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cancer patients

Abstract This study aimed to present systematized experiences of undergraduate
dental students in a hospital environment specializing in oncology, located in a
medium-sized city in the Zona da Mata region of Minas Gerais, Brazil. The experience
was carried out within the context of the research project titled "Clinical and
Pathological Orofacial Correlations in Head and Neck Cancer", conducted by
undergraduate and postgraduate students in Dentistry. Activities included medical
history taking, clinical examinations, sialometry, application of photobiomodulation
therapy, and therapeutic follow-up using a patented herbal-based oral solution. The
methodological approach aimed to observe oral health conditions before and after
interventions, analyze the incidence of oral lesions resulting from antineoplastic
therapy, and assess the impact of these treatments on the quality of life of patients
diagnosed with head and neck cancer. Reported challenges included limited resources,
the clinical vulnerability of patients, and the need to adapt dental care to the hospital
environment. The experience provided significant learning opportunities, highlighting
the importance of humanized care and integrated actions among dentistry, oncology,
nutrition, and nursing. The integration of dentistry into the oncological hospital setting
proved essential for reducing oral complications, improving treatment adherence, and
promoting patient well-being. The experience reinforced the need for robust guidelines
regarding the role of dental surgeons in oncology and emphasized the importance of
both scientific and humanistic training for students. The project contributed to
knowledge development and to the strengthening of hospital dentistry as a strategic
pillar in the comprehensive care of cancer patients.

Descriptors: Patient Care Team. Oncology. Education, Dental.

Experiencia de estudiantes de odontologia en un entorno hospitalario: un
informe sobre la investigacion en pacientes con cancer de cabeza y cuello
Resumen Este estudio tuvo como objetivo presentar experiencias sistematizadas
vividas por estudiantes de Odontologia en un entorno hospitalario de referencia
oncoldgica, ubicado en una ciudad de tamafio medio de la region de la Zona da Mata,
en Minas Gerais, Brasil. La experiencia se desarrollé en el contexto del proyecto de
investigacion “Correlaciones Clinicas y Patoldgicas Orofaciales en el Cancer de Cabeza
y Cuello”, llevado a cabo por estudiantes de grado y posgrado en Odontologia. Las
actividades incluyeron anamnesis, exadmenes clinicos, sialometria, aplicacion de
fotobiomodulacion y seguimiento terapéutico con una solucién bucal a base de
fitoterapico patentada. Como estrategia metodoldgica, se procurd observar las
condiciones de salud bucal antes y después de las intervenciones, analizar la incidencia
de quejas sobre la aparicion de afecciones bucales resultantes de la terapia
antineoplasica y evaluar el impacto de estos tratamientos en la calidad de vida de los
pacientes diagnosticados con cancer de cabeza y cuello. Entre los desafios sefialados
se destacaron la limitacién de recursos, la vulnerabilidad clinica de los pacientes vy la
necesidad de adaptar los cuidados odontolégicos al entorno hospitalario. La
experiencia proporciond un aprendizaje significativo, resaltando la importancia de la
humanizacién del cuidado y de la actuacion integrada entre odontologia, oncologia,
nutricion y enfermerfa. La insercion de la odontologia en el ambiente hospitalario
oncoldgico se mostré esencial para reducir complicaciones orales, mejorar la
adherencia al tratamiento y promover el bienestar del paciente. La experiencia reforzd
la necesidad de directrices solidas para la actuacion del cirujano dentista en oncologia
y la relevancia de una formacion cientifica y humanizada para los estudiantes. El
proyecto contribuyd a la construccion del conocimiento y al fortalecimiento de la
odontologia hospitalaria como un pilar estratégico en el cuidado integral del paciente
oncoldgico.

Descriptores: Equipo de Atencion al Paciente. Oncologia. Educacion Dental.
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Experiéncia de estudantes de Odontologia em ambiente hospitalar: um relato
sobre pesquisa em pacientes com cancer de cabeca e pescoco

Resumo Este estudo teve como objetivo trazer experiéncias sistematizadas
vivenciadas por discentes de Odontologia em ambiente hospitalar de referéncia
oncoldgica, em uma cidade de porte médio da Zona da Mata Mineira. A experiéncia
foi desenvolvida no contexto do projeto de pesquisa “Correlacdes Orofaciais Clinicas
e Patolégicas no Cancer de Cabeca e Pescogo”, conduzido por alunos de graduagdo
e pods-graduagdao em Odontologia. A atuagdo incluiu anamnese, exames clinicos,
sialometria, aplicacdo de fotobiomodulagdo e acompanhamento terapéutico com uma
solugdo bucal a base de fitoterapico patenteada. Como estratégia metodoldgica
procurou-se observar as condicdes de salde bucal antes e apds as intervengoes,
analisar as incidéncias de queixas sobre o aparecimento de afeccdes bucais
decorrentes da terapia antineoplésica e o impacto destes tratamentos na qualidade
de vida dos pacientes diagnosticados com cancer de cabeca e pescoco. Como desafios
a serem superados foram relatados a limitagdo de recursos, a vulnerabilidade clinica
dos pacientes e a necessidade de adaptar os cuidados odontolégicos ao ambiente
hospitalar. A vivéncia proporcionou aprendizado significativo, destacando a
importancia da humanizacdo do cuidado e da atuagdo integrada entre odontologia,
oncologia, nutricdo e enfermagem. A insercdo da odontologia no ambiente hospitalar
oncoldgico mostrou-se essencial para reduzir complicagdes orais, melhorar a adesao
ao tratamento e promover bem-estar. A experiéncia reforcou a necessidade de
diretrizes robustas para a atuagdao do cirurgido-dentista na oncologia, e a relevancia
da formacdo cientifica e humanizada dos alunos. O projeto contribuiu para a
construcdo de conhecimento e fortalecimento da odontologia hospitalar como pilar
estratégico no cuidado integral ao paciente com cancer.

Descritores: Equipe Hospitalar de Odontologia. Oncologia. Ensino Odontolégico.

INTRODUCTION

This experience report emerged from the observation of care gaps involving dentistry professionals in the management
of oral manifestations in cancer patients, particularly in the hospital setting, where the presence of dentistry professionals
is still limited in many healthcare services'.

Cancer is defined as a condition characterized by the suppression or absence of cell death, resulting in the uncontrolled
growth of abnormal cells. Head and neck cancer refers to a group of heterogeneous tumors affecting the upper
aerodigestive tract, including the anatomical regions of the oral cavity, pharynx, larynx, and thyroid gland. The most
commonly adopted treatments for neoplastic disease are surgery, radiotherapy, and chemotherapy, with the latter two
being mainly responsible for causing a range of oral complications®*.

Among the oral complications resulting from radio- and chemotherapy treatments, the most notable are xerostomia,
hyposalivation, alteration in taste is an early response to radiation and often precedes oral mucositis, osteoradionecrosis,
radiation-related caries, dysgeusia, trismus, and dysphagia*®, as well as candidiasis and other bacterial and viral infections®.
These complications make the presence of a dentistry professional on the care team essential to help prevent and manage
such conditions”.

Specifically, hyposalivation, defined as a reduction in normal salivary flow, occurs both as a result of antineoplastic therapy
(affecting up to 82% of patients) and due to damage to the salivary glands®. In contrast, saliva plays a vital role in
maintaining dental integrity, protecting the mucosa, enabling lubrication, moistening, wound healing, homeostasis,
microbial defense, digestion, buffering, pH balance, and supporting taste perception®1°.

Oral mucositis, prevalent in up to 80% of patients undergoing chemotherapy, is one of the most critical oral complications
requiring careful management'’, as it can cause severe pain, inability to eat orally, weight loss, prostration, and may
ultimately lead to the temporary suspension of chemotherapy. This pathological condition triggers tissue oxidation and
inflammation, resulting in dysbiosis and suppression of the immune system?®.
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In Brazil, the incidence of head and neck cancer is high, with an estimated 39,550 new cases diagnosed each year.
Prevalence is also significant, with the National Cancer Institute (INCA) estimating approximately 685,000 cases of this
type of cancer, with a projected increase by 2030213,

Given this scenario, it is essential to investigate dental strategies, based on the systematization of clinical experiences in
hospital settings, that may contribute to maintaining oral health, improving treatment adherence, and enhancing the
quality of life of patients diagnosed with head and neck cancer.

EXPERIENCE REPORT

The study is an experience report based on the actions carried out within the research project “Clinical and Pathological
Orofacial Correlations in Head and Neck Cancer”, approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of the Federal
University of Juiz de Fora (CEP-UFJF), under protocol number CAAE 136.980.286-20. All participants signed the
Informed Consent Form (ICF).

The project was conducted over a period of 14 months, from May 2023 to August 2024. The research team included
two undergraduate Scientific Initiation (PIBIC) students, selected through a pre-established process, one doctoral
candidate, and one postdoctoral researcher, all supervised by two faculty members from the School of Dentistry at the
Federal University of Juiz de Fora (UFJF), Minas Gerais, Brazil.

In addition to presenting the systematized experiences of the undergraduate students in a hospital setting specialized in
oncology, located in a mid-sized city in the Zona da Mata region of Minas Gerais, this report also had the following
secondary objectives: to describe the oral health conditions before and after the dental intervention; to analyze the
frequency of complaints related to the development of oral pathologies, to assess the control of oral mucositis resulting
from antineoplastic therapy, to evaluate whether there was an improvement in the patients’ quality of life, to understand
the enhancement of hospital care related to oral health conditions, and to evaluate changes in the salivary flow and pH
(hydrogen potential) of patients diagnosed with head and neck cancer. The aim was to produce and share knowledge,
reinforce the role of dentists within the multidisciplinary healthcare team, and promote a more comprehensive and
humanized approach to patient care.

For this purpose, the undergraduate students participated in an exploratory longitudinal study involving the administration
of questionnaires, clinical dental examinations, biological fluid collection, and the application of therapeutic protocols in
patients with a confirmed diagnosis of head and neck cancer based on histopathological examination. The dental
assessment consisted of: 1) anamnesis; ) administration of questionnaires; Ill) collection of data from medical records;
IV) clinical oral evaluation and oral hygiene guidance; V) sialometry examination; and VI) photobiomodulation sessions
in the head and neck region. This approach allowed for a comprehensive analysis of the patients’ systemic, oncological,
and oral health conditions.

In addition, a patented oral rinse solution, specifically developed to support oral health maintenance during the follow-up
period, was provided to all participants. The administration of the solution followed the guidelines established in the study
protocol, ensuring standardized use among patients.

With respect to 1) anamnesis, information was collected on the patient's general identification, chief dental complaint,
history of oral disease, medical history, family medical history, oral and hygiene habits, and identification of possible
deleterious habits.

With respect to Il) questionnaire administration, the following instruments were applied: a socioeconomic classification
questionnaire, the Oral Health Impact Profile (OHIP), and a visual analog scale for xerostomia assessment. The
researcher/interviewer presented the answer options and filled out the questionnaire based on the patients' responses.

With respect to Ill) data collection from medical records, information was gathered on histopathological findings,
anatomical site affected, cancer staging, and the oncological treatment provided.

With respect to V) clinical examination, a comprehensive evaluation of the extraoral and intraoral regions was conducted.
The extraoral exam included assessment of the face, lips, eyelids, scalp, ears, temporomandibular joint region, masticatory
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muscles, lymph nodes, facial symmetry, facial profile (concave, straight, or convex), and vertical dimension at occlusion
and at rest. The intraoral exam focused on the identification of primary lesions and the application of the World Health
Organization (WHO) Oral Mucositis Grading Scale.

With respect to V) sialometry, salivary flow was measured under unstimulated and stimulated conditions. For this, a
universal collector was weighed on a precision scale before sample collection. In the unstimulated condition, the patient
was instructed to remain standing while two cotton rolls were placed in the sublingual region for one minute. For the
stimulated condition, a physical sialogogue (orthodontic rubber band) was used. The salivary flow rate was calculated
based on the difference in the collector’'s weight before and after collection, expressed in mL/min.

With respect to VI) photobiomodulation, the dosimetry recommended by the laser therapy certification program at Sdo
Leopoldo Mandic Institution was employed, both prophylactically and therapeutically.

The placement in a reference hospital for Oncology care represented a unique opportunity for clinical-preventive, scientific,
and educational engagement within the context of hospital-based dental care for patients with head and neck cancer.
The proposal of this project offered a practical experience that went beyond the technical dimension of oral care, fostering
an integrated and humanized approach to cancer patients.

Beyond its direct impact on patients’ quality of life, the experience highlighted the importance of dental care as an
active part of the hospital's multidisciplinary team, interacting with fields such as oncology, nursing, and nutrition. This
integration enabled a broader therapeutic approach, in which oral health was no longer seen as an isolated component,
but rather recognized as essential for the continuity and effectiveness of cancer treatment.

Throughout clinical follow-up, dental professionals were involved in a range of activities aimed at the prevention, diagnosis,
and management of oral complications resulting from antineoplastic therapy. These activities ranged from initial patient
screening, with an emphasis on assessing oral conditions prior to treatment, to the implementation of therapeutic
strategies focused on reducing complications such as mucositis, salivary dysfunctions, and opportunistic infections.

An especially valuable aspect of this project was the students’ active participation in all stages, from clinical data collection
and questionnaire administration to the follow-up of patients during their hospital routines. This experience offered early
exposure to scientific research, teamwork, and humanized clinical practice, enriching professional training and sparking
interest in both academic and hospital-based careers.

The hospital environment posed constant challenges, such as the need to adapt dental approaches to the patients’ fragile
clinical conditions, and to manage pain and suffering in hospitalized individuals. In addition, limited resources and
infrastructure were significant challenges. However, adapting to this environment demonstrated that continuing to work
on behalf of the patients was worthwhile. These obstacles were embraced as opportunities for learning and growth, both
for the researchers and for the students involved.

Participating in this project as part of a research initiative also allowed for a deeper theoretical and methodological
understanding of the complex interactions between oral health and systemic disease, providing a foundation for
developing more effective and humanized care protocols. It was a unique opportunity to critically and conscientiously
integrate theory and practice, strengthening autonomy, ethical awareness, and commitment to science.

This experience reaffirmed the transformative potential of incorporating hospital dentistry into oncology care, while also
demonstrating the value of scientific training during undergraduate education as a tool for professional development,
innovation, and knowledge building.

The sample consisted of male and female patients diagnosed with various types of head and neck cancer. Participants
came from different municipalities within the city of Juiz de Fora, Minas Gerais, Brazil, and surrounding areas. Oral lesion
diagnoses revealed the presence of mucositis and xerostomia among patients.

The study is still ongoing and is being conducted by the principal investigator in collaboration with other undergraduate
research students. Data collection and analysis are in progress, aiming to deepen the understanding of the effects of
photobiomodulation and the patented oral solution on patients’ oral health. Future results may provide more detailed
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insights into the effectiveness of the proposed interventions, contributing to the advancement of knowledge in the field
and potential clinical applications.

The epidemiological patterns of head and neck cancer in Brazil reveal a predominance among males, with a male-to-
female ratio of 2:1. This may be linked to risk factors such as tobacco use and alcohol consumption™. This type of
pathology is more prevalent among white individuals'®, and the average age reported in the literature is over 50 years®.

In Brazil, individuals with lower levels of education are 2.5 times more likely to develop head and neck cancer, reinforcing
the link between social vulnerability and higher disease incidence’®.

Oral mucositis remains a common complication in patients with head and neck cancer undergoing radiotherapy and
chemotherapy, potentially affecting quality of life and leading to treatment interruption''. However, reduced incidence
can be associated with factors such as improved treatment protocols, advanced radiotherapy techniques, the use of
photobiomodulation, oral rinses, and individual patient care measures such as good nutrition and oral hygiene.

Studies indicate that radiotherapy in the head and neck region can lower salivary pH, contributing to a more acidic oral
environment, with pH levels falling below 6.8*>'".

This salivary acidification may increase the risk of dental caries and other oral diseases. Normally, the stimulated salivary
flow is expected to be higher than the unstimulated flow. However, a reduction in stimulated salivary flow may be
attributed to irreversible damage to the salivary glands caused by radiotherapy, leading to insufficient saliva production
even under stimulation'”.

In this context, it is important to emphasize that the role of dentistry professionals in the oncology hospital setting goes
beyond managing oral complications. The continuous presence of the dental team significantly contributed to the
humanization of care, supporting patient adherence to antineoplastic treatment and helping to maintain the quality of
life of those affected by head and neck cancer.

A reduced incidence of oral mucositis was observed among the patients who received care, as well as more effective
management of salivary alterations. These outcomes reinforce the essential role of the dental surgeon in preventing
severe oral complications and promoting systemic health. The use of evidence-based therapeutic protocols, such as
photobiomodulation and a patented herbal-based oral solution, proved to be promising in alleviating symptoms and
maintaining oral mucosal integrity, as indicated by the positive responses in the patient satisfaction questionnaire.

Moreover, direct contact with oncology patients, the practice of supervised clinical procedures, and the experience of
applied research significantly contributed to the ethical, scientific, and professional development of those involved. The
integration into the hospital routine, from the perspective of the dentistry students, provided a profound and
transformative learning experience. Under qualified supervision, it enabled improvement not only in individual clinical
skills but also in the emotional preparedness required to face complex clinical realities.

This reinforces the paradigm that hospital dentistry should be recognized as a fundamental pillar of multidisciplinary
oncology care. The experience described serves as a model of integration between education, research, and patient care,
with mutual benefits: for patients, who receive more comprehensive and qualified treatment; and for students and
professionals, who grow within a real, critical, and collaborative learning environment.

The practical experience of providing dental care to these patients revealed challenges that went beyond the technical
aspects of treatment, requiring clinical adaptation, ethical sensitivity, and integration with other healthcare fields. Thus,
the systematization of this experience aims to support the training of new professionals, contribute to the development
of more effective care protocols, and strengthen hospital dentistry as a strategic area in the care of head and neck cancer
patients.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

With the continued collection and analysis of data, it is expected not only to consolidate the results observed, but also
to contribute to the development of more robust guidelines for the role of dentistry professionals in oncology hospital
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settings, promoting progress both in clinical practice and in health education.

Health education initiatives that promote the sharing of knowledge regarding the management of oral conditions in
patients with head and neck cancer are of great relevance, as they generate awareness among professionals to ensure
that essential care is not neglected.

From a multidisciplinary perspective, joint actions within the hospital environment have proven capable of transforming
knowledge and skills, allowing healthcare teams to address multiple aspects of cancer care while emphasizing the unique
contributions of each discipline.

Regarding the objectives of this initiative, they were achieved, because the students reported feeling prepared and
motivated to provide comprehensive care tailored to the specific needs of this patient population.
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