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Introduction 

You Already Think Like a Diagnostician — You Just 

Don't Know It Yet 
You've already done it. You've walked into a patient's room, looked at them for thirty 

seconds, and felt something shift in your gut. Nothing on the monitor was screaming at you. The 

vitals weren't critical. But something was wrong, and you knew it before you could explain why. 

That feeling isn't anxiety. It isn't inexperience. It's the beginning of diagnostic thinking, and it's 

been inside you this whole time. 

Most nurses never get told that. 

Instead, they're taught to document what they observe, report what they find, and hand the 

interpretation off to someone else. The thinking part, the part where you figure out what's 

actually happening inside a patient's body, gets treated like it belongs to another profession. So 

nurses spend years developing sharp instincts and then second-guessing every single one of them 

because nobody ever gave them a system to back those instincts up. 

That's what this book fixes. 

The gap between what you were taught in nursing school and what you actually need at the 

bedside is real. It's not a small gap either. It's the difference between monitoring a patient and 

understanding a patient. It's the difference between reporting symptoms and reasoning through 

what those symptoms mean. It's the difference between calling a doctor and saying "he doesn't 

look right" versus calling and saying "I'm concerned this is early sepsis and here's why." That 

second version gets action. That second version gets respect. And that second version comes 

from a specific way of thinking that you can absolutely learn. 

You're not starting from zero. That matters more than you might think right now. Every shift 

you've worked, every patient you've assessed, every time you caught something before it became 

a crisis, you were building a clinical database in your head. You just didn't have a structure to 

organize it. Doctors don't think better than nurses because they're smarter. They think differently 

because they were given a specific mental system and then practiced it thousands of times. That 
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system has a logic to it. Once you see the logic, you can use it too. 

Think about a nurse named Priya, a hypothetical but very realistic example of someone who 

might pick up this book. She's 34, works in a busy med-surg unit, has six years of experience, 

and is one of the most reliable nurses on her floor. Her patients trust her. Her colleagues trust her. 

But every time a doctor rounds and asks "what do you think is going on with this patient?", she 

feels a wave of panic. She knows how to care for the patient. She doesn't know how to reason 

through the diagnosis. She's been carrying that gap quietly for years, assuming it's just how 

things are. It isn't. It's a training gap, not a talent gap, and it's completely closeable. 

That's who this book is written for. 

Whether you're in the emergency department, the ICU, a telemetry unit, or an outpatient 

clinic, the core problem is the same. You see patients every day. You collect information 

constantly. You notice changes that others miss. But the mental process for turning all of that 

observation into a working diagnosis, a ranked, reasoned, updated picture of what's most likely 

going on, was never formally handed to you. This book hands it to you. Not as a theory. As a 

usable system you can take into your next shift. 

What You're Going to Learn and Why It Changes 

Everything 
This book teaches you how doctors actually think through a diagnosis. Not the polished 

version you see on rounds where the attending makes it look effortless. The real version, the one 

that happens inside a clinician's head when a patient walks in with chest pain and three other 

things going on at the same time and the results aren't back yet and a decision still has to be 

made. 

That process has a structure. It's learnable. And it works. 

The first thing you're going to learn is how to build a differential diagnosis. A differential is 

just a list of possibilities, ranked by how likely each one is given what you're seeing. Doctors 

build this list automatically, almost without thinking about it, because they've done it so many 

times it becomes second nature. You're going to learn how to build that list deliberately, and then 

how to use the information you already collect as a nurse to narrow it down. You won't just be 
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asking "what are the symptoms?" You'll be asking "what does this pattern of symptoms point 

toward, and what dangerous things do I need to rule out first?" 

That last part is critical. 

One of the most powerful concepts in this book is something emergency physicians call 

"ruling out the worst first." Most clinical training, nursing included, teaches you to think about 

what's most likely. Doctors in emergency settings think the opposite way. They start by asking 

what's the most dangerous thing this could be, and they don't move on until they've either ruled it 

out or started treating it. A patient with a headache probably has a tension headache. But if 

there's any chance it's a subarachnoid hemorrhage, you treat that possibility first. This single shift 

in thinking prevents more missed diagnoses than almost anything else, and you'll understand 

exactly how to apply it starting in Chapter Two. 

You're also going to learn how to think in probabilities. This sounds technical but it's 

actually very natural once you see it in action. It means you stop looking for the one right answer 

and start holding multiple possibilities at the same time, updating your thinking as new 

information comes in. A patient comes in with shortness of breath. Could be heart failure. Could 

be a pulmonary embolism. Could be pneumonia. Could be anxiety. You don't commit to one 

answer before you have enough information. You keep all the reasonable possibilities open and 

you gather data that helps you sort between them. That's not uncertainty. That's precision. And 

it's far safer than locking onto the first explanation that fits. 

Then there's the part that nobody talks about in nursing education: cognitive bias. Your brain 

takes shortcuts. Every brain does. And in clinical settings, those shortcuts cause real errors. 

Anchoring bias makes you stick with the first diagnosis someone mentions, even when new 

information should change your thinking. Confirmation bias makes you keep looking for 

evidence that supports what you already believe and ignore the evidence that doesn't. Availability 

bias makes you think of the diagnoses you've seen recently rather than the ones that actually fit 

the patient in front of you. You're going to learn exactly what these biases are, how to spot them 

in yourself, and how to build simple habits that catch them before they become mistakes. 

You'll also learn how to communicate your clinical reasoning in a way that gets taken 

seriously. Knowing what you think is happening with a patient is only half the job. The other half 

Think Like A Doctor: Fast Decisions Under Pressure - Alfred Ricks Jr., MD 



6 

is saying it clearly enough that the physician on the other end of the phone understands why they 

need to act. You'll learn how to structure your clinical concerns, how to present your reasoning, 

and how to push back when something doesn't add up, all without overstepping your scope or 

sounding like you're guessing. 

Every one of these skills builds on the one before it. By the time you reach the last chapter, 

you won't just understand the concepts. You'll have a repeatable mental process you can run 

through with any patient, in any setting, under any amount of pressure. That's the goal. Not just 

knowledge. A system. 

A Quick Map of the Journey Ahead 
This book moves in a specific order for a specific reason. Each chapter gives you something 

you need before the next one makes full sense. The whole thing is designed to be read front to 

back the first time, and then used as a reference whenever you need to go back to a specific 

concept on the job. 

Chapter One tackles the gap directly. It names what nursing school didn't teach you and 

why, without blame, without drama, just clearly. Understanding where the gap came from is 

important because it tells you what you're actually building. You're not patching holes in bad 

training. You're adding an entirely new layer of clinical thinking on top of a strong foundation 

you already have. 

Chapter Two introduces the differential diagnosis. You'll learn how to build one, how to rank 

it, and how to use the information you already gather during a nursing assessment to start 

narrowing it down. This chapter changes how you see every patient interaction because you'll 

start treating every piece of information as a data point that either raises or lowers the probability 

of something on your list. 

Chapter Three goes deeper into the "worst first" principle. You'll learn how emergency 

physicians organize their thinking around dangerous diagnoses, not just likely ones, and you'll 

get a clear method for applying that same logic in your own assessments. This isn't about 

becoming a doctor. It's about thinking the way the best clinicians think so you can catch what 

others miss. 

Think Like A Doctor: Fast Decisions Under Pressure - Alfred Ricks Jr., MD 



7 

Chapter Four covers probabilistic thinking in detail. You'll understand why certainty is a 

trap in clinical medicine and why the nurse who holds multiple possibilities open is actually safer 

and more accurate than the one who commits too early. You'll also learn how to update your 

thinking in real time as new information comes in, which is one of the most underrated skills in 

all of clinical practice. 

Chapter Five is about cognitive bias. This chapter will make you uncomfortable in the best 

way. You'll recognize yourself in some of the patterns described, and that recognition is exactly 

the point. Once you can see a bias operating in your own thinking, you can catch it. This chapter 

gives you specific, practical habits for doing that, not abstract advice, but concrete steps you can 

build into how you assess and document every patient. 

Chapter Six covers the physical exam and how to read it through a diagnostic lens. Nurses 

do physical assessments constantly, but often without connecting what they're finding to a ranked 

list of possibilities. This chapter closes that gap. You'll learn what specific findings mean in terms 

of your differential, which findings raise concern, and which ones genuinely lower it. 

Chapter Seven is about using time as a diagnostic tool. Some conditions get worse in 

minutes. Others declare themselves over hours or days. Knowing the difference changes how 

urgently you act and what you're watching for. This is one of the most overlooked skills in 

nursing education and one of the most immediately useful things in this book. 

Chapter Eight covers communication. You'll get a specific structure for presenting your 

clinical concerns to physicians, a format that's clear, organized, and hard to dismiss. You'll also 

learn how to handle the moments when you think the plan is wrong, how to raise concern 

professionally, and how to document your reasoning in a way that protects both your patient and 

yourself. 

Chapter Nine pulls everything together. It walks through several clinical scenarios where 

you'll apply the full system from start to finish. These aren't tidy textbook cases. They're messy, 

ambiguous, and realistic, the kind of presentations where patients don't read the textbook and 

symptoms don't show up in the expected order. Working through them will show you that the 

system holds up even when the situation doesn't cooperate. 

The final chapter is about what comes next. Once you have this system, you don't stop 
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developing it. You get better every shift. You start seeing patterns faster. You start catching things 

earlier. You become the nurse that other nurses call when they're not sure what they're looking at. 

This chapter gives you a clear plan for continuing to build your diagnostic thinking over time, not 

through more courses or more certifications, but through deliberate practice using the patients 

you're already seeing every single day. 

The single most important idea running through every page of this book is straightforward: 

diagnosis is a skill, not a talent. The best diagnosticians in medicine aren't better at it because 

they were born that way. They're better because they learned a system and practiced it until it 

became automatic. That system is not secret. It's not locked behind a medical degree. It's a way 

of thinking, and thinking can be taught. 

You already have the instincts. You already have the experience. You already have the drive, 

because nurses who pick up a book like this don't do it for fun. They do it because they care 

enough about their patients to close every gap they can find. What you're about to gain is the 

structure that makes all of that matter even more. A clear, repeatable, battle-tested way of 

thinking that will change how you walk into every room, how you talk to every physician, and 

how you feel at the end of every shift knowing you gave every patient your absolute best 

thinking. 

That's not a small thing. That's everything. 
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Chapter 1: The Gap Nobody Told You 

About — Why Nursing School Didn't 

Teach You to Diagnose 

The Invisible Curriculum: What Medical School 

Teaches That Nursing School Skips 
There's a moment most nurses can remember. A patient doesn't look right. Something feels 

off, but you can't put your finger on exactly what it is. You check the vitals, they're borderline. 

You scan the chart, nothing jumps out. You call the doctor and they ask you a question you 

weren't expecting: "What do you think is going on?" And for a second, you freeze. 

That moment isn't a sign that you're a bad nurse. It's a sign that you were trained for a 

different job than the one you're actually doing. 

Nursing school teaches you to care for patients. It teaches you to monitor, to comfort, to 

administer, to document, and to advocate. Those are real and critical skills. Nobody is taking that 

away from you. But there's a whole other layer of clinical thinking that nursing school mostly 

skips over, and it's the layer that explains why doctors seem to "just know" things that feel 

invisible to everyone else. That layer is called diagnostic reasoning, and it's been a core part of 

medical training for over a century. 

Medical students spend years learning it on purpose. 

From their first year, medical students are taught to think about patients in a very specific 

way. They're taught to generate a list of possible diagnoses the moment they hear a chief 

complaint. They're taught to rank those possibilities by probability. They're taught to ask 

questions and order tests not just to find out what's wrong, but to rule things in and rule things 

out in a deliberate, systematic sequence. They're taught to hold multiple possibilities in their head 

at the same time without committing to any one of them too early. And they're always asking: 

what's the worst thing this could be, and have I ruled it out yet? 
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That last question is the one that saves lives. Most nurses were never taught to ask it. 

The reason for this gap isn't because nursing educators were careless or because nurses 

aren't smart enough. The reason is structural. Nursing programs and medical programs were built 

with different goals in mind. Medical school is specifically designed to produce diagnosticians. 

Nursing school is designed to produce caregivers and patient advocates, people who execute the 

plan, manage the environment, and keep the patient safe. Both roles are essential. But the 

training that goes into each one is genuinely different, and that difference leaves a gap that most 

nurses feel every single day without being able to name it. 

Think about what a third-year medical student does on rounds. They're expected to present a 

patient by walking through a structured thought process. They state the chief complaint. They list 

the relevant history. They present their physical findings. Then they give their differential 

diagnosis, which is their ranked list of what this could be. Then they explain their reasoning for 

why they think one diagnosis is more likely than another. Then they propose a workup, meaning 

the tests and observations that will help them confirm or rule out each possibility. This whole 

process is called clinical reasoning, and it gets practiced and critiqued and refined every single 

day of medical training. 

Nursing students don't do that. They do care plans. 

A nursing care plan is a valuable tool. It organizes nursing interventions around patient 

problems and helps coordinate care. But it starts from a different place. A care plan usually starts 

after a diagnosis has already been made. The diagnosis comes from the doctor, and the nurse's 

job is to care for the patient within that context. The thinking process that produced the diagnosis 

is largely invisible to the nursing student. They see the outcome of the reasoning. They don't see 

the reasoning itself. And when they graduate and start working, that invisible process stays 

invisible, which means they're left trying to figure it out on their own, shift by shift, patient by 

patient, sometimes at great cost. 

That's the gap. And now you can see it clearly. 

The good news is that diagnostic reasoning isn't magic. It's a structured, teachable process. 

Once you understand what it actually looks like, you can start building it into how you already 

think. You don't need to go back to school. You don't need to become a doctor. You need to 
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understand the system that doctors use and then apply that system using the access, the time, and 

the bedside presence that nurses have in ways physicians often don't. When you do that, 

something changes. Not just in how you think, but in what you catch, what you communicate, 

and what happens to your patients because of it. 

You've Been Diagnosing All Along — You Just Didn't 

Have the Language for It 
Every nurse has done this. You walk into a room for a routine check and something stops 

you. The patient looks the same on paper. The numbers haven't moved much. But something in 

the way they're sitting, the color of their skin, the way they answered your question, makes your 

stomach tighten. You can't explain it yet. But you know. 

That knowing is not a feeling. It's data. 

What's happening in that moment is that your brain is processing dozens of small signals 

simultaneously, things you've seen hundreds of times before, patterns built up over years of 

patient care. The slight change in skin tone. The way their breathing has a little more effort 

behind it. The fact that they didn't make eye contact the way they did this morning. Your brain is 

comparing what you're seeing right now against everything you've ever seen, and it's flagging a 

mismatch. That's not intuition in some mystical sense. That's pattern recognition, and it's one of 

the most powerful diagnostic tools that exists. 

The problem isn't that nurses lack this ability. The problem is that nobody ever taught them 

what to do with it next. 

When a physician feels that same pull, they have a system to follow. They ask themselves: 

what are the possible explanations for what I'm seeing? They build a list. They rank it. They start 

gathering information to sort through it. The feeling becomes a hypothesis, and the hypothesis 

becomes a workup. For most nurses, that feeling stays a feeling. It gets reported as "the patient 

just doesn't look right," which is accurate but incomplete, and sometimes gets dismissed because 

it doesn't come packaged in clinical language. 

Consider a hypothetical scenario that plays out in hospitals every day. A nurse, let's call her 

Diane, is a 38-year-old RN with nine years of experience in a telemetry unit. She's checking on a 
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patient admitted for a COPD exacerbation. The patient is technically stable. Oxygen saturation is 

91%, which is acceptable for this patient's baseline. Respiratory rate is 18. But Diane notices the 

patient is using his accessory muscles slightly more than he was two hours ago. He's also become 

quieter, less chatty than his usual self. Nothing on the monitor is alarming. But Diane feels it. 

Something is shifting. 

She calls the attending and says, "He just doesn't seem right to me." 

The attending asks what his sats are. Diane says 91%. The attending says that's his baseline 

and to continue monitoring. Diane documents her concern and moves on, but the feeling doesn't 

go away. An hour later, the patient is in respiratory distress and needs to be transferred to the 

ICU. What Diane noticed was real. The accessory muscle use was a sign of increasing work of 

breathing. The behavioral change was a sign of early hypercapnia. She had the data. She didn't 

have the language to name it or the framework to act on it with authority. 

That's the exact gap this book closes. 

When you have a diagnostic framework, that same observation becomes something 

different. You don't just notice the accessory muscle use. You connect it to the possibility of 

respiratory failure. You don't just notice the behavioral change. You connect it to CO2 retention. 

You build a short list of what could be happening, you identify which of those possibilities is 

most dangerous, and you call the doctor with something specific: "I'm concerned this patient may 

be tiring out. His work of breathing has increased over the last two hours and his mental status 

has changed. I'd like you to come assess him or consider a blood gas." That call gets a different 

response. It gets action. 

Your bedside experience is not a lesser form of clinical knowledge. It's actually one of the 

strongest foundations for diagnostic thinking that exists. Nurses spend more time with patients 

than anyone else on the care team. You see the trends. You see the subtle shifts. You see the 

patient at 3am when nobody else is in the room. That access is extraordinarily valuable, but only 

if you have a way to interpret what you're seeing and communicate it with precision. The 

framework in this book gives you exactly that. It takes what you already notice and gives it 

structure, language, and clinical weight. 

The nurses who develop this skill don't just become better clinicians. They become the 
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people everyone else turns to. They become the nurse the residents call before they call the 

attending. They become the person who catches the PE before it becomes a cardiac arrest, the 

one who notices the early signs of sepsis before the lactate comes back, the one who walks into a 

room and knows before the machine does. That's not luck. That's a trained mind doing exactly 

what it was built to do. 

The Real Cost of the Gap — What Happens When 

Nurses Can't Think Diagnostically 
This section is honest. Not to scare you, but because understanding what's actually at stake 

is what makes learning this feel urgent rather than optional. 

When nurses don't have a diagnostic framework, they're left with a few tools that are 

genuinely useful but not sufficient on their own. They have protocols. They have pattern 

recognition. They have the ability to report what they observe and wait for someone else to 

interpret it. In stable, predictable situations, that's often enough. But clinical situations aren't 

always stable or predictable. And in the moments when things start to go wrong, the difference 

between a nurse who can think diagnostically and one who can't is sometimes the difference 

between a patient who makes it and one who doesn't. 

That's not an exaggeration. It's what the research on rapid response teams and missed 

deterioration consistently shows. 

One of the most common patterns in adverse patient events is this: a nurse noticed 

something was wrong before the deterioration became obvious, but couldn't articulate it precisely 

enough to trigger action. The concern was documented. It was reported. But because it wasn't 

framed as a specific clinical worry with reasoning behind it, it didn't move fast enough. By the 

time the picture became undeniable, time had been lost. In sepsis, that time is measured in 

mortality risk. In stroke, it's measured in brain tissue. In pulmonary embolism, it's measured in 

whether the patient survives the shift. 

The cost isn't always this dramatic, but it's always real. 

There's also a subtler cost that doesn't show up in outcome data but shows up in nurses 

every single day. It's the frustration of knowing something is wrong and not being able to explain 
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why clearly enough to be taken seriously. It's the feeling of standing at the bedside of a 

deteriorating patient, watching the clock, waiting for a doctor who isn't there yet, and not having 

a mental system to guide your next move. It's the exhaustion of carrying clinical uncertainty with 

no framework to resolve it. That's not a small burden. For many nurses, it's a constant one. 

There's also the professional cost. Nurses who can't think diagnostically are limited in how 

they can contribute to clinical conversations. They can report. They can describe. But they can't 

reason alongside the physician in a way that influences the plan. That limits their authority, their 

credibility, and their ability to advocate for patients in the moments that matter most. A nurse 

who can say "I think we need to rule out a PE here because of the tachycardia, the pleuritic chest 

pain, and the fact that she just had surgery three days ago" is a completely different voice in the 

room than a nurse who says "she says her chest hurts and her heart rate is up." Both nurses 

noticed the same things. Only one of them can do something meaningful with what they noticed. 

The gap also costs nurses their confidence. And that confidence cost ripples outward. A 

nurse who doesn't trust her own clinical reasoning hesitates. She second-guesses herself at the 

moments when speed matters most. She waits for someone else to confirm what she already 

suspects, and sometimes that wait is too long. Building diagnostic thinking isn't just about adding 

knowledge. It's about building the kind of clinical confidence that lets you act on what you know 

when it counts. 

None of this is about blame. You weren't taught this. You can't be faulted for not having a 

tool that nobody gave you. But you're reading this book now, which means you've decided to 

close the gap yourself. That decision matters. And the rest of this book is built to make sure that 

decision pays off every single shift you work from here forward. 

What This Book Will Do for You — And What It Won't 
Before you go any further, it's worth being completely clear about what you're getting into. 

Not because there are limitations you should be worried about, but because understanding the 

scope of what this book does will help you get the most out of every chapter. 

This book will give you a diagnostic thinking system you can use at the bedside. A real one. 

Not a theoretical model that sounds good in a classroom but falls apart the moment a patient 
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doesn't cooperate. A system built around the same logic that experienced emergency physicians 

use when they're working through a complex presentation under time pressure. You'll learn how 

to build a differential diagnosis, how to rank it, how to rule out the most dangerous possibilities 

first, and how to update your thinking as new information comes in. You'll understand why 

diseases produce the symptoms they do, not just what the symptoms are, so you can reason 

forward from what you're seeing rather than just matching a pattern to a list you memorized. And 

you'll learn how to communicate your clinical reasoning in a way that gets heard, respected, and 

acted on. 

Those are specific, usable, shift-ready skills. That's what this book delivers. 

It won't replace a medical degree. You already knew that, and it's worth saying clearly so 

there's no confusion. This book doesn't authorize you to write orders, make formal diagnoses, or 

practice outside your scope. What it does is make you a sharper, faster, more confident clinical 

thinker within the role you already have. It gives you the mental tools to catch things earlier, 

communicate concerns more precisely, and contribute to clinical decisions in a way that 

genuinely affects patient outcomes. That's not a workaround. That's exactly what the best nurses 

in every unit are already doing. This book just gives you the system they're using, spelled out 

clearly so you don't have to spend years figuring it out on your own. 

It also won't talk down to you. That matters. 

A lot of nursing education treats nurses like they need to be protected from complexity. This 

book doesn't do that. You're smart, you're experienced, and you're capable of understanding how 

diseases actually work at a mechanistic level. When you understand why heart failure causes the 

symptoms it does, you don't just recognize the pattern. You can reason about it. You can predict 

what might come next. You can notice when the presentation doesn't fit and ask why. That kind 

of understanding is what separates a nurse who manages a patient from a nurse who thinks about 

a patient, and this book is built to get you to the second one. 

One more thing worth naming: this book will challenge some habits you've built over years 

of clinical practice. Not because those habits are wrong, but because some of them were built 

without a diagnostic framework underneath them. When you add that framework, some things 

will shift. You'll start seeing patient assessments differently. You'll start asking different 
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questions. You'll start noticing things you walked past before, not because you were missing 

them, but because you didn't have a system for interpreting them. That shift takes a little 

adjustment. It's worth it. 

The goal of every chapter, every section, and every concept in this book is the same. To 

make you a more precise, more confident, and more effective clinical thinker. Not someday. 

Starting now. Starting with the patients you'll see on your next shift, using the skills you're 

building right here. 

Putting It Into Practice 
The ideas in this chapter aren't just background. They're the foundation that everything else 

in this book builds on. So before you move to Chapter Two, do something concrete with what 

you've just read. 

Think back over your recent shifts and identify one specific patient interaction where you 

sensed something was wrong before you could fully explain it. It doesn't have to be a dramatic 

moment. It might be something as quiet as a patient who seemed slightly more tired than 

expected, or someone whose answers felt a little slower than they should have. Pick one moment 

that stands out. 

Write down exactly what you observed. Not what you concluded, and not what the eventual 

diagnosis turned out to be. Just what you noticed with your own eyes, ears, and hands. The color 

of the skin. The rate of breathing. The way the patient responded to your questions. The specific 

thing that made you pause. Get it down in as much detail as you can remember. 

Then write down what you did with that observation. Did you report it? Document it? Act 

on it immediately? Or did you hold it quietly and watch? There's no wrong answer here. The 

point is to see your own instincts clearly, as data, as the starting point of a thinking process, 

rather than as a vague feeling that may or may not mean something. 

That moment you just wrote down is your personal starting point for everything this book 

will teach you. You already had the instinct. You already noticed something real. What you're 

about to gain is the system that turns that noticing into action, into language, into clinical 

reasoning that protects your patients and changes how you show up at the bedside every day. 
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Chapter 2: How Doctors Actually Think 

— The Diagnostic Process Demystified 

It's Not Genius — It's a System 
Watch an experienced emergency physician work through a complicated patient and it can 

feel like watching someone do something you could never learn. They walk into the room, ask a 

handful of questions, do a quick exam, and then say something like, "I think this is a STEMI with 

possible cardiogenic shock, let's get the cath lab on standby." Confident. Fast. Precise. It looks 

like a gift. It isn't. 

What you're watching is a system running. 

Every experienced clinician, whether they know it or not, runs patients through a mental 

framework that's been built and refined over thousands of encounters. The framework has a 

shape. It starts the moment they hear the chief complaint. It generates possibilities. It ranks them. 

It gathers information to sort through the list. It updates constantly as new data comes in. And it 

never, at any point, stops asking the most important question in clinical medicine: what's the 

most dangerous thing this could be, and have I addressed it yet? 

That question isn't instinct. It's training. And once you understand the structure behind it, 

you can train yourself to ask it too. 

The framework has three core moves. The first is generating a differential, which just means 

creating a list of possible explanations for what the patient is experiencing. The second is ranking 

that list, not just by what's most likely, but by what's most dangerous. The third is systematically 

narrowing the list using information you gather through history, physical exam, and test results. 

Those three moves, done in sequence and repeated continuously throughout a patient encounter, 

are what diagnostic thinking actually looks like from the inside. 

The reason it looks like genius from the outside is that experienced clinicians do all of this 

so fast it becomes invisible. A senior physician hears "chest pain radiating to the jaw" and their 

brain has already generated a list, ranked it, and flagged acute coronary syndrome at the top 
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before the patient finishes the sentence. That speed comes from repetition, not talent. They've 

done this so many times that the framework runs in the background, almost automatically. But it 

started as something deliberate. Something learned. Something practiced one patient at a time 

until it became automatic. 

You can do the same thing. 

The key is to start doing it deliberately, which is exactly what this chapter teaches you. You 

won't be running it automatically on your first try. You'll be walking through it step by step, 

consciously, the way a medical student does on their first clinical rotation. And just like that 

medical student, the more you practice it, the faster and more natural it becomes. Within weeks 

of using this framework intentionally, you'll start to notice it running on its own. Within months, 

it'll feel like the only way you know how to think about patients. 

Start with the first move: generating the differential. When a patient tells you their chief 

complaint, your immediate job is to ask yourself, "What are the possible explanations for this?" 

Not what's the most likely explanation. What are the possible ones. Cast a wide net first. A 

patient with shortness of breath could have heart failure, a pulmonary embolism, pneumonia, a 

pneumothorax, an asthma exacerbation, a COPD flare, severe anemia, or a panic attack. That's 

your starting list. You don't commit to any of them yet. You hold them all open. 

Then you rank. Two criteria matter most here. First, probability: given everything you know 

about this patient right now, which of these is most likely? Second, danger: which of these will 

kill the patient fastest if you miss it? These two rankings don't always point to the same 

diagnosis, and that's exactly the point. The most likely diagnosis and the most dangerous 

diagnosis are often different things, and experienced clinicians track both simultaneously. A 

patient with shortness of breath probably has heart failure. But if there's any real chance it's a 

pulmonary embolism, you don't get to skip that possibility just because it's less common. 

Then you narrow. Every question you ask, every finding you assess, every result that comes 

back is a piece of information that either raises or lowers the probability of something on your 

list. A patient with shortness of breath who also has a swollen, tender calf just moved pulmonary 

embolism up the list significantly. A patient with shortness of breath who has crackles at both 

bases, pitting edema, and a history of heart failure just moved heart failure to the top. You're not 
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guessing. You're updating a probability estimate based on real data. That's not a doctor thing. 

That's a logic thing. And you can do it right now with the patients you're already seeing. 

The whole framework, generate, rank, narrow, runs on a loop. You don't do it once at the 

start of a shift and then forget about it. You run it continuously. New information comes in and 

you update. A patient's condition changes and you update. A test comes back unexpected and 

you update. The best diagnosticians are the ones who stay open to updating, who don't lock in on 

a diagnosis so early that they stop processing new information. That openness isn't uncertainty. 

It's discipline. And it's one of the things that separates nurses who catch deterioration early from 

the ones who don't. 

Illness Scripts: The Mental Database Every 

Experienced Clinician Builds 
There's a concept in cognitive psychology called a schema, which is a mental model that 

organizes information about a category of things. Doctors build a specific kind of schema for 

diseases, and they have a name for it: an illness script. An illness script isn't a list of symptoms. 

It's a rich, detailed mental picture of how a disease behaves in real life, who gets it, how it starts, 

what it feels like to the patient, how it progresses, what makes it better or worse, and what the 

patient typically looks like when they walk in the door. 

Illness scripts are why experienced clinicians can walk into a room and recognize a disease 

before they've asked a single question. 

A physician who's treated fifty patients with pulmonary embolism has a detailed internal 

picture of what that disease looks like. They know it tends to hit people who've been immobile, 

who've recently had surgery, who are on oral contraceptives, or who have a clotting disorder. 

They know the shortness of breath often comes on suddenly and can be out of proportion to what 

the oxygen saturation shows. They know the patient often has pleuritic chest pain, meaning it 

hurts more when they breathe in. They know there's sometimes a swollen leg, but not always. 

They know the patient can look surprisingly well right up until they don't. All of that is the 

illness script, and it gets activated the moment they see a patient who fits even part of the picture. 

You can build these same scripts. You don't need a medical degree to do it. You need 
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