
Physical Assessment
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 
which 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 
her clients by performing a head to toe physical assessment.

• Identify the steps to basic physical assessment for well-woman, prenatal, 
post partum, pelvic and breast exams, and newborn exam.

• 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 Woman Care module.
• Review the APGAR scoring system of newborn assessment in the 

immediate post partum.
• Apply your physical assessment skills to learning and performing newborn 

assessment.
• Draft practice guidelines for physical assessment in your own practice.
• Competently demonstrate physical assessment in the context of your 

preceptor’s practice.
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Physical Assessment

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, III (when available), Frye
Varney’s Midwifery
New View of a Woman’s Body, Gage
Assessment and Care of the Well Newborn, Thureen, Deacon, O’Neill, Hernandez
Birth Emergency Skills Training, Gruenberg

Related Topics
• Prenatal Care
• First and Second Stage Labor
• Post Partum Care
• Well Woman Care
• Community Health
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Physical Assessment Questions
1. Why is it important for midwives to perform physical assessments with their 

clients?

2. Why is it important to establish a raport with a woman before undertaking a 
physical assessment?  

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

4. List the vital signs assessed during a routine physical examination.

5. Describe the reflexes checked during a pregnancy physical assessment.

6. What tool do you use to check reflexes?

7. What tool do you use to check ears?

8. What must you consider about the blood pressure cuff in relationship to 
your client?

9. List the things you do before beginning an exam.

10. Why is it important that the client empty her bladder prior to exam?

11. Why might the pupils be fixed and dilated?

12. Why might the pupils be constricted?

13. Explain the difference in appearance and physical palpation  between 
caput succedaneum and cephalhematoma.

14. What is the follow-up for a newborn cephalhematoma?

15. During the newborn exam you palpate the baby’s belly. Why?

         Continued...
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Physical Assessment Questions, continued

16. List five reflexes observed or checked during a newborn exam.

17. What general visual assessments are made of the newborn’s chest? 

18. Why may the breasts of male and female babies be enlarged? 

19. Describe how the newborn’s hips are assessed. 

20. Is it advisable to retract the foreskin on a baby’s penis during exam? 

Essay
1. After practicing several exams, describe the order in which you find you 

best observe and examine your “client.”  Describe normal variations and 
particular indications for concern.

2. Give instructions for performing a pelvic exam.

3. Give instructions for performing a breast exam.

4. Give instructions for making a newborn APGAR assessment. When do you 
consult with a physician or transport?

5. Beginning with preparation and set up, describe the steps you  follow when 
performing a newborn exam. Describe normal variations and particular 
indications for concern.

                  Continued...
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Physical Assessment Questions, continued

Projects (send completed projects with  the rest of your course work for this module)

1. 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,  post partum exam, well woman visit, 
newborn exam). Submit this draft and include it later with  your  projects in 
the Charting and Practice Guidelines Module.

2. Perform a newborn assessment and chart it using your own form or the 
form used by your preceptor.

3. Perform a well-woman or prenatal physical assessment, chart it using your 
own form or the form used by your preceptor. Include breast and pelvic 
exams (may be part of physical assessment or separate exams).

4. Draft practice guidelines for physical assessments in your own practice. 
Include reference to your schedule of exams within visits, well-woman, 
prenatal, post partum, pelvic and breast exams, newborn exam and 
subsequent assessments. Include consultation and referral resources for 
your own practice. Submit this draft and include it later in your Practice 
Guidelines projects (in the Charting and Practice Guidelines Module.)

______
NMI Study Group Modules, Third Edition                                                                         270



Physical Assessment Skills

Skills 
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 form Preceptor Evaluation/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 kowledge 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

Continued...
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Physical Assessment Skills, continued

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:      
1. Date of mother’s last menstrual period
4. Changes in mucus condition or ovulation history

D. Assesses the condition of, and provides care for the newborn by:
1 Keeping baby warm, 
2 Making initial newborn assessment
3. Determining APGAR score at: 

a) 1 minute, 
b) 5minutes, 
c) 10 minutes (as appropriate)

4. Performing routine suctioning 
5. Keepng mother and baby together 
6. Monitoring respiratory and cardiac function by assessing:

a) the symmetry of the chest,  
b) the sound and rate of heart tones and respirations, 
c) nasal flaring, 
d) grunting, 
e) retractions,  
f) circumoral cyanosis, 
g) central cyanosis (check color)

14. Performing a newborn examination by assessing: 
a) newborn general appearance,
b) newborn alertness, 
c) the head for: 

1) molding, 
2) hematoma, 
3) caput, 
4) sutures, 
5) fontanels, 
6) measurement, 

d) the eyes for: 
1) jaundice, 
2) pupil conditions, 
3) tracking, 
4) spacing, 

Continued...
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Physical Assessment Skills, continued

e) the ears for:
1) positioning, 
2) response to sound, 
3) patency, 
4) cartilage, 

f) the mouth for:
1) appearance and feel of palate, 
2) lip and mouth color, 
3) tongue, 
4) lip cleft, 
5) signs of dehydration, 

F. Assesses general condition of mother and newborn 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 variabliity,  
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. Labor, Birth and Immediate Postpartum
D. Assesses the condition of, and provides care for the newborn by:

14. Performing a newborn examination by assessing: 
g) the nose for: 1)patency, 2)flaring nostrils,  
h) the neck for: 1)enlarged glands, 2)trachea placement,
 i) the clavicle for: 1)integrity, 2)symmetry, 

Continued...
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Physical Assessment Skills, continued

 j) the chest for: 1)symetry, 2)nipples, 3)breast enlargement including 
discharge, 4)measurement (chest circumference, 5)monitor heart 
for irregularitieds and count heart rate,  6)ausultate the lungs, front 
and back for: a)breath sounds, b)auscultate the bronchioles, 
c)equal bilateral expansion, d)respiration count, 

k) the abdomen for: 1)enlarged organs, 2)masses, 3)hernias, 4)bowel 
sounds, 

l) femoral pulses, 
m) the groin for swollen glands, 
n) the genitalia for: 1) appearance, 2) testicle for: a) descent, b) rugae, 

c) hernaition, 3) labia separation, 4) discharge, 
o) the rectum for: 1) patency, 2) meconium,  
p) the hips for abduction, 
q) the legs for: 1) symmetry, 2) equal length, 3) sickle foot/ankle, 
r) the feet for: 1 )digits, number, webbing, 2) creases, 3) reflexes, 

4) length of toenails, 
s) the arms for symmetry in: 1) structure, 2) movement,  

  t) the hands for: 1) number of digits, 2) finger taper, 3) Simian crease, 
4) length of nails, 

u) the backside of baby for: 1) symmetry of hips, 2) condition of the spine: 
a) dimpling, b) holes, c) straightness, 

v) temperature via: 1)axillary, 2) rectal, 
w) reflexes: 1) flexion of extremities and muscle tone, 3) sucking, 3) moro, 

4) Babinski, 5) Plantar/palmar, 6) stepping, 7) grasp, 8) rooting, 
x) gestaional age, 
y) skin condition for: 1) color, 2) lesions,  3) birthmarks, 4) milia, 5) vernix, 

6) lanugo, 7) peeling, 8) rashes, 
z) length of baby, 
aa) weight

F. Assesses general condition of mother and newborn by:
8. Facilitating breastfeeding by assisting and teaching about: a)positioning for 
mother and baby,  

b) skin-to-skin contact, c) latching on, d) adequate maternal hydration, 
e) adequate maternal nutrition, adequate maternal rest, g) feeding 
patterns, h) maternal comfort measures for engornement, i) letdown 
reflex, j) milk expression  (and newborn exam, maternal vitals with blood 
loss assessment)

Continued...
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Physical Assessment Skills, continued

5. Postpartum
G. Performs maternal four- to six-week post-partum chech-up assessing for:

1. Post partum subjective history 
2. Lochia 
3. Return of menses .
4. Physical condition by performing an examination including assessment of: 

a) vital signs, b) systems function, c) breastfeeding, condition of breast 
and nipples, d) muscle prolapse of vagina and rectum (cystocele, 
rectocele, etc.), e) strength of pelvic floor, f) condition of uterus, ovaries 
and cervix, g)condition of the vulva, vagina, perineum and anus 

6. Well-Women Care
B. Performs a general physical examination including assessment of:

1. General appearance,
2. General symptoms, 
3. Skin condition, 
4. Torso, extremeties 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 (palpage and auscultate), 
11. (CVAT) Costovertable Angle Tenderness,  
12. Deep tendon reflexes of the knee, 
13. lower extremeties for varicosities,  
14. extremeties for edema

D. Provides gynecological examination including assessment of:
1. External genitalia 
2. The cervix by speculum (observe) 
3. Vulva, vagina,anus, perineum, urethra, clitoris, Bartholin’s and Skeene’s glands 
4. Vaginal discharge: a)odor, b)color, c)consistency, d)amount, e)obtain PAP 
smear and cultures

H. Refers client to other health care professionals, services, agencies, or other, as 
indicated

Continued...
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Physical Assessment Skills, continued

7. Well-Baby Care
A. Provides well-baby care during the first two - six weeks
B. Assesses the general health and appearance of baby including:

1. Temperature,
2. Heart rate, rhythm and regularity, 
3. Respirations, 
4. Weight, 
5. Length,  
6. Measurement of circumference of head, 
7. Neuro-musclar response, 
8. Level of alertness,  
9. Wake/sleep cycles, 
10. Feeding patterns, 
11. Urination and stool for frequency, quality and color, 
12. Appearance of skin, 
13. Jaundice, 
14. Condition of cord
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