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Five-Minute Neurological Exam 

5 Minute Neurological Exam  
Courtesy of  Ed Thalmann,  M.D. ,  Ass is tant  Medica l  Di rec tor  o f  DAN  

 1.  Orientation - Does the diver know name and age?  Location?  What time, day, or year it is?  Note: 
Even though a diver appears alert, the answers to these questions may reveal confusion, so do not omit 
them. 

 2.   Eyes - Have the diver count  the number o f  f ingers you d isp lay us ing two or  three 
di f ferent numbers.   Check each eye separate ly and then together.   Have the diver 
ident i fy a  d istant object.   Tel l  the d iver to hold head st i l l ,  or  you gent ly  ho ld i t  st i l l ,  
whi le p lac ing your o ther  hand about  18"  in front  of the face. Ask the d iver to fo l low 
your hand wi th h is eyes.   Move your  hand up, down, side to s ide.   The d ivers eyes 
should smoothly fo l low your hand and should not jerk to one side and return.   Check 
that pup i ls are equal  in size.   Note: Often AGE vict ims have di f ferent d i la t ion in one 
eye then another.   Also look for  nystagmus ( f lut tering o f the eyes e i ther ver t ica l ly or  
hor izontal ly) .   This is a sign o f  neuro logical  problems wi th the vert ical  f lu t ter ing 
being assoc iated wi th more severe damage.  
 3.   Face - Ask the d iver  to whist le.   Look carefully to see that both s ides of the face 

have the same expression whi le whist l ing.   Ask the diver to gr i t  the teeth.  Feel the 
jaw muscles to conf irm that they are contracted equal ly.   Inst ruct  the diver  to c lose 
the eyes whi le  you l ight ly touch your f ingert ips across the forehead and face to be 
sure sensat ion is present  and the same everywhere.  
 4.   Hear ing - Can be evaluated by ho ld ing your hand about two feet from the d iver 's  

ear and rubbing your thumb and f inger together .   Check both ears,  moving your hand 
closer unt i l  the diver hears i t .   Check severa l  t imes and conf irm wi th your own 
hear ing.   I f  the surround ings are no isy ( i .e.  a crowded beach),  the test  is d i f f icu l t  to 
evaluate.   Ask bystanders to  be quiet  and turn o f f unneeded machinery.   
 5.   Swal lowing re f lex - Instruct the d iver to swa llow whi le  you watch the Adam's 

apple to be sure that i t  moves up and down.  
 6.   Tongue -  Instruct the diver  to st ick out the tongue.  I t  should come out  s tra ight 

in the midd le o f  the mouth wi thout deviat ing to e i ther  s ide.   
 7.   Musc le Strength -  Instruct the d iver to shrug the shoulders whi le you bear down 

on them to observe for  equal musc le st rength.   Check the diver 's arms by br inging the 
elbows up level wi th the shoulders,  hands leve l wi th the arms, and touching the 
chest.   Instruct the diver  to resis t  whi le you pul l the arms away, push them back, up 
and down.  The strength should  be approximate ly equal in both arms in each 
direct ion.   Check leg strength by having the d iver l ie f lat  and raise and lower  the legs 
whi le you gent ly resis t  the movement.   
 8.   Sensory Percept ion - Check on both sides by touching as done on the face.  Start  

at  the top o f the body and compare s ides whi le moving downwards to cover the ent ire 
body.  The d iver 's eyes should be c losed dur ing th is procedure.   The d iver should 
conf irm the sensat ion in each area before you move to another  area.  
 9 .   Ba lance and  coord inat ion -  Be  prepared  to  protec t  the d iver  f rom in jury when 

per forming th is  tes t .   Have the  d ive r  s tand up  wi th  feet  together ,  c lose eyes and 
s t re tch out  arms.   The d iver  should  be ab le  to  mainta in  ba lance i f  the  p la t form is  
s tab le .   Your  arms should be around,  bu t  not  touching the d iver .   Be prepared to  catch 
the d ive r  who  s tar ts  to  fa l l .   Note :  I f  the  d iver  is  a l ready messed up you may want  to  
avo id  th is  one i f  he can ' t  even s tand .   Check coord inat ion by having the  d iver  move an  
index f inger  back and fo r th  rap id ly between the d ivers  nose and your  f inger  he ld  
approximate ly 18"  f rom the d ive r 's  face.   Ins t ruc t  the d iver  to  s l ide  the heel  o f  one 
foot  down the sh in  o f  the other  leg.   The d iver  should  be ly ing down when at tempt ing 
th is  tes t .   Check these tes ts  on both r ight  and le f t  s ides and observe carefu l ly  fo r  
unusual  c lumsiness on e i ther  s ide.  


