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Abstract 
The mental status examination (MSE) is an important component of clinical 
assessment. Medical training programs must adjust their teaching methods to 
facilitate MSE learning. This study aimed to describe a set of playful and 
purposeful strategies developed in a public university in Brazil to teach about 
psychopathology and the MSE. The teaching strategies were developed in the 
form of word search, crosswords, and syllable puzzles to catch students’ at-
tention and enhance their training process. They were designed to help im-
prove visual perception, focused attention, processing speed and agility, vo-
cabulary, and familiarity with specialized terminology. The results showed 
that the teaching strategies created a relaxed environment, providing instant 
feedback and allowing for productive failure. All students reported satisfac-
tion with the learning experience. Games and creative activities, such as 
crosswords, word search, and syllable puzzles, can be effective teaching me-
thods to be applied in medical schools or similar institutions where psycho-
pathology and the MSE are taught. 
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1. Introduction 

Psychopathology is an independent science that investigates phenomena affect-
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ing the human mind, as perceived through patients’ personal experiences and rela-
tionships to the environment (Stanghellini & Broome, 2014). These processes are 
assessed using the mental status examination, which is the most effective tech-
nique for assessing and interpreting mental phenomena and their variants. From 
a broader health perspective, it is as important as physical examination (Neu-
bauer et al., 2019). 

Psychopathology is viewed as both a science and a discipline that assesses and 
makes sense of abnormal and pathological human behaviors and subjectivity; it 
is at the heart of psychiatry. In medical training, it should be included as a man-
datory educational prerequisite in the curriculum for mental health profession-
als. It is also a key element of the shared cognitive and intellectual identity of cli-
nicians and researchers in this field (Stanghellini & Broome, 2014). 

There are many ways to teach the basic concepts of psychopathology and 
psychiatry. For instance, the theoretical content depicted in the arts can become 
an effective educational tool. Psychiatry is the medical specialty that most com-
monly features in films, which have become increasingly used as an ancillary 
educational tool in the teaching of psychopathology and psychiatry topics. Ci-
nema can also be useful, therapeutically through cinematherapy. Some patients 
with first-hand experience of psychopathology report that watching films re-
volving around a mental illness theme has contributed to their recovery and 
psychoeducation (Hankir et al., 2015; Van Duppen et al., 2015). In Germany, at 
Witten/Herdecke University, a new interdisciplinary course used, among others, 
the film “Keep on the open road” to clarify complex aspects of palliative care and 
incorporated it as part of the palliative care education of undergraduate medical 
students (Dietz et al., 2012). In Brazil, some experiences making a connection 
between national film themes and different mental illnesses have also proven to 
be effective (Maia et al., 2005). 

An expanded health concept considers all aspects of an individual, including 
physical, mental, social, spiritual, and cultural characteristics, as well as one’s 
surroundings and relationships (Neubauer et al., 2019). Mental health assess-
ment cannot be dissociated from physical health assessment and must be as 
thorough as possible, requiring close attention to all the nuances and peculiari-
ties of human behavior and subjectivity. In order to understand the deeper layers 
of human experience, researchers have long used phenomenology, a research 
approach that seeks to investigate human experiences and how they are per-
ceived through inner subjectivity (Rosário et al., 2020). In this context, the work 
of Karl Jaspers is particularly significant for its contribution to the understand-
ing of the human psyche (Stanghellini et al., 2013). 

Mental illness is a leading cause of occupational disability worldwide, and as 
such, clinicians and medical students must be familiar with diagnostic and 
treatment strategies for these conditions (Schnyder et al., 2017). The mental sta-
tus examination is the most practical and inexpensive method for assessing psy-
chological functioning and related clinical or psychopathological features in a 
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range of settings from primary care to emergency care. This tool has adequate 
sensitivity and specificity for most neurological, psychiatric, and clinical disord-
ers. Every change in mental status must be interpreted in the context of clinical 
observation by differentiating between a number of systemic and metabolic dis-
orders as well as neurological conditions that can interfere with consciousness. 
Given the lack of guidelines to direct further testing in case of an abnormal 
mental status examination, testing is predominantly guided by clinical judgment 
(Voss & Das, 2020). However, because the mental status examination is a com-
plex procedure with its own terminology, students often feel confused and 
struggle over the course of this process. 

A successful examination requires a solid theoretical basis, and a thorough in-
troduction to psychopathological phenomena should therefore be included in 
medical training. This has led to a pedagogical shift in medical education to faci-
litate knowledge acquisition, with most medical schools adopting a purposive 
and motivational teaching style where students play an active role in knowledge 
transfer and teachers take on the role of facilitators (Monteiro et al., 2020). This 
approach to teaching and learning is in line with the ideas of David Ausubel, 
whose theories serve as the basis for many pedagogical strategies in this field 
(Agra et al., 2019). 

Medical training programs provide students with an integrated view of the 
human body, moving away from Cartesian mind-body dualism and from any 
stigma or prejudice against mental illness. In this setting, the use of symbolic and 
playful activities can make learning more interesting. Therefore, the aim of this 
study was to present some playful and purposeful activities designed to teach 
about psychopathology and the mental status examination from a phenomeno-
logical perspective, in line with the active approach to learning proposed by Da-
vid Ausubel. 

2. Methods  

This study is an account of our experience with the development of a set of 
playful activities in a public university in Brazil to teach third-year medical stu-
dents about psychopathology and the mental status examination. Students need 
to be familiar with the terms used in this examination and to comprehend the 
complexity of the assessment of human behavior and subjectivity. During 
psychiatric examination, depending on the circumstances and objectives, people 
can lie, speak the truth, omit important details, and overstate or understate their 
complaints, feelings, and emotions. It is not uncommon to have persons with se-
rious alcohol problems say they “only drink socially,” when in fact the consump-
tion of alcohol has made them experience serious physical, psychological, and 
social losses; or to have persons say they have not slept “at all” for a week, when 
in fact they have had a few interruptions to their usual sleep time. 

Medicine and its specialties rely on a shared vocabulary that is universal yet 
specific to these areas. Psychiatry, in particular, relies on the knowledge of psy-
chopathology and the detailed description of mental phenomena, rather than on 
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origins and conscious or unconscious motivations. The science of psychopa-
thology is a continuous process, where theoretical concepts, psychoanalytic, 
cognitive, or other, are minimized in favor of the patient’s experience. Therefore, 
the language of psychopathology allows for knowledge sharing among clinicians 
from different theoretical backgrounds, fostering a dialogical relationship and 
facilitating communication on the topic of mental illness. 

In 1918, Adolf Meyer developed a standardized method to evaluate the pa-
tient’s mental status, referred to as the mental status examination. The purpose 
was to identify, diagnose and monitor the evolution of phenomenological signs 
and symptoms of normal and pathological mental functioning. The examination 
includes items that assess different areas of mental functioning, addressing issues 
related to appearance, dress, and grooming; level of consciousness, vigilance, 
psychomotor activity, voluntary and involuntary attention; recent, remote and 
short-term memory; orientation to self, time and place; intelligence; thought 
structure and content; quantitative and qualitative aspects of sensation and per-
ception; imagination; affect; emotions; life and death instincts; sleep; eating; 
speech; and mood and insight into illness (Voss & Das, 2020). 

The teaching of psychopathology in the context of the mental status examina-
tion involves several cognitive functions and complex concepts that are difficult 
to comprehend and memorize, and the use of playful, active, purposeful me-
thods can enhance the training process. Some methodological strategies used for 
this purpose include syllable, word search, and crossword puzzles. The history of 
the latter dates back to Ancient Egypt, when rudimentary crossword puzzles 
were used, but the modern version of the activity is credited to British journalist 
Arthur Wynne who published such a puzzle in the New York World newspaper in 
1913. His greatest innovation was in the clues provided to help readers solve the 
puzzle. The British armed forces also used crossword puzzles as a codebreaking 
tool during World War II (Patrick & Thompson, 2015). 

David Ausubel is a prominent scholar in the field of active teaching and crea-
tor of the Meaningful Learning Theory (MLT), which states that a student’s 
prior knowledge plays a crucial role in the learning and retention of new infor-
mation, in a process referred to as “subsumption.” According to MLT, know-
ledge acquired throughout life creates a cognitive structure on which new in-
formation will anchor. This is why the method is known as meaningful learning: 
any new concept, idea or proposition will become more meaningful if the stu-
dent can link it to preexisting knowledge. As a result, these anchors are also im-
portant for retrieving previously learned information (Agra et al., 2019; Montei-
ro et al., 2020). 

Playful activities (Figures 1-4) were developed to catch the attention of stu-
dents or health professionals interested in learning about psychopathology and 
the mental status examination. They were designed to help improve visual per-
ception and focused attention, increase processing speed and agility, enrich vo-
cabulary and familiarity with specialized terminology, and improve concentra-
tion. All activities presented in this study aim to improve students’ cognitive, af-
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fective, and psychomotor functioning, as well as the skills and attributes required 
to work as a clinician or other health professional. 

In the activity in Figure 1, participants must locate words written forward or 
backward in a horizontal, vertical, or diagonal direction. The definitions of the 
words hidden in the puzzle are provided below the image. 

 

 
Figure 1. Word search. 
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Figure 2. Crossword puzzle. 
 

The activity in Figure 2 requires that students fill in the squares according to 
the clues provided below the image. 

In the activity in Figure 3, each item (1-11) contains a definition that must be 
used to fill in the corresponding blanks. All squares are numbered so that those 
with equal numbers correspond to equal letters. Squares with no numbers are 
filled intuitively over the course of the activity. 

The activity in Figure 4 requires that students combine the syllables or word 
fragments to yield answers to each clue. This can be quite challenging, especially 
when the fragments do not correspond to the syllables of the target words. 
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Figure 3. Syllable puzzle. 
 

 

Figure 4. Syllable puzzle. 
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Feedback from the students was obtained informally. Individual feedback was 
collected from the participants at the end of activities by the researchers, and the 
results of the application of the activities were analyzed subjectively.  

3. Results  

A total of [inserir número de participantes] third-year medical students partici-
pated in the study and performed the proposed activities. Their feedback indi-
cated that they approved the use of the activities to assist in their learning of the 
psychopathology content and mental status examination. All students reported 
satisfaction with the learning experience. 

4. Discussion 

Methods used to teach psychopathology and the mental status examination are 
quite similar around the world, and most of them adopt a phenomenological 
approach (Leentjens et al., 2008; Leentjens et al., 2009; Finney et al., 2016). A 
major barrier in the teaching and learning process is the stigma of mental illness. 
Of 93 types described in the literature, this is one of the most common stigmas 
among medical students and health professionals (Pachankis et al., 2018). This 
universal sociocultural phenomenon has a major impact on medical training by 
reducing the number of students who choose psychiatry as a specialty. The glob-
al increase in the prevalence of mental disorders has led to serious public health 
problems in high-income and middle-income countries due to the lack of quali-
fied human resources to provide mental health care (Evans-Lacko et al., 2012; 
Simon & Verdoux, 2018; Lien et al., 2019; Pinto et al., 2020; Dalky et al., 2020). 

This issue can be addressed during medical training by drawing the interest 
and attention of medical students to the mental status examination and by giv-
ing it the same importance as that of physical examination, especially in emer-
gency and neurological departments. The identification of comorbidities and 
differential diagnosis between disorders of consciousness is usually difficult, es-
pecially when they occur in the presence of mental illness. Some clinicians dis-
agree on the definition of consciousness as well as on the qualitative and quan-
titative differences between the disorders that affect this ability. An in-depth in-
terview is essential for both physical and mental examinations to obtain infor-
mation not only on the degree of consciousness impairment but also on possible 
causes. These disturbances can be observed in psychoactive drug users and in 
patients with multiple injuries, electrolyte imbalance, or mental disorders such 
as depression, schizophrenia, personality disorders, and dissociative disorders 
(Semler et al., 2001; Koita et al., 2010; Young & Rund, 2010). 

Playful and artistic activities, including those of a performative nature, are ex-
cellent motivational tools for acquiring knowledge on the mental status exami-
nation. Games and fun activities can be educationally valuable tools, as they 
promote a relaxed environment conducive to learning. Students value imme-
diate feedback on the type and reason for their errors (Smith et al., 2017), and 
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making mistakes or losing the game is a form of instant feedback on perfor-
mance. This is referred to as “productive failure” and provides an opportunity to 
engage in problem solving and reasoning (Biehle & Jeffres, 2018). This strong 
motivational component of games and puzzles can be a source of encourage-
ment to achieve learning goals (Biehle & Jeffres, 2018). 

Previous studies have used films and characters (Hankir et al., 2015; Hall & 
Friedman, 2015; Friedman & Hall, 2015) as well as other entertainment activi-
ties, such as acrostics and crosswords (Monteiro et al., 2020), to enrich the edu-
cational experience. The validity and specificity of learning psychopathology 
through resources such as music, plays about depression and suicide (Souza et 
al., 2020a), poems, and online lectures have also been demonstrated. These pe-
dagogical resources can be used to organize prior knowledge and facilitate sub-
sequent learning about the mental status examination (Martins et al., 2020). 

The teaching of psychopathology is associated with the theoretical founda-
tions of the mental status examination. The different schools of psychopathology 
are guided by the ideas of several theorists in the field of psychology, philosophy, 
and psychiatry; all schools are equally important, as they complement each oth-
er. A major feature of psychopathology, as a field of knowledge, is the multiplic-
ity of approaches and theoretical frameworks that it has incorporated over the 
past 200 years. This multiplicity is viewed by some as a scientific “weakness” or a 
proof of its immaturity. Psychopathologists are criticized for this diversity of 
“explanations” and theories and for their hybrid epistemological position. How-
ever, no progress is made in psychopathology by denying or invalidating con-
ceptual and theoretical differences. Rather, advances are made through efforts to 
clarify such differences and further develop our position in a demystifying, open 
and honest debate (De Lima, 2000).  

Within the schools of psychopathology most commonly used in medical edu-
cation and applied in medical practice, we highlight the descriptive approach, 
with a particular interest in the structure and form of symptoms, and the dy-
namic approach, which focuses on the content of experience, the inner move-
ments of an individual’s affections, desires, and fears. Teaching and good prac-
tices in mental health encompass the combination of a descriptive, objective, di-
agnostic approach with a dynamic, personal, subjective approach to patients and 
their illness. The medical-naturalist tradition is fundamentally focused on the 
body, on the biological being as a universal natural species. At the other end, the 
existential tradition recognizes each being as a “singular existence,” where men-
tal illness is not viewed solely as a biological or psychological dysfunction, but 
rather as a particular way of existing in the world. Behavioral and psychoanalyt-
ical approaches differ mainly in the way they view human beings. In the former, 
each being is seen as a set of observable/verifiable behaviors regulated by specific 
and general stimuli, where attention is focused on the conscious cognitive re-
presentations of each individual, while in the latter each being is seen as an indi-
vidual dominated by unconscious forces, desires, and conflicts. The categorical 
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school of thought treats different diagnostic categories as unique entities whose 
accurate identification would be one of the tasks of psychopathology; in contrast, 
the dimensional school of thought deals with dimensions or spectra. Biological 
psychopathology focuses on the neurophysiological and neurochemical aspects 
of mental illness and symptoms. Conversely, the sociocultural perspective re-
gards mental illness as a deviant behavior, which stems from certain sociocultur-
al factors. Finally, but not less important, in the operational-pragmatic perspec-
tive, the basic definitions of symptoms are formulated according to their prag-
matic, clinical, or research utility. This is the model used in the DSM-5, ICD-10, 
and ICD-11 classifications of mental disorders. On the other hand, fundamental 
psychopathology, proposed by the French psychoanalyst Pierre Fedida, empha-
sizes the notion of mental illness as pathos, which means suffering, passion, and 
passivity (De Lima, 2000). 

Semiology is the fundamental basis of medical practice. It consists of inter-
views with the patient that includes history taking, physical examination, and 
mental status examination. The latter begins when the participants of the inter-
view introduce themselves to each other, representing the moment from which 
the clinician is already able to observe the patient’s behaviors, gestures, and gen-
eral psychomotricity. Even without saying a word, clinicians can (and should) 
obtain information by observing and listening (more than talking) to patients 
during the interview, since the patient is the most important person in this 
meeting. Many scholars even claim that the interview is an art that is much more 
learned than taught (Bedrikow & Campos, 2011). 

In summary, the use of strategies such as word search, syllable puzzles, and 
crosswords allows students to learn about psychopathology and the mental sta-
tus examination by developing cognitive, artistic, and intellectual skills that can 
be used to comprehend the theoretical knowledge that has been exposed. The 
method presented here can help students to learn individually or in groups, 
making use of their previous and current knowledge in the field. At the end, 
students can check their answers against the correct responses. The experience 
has shown excellent results, with students reporting that they are satisfied with 
the learning experience and have quickly and easily learned the psychopathology 
content and mental status examination (Souza et al., 2020b).  

5. Conclusion 

The clinical application of knowledge about psychopathology and the mental 
status examination can only be taught through interactive and innovative me-
thods that promote active and effective learning. Given the vast number of un-
familiar concepts and terms that medical students and health professionals must 
learn during their training, the use of playful activities such as crosswords, word 
search, and syllable puzzles emerges as an effective method of teaching about 
psychopathology and the mental status examination in medical schools or simi-
lar institutions. This learning process can be more meaningful and effective if 
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students experience the contents in order to familiarize themselves with expe-
riences and eventually become more comfortable conducting the examinations. 
To this end, continuous training is essential to maintain the acquired skills 
throughout their academic and professional life. 
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