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There is an increase in the use of focused ultrasound (US) by physicians because it offers the
major benefit of reduction in time to diagnosis. Some of these physicians have received formal
training on focused US, others have not received any such training. However, among the formal
training given on focused US, there is inconsistency across the teaching protocols. This review
presents performances of focused US commonly performed by physicians, compared with radi-
ology US. The various teaching protocols are also discussed.
ª 2015, Elsevier Taiwan LLC and the Chinese Taipei Society of Ultrasound in Medicine.

Introduction

Nowadays, ultrasound (US) is widely used mainly because of
the many advantages it offers, such as its portability and
the absence of ionizing radiation. It is not only used in
radiology departments but also in critical care or emer-
gency departments by medical nonradiologists. For
example, surgeons have performed the focused assessment
with sonography for trauma (FAST) technique in patients

with trauma. The utilization of US by medical non-
radiologists has expanded to a variety of clinical settings.
Most of them are for specific purposes, called focused US,
targeted US, or point-of-care US, unlike radiology US, which
is a complete examination. This is the reason US is
increasingly being incorporated into the curriculum of
medical schools [1,2]. Although US is a part of the educa-
tional curriculum, the protocol for US education has been
inconsistent among medical schools. A prospective study in
2007 revealed that residents who received an introductory
US course and proctored US training had a significant
improvement in knowledge 6 months after the introductory
training course [3]. It has been accepted that US is a highly
operator-dependent technique. Although many institutions
have published their guidelines for physicians to perform US
in various clinical settings [4,5], most were made by
consensus, and not based on scientific studies.
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Here we review various scientific studies of US
commonly performed by medical nonradiologists as well as
its performance. We hope that the data presented herein
may provide guidance in establishing a training protocol for
physicians for each specific purpose.

Focused assessment with sonography for
trauma

FAST is the most common US study performed by emer-
gency physicians (EPs) [6]. Because it offers rapid evalua-
tion of trauma patients, it is now included in undergraduate
education in many countries [1]. In 1996, Ali et al [7] re-
ported that a focused trauma US workshop significantly
increased the ability of general surgeon residents and
attending staff to identify intraperitoneal fluid.

This workshop included lectures and hands-on teaching
of the skills using live patient models. FAST performed by
EPs yielded the following results: sensitivity, 86%; speci-
ficity, 99%; positive predictive value (PPV), 97%; negative
predictive value (NPV), 98%; and accuracy, 97% [8]. A pro-
spective study [9] compared the accuracy in diagnosing
abdominal free fluid using US between EPs and radiologists.
In that study, the specificity of ultrasonographic diagnosis
was found to be comparable between the two groups. A
recent systematic review recommended that a FAST course
should be at least 16 hours of duration, including the
following: 4 hours of theory, 4 hours of training on normal
human models, and 8 hours of learning using animal
models, case scenarios by video clips, or simulators [10].

Pneumothorax

Lung US has been included in the FAST courses, named as
the extended FAST, since 2004 [11]. Using computed to-
mography (CT) and thoracotomy tube placement as the
gold standard, lung US study for the detection of pneumo-
thorax performed by staff radiologists had a sensitivity of
77%, a specificity of 99.8%, a PPV of 98.5%, an NPV of 97%,
and an accuracy of 97.2% [12]. Similar accuracy was ach-
ieved for all these measures by EPs performing lung US
(sensitivity 86.2%, specificity 97.2%, PPV 89.3%, NPV 96.3%,
and accuracy 94.8%) [13]. The sensitivity of lung US was
much higher than chest radiograph, and the agreement in
determining the size of pneumothorax between US and CT
was very high [13]. In addition, US reduced the time for the
diagnosis of pneumothorax as compared with chest radio-
graph [13].

Biliary disease

An US study of the right upper quadrant (RUQ) of the
abdomen has been increasingly performed by EPs. Among
five urgent US targets (FAST, pleura, bladder, abdominal
aorta, and gallbladder), gallbladder US is the most difficult
to perform [14]. Previous studies have shown that emer-
gency department bedside ultrasonography (EUS) per-
formed by EPs had a good agreement with the radiologists
in detecting cholelithiasis; however, the EPs in these
studies had varying degrees of experience [15,16]. A pilot

study by Jang et al [17] assessed resident-performed US of
the RUQ and concluded that 10 US examinations as a min-
imum standard for the training or credentialing of EPs
performing RUQ US examinations are not sufficient. Gaspari
et al [18] reported that 25 US examinations of the gall-
bladder were sufficient for evaluating clinicians’ compe-
tency. However, a prospective study from the United States
evaluated 1837 US examinations performed by residents
who had completed an introductory course on EUS. They
found that increasing number of examinations (up to 50)
only had a little effect on the accuracy of the diagnosis of
cholelithiasis and cholecystitis by EUS [19]. These authors
later reported the same accuracy in performing EUS be-
tween participants who completed a 2-week, EUS elective
course with 100 EUS examinations and those without the
EUS course who performed the same number of examina-
tions over a longer period [20].

Renal ultrasound

Although CT is the gold standard for detection of urolith-
iasis [21], renal US is still widely used. A recent study
evaluated bedside renal US performed by EPs and reported
a 76% sensitivity to detect hydronephrosis and a 90%
sensitivity for large stones (>4 mm) [22]. All the EPs in this
study were credentialed for renal US and had experience of
at least 25 prior renal US examinations [22]. By contrast,
Caronia et al [23] reported that the sensitivity and speci-
ficity of US for the detection of hydronephrosis performed
by internal medicine residents who had no US experience
were 94% and 93%, respectively, after only a 5-hour training
module.

Abdominal aortic aneurysm

The aorta is one of three easiest US targets (bladder, aorta,
and pleura) to examine [14]. In addition, aortic US is the
fastest investigation to perform [14]. A pilot study investi-
gated primary-care residents (PCRs) who performed US
screening for abdominal aortic aneurysm, and showed that
PCRs with no US experience who after receiving little
formal US training were able to rapidly learn the technique
of US imaging of the aorta with only five to 10 patient ex-
aminations [24].

Acute appendicitis

US for the diagnosis of acute appendicitis (AA) is still
commonly used, although CT has a higher diagnostic accu-
racy [25,26]. It has been proven that joint evaluation of the
results from clinical evaluation and US improved diagnostic
accuracy [27]. In addition, a diagnostic pathway using
routine US, limited CT, and clinical re-evaluation of pa-
tients suspected to be having AA can provide excellent re-
sults [28]. However, the operator dependence is the issue
of concern in this regard. A retrospective study in 1998
compared the diagnostic accuracy of appendiceal US per-
formed between unsupervised technicians and supervised
technicians, and found a significant lower sensitivity for US
performed by unsupervised technicians [29]. This result is
supported by another study that demonstrated that
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