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What Weôll Talk Abouté
ÅDefinitions: Literacy and health literacy

ÅNational surveys of literacy / health literacy

ÅHealth literacy statistics / prevalence / costs

ÅScreening / Identification / Examples

ÅEffective patient education materials

ÅA (very) short course on design

ÅTools and techniques

ÅResources for more information



My Medications

ñI take three blues at half past eight

to slow my exhalation rate.

On alternate nights at nine p.m.

I swallow pinkies. Four of them.

The reds, which make my eyebrows strong,

I eat like popcorn all day long.

The speckled browns are what I keep

Besides my bed to help me sleep.

This long flat one is what I take

If  I should die before I wakeò





Which of the following 

is the strongest predictor 

of an individualôs health status?

ÅAge 

ÅIncome 

ÅLiteracy skills

ÅEmployment status

ÅEducation level

ÅRacial or ethnic group
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Weiss BD. Health Literacy: A Manual for Clinicians. American Medical Association / American 

Medical Association Foundation, 2003. p. 7.



ÅLiteracy:  ñUsing printed and written information to 
function in society, to achieve oneôs goals, and to develop 
oneôs knowledge and potentialò (Kirsch et al, 1993) 

ÅHealth Literacy:  ñThe degree to which individuals have the 
capacity to obtain, process, and understand basic health 
information and services needed to make appropriate health 
decisionsò (Ratzan and Parker, 2000)

ÅHealth Literacy: ñThe ability to read and comprehend
prescription bottles, appointment slips, and the other 
essential health-related materials required to successfully 
functionas a patient.ò (AMA Council of Scientific Affairs, 2000)

Literacy vs. Health Literacy



Health Literacy Components

ÅReading and writing

ÅListening and verbal communication

ÅNumeracy 

VComputation skills

VInterpreting / evaluating risk (%)

ÅSelf-efficacy

ÅNavigation

--Institute of  Medicine. Health Literacy: A Prescription to End Confusion. 2004



National Surveys 

of Adult Literacy

NALS 1992

(National Adult Literacy Survey)

NAAL 2003

(National Assessment of Adult 

Literacy)



About the NAALé

Å19,000 U.S. adults (ages 16+) in households, 

prisons (representing ~ 222 million US adults)

ÅAdded Health Literacy component (none in 1992)

ÅDirect measurement of literacy (task-based)

ÅAssessment lasted ~ 1 hour (w/interview, 90 mins. 

Equivalent of 3 hoursô assessment)

ÅMeasure of ñFunctional Literacyò on written 

materials

ÅNext NAAL: Field test 2015, Data collection 2016



Those with Basic/Below Basic 

health literacy

Å80% of those in Below Basic/58% in Basic did not 

obtain their health info from Internet

Å75% who self-reported poor health in Below Basic

ÅNearly 60% of 65+ in Basic/Below Basic

ÅHispanics (12% of adult pop.) represent 35% of 

those in Below Basic HL category

ÅBelow poverty level (17% adult pop.) represent 

43% of those in Below Basic HL category



Health Literacy Statistics

Å1 in 2 Americans canôt read above a 5th grade 
level (Kirsch 2003)

ÅMost patient education materials written beyond 
recipientsô ability to understand (IoM 2004)

Å26% couldnôt understand when next appt.

Å42% couldnôt understand ñtake on empty 
stomachò

Å60% couldnôt understand consent form (JAMA 1995)



Consider Thisé 

Å337 languages spoken/signed in U.S.

ÅMore than 32.5 million foreign-born people 
live in the United States (2002) 

Å47 million Americans speak a language 
other than English at home

Å21 million Americans have LEP

Å75-90% of patients in the 2 lowest reading 
levels describe themselves as being able to 
read/write English ñwellò or ñvery wellò


