
Lesson 5.8 Instructor Guide MODULE 5: PUBLIC HEALTH

COMMUNITY HEALTH 1

OVERVIEW

BIG IDEA
Many illnesses appear to have similar 

symptoms and no two people will 

experience an illness in exactly the 

same way; this often makes diagnosis 

a challenging process.

OBJECTIVE
5.8: Develop an evidence-based 

differential diagnosis for an illness.

AGENDA
1. What’s this rash, Doc?
2. Medical Error & Horses vs. Zebras
3. What is Differential Diagnosis?
4. 8 Ways to Help Your Doctor Reading
5. Which Disease?

HOMEWORK
Choose an illness to research and 

create a differential diagnosis list with 

information on how to rule them out.

LESSON 5.8  

Differential 
Diagnosis
SUMMARY: 

Students will learn the thinking process behind how 
doctors make a diagnosis in this lesson. First, students 
will consider the case of a rash, a common ailment 
that can be difficult to diagnose. Then they will learn 
about differential diagnosis and read about how 
patients can help doctors in the process. Finally, they 
will practice differential diagnosis by researching 
and identifying the distinguishing characteristics 
between heartburn and heart attack and influenza 
and gastroenteritis (“stomach flu”).

STANDARDS:

NHES 1.12.1: Predict how healthy behaviors can 
affect health status.
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DO	
  NOW:	
  	
  Possible	
  Answers:
1. Some	
   possibili-es:	
   poison	
   ivy	
   (correct	
   diagnosis),	
  
allergic	
   reac-on,	
   shingles,	
   poison	
   oak	
   or	
   sumac,	
  
psoriasis,	
  contact	
  derma--s,	
  etc.

2. Answers	
   will 	
   vary.	
   Encourage	
   students 	
   to	
   explain	
  
their	
  thinking	
  step-­‐wise.	
  

3. Answers	
  will	
  vary.
4. Students	
   should	
   discuss	
  possible	
   tests 	
  they	
   could	
  
run,	
   or	
   addi-onal 	
   symptoma-c/history	
   of	
   illness	
  
informa-on	
  they	
  could	
  gather.

DISCUSS:	
  	
  
1. A	
  health	
  care	
  prac--oner	
  would	
  ideally	
  like	
  to	
  be	
  100%	
  

certain,	
  but	
  this	
  is	
  not	
  always	
  possible.	
  There	
  are	
  s-ll	
  a	
  
great	
  deal	
  of	
   unknowns	
  about	
  medicine	
  and	
   the	
  body.	
  
While	
   we	
   have	
   come	
   a	
   long	
   way	
   in	
   our	
   ability	
   to	
  
diagnose,	
   especially	
   with	
   the	
   aid	
   of	
   new	
   diagnos-c	
  
technologies 	
   and	
   computers,	
   errors 	
   s-ll	
   occur	
   due	
   to	
  
incomplete	
  informa-on,	
  physician	
  negligence	
  and	
  other	
  
causes.

2. Medical	
  errors 	
  can	
   lead	
  to	
  complica-ons,	
   injury/illness,	
  
and	
  even	
  death.	
  Ask	
   students	
  if	
  they	
  have	
  heard	
  about	
  
any	
  of	
   these	
  types	
  of	
   cases	
  in	
  the	
  news.	
  Many	
  medical	
  
errors	
  are	
  not	
  necessarily	
  the	
  result	
  of	
  misdiagnosis	
  (ex:	
  
amputa-ng	
   the	
   wrong	
   limb	
   (extreme),	
   medica-on	
  
errors,	
  etc.)	
  but	
  some	
  errors	
  certainly	
  are.
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DISCUSS:	
  	
  Horses	
  or	
  Zebras?	
  -­‐-­‐	
  see	
  pg.	
  3

NOTE: This lesson reverts back to a medical perspective, 
despite being located in a public health unit. Give students 
this heads up so that they are more aware of this brief 
detour. Also, emphasize the importance of seeing the 
great overlap in so many health professions.
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NEW	
   INFO:	
   	
   The	
   differen-al	
   diagnosis	
   is 	
   the	
  
main	
   por-on	
   of	
   the	
   Assessment	
   process/
documenta-on	
   in	
   the	
   SOAP	
   note.	
   If	
   students	
  
have	
  already	
  tried	
  out	
  this 	
  process 	
  in	
  prior	
  cases	
  
(from	
   previous	
   modules)	
   ask	
   them	
   what	
   was	
  
challenging	
  or	
  difficult	
  about	
  this	
  step?
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DISCUSS:	
   	
   The	
   idea	
   is 	
   that	
   even	
   though	
  med	
  
students	
  learn	
  about	
  rare	
  diseases,	
   they	
   should	
  
not	
   always 	
   assume	
   it’s 	
   something	
   less 	
   likely	
  
(sta-s-cally)	
   than	
   the	
   obvious 	
   diagnosis.	
   It	
   is	
  
good	
  to	
  be	
  prudent	
  and	
  rule	
  out	
  the 	
  dangerous/
urgent	
   (even	
   though	
   rare)	
   diseases,	
   but	
   not	
  
always 	
  prac-cal 	
  when	
  the	
  cost	
  vastly	
  outweighs	
  
the	
   likelihood.	
   A	
   good	
  example	
  of	
   this 	
  is 	
  brain	
  
tumors	
   and	
   headaches.	
   Occasionally	
   pa-ents	
  
will 	
  come 	
  in	
   and	
   ask	
   for/demand	
  a	
  brain	
   scan	
  
(MRI)	
   for	
   a	
  headache 	
  they	
   have 	
  had.	
   In	
   some	
  
cases	
  this 	
  is	
  the	
  right	
  call,	
  but	
  in	
  most	
  cases 	
  it	
  is	
  
not.	
  And	
  the	
  cost	
  of	
  this	
  diagnos-c	
  test	
  (both	
  in	
  
money	
   and	
  in	
  actual 	
  possibility	
   for	
  unnecessary	
  
and	
   poten-ally	
   harmful 	
   interven-on)	
   usually	
  
outweighs	
  the	
  infinitesimal	
  chance	
  it	
  is	
  a	
  tumor.

NEW	
   INFO:	
   This	
   is 	
   not	
   necessarily	
   the 	
   “gold	
  
standard”	
   method	
   of	
   how	
   a 	
   DD	
   is	
   done	
   in	
  
prac-ce,	
  but	
  it	
   is 	
  a 	
  good	
  approxima-on.	
  In	
  fact,	
  
many	
   health	
   prac--oners 	
   have 	
   so	
   much	
  
experience 	
  that	
  they	
  will	
  conduct	
  many	
  of	
  these	
  
steps 	
  in	
   their	
   head.	
  But	
   for	
   students 	
  who	
  have	
  
VERY	
   limited	
   medical 	
   knowledge	
   and	
   no	
  
experience,	
   it	
   is 	
   important	
   to	
   be	
   more	
  
systema-c.
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READ:	
   	
  The 	
  ar-cle 	
  can	
  be	
  found	
  as 	
  a 	
  PDF	
  file 	
  in	
  
the	
  lesson	
  resources	
  folder.	
  Make 	
  a	
  class	
  set	
   of	
  
copies	
  for	
   students 	
  to	
   read	
  during	
   this 	
  part	
   of	
  
the	
  lesson.
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THINK:	
  	
  

Heart	
   a`ack	
   vs .	
   Heartburn:	
   	
   h`p://
www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-­‐condi-ons/
heartburn-­‐gerd/in-­‐depth/heartburn-­‐gerd/
art-­‐20046483

Influenza	
   v s .	
   Gast roente r i- s :	
   h`p : / /
www.webmd.com/cold-­‐and-­‐flu/flu-­‐guide/
stomach-­‐flu-­‐not-­‐influenza
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HOMEWORK:	
   	
   The	
  purpose	
  of	
   this	
  homework	
  
assignment	
   is 	
   to	
   get	
   students 	
   to	
   con-nue	
  
prac-cing	
   the 	
   differen-al 	
   diagnosis 	
   thinking	
  
process	
  with	
  an	
  illness	
  they	
  are	
  interested	
  in.
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