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Learning Objectives 

 1.  define and understand Health Literacy 

 2.  understand the National Action Plan to 
Improve Health Literacy and identify several 
strategies for each Goal 

 3.  explore ways to promote health literacy 
in your classroom/discipline 



What is health literacy? 

 The degree to which individuals have the capacity 
to  

 obtain 

 process 

 understand 

basic health information and services to make 
appropriate health decisions (Healthy People 2020). 

The responsibility of us, as health professionals, to 
communicate in plain language 

 



Independent and Systemic factors 

 Communication skills of laypersons and 
professionals 

 Knowledge of health topics 

 Culture 

 Demands of health care/public health system 

 Demands of situation/context 





Why is health literacy important? 

 People are better able to take action and promote 
their health and wellness 

 It is fundamental to the success of patient-health 
professionals interactions 

 Helps people to adopt healthy lifestyles when they 
receive: 

 accurate and easy-to-use information 
 
 



Some examples of Health Literacy 

 Reading a nutrition label 

 Getting a flu shot 

 Managing a chronic illness 

 Navigating the health care system 

 And yes, math!  Computing a medication dosage 

 



So, how are we doing? 

 





Limited health literacy 

 Disproportionately affects lower SES and 
minority groups 

 Associated with: 

 Worse health outcomes 

 Higher health costs 



Health Literacy is ONE tool to improve 
health 

 Plain Language  

 English is hard enough…. 



 The bandage was wound around the wound. 

 When shot at, the dove dove into the bushes. 

 I did not object to the object. 

 The buck does funny things when the does are 
present. 

 Since there is no time like the present, he thought 
it was time to present the present. 



PLAIN Language 

 Before and After…. 







Literacy and Health Outcomes 

 Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality (AHRQ) 

 Several instruments for measuring health literacy: 

 Wide Range Achievement Test (WRAT) reading 
subtest. 

 Rapid Estimate of Adult Literacy in Medicine 
(REALM). 

 Test of Functional Health Literacy in Adults 
(TOFHLA). 

http://archive.ahrq.gov/clinic/epcsums/litsum2.htm#ref4
http://archive.ahrq.gov/clinic/epcsums/litsum2.htm#ref5


Knowledge and use of health care 
Services 

 Mammography 

 Cervical Cancer screening 

 Childhood health maintenance procedures and 
parental understanding of child diagnosis and 
medication 

 Emergency department discharge instructions 

 "Heart Health” Knowledge 

 Informed consent 

http://archive.ahrq.gov/clinic/epcsums/litsum2.htm#ref16
http://archive.ahrq.gov/clinic/epcsums/litsum2.htm#ref17
http://archive.ahrq.gov/clinic/epcsums/litsum2.htm#ref18


Correlations (health services) 

 All but Childhood health maintenance 
procedures and parental understanding of 
child diagnosis and medication showed a 
statistically significant association between 
higher literacy level and knowledge of 
matters relating to use of these health 
services. 

  

http://archive.ahrq.gov/clinic/epcsums/litsum2.htm#ref16


Knowledge and outcomes of Health 
Behaviors or Conditions 

 Smoking 

 Contraception 

 Human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) 

 Hypertension 

 Diabetes 

 Asthma 

 Postoperative care 

http://archive.ahrq.gov/clinic/epcsums/litsum2.htm#ref25
http://archive.ahrq.gov/clinic/epcsums/litsum2.htm#ref26
http://archive.ahrq.gov/clinic/epcsums/litsum2.htm#ref27
http://archive.ahrq.gov/clinic/epcsums/litsum2.htm#ref31
http://archive.ahrq.gov/clinic/epcsums/litsum2.htm#ref31
http://archive.ahrq.gov/clinic/epcsums/litsum2.htm#ref32


Correlations (health outcomes) 

 In general, these studies found a positive, 
significant relationship between literacy 
level and participants' knowledge of these 
health issues. 



How can we assess health literacy? 

 Assessing on the ‘micro’ level… 



Chew’s Three Screening Questions  
(2004) 

 How confident are you in filling out medical 
forms by yourself? 

 How often do you have someone help you 
read hospital materials? 

 How often do you have problems learning 
about your medical condition because of 
difficulty understanding written 
information? 



 National Action Plan to Improve 
Health Literacy 
Action on the Macro level 



National Action Plan to Improve Health 
Literacy 

 Basic principles: 

  everyone has the right to health 
information that helps them make informed 
decisions 

  health services should be delivered in ways 
that are understandable and beneficial to 
health, longevity, and quality of life 

  Support lifelong learning and skills to 
promote good health 
 



The Action Plan 

 a 67-page document 

 Serves as a resource  

 Gives background on the issue of Health 
Literacy 

 Describes the Road to the Plan 

 7 Goals and numerous Strategies to assist 
with implementing them 

 



Goal #1 

 Develop and 
disseminate health 
and safety 
information that is 
accurate, accessible, 
and actionable 

 

 Ensure that information is 
culturally and linguistically 
appropriate 

 Leverage technology and e-
health tools to deliver health 
information in formats that 
people want and need 

 



Goal #2 

 Promote changes in 
the health care 
delivery system that 
improve health 
information, 
communication, 
informed decision-
making, and access to 
health services 

 Explore options to support 
written and oral 
communication between 
patients and caregivers 

 Use teach-back methods to 
improve understanding 

 Advocate for continuing 
education training that is 
evidence-based 



Goal # 3 

 Incorporate accurate, 
standards-based, and 
developmentally 
appropriate health 
and science 
information and 
curricula in child care 
and education 
through the university 
level 

 Provide opportunities for 
coursework in health 
education for all students 

 Build partnerships with 
hospitals, clinics, health care 
providers, and educators  

 Incorporate health 
education curricula with 
tasks, skills and examples 



Goal # 4 

 Support and expand 
local efforts to 
provide adult 
education, English 
language instruction, 
and culturally and 
linguistically 
appropriate health 
information services 
in the community 

 Infuse health literacy skills 
into curricula for adult 
literacy, ESOL, family literacy 
programs 

 Connect individuals with 
community resources 



Goal # 5 

 Build partnerships, 
develop guidance, and 
change policies 

 Include health literacy in 
strategic plans, RFPs, grant 
awards, educational initiatives 

 Facilitate sharing of resources 
and tools for improving health 
literacy 

 Use census data to map health 
literacy 

 Review, analyze and propose 
policy change as needed 



Goal # 6 

 Increase basic 
research and the 
development, 
implementation, and 
evaluation of 
practices and 
interventions to 
improve health 
literacy 

 Develop methods to 
measure health literacy 

 Study the economic impact 
of limited health literacy 

 Assess barriers and 
strategies to improve access 
to health information 



Goal # 7 

 Increase the 
dissemination and 
use of evidence-based 
health literacy 
practices and 
interventions 

 Engage practitioners, 
consumers and policy 
makers  

 Emphasize dissemination as 
an essential step 

 Increase resources for 
technical support and 
training 

 Facilitate learning and 
changes in practice 



To summarize:  Key Principles 

 Cross-disciplinary cooperation in necessary 

 Strategically planned; evidence-based 

 Evaluate and re-evaluate 

 Continued public education 

 Leverage public policy 

 Involve communities and individuals  
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