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One of the key diagnostic tests for dementias such as Alzheimer's is the Mental Status Examination (MSE). The doctor/clinician makes judgments on the way the 'patient' is functioning in a number of key areas. These components of the MSE cannot be judged in isolation. Each aspect will contribute to a diagnosis. There are many forms of mental illness and disorders that require a mental status exam. Diseases of the brain including Alzheimer’s disease (and other forms of dementias) are often assessed through paper-and-pencil tests that are part of a mental status exam. These tests measure, primarily cognitive function which includes attention, memory, language ability and other kinds of reasoning and complex thinking skills that are affected by Alzheimer’s disease.

Cognition more precisely defined is the ability to think. Attention, reasoning, decision making and dealing with symbolic concepts (like how to add up numbers) are all affected in Alzheimer's as is ability to and carry out tasks in a logical and sequential way. 

Some of the more important areas that are assessed by a mental status exam are:

Whether an individual has insight into their condition and circumstances. 

An ability to make judgements about things and act on them deteriorates significantly in dementia.

Speech Language, Mental Status Examination and Alzheimer's Diagnosis

People with Alzheimer's disease may show particular abnormalities in their speech and language. Aphasia is a major symptom of Alzheimer's disease and dementia. Also of interest to a clinician will be the way in which people talk, the volume and tone.

Thought Content, Thought Processes such as knowing how to construct a sentence and how to remember things that you are told.

Of course, memory is a very large part of this kind of testing including memory for things you have just heard (short–term memory) and memory for things that you already know or have learned such as names of what things are (long-term memory).

Assessing the mental status of an individual begins as soon as the clinicians greets his/her 'patient'. For example, whether the patient knows that he or she is going to be tested and is prepared for testing is part of the mental status exam. The findings from a mental status exam do not confirm a diagnosis, but can help to rule out potential issues (if a person has few or no deficits in measured mental status) or findings can contribute to a possible diagnosis of dementias such as Alzheimer's disease.
