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I recently completed the Specialist Certificate in Health

Promotion (Oral Health) at NUIG, and chose oral health

in the elderly in residential care for my research and

final project.

The census of 2011 states1 that “the population

of people aged 65 and older is increasing”. The

census identified “an increase of 14% in this

age group since a previous census in 2006”. It

is envisaged that “by 2026 people over 65

years will account for 16% of the population.

Currently, approximately 6% of the

population over 65 years and older are

receiving residential care”.

As older people are retaining more of their natural

teeth for longer, oral hygiene care plays an

important role in the residents’ overall health, nutrition,

well-being, appearance, communication and quality of life.

Oral health decline in residential care

I visited my mother in a nursing home regularly over a two-and-a-half-year

period and noticed a decline in the oral health of some of the residents, such

as loose and ill-fitting dentures, broken and loose teeth, tooth and root decay,

and gum recession.

After an initial assessment completed by a staff nurse when the resident

moves in, the staff feel that over time other medical needs begin to take

precedence over oral healthcare. Residents living with dementia can become

more difficult to help with tooth brushing and oral hygiene needs as their

condition worsens. Staff felt that training in relation to this would be of great

benefit. Staff also felt it would build their confidence in dealing with the oral

hygiene of others.

More training needed

I spoke with Gillian Mangan, the manager of Kinvara House Nursing Home in

Bray. I also spoke to the nursing and care staff to identify the type of dental

and hygiene problems they encountered with residents. All believed it was

something that could be improved on. There is no formal oral health promotion

programme being delivered to nursing home staff on a regular

basis. Care staff who help residents with their daily

personal care are often not armed with the knowledge

and ability to attend to the importance of good

oral hygiene. The staff felt they would welcome

a formal, permanent arrangement in relation to

oral health assessment, oral hygiene, tooth

and denture care, diet, and information on

access to dental treatment.

Having identified a need among staff and

residents, I researched information on oral

health programmes for the elderly in residential

care. I developed a short course for care

assistants, including theory and practical care tips.

This can be delivered in one session. Programmes

have been developed in Ireland and abroad in the past.

I concluded that there is a benefit to be gained from formal

training and an information programme for care providers. It needs

to be rolled out countrywide and continued on a permanent basis. Initial

feedback from the manager and care staff has been very positive. Providing an

equal service for everyone and adjusting it to individual needs would provide a

way forward for this group of service users.

Courses in health promotion

Anyone interested in pursuing the Specialist Certificate in Health Promotion

(Oral Health) will be glad to know that it is a distance learning course. This

means that it can be completed from any part of the country so long as you are

able to attend monthly workshops held in the Marino Institute of Education in

Dublin. Further information can be found at www.nuigalway.ie/courses/adult-

and-continuing-education-courses/health-promotion.html.

The course I developed as part of my studies for the Certificate is to help

nursing and care staff to build their confidence and knowledge when delivering

oral hygiene care to residents. They are informed why oral health is important

for the elderly, and the link between general health, nutrition and oral health

is explained. We discuss plaque, gum disease and root caries, and how to

identify decayed and broken teeth. We also discuss ways to manage residents’

hygiene if co-operation is poor. There is a practical demonstration on tooth and

denture cleaning. Anyone interested in knowing more about this course can

contact me directly via email at joreil2@hotmail.com. Similar courses have been

developed elsewhere, and people should search online for these.
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Caring for the elderly

Staff in residential care homes both want and need more training in looking after the oral

healthcare needs of the elderly residents in their care.




