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Caring for an unconscious patient presents unique challenges, especially when it comes to
maintaining airway patency and preventing complications such as airway obstruction or injury. One
common concern for nursing assistants is how to keep an unconscious patient's mouth open safely
and effectively during procedures like oral suctioning, airway management, or dental care. Proper
tools and techniques are essential to ensure patient safety, comfort, and dignity. In this article, we will

explore the appropriate equipment nursing assistants should use to keep an unconscious patient's
mouth open, with a focus on padded devices, their benefits, and best practices.

Understanding the Need to Keep an Unconscious
Patient's Mouth Open

Before delving into the tools and methods, it is important to understand why maintaining an open
mouth is critical in unconscious patients:

The Importance of Opening the Mouth

¢ Airway Management: Prevents airway obstruction caused by the tongue or saliva buildup.

* Oral Care: Facilitates effective oral hygiene to prevent infections like pneumonia or dental
decay.

* Procedural Access: Allows access for suctioning, intubation, or other interventions.

Risks of Improper Mouth Opening

e Gagging or choking
e Oral trauma or injury

e Discomfort or pain



e Airway compromise

Tools and Devices Used to Keep an Unconscious
Patient’s Mouth Open

Proper equipment ensures safety, comfort, and efficacy. The main devices used include padded
mouth props, oral airways, and specialized mouth openers.

Padded Mouth Props

Padded mouth props are specifically designed devices that gently hold the mouth open while
cushioning the lips and cheeks to prevent injury.

What Are Padded Mouth Props?

» Disposable or reusable devices made of soft, flexible materials
e Usually constructed with a central bar or wedge that fits between the teeth or gums

e Covered with padding or foam to prevent pressure sores and discomfort

Benefits of Using Padded Mouth Props

1. Patient Comfort: The padding reduces pressure on lips and cheeks.
2. Safety: Stabilizes the jaw and prevents accidental closure or biting during procedures.
3. Ease of Use: Simple to insert and remove, suitable for short-term or long-term use.

4. Prevents Oral Injury: Protects soft tissues from trauma during suctioning or other
interventions.

Oral Airway Devices

While not specifically a mouth prop, oral airways are often used in conjunction to maintain airway



patency.

Types of Oral Airways

e Guedel Airways: Rigid, curved devices inserted into the mouth to hold the tongue forward.

e Berman Airways: Similar to Guedel but made of flexible material, often used in children or
sensitive patients.

Limitations

e Primarily used to keep the airway open, not specifically to keep the mouth open.
e May cause gagging if improperly inserted.

e Require training for correct placement.

Other Devices and Techniques

Depending on the patient's condition, other tools may be employed:

¢ Oral Suctioning Devices: Used to remove saliva or secretions while maintaining mouth
opening.

e Jaw Thrust or Chin Lift: Manual techniques to open the airway, often used with or without
adjunct devices.

Best Practices for Using Mouth-Opening Devices in
Unconscious Patients

Proper technique and safety protocols are crucial to prevent injury and ensure effective care.

Preparation and Assessment



¢ Assess the patient’s condition and determine the need for a mouth prop.

e Check for any oral injuries, bleeding, or contraindications.

e Gather all necessary equipment beforehand.

Steps for Safe Application of a Padded Mouth Prop

=

Wash hands and wear appropriate personal protective equipment (PPE).

Explain the procedure to the patient if possible, or communicate with the team.

. Position the patient in a semi-Fowler’s or lateral position to prevent aspiration.

Gently open the patient’s mouth using a tongue depressor or similar tool if needed.

Insert the padded mouth prop carefully between the upper and lower teeth or gums, ensuring it
is centered and comfortable.

Adjust the device to ensure it holds the mouth open without excessive pressure.

Secure the device if it has straps or locking mechanisms, following manufacturer instructions.

. Check for signs of discomfort or pressure points.

. Proceed with necessary procedures, such as suctioning or oral care.

Monitoring and Aftercare

Continuously observe the patient for signs of distress or discomfort.
Ensure the device remains secure and properly positioned.
Remove the device carefully once the procedure is complete, following proper technique.

Perform oral hygiene to remove secretions and prevent infections.



Safety Considerations and Precautions

Ensuring patient safety is paramount. Here are essential precautions:

Never force a device if resistance is met; reassess before proceeding.

Use padded devices to prevent oral mucosa injuries.

Be trained in airway management techniques before using devices.

Monitor the patient’s oxygenation and breathing throughout the procedure.

In case of adverse reactions, remove the device immediately and seek medical assistance.

Conclusion

Properly keeping an unconscious patient’s mouth open is a critical aspect of nursing care that
requires the right tools, techniques, and safety precautions. Padded mouth props are highly effective
devices designed specifically for this purpose, providing comfort and protection while facilitating
necessary interventions. Combining the use of padded mouth props with proper assessment,
technique, and monitoring ensures optimal patient safety and comfort. Nursing assistants should
always follow institutional protocols and receive appropriate training to use these devices correctly.

By understanding the importance of appropriate mouth-opening devices and employing best
practices, nursing assistants can significantly improve the quality of care for unconscious patients,
preventing complications and promoting overall patient well-being.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the recommended tool for a nursing assistant to keep
an unconscious patient's mouth open during care?

A padded oral airway or a specialized oral device designed for unconscious patients should be used to
keep the mouth open safely.

Why is it important to keep an unconscious patient's mouth
open during care?

Keeping the mouth open helps prevent airway obstruction from the tongue or secretions and allows
for proper suctioning or oral hygiene.



Can a nursing assistant use a regular cloth or towel to keep
an unconscious patient's mouth open?

No, using non-medical items like cloths or towels is unsafe. Proper medical devices like padded oral
airways are recommended.

What are the safety considerations when using an oral airway
for an unconscious patient?

Ensure the device is properly sized, inserted correctly, and monitored continuously to prevent airway
trauma or obstruction.

Are there alternative devices to padded oral airways for
keeping an unconscious patient's mouth open?

Yes, other options include Guedel airways or mouth props, but these should be used by trained
professionals to ensure safety.

What training is necessary for nursing assistants to properly
use devices like padded oral airways?

Nursing assistants should receive training in airwmay management, proper device selection, insertion
techniques, and continuous monitoring to ensure patient safety.

Additional Resources

What Should A Nursing Assistant Use To Keep An Unconscious Patient's Mouth Open? A Padded
Device

When caring for an unconscious patient, ensuring their airway remains open and unobstructed is a
crucial aspect of nursing assistance. One of the key considerations in this process is how to keep the
patient's mouth open safely and effectively, preventing complications such as airway obstruction,
aspiration, or injury. Among the tools available, a padded device—specifically designed for this
purpose—often plays a vital role. This article explores the various options available to nursing
assistants for maintaining an open mouth in unconscious patients, with a focus on padded devices,
their features, pros and cons, and best practices for safe use.

Understanding the Need to Keep an Unconscious
Patient's Mouth Open

Before diving into specific devices, it's important to understand why maintaining an open mouth is
necessary. Unconscious patients often lose the ability to control their airway muscles, leading to



potential airway obstruction due to the tongue falling back or secretions blocking the airway. Keeping
the mouth open facilitates:

- Airway management during artificial ventilation

- Prevention of aspiration of saliva, vomit, or other secretions
- Ease of oral care and suctioning

- Assessment of oral cavity and airway status

Given these critical needs, nursing assistants must use safe and effective tools to maintain an open
mouth without causing injury or discomfort.

Types of Devices Used to Keep the Mouth Open

Several devices are employed by nursing staff to keep a patient's mouth open, especially when the
patient is unconscious. These include:

- Oral Airway Devices (Guedel or Yankauer)
- Padded Mouth Gags or Mouth Props

- Tongue Depressors

- Custom or Reusable Mouth Openers

Among these, padded mouth props are increasingly favored for their comfort and safety features.

Padded Mouth Props: An In-Depth Look

What Are Padded Mouth Props?

Padded mouth props are specially designed devices made of medical-grade, soft, and cushioning
materials intended to keep the patient's mouth open gently. They typically consist of a plastic or
silicone body with padding or foam to prevent pressure points and tissue damage. These devices are
positioned between the upper and lower teeth or gums, acting as a stabilizer and mouth opener.

Features of Padded Mouth Props

- Soft Padding: Made from foam or silicone, reducing pressure on teeth, gums, and oral tissues.
- Adjustable Size: Many models are adjustable to accommodate different mouth sizes.
- Smooth Edges: Designed to prevent injury to oral mucosa.



- Sterilizable or Disposable: Depending on the model, they can be sterilized for reuse or used as
single-use items.
- Lightweight and Ergonomic: Designed for ease of insertion and removal.

Pros of Using Padded Mouth Props

- Patient Comfort: The padding minimizes discomfort and tissue damage.

- Safety: Reduced likelihood of oral injuries compared to rigid devices.

- Ease of Use: Simple to insert and remove, suitable for quick interventions.

- Effective for Prolonged Use: Suitable for patients requiring extended mouth opening.
- Prevents Biting or Clenching: Useful for patients who might bite down involuntarily.

Cons of Using Padded Mouth Props

- Cost: Higher than simple tongue depressors or unpadded devices.

- Maintenance: Reusable models require proper sterilization.

- Size Limitations: May not fit very small or very large mouths comfortably.

- Not Suitable for All Patients: Patients with jaw injuries or certain oral conditions may not tolerate
these devices.

Comparison with Other Mouth-Opening Devices

Understanding how padded mouth props compare to alternative devices helps nursing assistants
make informed choices.

Oral Airway Devices (Guedel or Oropharyngeal Airways)

- Purpose: Primarily used to maintain airway patency rather than mouth opening.

- Design: Rigid plastic tubes with a flange to prevent inward displacement.

- Pros: Efficient in airway management, easy to insert.

- Cons: Can cause tissue trauma if improperly sized or inserted; may not keep the mouth open in all
cases.

Tongue Depressors



- Purpose: Often used during oral examinations or suctioning.

- Design: Flat, wooden or plastic strips.

- Pros: Inexpensive, readily available.

- Cons: Rigid and may cause discomfort or injury if used excessively or improperly; not designed for
prolonged mouth opening.

Custom or Rigid Mouth Openers

- Purpose: Used in dental procedures.

- Design: Rigid, sometimes metal or plastic, with handles.

- Pros: Durable.

- Cons: Less comfortable, increased risk of tissue injury, not suitable for unconscious patients without
padding.

Guidelines for Safe Use of Padded Mouth Props

Proper application and monitoring are crucial when using any device to keep an unconscious patient’s
mouth open.

- Assessment: Ensure the device fits appropriately; avoid forcing into a mouth that is too small.
- Insertion: Gently insert in a way that does not cause trauma; use lubrication if necessary.

- Monitoring: Regularly check for signs of tissue pressure, discomfort, or injury.

- Duration: Remove and reposition periodically to prevent pressure sores.

- Cleaning: Follow sterilization protocols for reusable devices to prevent infections.

- Patient Comfort: Observe for signs of distress or discomfort and adjust accordingly.

Conclusion

In caring for unconscious patients, selecting the appropriate device to keep the mouth open is
essential for safe and effective airway management. Padded mouth props stand out as a highly
beneficial tool, offering comfort, safety, and efficiency. Their soft padding reduces tissue trauma,
making them preferable over rigid devices for prolonged use. However, they require proper sizing,
maintenance, and vigilant monitoring to ensure patient safety.

While alternatives like oral airways, tongue depressors, or rigid mouth openers are available, padded
mouth props strike a balance between efficacy and comfort, making them a valuable addition to the
nursing assistant's toolkit. Ultimately, the choice of device should be tailored to the individual
patient’s needs, anatomical considerations, and clinical situation, always prioritizing safety and
dignity.

By understanding the features, advantages, and limitations of padded mouth props, nursing



assistants can enhance their practice, improve patient outcomes, and ensure compassionate,
competent care for their most vulnerable patients.
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