
 

POLICY TITLE  
UNC PA Program Incidental Finding Policy 
 
PURPOSE AND SCOPE  
The UNC Masters in Health Science Physician Assistant Studies (MHSPAS) recognizes history-taking, 
physical examination, and diagnostic imaging, to include point of care ultrasonography, as routine 
elements of clinical education. It has been estimated the rate of occurrence of incidental findings with 
medical students evaluating patients during practical or clinical skills training activities to be 1.5%1. The 
“patient” can be the student, student peers, and/or standardized patients. This policy intends to inform 
students, simulated patients, and faculty of ethical and procedural issues pertaining to the discovery of 
incidental findings during such educational sessions. Specifically, incidental findings can have emotional 
and clinical consequences for students, teachers, and simulated patients and therefore need to be dealt 
with appropriately. This policy will provide the procedure students and faculty must follow to ensure 
confidentiality is respected and adequate follow up will be recommended/obtained if required.  
 
RESPONSIBLE PARTY AND REVIEW CYCLE  
This policy will be reviewed in even-numbered years and as needed by the Policy Review Committee 
with elevation to the appropriate committee(s) or individual(s). 
 
ARC-PA REFERENCE(S)  
A3.02: The program must define, publish, make readily available and consistently apply its policies and 
practices to all students.  
 
A3.09 The program must define, publish, make readily available and consistently apply policies that 
preclude principal faculty, the program director and the medical director from participating as 
health care providers for students in the program, except in an emergency situation. 
 
DEFINITION(S):  
Incidental finding is defined as any unintended and unexpected discovery of an abnormality that may be 
clinically significant. 
 
POLICY  
During the curriculum, students may have the option to act as models for training involving physical 
examination or sonography. Participation is entirely voluntary, and the student may withdraw from 
participation at any time. Alternatively, standardized patients may be provided for specific training 
events. Standardized patients are provided through the UNC School of Medicine Simulation, Experiential 
Learning, and Training Center (SET Center).  
 
When a student is conducting an examination in the presence of a faculty member, managing any 
incidental findings will become the immediate responsibility of the supervisor. The student should 
discuss the possible incidental finding with their faculty in a private setting (outside the patient’s 
presence, if possible) and defer to the faculty and/or SET Center’staff and policies and procedures to 



 

handle the possible incidental finding. If a student is conducting an examination with a video/virtual 
component and remote faculty member, the student should discuss the possible incidental finding with 
the course director or other present faculty. 
 
Incidental Finding Involving a Student 
 
If an incidental finding is identified involving the student or a student’s peer, the supervising faculty 
should be notified immediately. Upon notification, the faculty member will immediately and privately 
discuss the finding with the student whom the incidental finding was discovered on. If non-emergent, 
the student will be advised to follow-up with UNC Campus Health or the student’s primary care provider 
if desired. If deemed emergent, the student will be advised to seek emergent medical care at the 
emergency department by the supervising faculty member and appropriate transportation arranged.  
 
Faculty will not make any diagnoses or provide any medical advice or care to students, except in 
emergent situations. 
 
Incidental Finding Involving a Standardized Patient 
 
If an incidental finding is identified using standardized patients, the student should immediately notify 
the supervising faculty member, who notify the SET Center staff of the possibility of an incidental finding 
and act in accordance to their policies.  
 
Medical Records and Patient Confidentiality 
 
Students must follow all guidelines regarding medical records and patient confidentiality set forth in the 
in the UNC PA Program Student Handbook. Students will adhere to ethical principles and use practical 
reasoning at all times when dealing with patients. No student should medically treat other PA students, 
PA program faculty, friends or family members while a student is in the UNC PA Program.  
 
All students will receive formal instruction on the Health Insurance and Portability and Accountability 
Act (HIPAA) and must follow the rules set forth by this act when participating in clinical activities. HIPAA 
compliance includes maintaining confidentiality of paper and electronic health records.  
 
When violations of HIPAA by a student are identified by faculty, a hospital, clinic, healthcare office etc., 
the violation will be reviewed by the Student Progress Committee with guidance from the institution 
where the violation occurred. Disciplinary actions may include remediation and/or sanctions, including 
the possibility of dismissal from the program. Violation of HIPAA and nonadherence to confidentiality 
rules and practices may be a violation of the UNC PA Program Technical Standards as well. 
 
 
APPEALS 

https://www.med.unc.edu/healthsciences/unc-pa/students/program-student-handbook/
https://www.med.unc.edu/healthsciences/unc-pa/about/technical-standards/


 

Any UNC PA student has the right to appeal any decision made by the UNC PA Program and/ or the UNC 
PA Program Student Progress Committee. The UNC PA student is encouraged to review the UNC 
Department of Health Sciences policy on student grievances to review the appeals process and consider 
appeal submission. Please see UNC Department of Health Sciences Policies for more information. 
 
PUBLISHED 

• UNC PA Program Policies and Procedure web page (https://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/unc-
pa/students/policies-proceedures/) 

• UNC PA Program Student Handbook 
 
 
HISTORY OF APPROVALS AND UPDATES 
Written by the Policy Review Committee January 3, 2024.  
Approved by the Program Director December 2024 
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