring test not be used until it has 
been shown to be working correctly.

Do you change your gloves for every client?

 New gloves should be used for all clients. You should see your dental hygienist taking them out of the glove dispenser, not 
from an unsterilized countertop. Your dental hygienist will take a new pair of gloves if she/he leaves the room or if anything other than 
sterile instruments or your mouth is touched. 

How do you clean the room before I arrive?

 Between patients, your dental hygienist should disinfect all the surfaces they are likely to touch during treatment. You may 
also find that some surfaces such as light handles, tubing or control switches are covered with a plastic barrier.  These barriers should 
be removed and discarded between clients. Both of these methods help to eliminate the possibility of transferring germs from a 
contaminated surface to you. You may find that your dental hygienist uses a combination of disinfecting and barriers to ensure that 
surfaces in the treatment room are not contaminated.

What if I see you do something that I’m not sure about? 

 If you are unclear on, or uncomfortable with, any of the precautions your dental hygienist takes to protect you, speak up. If 
necessary, ask to see the office’s sterilizing area. The overwhelming majority of dental hygienists work very hard to ensure that you are 
protected against cross-contamination during treatment and will be happy to show you what they do to ensure that you are receiving 
safe care. Feel free to ask questions and communicate any concerns.  CDHO
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