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Welcome  
to hygiene

Torsten Oemus, Publisher

Dental Tribune International

_The goal of this quarterly magazine is twofold. First, it seeks to share practical dental hygiene 
knowledge that can be put to use in your day-to-day work. Second, it is a vehicle to help you chip away at 
continuing education requirements. 

The amount of new information available in dentistry about products, techniques and research is 
astounding. It’s difficult to find time to catch up on the latest clinical news and product information. 
Thus, we hope hygiene will not only be a welcome respite for those rare chunks of time you can devote to 
reading, but one that provides a practical return on your investment by providing information that you 
can put to immediate use.

For this first issue of the North America edition of hygiene, we’ve assembled a collection of articles from 
a diverse group of contributors, each recognized in the profession as a thought leader and respected peer. 
One example in this issue is the detailed accounting of how important ergonomically correct seating is for 
dental professionals, especially for hygienists. Patti DiGangi, RDH, BS, and Judy Bendit, RDH, BS, draw on 
the world of auto racing and aviation to create a strong argument for the use of checklists to reduce the 
risk of potential injury associated with your work-related seating.

The ergonomics checklist article is just one of three C.E. articles in this edition. Every issue of hygiene 
magazine will contain C.E. content. That means that by reading the articles in this edition on ergonomics, 
sleep apnea and medical cross coding, and then taking a short online quiz at www.DTStudyClub.com, you 
can earn one hour of ADA CERP-certified C.E. credit. Because hygiene is quarterly, you can chisel four C.E. 
credits per year out of your already busy life without any lost revenue or time away from work. To learn 
more about this C.E. opportunity, visit www.DTStudyClub.com.

Annual subscribers to the magazine ($50) need only register at the Dental Tribune Study Club website 
to access the C.E. quizzes free of charge. Non-subscribers may take the C.E. quiz after registering on the 
DT Study Club website and paying a nominal fee.

If you have a penchant for words, it might also interest you to know that authors of the C.E.-accredited 
articles receive 15 percent of the fees collected from the non-subscribers who take the C.E. quiz online.

I know that taking time away from work to pursue C.E. credits can be costly in terms of lost revenue 
and time, and that makes hygiene a valuable publication. I hope you enjoy this first issue and that you get 
the most out of it that you can.

Sincerely,

Torsten Oemus
Publisher
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_George F. Green from Kalamazoo, Mich., 
patented the first power dental handpiece in 
1875.6 History indicates his handpiece was “too 
heavy to hold and very expensive to run,” only 
operating at 400 rpm.2 Many improvements have 
been made to today’s equipment as ergonomists 
recommend manufacturers “develop new and better 
ways to optimize the performance of people using 
technology to perform work more effectively.”3

Dental hygienists often utilize a low-speed hand-
piece designed for restorative procedures. Slow-
speed handpieces are designed to cut and finish 
restorations, remove decay and repair appliances. A 
variety of components are required for the hygienist 
to convert the low speed to a polishing handpiece. 
This would include a slow-speed motor, a straight 
attachment and a contra angle or disposable prophy 
angle. 

Considering the increased length, slimmer diam-
eter, higher speed range, additional weight of the 
handpiece and cord, the dental handpiece is not ideal 
for the ergonomic and procedural requirements of 
dental hygienists (Table 1).

 Significant interest has been given to the devel-
opment and improvement of the hygiene-specific 
handpiece. Design modifications for hygiene hand-
pieces include reduced length, speed, vibrations, 
noise, weight and grip size (Table 2). These adjust-
ments are an attempt to improve the hygienists’ hand 
position along with improving the efficiency and 
effectiveness of the equipment.

The type of handpiece can also affect the pro-
cedural outcome for the patient. “Polishing for 30 
seconds with a pumice paste may remove as much 
as 4 µm of outer enamel,” which is the fluoride rich 
surface.7,8 

An increase in speed will increase the rate of 
surface abrasion. Tissue trauma and heat may  
also increase with higher rpm. Hence, it is recom-
mended that the handpiece should operate at a low 
rpm.1,4,5,7

Many dental equipment manufactures offer air-
driven dental hygiene handpieces. There is a broad 
assortment in features between each manufacturer. 
When choosing a hygiene-specific handpiece, select 
a comfortable, ergonomic design with features that 
improve the polishing procedure. 

Specifications ergonomists currently advocate 
in a premium dental hygiene handpiece design 
include light weight and good balance, to allow 
for a relaxed grip, and a non-slip surface for ease 
of control.3 

It is also highly recommended that the handpiece 
have a larger diameter to increase the pinch width of 
the operator to reduce the possibility of cumulative 
trauma disorders.3 

A swivel mechanism is another feature to con-
sider. A swivel mechanism in combination with the 
other features mentioned can reduce the pinching 
effect and allow the operator to move the handpiece 
with minimal effort.3 

The latest advancement in technology includes 
cordless, battery-operated handpeices. These new 
designs eliminate the cord and incorporate an elec-
tric motor. 

These rechargeable motors allow hygienists to 
polish unrestricted with the same advantages in 
reduced rpm, weight and balance over the air-driven, 
slow-speed handpiece. 

Another improvement with these handpieces is in 
sterilization and infection control. The outer sheath 
is removable for sterilization. The time required to 
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Handpiece technology: 
What are you using?
Author_Shirley Branam, RDH, MBA

Fig. 1_In 1996, Midwest introduced 

the first ever a hygiene specific 

low-speed handpiece, the Midwest 

RDH, uniquely designed with the 

hygienist’s needs in mind, and 

continues to lead the hygiene 

handpiece market today. 

(Photos/Provided by  

Shirley Branam, RDH, MBA) 
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sterilize an air-driven handpiece is considerably 
longer because the entire handpiece takes time to 
cool down. The advantage of battery-operated hand-
pieces is only the removable sheath is sterilized, so the 
cool-down time is considerably less. 

This is both a time saving and cost saving feature. 
The hygienist can operate with one handpiece motor 
and have multiple sheaths to rotate between during 
patient care. 

Today’s technology has changed to meet a variety 
of procedural and ergonomic recommendations. The 
design features, specifications and dedicated low-
speed hygiene handpieces have been modified by 
manufacturers to meet the unique needs of the RDH. 
So the question is, “What are you using?”_
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Fig. 2_In 2011, Midwest introduced 

the Midwest RDH Freedom Cordless 

Prophy System.


