Health Literacy 101
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By now we all know the importance of health literacy.  Using “Plain Language” in health education is a method for delivering information in a clear and accessible way.  We know that adhering to plain language standards both increases patient understanding of medical instructions and information and increases patient adherence.
 The average reading level for working adults is grades 7 and 8 (NAAL 2003); however most health information is delivered at high school levels, sometimes even higher. All adults need accessible health information, especially when they are hurried, stressed, or sick. In fact most adults prefer easy to understand information, regardless of their literacy levels.  As patient educators, there is a lot that you can do to make the information you deliver easy to understand. 
There are some key components you need to understand before you get started. These include knowing your audience; what are their demographics?  What are their cultural beliefs, skills and concerns? What is the average age, is there one?  What are the possible emotional states and cognitive skills? What behavior or behaviors do you want the reader to change or to carry out?  Is there support available for them to do this? Once you answer these questions, then you can start creating your document, listed below is a check list to get you started in writing your patient education.
Start with this simple check list: (adapted from the Health Literacy Institute, 2009)

Use:
· Short clear words

· Active voice

· Concrete words and examples

· Chunking, create short sections of information

Eliminate:
· Unnecessary words

Explain:

· Technical or unfamiliar terms

· Use “living room” language

Create:
· Short sentences
· Short paragraphs, limited to one idea

· Short bulleted lists, 3-5 bullets are best and no more than 7
· Use headings and sub-titles that give information or ask an important question

Build In:
· Repetition, keep reiterating the primary information
· Creative appeal and reader interaction make it attractive!
Reinventing the wheel
Many of us are working on the same ideas, often with similar audiences. You may want to see if someone else has already created a plain language document on your particular topic. Use your list serves and other professional networks to see what has already been created and what works the best. Why reinvent the wheel?  Look to see if patient focus or advisory groups reviewed the materials.  Is there a record of the responses?  Do you have permission to use the material? 

 A good rule of thumb when creating materials is to have someone who understands the concepts of plain language review the document.  We are very fortunate that within CPEN we have a group of colleagues who are happy and willing share resources relating to developing plain language materials and health literacy.  Please feel free to contact any of the individuals listed here.
These members include:

· Holly D'Addurno:  holly.daddurno@duke.edu
· Chesley Cheatham:  cwcheath@mdanderson.org
· Sarah Krüg:  sarah.krug@pfizer.com
· Janell Lewis: lewisj4@mainehealth.org
· Christine (Tina) Papadakos:  PapadakosC@smh.ca
· Janet Papadakos:  Janet.Papadakos@uhn.on.ca
· Anne-Marie Stacey:  anne-marie.stacey@albertapci.ca
· Carolyn Weaver:  carolyn.weaver@fccc.edu
Now, what did I say?
In addition to creating plain language materials, we can also use the “teach-back” method.  When we ask the patient or caregiver to tell us or to “teach-back” what we just said, not only does this help to drive the message home for the patient, but it also helps us to understand whether or not we were effective in our communication.
Not just short words

Health literacy and plain language is not just about short words and small sentences.  It is about helping our most vulnerable populations, helping our typical populations and in general helping everyone.  Plain language is about creating easy to read and accessible information.  Finally health literacy and plain language is about keeping people healthy and safe. Does this seem like a lot to remember? Don’t worry; there are a tremendous amount of resources available to help you create patient friendly information.  

Visit these sites to learn more:

Plain language thesaurus: http://depts.washington.edu/respcare/public/info/Plain_Language_Thesaurus_for_Health_Communications.pdf
A Guide to Creating and Evaluating Patient Materials: Guidelines for Effective Print Communication:

http://www.mainehealth.org/workfiles/MH_LRC/MH_Print%20Guidelines_Intranet.pdf
The Health Literacy and Plain Language Resource Guide:

http://www.healthliteracyinnovations.com/information/RGdownload
Writing Easy to Read Materials:

http://medicine.osu.edu/sitetool/sites/pdfs/ahecpublic/Writing_EasytoRead_Materials.pdf
Quick Guide to Health Literacy:

http://www.health.gov/communication/literacy/quickguide/factsbasic.htm
Clear Communication: An NIH Health Literacy Initiative:

http://www.nih.gov/clearcommunication/plainlanguage.htm
Health Literacy Online:

http://www.health.gov/healthliteracyonline/
Simply Put: A Guide for Creating Easy to Understand Materials:

http://www.cdc.gov/healthmarketing/pdf/Simply_Put_082010.pdf
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