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1. Introduction
This report examines the role of the Dental Nurse within the health and social care sector, building on research undertaken for Task 1 and the reflective evaluation completed in Task 2. Dental nurses form an essential part of the dental team, providing clinical support to dentists and other dental care professionals while ensuring patients receive safe, high-quality care (NHS Health Careers, n.d.). The report begins by describing the role and its typical duties and responsibilities. It then identifies and explains three essential skills required to perform the role effectively, supported by role-specific examples. Finally, it outlines three strategies for developing each of these skills, drawing on academic and professional sources referenced using the Harvard system.
2. The Role of the Dental Nurse
A Dental Nurse is a registered dental care professional who works alongside dentists and other members of the dental team to deliver chairside support and direct patient care in a variety of settings, including NHS and private practices, hospitals, community clinics and the armed forces (NHS Health Careers, n.d.). Dental nurses must register with the General Dental Council (GDC) once qualified, and their conduct is guided by the GDC's Standards for the Dental Team, which sets out nine principles that all registrants must follow, including putting patients' interests first and communicating effectively (General Dental Council, 2013).
2.1 Duties and Responsibilities
The day-to-day duties of a dental nurse are wide-ranging and combine clinical, administrative and pastoral responsibilities. Typical duties include:
1. Preparing the surgery before each appointment, including laying out instruments and materials and ensuring the environment is clean and safe (Health Education England, n.d.).
1. Providing chairside support during examinations and treatments, such as passing instruments, using suction and mixing dental materials.
1. Sterilising and decontaminating instruments and equipment between patients in line with infection control procedures (Department of Health, 2013).
1. Recording and updating patients' dental and medical histories and maintaining accurate clinical records.
1. Reassuring and supporting patients, particularly those who are anxious, and providing oral health education such as advice on brushing technique and diet.
1. Undertaking administrative tasks, including booking appointments and managing stock.
With additional post-registration qualifications, dental nurses can extend their scope of practice to include duties such as taking radiographs, applying fluoride varnish and assisting with conscious sedation (Health Education England, n.d.; Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical Education, 2021). For example, a dental nurse who has completed a radiography course may take X-rays under the direction of the dentist, directly supporting diagnosis and treatment planning.
3. Essential Skills for the Dental Nurse Role
Although dental nurses require a broad range of clinical and interpersonal skills, three are particularly essential to safe and effective practice: communication, attention to detail (with a focus on infection control), and teamwork.
3.1 Communication Skills
Communication is fundamental to the dental nurse role. Dental nurses must explain procedures to patients in accessible language, obtain and document consent alongside the dentist, and reassure patients who may be anxious about treatment (Lauder, 2024). The GDC's second principle requires all registrants to communicate effectively with patients, ensuring they receive full, clear and accurate information before, during and after treatment so that they can make informed decisions about their care (General Dental Council, 2013). Communication is also essential between colleagues: a dental nurse must relay accurate information about a patient's history or anxiety level to the dentist, and clearly communicate instrument or material requirements during a procedure. For example, when assisting with a filling, a dental nurse who mishears or fails to confirm which material the dentist has requested could delay treatment or compromise patient safety. Poor communication has been identified as a significant contributing factor in patient complaints within dentistry (Lauder, 2024), which demonstrates why this skill is essential rather than simply desirable.
3.2 Attention to Detail and Infection Control Competence
Dental nurses are frequently responsible for decontaminating, sterilising and storing instruments, and for maintaining a clean and safe clinical environment (Department of Health, 2013). This requires a high level of attention to detail, since even a small lapse, such as an incorrectly timed sterilisation cycle or a missed step in hand hygiene, can create a risk of cross-infection between patients. Guidance set out in HTM 01-05 specifies detailed procedures for cleaning, disinfection and sterilisation, and requires dental nurses to keep accurate records of sterilisation cycles as evidence of compliance (Department of Health, 2013). For example, a dental nurse who fails to correctly record or check an autoclave cycle could inadvertently allow contaminated instruments to be reused, putting patients and colleagues at risk. Attention to detail in this context is therefore not simply a matter of good practice but a patient safety requirement underpinned by professional and legal obligations.
3.3 Teamwork
Dental treatment is delivered by a team rather than by an individual practitioner, and the GDC's sixth principle requires registrants to work effectively with colleagues in a way that serves patients' best interests, including communicating clearly with other team members (General Dental Council, 2013). A dental nurse must coordinate closely with the dentist during treatment, anticipate their needs, and support other members of the practice, such as receptionists and hygienists, to ensure appointments run smoothly. For example, during a complex extraction, the dental nurse and dentist must work in close, silent coordination, with the nurse anticipating which instrument will be needed next. Effective teamwork also supports a positive working culture, reduces the likelihood of errors during busy clinical sessions, and ensures that patient care remains consistent when responsibilities are shared or handed over between staff.
4. Strategies for Skill Development
Having identified communication, attention to detail in infection control, and teamwork as essential skills, this section outlines three strategies for developing each one.
4.1 Developing Communication Skills
1. Undertaking verifiable Continuing Professional Development (CPD): the GDC requires dental nurses to complete at least 50 hours of verifiable CPD over a five-year cycle, and communication-focused courses would directly build confidence and technique in explaining procedures to patients (General Dental Council, 2018).
1. Reflective practice: keeping a Personal Development Plan (PDP) and reflecting on real interactions, for example noting which explanations patients understood well and which caused confusion, allows a dental nurse to identify specific areas for improvement over time (General Dental Council, 2018).
1. Shadowing and seeking feedback from experienced colleagues: observing how a senior dental nurse or dentist explains treatment to an anxious patient, and asking for constructive feedback on one's own communication, is a practical way to develop tone, clarity and active listening skills.
4.2 Developing Attention to Detail and Infection Control Competence
1. Completing verifiable CPD in disinfection and decontamination: the GDC highly recommends dental care professionals undertake CPD in this area, as it contributes directly to patient safety (General Dental Council, 2018).
1. Using structured checklists and audits: following a fixed decontamination checklist for every sterilisation cycle, and taking part in the practice's own internal audits, helps build consistent, careful habits rather than relying on memory alone (Department of Health, 2013).
1. Working under supervision of a Decontamination and Infection Control Lead (DICL): shadowing and being assessed by a senior colleague responsible for infection control gives a new dental nurse structured, supervised practice before working independently.
4.3 Developing Teamwork Skills
1. Pursuing post-registration training, such as NEBDN extended duties courses: gaining additional qualifications broadens a dental nurse's scope of practice and understanding of colleagues' roles, making collaboration more effective (Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical Education, 2021).
1. Taking part in regular team meetings and debriefs: discussing what went well and what could improve after clinical sessions helps build shared understanding and trust among the team.
1. Seeking mentorship from a senior dental nurse or dentist: a mentor can model effective coordination during procedures and give direct feedback on how well a new dental nurse anticipates the team's needs.
5. Conclusion
The Dental Nurse role combines clinical, administrative and interpersonal duties that are essential to safe and effective patient care within the dental team. Communication, attention to detail in infection control, and teamwork have been identified as three essential skills for this role, each underpinned by GDC standards and professional guidance. Developing these skills through CPD, reflective practice, structured checklists and mentorship will support continued professional growth. Reflecting on the process completed across Task 1 and Task 2, structured research and reliable sources have been central to producing this report, and the same approach will continue to guide ongoing professional development as a dental nurse.
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