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The National 
Institute of 

Health 
Stroke Scale

(NIHSS)



The difficult to 
assess patient







Score the 
patient on what 
they CAN DO, 
not what you 
think they can 
do



1A: LEVEL OF CONSIOUSNESS

Tip: NOT A VERBAL TEST
But you can often assess 
when introducing yourself



1B: LOC QUESTIONS

Tip: The aphasic 
patient may write 
answers



1C: LOC COMMANDS

TIPS: Avoid areas 
of weakness

In the severely 
aphasic patient, 
pantomime



2: BEST GAZE

TIP: This is 
ALWAYS testable
… unless they 
have no eyes



“Doll’s Eyes” aka
Oculocephalic Reflex



3:VISUAL FIELDS

Tip: Each eye is tested 
INDEPENDENTLY.

Aphasic pt may look 
or point to moving 
fingers



4: FACIAL PALSY

TIP: If they have 
dentures, use them 



5/6 A&B: MOTOR

TIPS: You CAN 
encourage your patient!

Make sure limb is 
placed within visual field



7: ATAXIA

TIP: Weakness is 
NOT ataxia



8: SENSORY

TIPS: 
•Test multiple 
areas of the 
extremity for 
accuracy
•Avoid the hands 
and feet



9: BEST LANGUAGE (APHASIA)

TIPS: Expressive 
aphasia may write 
answers.
Blind Patients may 
name objects placed 
in their hand 



10: DYSARTHRIA TIPS: May assess 
spontaneous speech.
May repeat words 
back.



11: Extinction & Inattention

TIPS: This is ALWAYS 
testable. 
Pay special attention to 
how patient scored in 
sections 2, 3, & 8



TIPS
• NIHSS is a skill
• Bedside nurse handoff NIHSS
• Post treatment mNIHSS warnings
• Know your institutions expectation on 

deviation/changes in scores 
• Never chart “UNABLE TO ASSESS” on any 

stroke patient for NIHSS assessments
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