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Th e Pro fess ional Dental Prop hylaxis:

From Star t to  Finis h

is sponsored by

The Professional 
Dental Prophylaxis: 
From Start to Finish
Stacy Heller CVT

Learning Objectives

• Describe the components involved in performing a dental prophylaxis.

• Understand the foundations of how professional cleaning treats and 
prevents periodontal disease.

• Understand why prophylaxis should be performed during a COHAT and 
articulate the importance of general anesthesia

• Identify appropriate instrumentation for cleaning and the correct 
techniques for handling these instruments.

• Describe techniques for evaluating the proficiency of a performed 
prophylaxis.

• Advise on when to conduct a prophylaxis during a COHAT depending 
upon the patient and other treatments required.
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What Is A Dental Prophylaxis?

• Pro phylaxis  me ans prevention  of or p rotective treatmen t.

• Can  be confused wit h p rophylact ic.

• Pro phylaxis  aka prop hy or den tal cleanin g.

• Goal  i s t o change  to preventative measure in stead of r eactive.

• Pu rpose is to r estor e the  gin gival tissu es to h ealth .

• Includ es:

• in sp ection and charting o f the teeth  

• su pragingival  an d subgingival  scal ing

• roo t planing

• Pol ishing

• po cket irrigation  

• ho me care instructio n 

• The pro fessional  cle anin g is  o nly one part of th e C OHAT.

What is a COHAT?

• COHAT stands for Comprehensive Oral Health Assessment & Treatment 
and is a multistep procedure.

• What makes up a COHAT?
• Awake o ral & ph ys ical exam w/  p re-anesthes ia wor ku p

• Induction of gen eral anesthes ia

• Ful l mouth  den tal radio graphs

• Oral  exam & charting

• Ult rason ic scale &  po lish teeth

• +/- Periodo ntal  ther apy

• +/- Advanced o r surgical  treat ment

• Recovery

• Disch arge inst ructio ns

• Homecare instructions

What Is Periodontal Disease?

• Periodo ntal  disease (PD) is  an inflammatio n an d infectio n o f the tissu es sur roun din g the too th structur es 

called p erio don tium (gingiva, periodo ntal ligame nt, cementu m, and alveolar b one). 
• It i s o ne of th e most commo n h ealth  issu es among dogs  & cats . It  is  even  more  pre valent in smal ler 

bre eds.

Cau ses:

• Plaque

• Soft, gelatino us  matrix of b acte ria & b acte rial  by -
pro ducts  that lead  to gin gival inflammatio n.

• Calcu lus

• Aka tartar, is  calcified plaq ue.

h ttps :/ /www .t he ve terin ary nu rse .co m/c on ten t/c lin ic al /d en ta l-ra dio gra ph y-in-ve te rin a ry-p rac tic e/
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What Is Periodontal Disease?

Clin ical Sign s:

• Hali tos is

• Bleeding, red , or 

 swol len gums

• Hypersalivating

• Paw ing at mou th

• Reluctance to  chew

• Loose o r miss ing teeth

• Be havioral  chan ge s

• Gin gival recess ion

• Pu rule nt d isch arge

• Facial sw ell ing

• Drain ing tracts

• Nasal d isch arge

Risk Facto rs:

• Age

• Brachycephal ic

• Small  b reeds

• Br eed p redisp ositio n l ike 
Greyho unds  o r p oodles

Diagnosis of Periodontal Disease

• Periodo ntal  disease is scored  by atta chme nt loss.

• At tach ment loss = Pocket d epth  + bone  lo ss  per cen tage on  X-rays.

https ://www.frontiers in.org/journals/veterinary-science/art icles/10.3389/fvets.2023.1247347/full

Periodontal Disease Staging

• Stage is the assessment of th e extent of pathological  lesions  in th e course o f a disease  that is  l ikely to b e 
pro gress ive. 

• Scored from 0  – 4

• Index is a qu antit at ive expre ss ion  of prede fined  diagnostic cri teria wh ereby the presence and /or  se ver ity 
of patho logical  cond itions  are recorde d b y assess in g a n umerical  valu e.

• Gin gival,  p laqu e, and calcu lu s index scored  from 0 - 3

• D efin ition s f oun d on AV D C.or g

PD0: No rmal

• At tach ment loss is 0%
• No inflammatio n o f the  gin giva

• Pink, smo oth, an d l ies  flat again st the teeth.

• No treatmen t req uire d, but  ho mecare  sh ould be d one to maintain o ral health.
• Usually on ly seen in young patients . 
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Periodontal Disease Staging

PD1: Gingivi tis  

• At tach ment loss is 0%

• Gin giviti s is  no w present.

• May be s light increase in sulcus  d epth due  to gingival swel ling, called 
psuedo pocket.

• Treatment: COHAT – pro fe ss ion al cleanin g and  ho mecar e.

* Only stage that i s reversible!

Periodontal Disease Staging Continued…
PD2: Ear ly Per iod onti tis

• At tach ment loss is < 2 5%

• Pocket d epth in cre ases  du e to  attachment lo ss . 

• Bo ne aroun d th e ne ck of th e too th starts  to  dete rio rate.

• Treatment: COHAT and close d ro ot p lan nin g +/- per ioceut ic 
place ment (an tib iotic gel) to r e-establish  so ft ti ssue 
attachment  & reduce pocket de pths . Homecare. 

Periodontal Disease Staging Continued…
PD3: M oder at e Per iod onti tis

• At tach ment loss is 25-50% 

• Bo ne surr ound in g the root s o f th e teeth  starts to deteriorate, 
too th r oots  may b e exposed, p oss ib le furcat ion  exposure.

• Alveoitis ( inflammat ion  of the alveolus) or oste omye li tis  may 
occur.

• Treatment: Fr equen t CO HATs  an d pe rio dontal  th erapy 
in cluding close d o r op en root planning +/- per ioceut ic 
app lication, guided  tissue re ge neration, extractio n o f affecte d 
teeth  i f ow ner is  un able or uninterested in  per fo rmin g 
ho mecare  or  frequ ent COHATs.
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Periodontal Disease Staging Continued…
PD4: Severe  Periodo nti tis

• At tach ment loss is > 5 0%.

• Tooth roo ts and furcat ion s are expo sed.

• Teeth may be loo se; some held  in p lace o nly by calculus or 
granu lation tissue .

• Teeth wit h > 50%  attachment  lo ss  may n ot b e po ss ible to  salvage. 

• Treatment: Extr action or guid ed tissue regene ration , possible  
per iod ontal  splinting of mobi le teeth . Fr equen t CO HATs. Homecare. 

How to Perform A Professional Dental Cleaning

Steps  Over view:

1. Remo ve  heavy calculus  de pos its  w/ u ltrasonic or hand  scaler

2. Supr agingival  u ltrasonic scaling

3. Subgingival  ul trasonic scaling

4. Use wate r syr inge to irrigate & flu sh debr is  from the sub gingiva l are as

5. Use air syringe to d ry th e crown an d h ighl ight  any re maining calcu lus  (looks ch alky) an d assess sub gingival 
areas

6. Use han d scaler and/or cur ettes for specific areas  that  nee d mo re atten tion  – roo t planing

7. Pol ish t he crowns  of the teeth to remove micro-etching from  scaling

8. Perfo rm final sub gingival i rrigation  to remove debr is and  po lishing p aste.

9. Apply any b arrie r sealan ts, i f app licable.

Why Should A COHAT Be Performed Under General 
Anesthesia?

• Unab le to p erform dental  rad iograp hs and  oral  exam w ith out anesthes ia.

• Can  on ly cle an ab ove th e guml in e and  un able  to lo ok /  assess  b elo w. 

• Sharp  instr uments  – can cause h arm to  the  patient.

• Unab le to p oli sh . Scal ing leaves  groo ves  in t he te eth & a rough  su rface  prime fo r th e adh erence of mo re 
bacteria.

• Sometimes ther e are no vis ible s igns  o f PD u nti l th e d amage i s al ready don e.

• It i s ver y likely th at the  pet  is  u nco mfortable an d in pain  

• Give own ers a fal se sense o f secu rity. 

• The American Col lege of Veterinary Den tis ts (www.avd c.org) &  the  Acad emy of Veterinary Den tal Technicians  
(www.AVDT.u s) h ave created pos ition statemen ts regarding an esthe sia-free dentistr y. 

http://www.avdt.us/
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Instrumentation Needed For a Prophylaxis

Scaling instru ments

• Man ual

• Supr agingival  scalers

• Subgingival  scalers

• Power driven

• Sonic scalers

• Ult rason ic scalers

• Piezo-elect ric scalers

• Magn etorestrictive  scalers

• Stacked

• Ferri te ro d

Instrumentation Needed For a Prophylaxis

• Root planing & curetting 
in stru men ts

• Area specifi c curettes
• Gracey curettes

• Universal curettes
• Columbia curette
• Barnhart curette

Instrumentation Needed For a Prophylaxis

• Clean ing and  poli shing in strume nts

• Rubber cups

• Bri stle brushes

• Dental tape

• Air powder poli shing
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The Modified Pen Grasp

The modified  pe n grasp is a way of h old ing the dental  inst rument  that is  s imi lar to h old in g a p en. It’s  a s table 
and  efficie nt grasp that works  with most  den tal instrumen ts. 

h ttps :/ /u q.p res sbo o ks.p ub /d en tistrye n viron m en t/c ha pte r/in stru me nta tion /

The Modified Pen Grasp

How to perfo rm a modified pen  grasp :

1.  Hold th e inst rument  in  your  do minan t ha nd
2. Place  the pads  o f your  thu mb an d index finger opp osi te 

each other  on  the  han dle.

3. Slightly cu rve you r th umb in a C  sh ape.
4. Keep  your  index finger straight fro m the  fin gertip  to the 

se co nd kn uckle.

5. Place  the pad of yo ur midd le finger on the hand le of th e 
in stru ment.

6. Use your  ring finger as a fulcru m (suppo rt at a p oin t in 

wh ich a le ver  tur ns) for supp ort.

h ttps :/ /m ed ic al .tpu b .com /1 42 7 5/cs s/P en -Gra sp-9 0.h tm

The Modified Pen Grasp Cont…

Be nefits :

• Pro vides  mor e s trength and stab il ity.

• Cre ates a tripod  effect th at  faci li tates ease of 
in stru ment co ntrol .

Tips fo r u sing th e mod ified p en gr asp:

• Avo id extreme mo ve ments .

• Minimize the force o f your grip . Corr ect  
grasp  aids in  po sture , minimiz ing risk o f 
in ju ry.

• Pos ition bot h h ands  symmet rically to each  
oth er.

• Maintain n eutral  po si tion ing of you r w ris t,  
forear m, elbo w, and sho uld er.

h ttps :/ /www .y o utu b e.co m/wa tch ?v=GjMh sc wXr TE
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Instrumentation: Power Scalers

Power scalers  convert  electr ic or  pn eumatic energy into  a me cha nical vibration.

Power scalers  are great fo r red ucing table time, hand  fatigu e, and cuttin g inju ries  th at may o ccur with shar p 
han d inst rument s.

• Ult rason ic scalers  are divided into  two categor ies : 

piezoe lectric or magneto strictive. 
• Each conver ts the e nergy into a soun d wave, 

wh ich vibrates  th e tip o r insert.

• Uses rapid  vib ration s to e ffectively remo ve  biofilm 
and  calculus depo sits. 

• Micr o-etching wil l s til l occu r w ith  pro per 

technique s.
• Ther mal injuries to the t ooth  can o ccur with 

imp rope r usage.

• Never use  for lon ger th an 1 0 seco nds  on  on e 
too th t o avoid o ve r he at ing.

Instrumentation: Power Scalers

• Ult rason ic scalers  pro vide the additio nal bene fi t 
of a st ream o f water  comin g from the tip  to co ol 
and  flu sh deb ris  from the su lcus. 

• The flu shing action is  destructive  to the bio film by 
causing a cou stic stre aming and cavitat ion . 

• Aco ustic str eaming is  disr uption of b acter ia in 
plaque caused  by ch urning o f flu id within th e 
confined pocket space.

• Cavitation  is t he en ergy created  from the mist 
of water.

• As the water co olan t exits  th e ha ndpiece and  
st rikes the vibrating working e nd, i t creates  
tho usan ds  of water bub bles . These b ubb les  
imp lo de with  en ough energy to d isrupt the 
bacterial cel l wal ls . 

Instrumentation: Ultrasonic Scalers

Ma gneto strictive ul traso nic scaler may be a metal  s tack (lower e nd Hz 

range) or a ferri te ro d (h ighe r en d Hz  range).

Met al Stack:

• Vibrate  at 1 8,0 00, 25,000, an d 30 ,00 0 cycles/second .
• Wo rking tip  is  al l sides.

• Uneven  motion.

• Mo ve s in ell iptica l mo tio n. 
• Small  amp lit ude of 0 .01-0.05mm 

• Versatile ap pl ication s in sup ragin gival and sub gingival  d ebridement .

h ttps :/ /www .s cien ce dire ct.co m/sc ie n ce /article /ab s/ p ii /S 09 24 4 24 7 05 00 6 86 2
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Instrumentation: Ultrasonic Scalers Cont…

Ferro ce ramic r od aka Ferr ite rod

• Vibrate s at 42,000 cycles/seco nd.
• Ampli tud e of 0.0 1 to  0.02mm.

• Circular-type motion.

• All  sides  are equ ally act ive.

*One precaution is in pets with a pacemaker, i t’s possible for the magnetic 
components  to interfere with pacemaker function.

* Generates  heat during prolonged use.

Instrumentation: Ultrasonic Scalers Cont…

Piezoelectric scaler 

• Ceramic disc or crystal as the transducer 

• Frequency ranges from 25,000 to 45,000 cycles/second.

• Amplitude i s approximately 0.2mm

• Wide, back-and-forth tip motion.

• Approximately 3mm of the working tip is active.

• Smal l metal tips that screw into the handpiece.

* Limi tations of effective vibrating surfaces  cause this scaler to be more  
technique-sensitive than other power scalers. 

* The ceramic disc o f the transducer is fragile and easily breakable if the 

handpiece i s dropped. 

Instrumentation: Ultrasonic Scalers Tips

Universal Tip

Best for general deposit 
removal  in all  quadrants.

Square Tip

Flat chisel 

Used for supragingival

Calculus removal.

BS-P Tip

Slim tip design

Used for Supra and 

subgingival scaling
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When To Replace Ultrasonic Tips / Inserts

When To Replace Ultrasonic Tips / Inserts

• Pre cision tips  are  extremely fragile an d mu st be u sed  with a l ight touch. 

• Tips sho uld  be  rep laced at  le ast annual ly, or when  th ey are bent or wor n d own . 
• As the t ip wears , it becomes shorte r, an d th e effectivene ss  of scaling d imin ishes . Fo r each mm o f wear, 

a 2 5% decrease  in  efficiency has  be en n oted.

Hand Scaling Instrumentation
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Hand Scaling Instrumentation: Scaler

• Scalers are designed for supragingival use on the tooth crown to remove plaque and calculus.

• Designed for the removal of moderate to heavy  deposits.

How to use:

• Place  the blade a gainst  the  
crown  of the toot h with  the  

face  at an an gle b etwe en 4 5 

and  90 degree s to  th e too th 
su rface . 

• The cuttin g ed ge  is  p laced at 

the  apical  ed ge of the calcu lus  
and  pre ssu re is placed  again st 

the  too th.

• The in stru ment is used wit h a 
sh ort pul l stro ke to disengage 

the  deb ris . 

Hand Scaling Instrumentation: Curette

• Cu rettes  are use d to  remove calculu s 
and  deb ris  fro m below  the  guml ine  on  
the  roo t surface called root plan ning, 
and  to remove calcu lus  an d d ebris 
from the opp osing s urface o f the  
gin gival tis sue  called gingival  
curettage. 

• This ins trume nt h as one or two sh arp 
edges , a ro und ed b ack and a blunt  tip  
or toe.

• The two  most u sed  curettes  are the 
Universal  and  Gracey.

Hand Scaling Instrumentation: Curette

Universal  Cu rettes

• For the removal of sub-gin gival calcu lus .
• Designed  to adapt to all  teeth  surface s t o 

be treated .

• Sharp ened  on  bo th s id es.
• Blades/C uttin g Edges  p erpen dicular (90 °) 

relative to th e shank.

• Ro und back (se mi-circular cross sectio n) 
and  rou nd tip /toe for a le ss  traumat ic 

su bgin gival cleans in g.
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Hand Scaling Instrumentation: Curette

Gracey Cu rettes

• For the removal of sub-gin gival 
calculu s

• Site  sp ecific: de sign ed to ad apt to  

the  sp ecific ar ea or  too th surface t o 
be treated .

• Sharp ened  on ly in o ne sid e.

• Blade/ Cutt ing Edge laterally offset by 
70 degree s r elative  to the shan k.

• Ro und back (se mi-circular cross 

se ction) and roun d t ip/ toe fo r a less 
traum at ic subgingival cleans in g.

How to Perform Closed Root Planing

The su bgin gival cu rette b lade  is  intro duced atraumatical ly b elo w t he 

guml ine  with the face of th e inst rument  near ly p arallel to th e ro ot 
su rface . At the bottom of the sulcu s, th e han dle  is  ad justed, caus ing the 

do wn (cu tting) edge of th e instr ument to co ntact  the  roo t surface. 

Plaque, calculus , and debr is is  rem oved o n th e u pward  pu ll  st roke 

h ttps :/ /www .a ah a .o rg/re so urc es /20 1 9-aa h a-d en tal -ca re-gu ide l in e s-fo r-d og s-an d-ca ts/e sse n tia l-ste ps /

How to Perform Closed Root Planing
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Polishing

Pro phy an gles  come in 3 type s:

1. Met al r eusab le prop hy angle
• Ro tates 360 degrees  an d can lead to over h eatin g of the tooth  if 

no t used appro priately.

• Can  be less expens ive but require mainten ance an d au toclavin g 
bet ween patients .

2. Disposable pr ophy angle

• Ro tates at 360  degr ees 
• Shou ld  be used with  caution to p revent overheating an d h air 

entan glemen t.

3. Osci llating prop hy angle
• Mo ve  back and  fort h at 90 degrees .

• Gene rate less  he at  than  th e circulatin g pro phy an gles .

• Less  l ikely t o get hair ent angleme nt.

Polishing Continued…
• Mo ving approximately 2 ,00 0 - 4,000 rpm.

• Soft cu ps are p referred , require less p ressure to con form to  th e 
contou r o f the  too th.

• Cu p shou ld be run at a slow sp eed to al lo w t he p rophy paste  and  cup 
to smo oth the sur face w/o  gene rating too much h eat – le ad to  pu lp 
damage and toot h d eath.

• Just en ough sp eed sho uld  be  app lie d th at th e ed ge s o f the  cup flare.

• Use mod ifie d p en grasp tech nique.

Polishing Continued…

Pro phy Paste

• Man y di ffere nt typ es avai lable commer cially.

• Co me in varying gri ts,  l ike sand paper: coa rse, med ium, fine, and  flour grit

• Using prop hy pastes with a  high gri t can add additio nal etches  to the 
teeth .

• Use of a pro phy p aste with fine or ext ra fin e gri t w il l help  smooth  ou t th e 
etching.

• Pre made h uman prop hy pastes may contain xyli tol .

• If an endo dont ic pro ce dure or resto ratio n n eed to b e pe rformed a p umice 
flo ur mixed with  water i s neede d. 
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Irrigation 
• Irrigation of th e mo uth after calculus  remo val  an d p olish ing is  vital .

• All  piece s of calculus, d ebris,  and  pr ophy paste must be  removed  from the mouth  to  avoid  
asp iration dur ing recovery.

• Can  be don e with  air-wate r syr inge on the dental  d eliver y uni t.

• Gin gival sulcus sh ould b e i rrigated  to remove debr is and help o xygenate  the  in trasu lcular  ti ssues.

Check For Missed Plaque And Calculus

• A tho rough  check should be d one to make su re th ere Is  no  plaque and 
calculu s remain ing.

• Mu ltiple  metho ds  available:

• An explorer  can b e used to che ck the surfaces  of the teeth.

• Disclos ing solution can  be  app lie d an d gen tly r insed with water.

• Use w ith car e be cause i t can stain th e h air aroun d th e p atien t’s  
mou th.

• Ult raviolet (UV) l ight wi ll  make 

the  plaque and calculu s 
flu oresce. 

• Tho rough ly ai r d ry the  teeth , 

wi ll  make t he calculus  app ear 
chalky white. Clean teeth are 

wh ite and sh iny.

Barrier Sealants: Oravet

OraVe t® Bar rier  Sealant b ind s e lectrostatically to too th en amel, creating an  invis ible 
bar rier that helps prevent  plaque-forming b acte ria from attaching. OraVe t Bar rier  
Sealant h as b een cl in ically sh own  to significan tly r educe t he for matio n o f plaque whe n 
fol lowed b y use o f OraVe t® Plaque Prot ection Gel.

• Cre ates an invis ible b arrier th at h elps  p revent 

plaque-forming b acte ria from attaching t o th e 
teeth .

• Takes  just  min utes  to apply.

• Extend s t he b enefi t of the dental  p rophy by at 
le ast 2 weeks.
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Barrier Sealants: Oravet

How to apply OraVet® Barrier Sealant 
1. Al low teeth to dry thoroughly following a prophy.
2. ApplyOraVet Barrier Sealant along the gum line using the appl icator gun, a 

prophy cup, or a finger or swab.
3. Spread the sealant into the sulcus and interdental spaces.

Barrier Sealants: Sanos

SAN OS® Vete rinar y Dental  Sealant i s a on e-ste p ap plication  that helps 
keep the sub gingival  gu mlin e o f do gs  an d cats  clean. SANOS ® is  
app lied after  every p rofessio nal  den tal cleaning to  pro tect  un der the 
gumline  and  the  ‘d ifficult to reach’ areas  such as  u nder  the gums of 
the  back (caudal ) teet h. SANO S® is  n ot fo r th e cosme tic vis ib le cro wn 
of the tooth , it is  for kee pin g plaque and tartar from fo rmin g und er 
the  gums. SANOS ® is  d esigned to be ap plied after a professional  
den tal cleaning. The Veterinary Oral Health  Co uncil  (VOHC) h as 
award ed its  Seal  of Acceptance to SANOS® Co mpanion An imal  
Vete rinar y Dental  Sealant.
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