case study

Dental nurse

Kate Maynard spoke
to Emma Lomas and
Natalie Houghton, both
nurses, but poles apart.

VS,
medical nurse

as general medical nursing? By looking

t has been said that ‘dental nurs-
ing should evolve in a way that
promotes parity with nurses in
general medicine’! But how dif-
ferent are these two professions at
the moment and can they be compared at
all? Is dental nursing as attractive a career

at two case studies — a dental nurse and a
general medical nurse — who are a similar
age, this article considers the differences in
education, funding, remuneration, ongo-
ing training, recognition, career aspirations
and job satisfaction.

Dental Nurse

Emma Lomas (EL) is a 25-year-old Dental Nurse from Whaley Bridge in Derbyshire. She has worked

at Sett Valley Dental Practice for four years and had two previous dental nursing jobs. She
completed her National Certificate in dental nursing at Manchester University, where she attended
a part-time evening course for a year, working full-time during the day and funding herself. She lives
with her partner.

Emma is currently studying ‘A’ level Psychology by correspondence and hopes to study the subject

to degree level. She plans to contfinue working in her current role for the immediate future.

General Medical Nurse
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On the job

Emma works 34 hours a week, set hours. She
gets 20 days’ holiday plus bank holidays. There
are 10 people on her team. Emma preferred
not to disclose her salary.

Natalie works 37.5 hours a week, doing
shifts so the hours vary. She gets seven weeks’
holiday per year, including bank holidays, but
sometimes has to work on bank holidays. Her
team is made up of 30 nurses and numerous
multi-disciplinary team members. Her
current salary is £20,000 per annum.

Do you think you are paid fairly for the
amount of work you do?

EL: No.

NH: No, considering the amount of
responsibility I have.

Are there any opportunities for promotion/
development within your team?

EL: No.

NH: Loads.

Do you think there is a shortage of jobs in
your profession?

EL: Yes, in my area anyway.

NH: Yes, even though they always seem to
be ‘crying out’ for nurses. The NHS is just
cutting back on jobs all the time.

Do you think there is much competition
for dental/nursing jobs and do you think it
would be difficult to find a new job should
you want to move?

EL: It wouldn’t be difficult to move at the
moment now that registration has been
introduced and there aren’t that many
qualified nurses in the area.

NH: There is a lot of competition, especially
as a newly-qualified nurse. There aren’t even
enough jobs for all those graduating. It’s
perhaps a little less difficult once you are
more experienced.

A typical day

What sort of tasks do you spend the bulk of
your time doing?

EL: Patient care is our main priority,
making sure people are relaxed and happy.
The other things that take up most of

our time are cross infection control, and
cleaning.

NH: The list is endless: caring for

patients, administering medication, doing
dressings, pre- and post-op care of patients,
documentation, assisting patients with all the
activities of daily living.
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Do you have much interaction with

other staff?

EL: Iwork one-to-one with a dentist all day
every day, but working for a small company
the whole team does work together quite
closely too.

NH: Loads; it’s the only way to get the

job done.

How much interaction do you have

with patients?

EL: Besides the dentist the dental nurse

is the person who mainly deals with the
patient; in the chair most patients turn to the
nurse for comfort.

NH: Constant, although I do get the feeling
that the more senior you become, the less
time you get to spend with them.

‘One of my
colleagues
remarked that we
would be better
off stacking
shelves in
a supermarket.’

Do you have to do a lot of paperwork?

EL: No, just writing up notes and typing the
occasional referral letter.

NH: Yes, there’s a lot!

What is your favourite part of being a
dental/nurse?

EL: Having a close working relationship
with someone is nice — working one-to-one
with someone all day. It’s also nice seeing all
the patients, especially regular attenders who
grow to know you. I would say I love 90% of
my job, I really do enjoy going in every day.
NH: The fulfilment and feeling of

knowing you’ve helped someone and been
appreciated.

What do you dislike most about the job?
EL: The occasional patient who likes to
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blame us for the change in dental charges.
NH: The responsibility and constant time
pressures. I also hate being frontline staff and
taking the ‘flack’ for the NHS and the whole
NHS team.

Career choices

Why did you choose to work in
dental/nursing?

EL: Iwas made redundant from an office
job and applied for a temporary position as
a dental receptionist. It just led from there
really, helping out in the surgery covering
for holidays.

NH: It just really appealed to me, caring
for people.

Do you consider your job to be a stepping
stone in your career or just something you
will do for a while?

EL: T have always thought I would want to
continue working as a dental nurse but ’'m
not sure. It is definitely my chosen career

for the time being though. I really enjoy my
place of work and have some great friends
there; it is a wonderful atmosphere — just not
great pay!

NH: There are endless opportunities to
progress in my career. The possibilities are
almost never-ending!

Is there scope for you to specialise in
another area of the industry you work in?
EL: Yes, I could become a dental therapist
or hygienist, but it is a full-time university
course and with owning a home now, I can’t
afford it.

NH: Lots [see previous].

Is there a job or place of work you are
aiming to work in at some point in

the future?

EL: At the moment I am perfectly happy
where I am.

NH: A&E is my immediate goal. In the more
distant future, who knows, maybe something
like practice nursing.

Training and CPD

Natalie achieved a BSc (Nursing) and Emma
gained her National Certificate (NEBDN).

How was your course assessed?

EL: Through coursework and exams.

NH: The course was modular and was
assessed through essays, exams, coursework
and presentations. I also had to pass practical
placements and be assessed clinically.
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What did you enjoy most about

your course?

EL: Learning aspects of the job that I don’t
necessarily come across in the surgery on a
day-to-day basis.

NH: The combination of theory and
practical work — the teaching methods really
made me want to learn.

What did you find most challenging about
your course?

EL: Having to learn 100 different
instruments for the exam, and then only
being questioned on 20 of them.

NH: Having enough money to survive while
studying a very emotionally and physically
challenging academic course.

Have you undertaken much continuing
professional development (CPD) since
qualifying?

EL: No

NH: Yes, it’s ongoing — courses, revision
sessions, extended role training like taking
blood and life support.

Who funded this training?
NH: My workplace.

Were you allowed time off work to attend
the courses?

NH: Yes, although some takes place on

the job.

Do you find it difficult to access further
training/CPD?

NH: No, not at all. We have a practice
development facilitator who encourages
CPD.

Are you expected to do more CPD than
you have time or money for?

NH: No, I just find it hard when I'm
expected to do on the job training when

I already have enough work to do in my shift.
More time to learn on the job would

be useful.

Do you think the role of dental/nurse has
the respect it deserves within the dental/
medical profession?

EL: No, as until registration you never had
to be qualified to work as a dental nurse and
I think that speaks volumes. You can’t just
apply to be a [general medical] nurse with
no previous qualifications and start the job
straight away. Dental nursing is a tough job;
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we have to run around after both the dentist
and the patients and earn a relatively small
amount of money, and most people believe
all we do is sit down and pass things (my
partner included).

NH: Sometimes, not always. Maybe to the
general public.

Are you a member of any associations?
EL: No.

NH: Yes, the Royal College of Nursing
(RCN), and automatically, the Nursing and
Midwifery Council.

“There are
endless
opportunities to
progress in
my career.
The possibilities
are almost
never-ending!’

(To EL only) Were you on the Voluntary
National Register of dental nurses?

EL: Yes, and I'm going through the process
of registering with the GDC at the moment.

(To EL only) Do you think registering with
the GDC is a good idea, and how have
you found the process of registering?
EL: I think like everything it has pros and
cons. On the one hand we will finally have
the recognition as qualified nurses, which
is what I think a lot of dental nurses want,
but on the other hand we will be in such
a position that if we see our employer do
something wrong and don’t report it, we
can be struck off the register. One of my
colleagues remarked that we would be better
off stacking shelves in a supermarket: more
money; less chance of being sued.

The registration process is a slow one
but with so many nurses waiting to be put
on, it’s going to take time.
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Would you recommend dental/nursing as
acareer?

EL: Yes, I think for the right person dental
nursing is a fantastic job. You meet some
wonderful people and it is really pleasing to
complete long treatment plans on patients
who thought they were too nervous to go
through them. Watching people relax in your
care is really rewarding.

NH: I would, as long as you know what
you're getting in to. As a general rule it is
great; there are so many opportunities and
ways to progress — potentially anywhere in
the world! If you can get through the three-
year degree that’s the hard bit over. The
variety of my job means I never get bored
and my shifts go quickly. I am accountable
for everything I do, so it can be very stressful
at times, especially with time pressures and
the general public’s expectations of the NHS.
But someone saying ‘thank you’ makes it all
worthwhile.

Emma and Natalie both love their nursing
roles, but whereas Natalie is all set to stride
through the ranks of her profession for many
years to come, Emma is less sure where her
future lies. Despite the shortage of jobs for
Natalie, it would seem that she is strongly
supported by the industry in terms of funding,
on-the-job training and opportunities for
advancement. Emma, on the other hand, had
to fund her own course, is yet to attend CPD
courses since qualifying and is still considered
even by her own partner to just sit down and
pass things’ With these issues to contend with
as a dental nurse, it is a good thing that Emma
is so enthusiastic about her job. Hopefully as
registration continues and the role of the
dental nurse is given the respect and support
it truly deserves, the patients to whom she
is so devoted will not lose her to the local
supermarket!
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What do you like the most and
the least about your career as a
dental nurse?

Do you have any concerns about
your future in the dental industry?

Send your views and experiences to
vitaleditorial@nature.com.
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