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Tucked away behind the busy operating 
rooms at Columbus Community Hospital, 
a highly skilled team works tirelessly to 
ensure patients are safe before, during 
and after every procedure. The central 
sterile processing (CSP) department is 
the heartbeat of surgical support — a 
place where precision, teamwork and 
dedication come together every single 
day. The department includes Nicky 
Fleming, the central sterile processing 
service line coordinator; Michelle 
Derochie; Linda Birchem; Jill Sempek; 
and Christin Webb. Together, they make 
sure every surgical instrument and 
medical device used throughout the 
hospital is properly cleaned, sterilized and 
ready for use.

This meticulous and vital process involves 
multiple steps — cleaning, inspection, 
assembly, sterilization, packaging and 
tracking — that are designed to guarantee 
every instrument is safe for the next 
patient. 

“Our job touches every patient who 
comes through the hospital,” said 
Fleming. “Every single instrument 
we process will eventually be used 
in someone’s care, so we take that 
responsibility very seriously. It’s not 
glamorous work, but it’s essential.”

Fleming describes the department as the 
“hidden engine” of the hospital — one that 
quietly powers surgeries and procedures 
across multiple units. From orthopedics 
to obstetrics, the tools used in each area 
depend on the CSP team’s precision and 
care.

Every day is different

While most people in the hospital start 
their day with a predictable routine, CSP 

is anything but predictable. The team’s 
workload depends on the hospital’s 
schedule and the number of emergency 
surgeries and special procedures. Some 
days are steady, while others are fast-paced 
marathons of cleaning, sterilizing and 
reassembling surgical trays.

“There’s no such thing as a typical day in 
central sterile processing,” Fleming said 
with a laugh. “Every day is different, and 
every tray brings a new challenge. That’s 
what keeps the job exciting.”

Decontamination

Each morning begins with the process of 
decontaminating used instruments arriving 
from surgery. Staff members suit up in full 
protective gear and get to work scrubbing, 
soaking and inspecting every item. Some 
specialized instruments — such as Da Vinci® 
robotic arms — are placed in the InnoWave, 
a sonic irrigator that uses ultrasonic waves 
and irrigation to clean even the most 
intricate parts. It’s a high-tech process 
that blends science and skill to ensure no 
contamination remains.

Inspection and assembly

After they are cleaned, the instruments 
move into the assembly area, where 
technicians carefully inspect and 
reassemble each tray according to 
manufacturer instructions. It’s a task that 
requires patience, focus and an expert eye 
for detail. “You really have to know your 
instruments,” said Derochie. “Some of these 
trays have dozens of parts, and everything 
has to go back in its exact place. It’s like 
working on a giant, complicated puzzle — 
but the stakes are much higher.”

Sterilization

Once staff members assemble the trays, 
they sterilize them using steam, low 
temperatures or high-level disinfection — 
depending on the type of instrument and 
material. They monitor and verify each load 
using biological and chemical indicators 
that confirm the sterilization process has 
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A day in the life of 
central sterilization at 
Columbus Community 
Hospital

Jill Sempek carefully inspects each surgical 
instrument one by one, ensuring every tool is 
thoroughly cleaned and properly sterilized  
before use.
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met precise safety standards. “There’s a lot 
of science behind what we do,” Derochie 
said. “We don’t just wash tools — we make 
sure every single item that leaves our 
department is completely sterile and safe 
for patient use.”

Navigating challenges

CSP work is demanding, both physically 
and mentally. The team faces challenges 
that include staffing shortages, high 
turnover, managing a constant flow 
of surgical trays and keeping up with 
the latest technologies and regulatory 
requirements. Yet, despite the hurdles, the 
team remains united and positive.

“You really have to be adaptable in 
this job,” Fleming said. “There’s always 
something new — equipment, sterilization 
techniques and expectations. But 
we’re constantly learning, growing and 
supporting each other.”

That teamwork is one of the department’s 
strongest assets. “If someone needs help, 
we all step in,” said Birchem. “There’s no 

hesitation. Everyone here looks out for 
one another, and that’s what makes this 
such a great team. We work hard, but we 
have fun too. It’s like a little family back 
here.”

Even during the busiest days, laughter 
and camaraderie can be heard among 
the hum of sterilizers and the click of 
instrument trays. The team members’ 
positive attitudes help them manage 
stress and maintain the focus needed for 
such detailed work. “We spend a lot of 
hours together,” Birchem said with a smile. 
“You have to find joy in the little things, 
and we definitely do.”

An integral part of the hospital

Most patients never meet anyone from 
the CSP department, but they benefit 
from the team’s expertise every time they 
undergo a medical procedure. Every 
tray that passes through CSP represents 
a patient whose safety depends on the 
team’s accuracy and care.

“We might be behind the scenes, 
but our work has a direct impact on 
patient outcomes,” Fleming said. “If our 
instruments aren’t perfect, surgeries can 
be delayed, and that’s something we 
never want to happen. We know how 
much trust is placed in us, and we take 
that to heart.”

The department works closely with 
surgery, endoscopy and other hospital 
areas to ensure seamless coordination. 
Communication is key, and the CSP team 
makes it a priority to stay connected 
with the operating room staff so it can 
anticipate needs and prevent delays.

One of the biggest misconceptions about 
central sterilization is that the job involves 

simply washing instruments. CSP team 
members are quick to clarify that their work 
is far more complex and technical.

“I wish more people understood how 
much skill and knowledge go into what we 
do,” Fleming said. “It’s not ‘Dishwashing 
2.0’ — it’s a detailed, scientific process that 
involves handling thousands of different 
instruments, each with unique cleaning and 
sterilization requirements.”

Derochie agreed, adding, “Every step 
we take — from inspecting to packaging 
— is guided by specific manufacturer 
instructions and strict regulatory guidelines. 
Our job directly affects patient safety, so 
precision is everything.”

Pride in purpose

Despite the challenges, the team members 
find deep satisfaction in their work. “At the 
end of the day, we know we’ve helped 
someone,” Birchem said. “We might not 
meet the patients, but we know they’re 
counting on us. That’s what keeps us going.”

Fleming echoed that feeling. “Every tray 
we process represents a patient, a surgery 
and a chance for someone to heal,” she 
said. “Our work is vital to every part of the 
hospital’s mission. We’re proud of what we 
do — and we wouldn’t trade it for anything.”

For the central sterile processing team 
members at Columbus Community 
Hospital, every shift brings new challenges, 
opportunities to learn and reasons to take 
pride in their work. Their efforts may go 
unseen by most, but their impact is felt by 
every patient who enters the hospital’s doors. 
It’s a job that demands precision, dedication 
and heart — and this team delivers all three, 
one sterilized tray at a time.

Michelle Derochie loads surgical instruments into 
the AMSCO 7000 Series washer/disinfector, a 
system designed to thoroughly clean and sanitize 
even the most intricate components.

Linda Birchem looks through a magnifying glass 
to closely inspect each instrument, ensuring every 
detail has been thoroughly and properly cleaned.

(From left to right) Nicky Fleming, Linda Birchem, Michelle Derochie and Christin Webb pose together in 
front of the steam sterilizers.


