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Learning Objectives
Review the following Learning Objectives as an organized beginning to your study 
of this module. As you read the Learning Objectives, note key words that will aid 
you in finding the information in the texts. When you complete the module, revisit 
this list and check for areas that require further investigation.

• In the greater context of health care, understand how a midwife can serve clients 
by performing various physical assessments.
• Identify the steps to basic physical assessment for well-person, prenatal, 
postpartum, pelvic and breast/chest exams.
• Identify the examination tools needed for providing physical exams. 
• Become familiar with normal findings and abnormal findings. 
• Practice the physical assessment skills. 
• Practice charting your physical assessments.
• Review community and consultation resources for follow up on abnormal 
findings.
• Review the Well Person Care module. 
• Draft practice guidelines for physical assessment in your own practice. 
• Demonstrate sensitive, understanding, and empowering counseling for clients 
and respectful, consensual touch.
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Study Sources
The following texts are recommended for completion of this module. Use them to 
cross reference and build a more comprehensive understanding.
Using key words from the Learning Objectives, search the index. Read those 
pages listed, and read the chapter in which they are found. Establish a context for 
the information so that you understand how other topics are related. In addition, 
read the chapter headings in the Table of Contents, and flip through each text to 
familiarize yourself with the content of chapters. As you work through Study Group 
modules, you will eventually read each text in its entirety.

• -Holistic Midwifery, Vol. I, II, Frye 
• -Varney’s Midwifery 
• -Bates’ Guide to Physical Examination and History Taking, Bickley
• -Skills for Midwifery Practice, Johnson, Taylor
• -Practical Skills Guide To Midwifery, Evans
• -Heart and Hands, Davis

• See NMI website Physical Assessment of the Adult module web resources 
for additional information and up-to-date sources

Related Topics
• Prenatal Labwork and Assessment
• Gender and Sexuality
• Herpes
• Renal System
• First Stage Labor 
• Second Stage Labor
• Urinary Tract Infection
• Postpartum Care 
• Well Person Care 
• Breastfeeding
• Physical and Sexual Abuse
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1. Why do midwives perform physical assessments with their clients? 

2. List the components of a physical assessment in the following circumstances:
a. a client seeing you for a well-person exam/visit
b. a pregnant client initial physical exam
c. a pregnant client with a routine visit in the first trimester
d. a pregnant client with a routine visit in the second trimester
e. a pregnant client with a routine visit in the third trimester
f. a postpartum client

3. What are some ways you establish trust and rapport with clients before 
undertaking physical assessments? 

4. Why is it important to take a verbal health history prior to beginning the exam?

5. Given the knowledge that many of your clients will have experienced physical, 
sexual, medical, and/or obstetrical traumas or assault at some point in their life, 
what measures do you as a midwife take to help your client feel comfortable and in 
control during physical assessments? What specific phrasing do you use and not 
use for different components of the exam? Do you ask before you touch clients? 

6. Do you give your clients verbal and non-verbal signals to pause or stop an exam 
at any time? Can you see why this might be helpful?

7. How do you communicate to clients throughout the exam? Do you narrate as you 
go? Do you ask if they prefer narration or silence?  

8. If there are any abnormal findings, or findings you don’t recognize or have 
experience with, during a client physical exam, how do you approach talking to the 
client about it? Where do you refer them for follow-up?

9. How do you elicit feedback from clients throughout and after your exams?

10. What tools do you use for physical assessments? 

11. Discuss blood pressure cuffs: 
a. How do you choose the right blood pressure cuff for somebody? 
b. What range of sizes do you carry? 
c. What may happen if you are using the wrong size?

12. Discuss speculums:
a. What styles of speculums are you familiar with? Which additional 

styles are out there? 
b. How do you choose the right speculum for somebody? 
c. What range of sizes do you carry? 
d. Do you and your clients prefer plastic or metal speculums? Why? 

…continued on next page

Short Answer Questions
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13. Discuss vital signs assessments: 
a. which vital signs are assessed during a routine well-person 

examination? 
b. which vital signs are assessed during a routine prenatal visit?
c. which vital signs are assessed during labor? How often?
d. which vital signs are assessed during immediate postpartum? How 

often?
e. which vital signs are assessed during a routine postpartum visit? 
f. what are normal values for each of these vital signs? What 

variations 
of normal have you seen? When do you intervene, refer, or further 
investigate? 

14. Discuss reflex assessments:
a. what reflexes do you assess during a physical examination? Why?
b. how do you assess these reflexes? What tools do you use? 
c. how often do you assess these reflexes? 
d. what do you do about unusual or abnormal findings? 

15. Discuss body-mass-index (BMI) 
a. what is it measuring? 
b. how is it calculated? 
c. do you routinely calculate BMI for clients? why or why not? 
d. is there an “average” or “optimal” weight gain for clients in 

pregnancy?
e. what is the community standard for people with a high BMI? 

16. What sorts of skin changes are common in pregnancy and postpartum? 
a. list three common benign rashes or skin changes and how you 

identify them
b. list three common pathological rashes or skin changes and how you 

identify them

17. How do you evaluate someone’s thyroid? Why might it be enlarged? 

18. Describe ear assessments.
a. do you/your preceptor perform these as a part of physical 

assessment?
b. what tool do you use for assessment?
c. what are you looking for?

19. Describe eye assessments.
a. do you/your preceptor perform these as a part of physical 

assessment?
b. what tool do you use for assessment?
c. what are you looking for?
d. what changes might you see in labour or early postpartum?
e. why might someone have signs of pallor or jaundice?

20. What are you listening for when you listen to someone’s heart?
a. what different sounds might you hear?
b. what is a heart murmur and what does it sound like?
c. describe cardiac flow.
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21. Describe how you listen to someone’s lungs.

22. What is CVAT? How and why might you include it in a physical assessment?

23. Discuss abdominal assessment:
a. what do you include in abdominal assessment during a well-person 

exam?
b. what do you include in abdominal assessment during first trimester of 

pregnancy?
c. what do you include in abdominal assessment during second and 

third trimester of pregnancy?
d. what do you include in abdominal assessment postpartum? How 

often do you assess postpartum?

24. Describe Leopold’s maneuvers.

25. Describe 2+ different techniques for performing a chest/breast exam. What is your 
preference? 

26. What common changes do people experience in their chest/breasts during 
pregnancy?

27. Discuss “lumps” felt in the chest/breast during an exam. 
a. what are chest/breast cysts? 
b. what are benign chest/breast lumps?
c. when would these findings concern you?
d. do you feel differently if they are detected during a well-person exam 

vs. during pregnancy? 

28. Discuss nipple variations.
a. describe everted or protruding nipples
b. describe flat, inverted, and retracted nipples
c. describe montgomery’s glands
d. describe various nipple discharges and what they may mean
e. when in pregnancy might someone start expressing colostrum? 

29. Under what circumstances might you perform a pelvic exam as a part of a 
physical assessment at these different types of appointments?

a. during a well-person exam
b. during pregnancy
c. postpartum

30. Many clients will have had challenging or less-than-respectful pelvic exams at 
some point in their life. What specific measure so you take to offer safe, comfortable, 
and respectful pelvic exams?

31. Describe the placement of your thumb while performing a internal pelvic 
exam.

        …continued on next page 
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32. Describe what you might see or feel during an internal pelvic exam if a client had 
the following: 

a. cystocele
b. cystourethrocele
c. enterocele
d. rectocele
e. describe 1st, 2nd, and 3rd degree classifications
f. what other signs and symptoms might a person describe that would 

make you suspect these protrusions?

33. What is a bimanual exam? Why might you perform a bimanual exam? 

34. Describe what you might feel during a bimanual exam if a client had the following:
a. retroverted/retroflexed uterus
b. an anteverted/anteflexed uterus 
c. uterine prolapse 
d. fibroids 
e. ovarian cysts

35. When might you perform a speculum exam as a part of physical assessment? 

36. Describe the difference in appearance between the cervix of a primiparous and 
nulliparous client?

37. When visualizing a cervix, describe differences you may see in: 
a. color
b. texture
c. position
d. scar tissue
e. strings protruding from cervical os
f. nabothian cysts
g. polyps

38. Why is it important that the client empty their bladder prior to a pelvic exam?

39. Describe hemorrhoids.

40. Describe the difference between normal and pathological edema in pregnancy, 
especially of the arms and legs.

41. Describe varicose veins. How and why should they be monitored? 

42. How do you exercise universal precautions for the safety of you and your client 
during physical assessments? What measures are you taking for infection 
prevention? 



Questions Requiring Longer, 
Thoughtful Answers & Explanations

43. After practicing several well-person exams, describe the order in which you 
find you best observe and examine your client.  Write out a detailed script of how 
you talk to clients about exams, and a step-by-step of a well-person exam. As an 
alternative, you can film yourself performing a well-person exam (with counseling) 
on a friend and submit it as a part of your module work. Note you cannot provide 
any medical care or advice to your model unless your preceptor is present. 

44. Give detailed instructions for performing a pelvic exam, from set-up to clean-
up, including the counseling you give clients. 

45. Give detailed instructions for performing a chest/breast exam, including the 
counseling you give clients.

46. Do you counsel clients about regular self-exam of any aspects of your 
physical exam? How do you discuss this with clients? How do you teach clients 
about self-assessments when they ask for instruction? 

47. How do you discuss weight gain, BMI, and body image in pregnancy and 
postpartum with clients? 
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Projects
Send completed projects with the rest of your course work for this module.

48. Create or adapt physical assessment forms for use in your midwifery practice. 
Include prenatal physical assessments for visits (vitals, fundal height, etc.), head 
to toe exam, postpartum exam, well person visit. Or review and discuss the flow of 
the electronic chart you use. Is there anything you would want to add? 
Submit this draft along with this module, and include it later with your projects in 
the Charting and Practice Guidelines Module.

49. Perform a well-person or prenatal physical assessment and chart it using your 
own form or the form used by your preceptor or electronically. Include chest/breast 
and pelvic exams (may be part of physical assessment or separate exams).

50. Draft practice guidelines for physical assessments in your own practice. 
Include reference to your schedule of exams within visits, well-person, prenatal, 
postpartum, pelvic and chest/breast exams, and subsequent assessments. 
Include consultation and referral resources for your own practice. Submit this draft 
along with this module, and include it later in your Practice Guidelines projects (in 
the Charting and Practice Guidelines Module.)
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Skills Review
Following are excerpts from the NMI forms for assessment of midwifery skills, which 
include all skills identified and required by NARM. Review the following skills and 
consider how they each relate to the content of this module. If you are currently 
working with a preceptor, take this opportunity to focus on these areas. During 
Supervised Primary Care you will formally evaluate these skills together using the 
NMI forms Form 52 - Assessment of Student’s Midwifery Skills and : Form 53 - 
Student Self-Assessment of Midwifery Skills.

2. General Health care Skills:        
        D. Demonstrates the use of instruments and equipment including:    
                    3. Blood pressure cuff       
                    14. Newborn and adult scale        
                    20. Stethoscope     
                    22. Tape measure 
                    23. Thermometer  
        K. Administers the following pharmacologic (prescriptive) agents:   
                    4. Prescriptive ophthalmic prophylaxis ointment (e.g., 

erythromycin) 
3. Maternal Health Assessment:
        B. Performs an initial history and physical examination including vital signs   
                    1. General appearance      
                    2. Baseline weight and height      
                    3. Vital signs  
                    4. HEENT (Head, eyes, ears, nose and throat) including: 

a) Hair and scalp, 
b)Eyes, pupils, whites, conjunctiva, 
c) The thyroid by palpation, 
d) Enlarged lymph glands of neck, chest and under arms, 
e) mouth, teeth, mucous membrane, tongue  

                    5. Breast condition, by examination: 
                                a) evaluates mother’s knowledge of self-breast exam techniques

b) implications for breastfeeding  
                    6. Torso, extremities for bruising, abrasions, moles, unusual growths  
                    7. Baseline reflexes  
                    8. Heart and lungs 
                    9. The abdomen, by palpation and observation for scars 
                    10. Kidney pain (CVAT)   
                    11. The spine
                    12. Pelvic landmarks 13. Pelvic measurements 
                    14. The condition of the uterus, ovaries and cervix (by speculum)     

a) Performs a Papanicolaou (Pap) test  
                                b) Obtains gyn cultures

15. The size of the uterus and fetal age (by bimanual exam), the 
condition of the vulva, vagina, cervix, and anus

C. Estimates due date based upon:  

…continued on next page
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1. Date of mother’s last menstrual period 
                    4. Changes in mucus condition or ovulation history 

D. Assesses general condition of mother by:       
                    1. Assessing bladder distention
                    3. Assessing lochia
                    5. Assessing condition of vagina, cervix and perineum for:
                                a) cystocele, 

b) rectocele, 
c) hematoma, 
d) tears, 
e) lacerations,                                             
f) hemorrhoids, 
g) bruising

                     7. Providing instruction for care and treatment of the perineum
        K. Recognizes and responds to potential prenatal complications by:  
                    9. Assessing and evaluating a post-date pregnancy by monitoring/

assessing:                                           
a) The need for consultation,

                                b) Fetal movement, growth, and heart tone variability, 
                                c) Estimated due date calculation,
                                d) Previous birth patterns,
                                e) Amniotic fluid volume,
                                f) Maternal tracking of fetal movements,
                                g) Referral for ultrasound,
                                h) Referral for non-stress test     
                                 i) Referral for contraction stress test,
                                 j) Referral and collaboration for biophysical profile
4. Well-Women Care
        B. Performs a general physical examination including assessment of:
                    1. General appearance,
                    2. General symptoms,
                    3. Skin condition,
                    4. Torso, extremities for bruising, abrasions, moles, unusual growths,
                    5. HEENT (head, eyes, ears, nose, throat) including: 

a)hair and scalp, 
b) eyes:pupils, whites, conjunctiva, 
c)thyroid by palpation, 
d)lymph glands of neck, chest and under arms, 
e)mouth, teeth, mucous membranes and tongue,

                    6. Weight and height, 
                    7. vital signs, 

8. breast condition by examination,
                    9. heart and lungs (auscultate),
                    10. Abdomen (palpate and auscultate),

11. (CVAT) Costovertebral Angle Tenderness, 
                    12. Deep tendon reflexes of the knee,
                    13. lower extremities for varicosities, 
                    14. extremities for edema  
        D. Provides gynecological examination including assessment of:        
                    1. External genitalia
                    2. The cervix by speculum (observe)
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Study Group Module Evaluation Sheet

We’d like to know what you think of the course work we ask you to complete.
Please comment on this module and return this form to NMI along with your completed 
module.

Name of Module: Physical Assessment of the Adult

Your Name: ______________________

1. What did you like about this module?

2. Were there any surprises for you in this module?

3. Was there anything in this module that was particularly challenging for you?

4. What will completing this module bring to your midwifery practice?

5. Do you feel you met this module’s states learning objectives?

6. Did the learning activities enable you to meet the learning objectives?

7.  Were the suggested learning resources (books and materials) adequate to
meet the learning objectives?

8. Did you utilize additional resources?

9. Any comments/Suggestions for improving this module?

Thank you!


