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AgendaAgenda

1.1. Health literacy Health literacy 

2.2. Tips for raising your patient’s health literacy Tips for raising your patient’s health literacy 

levellevel

•• Applying the principles of adult learningApplying the principles of adult learning•• Applying the principles of adult learningApplying the principles of adult learning

•• Using active listening techniques & teachUsing active listening techniques & teach--

backback

•• Teaching to patient’s learning stylesTeaching to patient’s learning styles

•• Using plain language Using plain language 

3.3. SummarySummary



Communication barriersCommunication barriers



What is health literacy?What is health literacy?

The ability to make sound health decisions in the The ability to make sound health decisions in the 

context of everyday life context of everyday life –– at home, in the community, at home, in the community, 

at the workplace, and in the healthcare systemat the workplace, and in the healthcare system

From Navigating Health: The Role of Health Literacy, Kickbusch, Wait and Maag, 2005



1.1. Fundamental literacyFundamental literacy

Health literacy has 4 partsHealth literacy has 4 parts

2.2. Scientific literacyScientific literacy

3.3. Civic literacyCivic literacy

4.4. Cultural literacyCultural literacy



1. ProseProse

written wordswritten words

2.2. DocumentDocument

Fundamental literacyFundamental literacy

2.2. DocumentDocument

charts, graphs,charts, graphs,

forms etc.forms etc.

3.3. NumeracyNumeracy

basic mathbasic math



Scientific literacyScientific literacy

• Basic understanding Basic understanding 

of how science and of how science and 

medicine work and medicine work and 

evolveevolveevolveevolve

What science must a patient 

know to comprehend and 

decide to act on a specific 

health message?



Civic literacyCivic literacy

Can your patient judge:Can your patient judge:

•• the validity and quality the validity and quality 

of sources of of sources of 

The ability to be involved in health decisions:The ability to be involved in health decisions:

of sources of of sources of 

information?information?

Does your patient know:Does your patient know:

•• where and how to where and how to 

access information?access information?

•• how to advocate for how to advocate for 

self and others?self and others?



Cultural literacyCultural literacy
�� The shared and The shared and 

dynamic dynamic 

characteristics of a characteristics of a 

group of people group of people 

whose collective whose collective whose collective whose collective 

beliefs, worldview, beliefs, worldview, 

customs and social customs and social 

identity are a lens identity are a lens 

through which they through which they 

interpret and act on interpret and act on 

health informationhealth information



•• Understand health instructionsUnderstand health instructions

•• Read and act upon written health informationRead and act upon written health information

Health literacy Health literacy involves involves 

the ability to:the ability to:

•• Read and act upon written health informationRead and act upon written health information

•• Communicate needs to health professionalsCommunicate needs to health professionals





Canadian Council on Learning, 2007



Low health literacy = Low health literacy = 

Poor healthPoor health



•• Less use of preventive servicesLess use of preventive services

•• Delayed diagnosesDelayed diagnoses

•• Less adherence to medical instructions Less adherence to medical instructions 

Low health literacy has been Low health literacy has been 

linked to:linked to:

•• Less adherence to medical instructions Less adherence to medical instructions 

•• Poorer selfPoorer self--management skillsmanagement skills

•• Higher health care costsHigher health care costs

•• Poorer HealthPoorer Health

Wolf MS, Gazmararian JA, Baker DW. (2005). Health Literacy and Functional Health 
Status Among Older Adults. Archives of Internal Medicine.



�� SeniorsSeniors

Lowest health literacyLowest health literacy

�� New immigrantsNew immigrants

�� Unemployed personsUnemployed persons



�� Physical factors (like Physical factors (like pain, or weakened vision)pain, or weakened vision)

�� Emotional factors (like fear of death, fear of Emotional factors (like fear of death, fear of 

being a burden)being a burden)

Barriers to health literacyBarriers to health literacy

�� LanguageLanguage

�� Values/ Values/ cultural beliefscultural beliefs

�� SocioSocio--economic statuseconomic status

�� Medical terminologyMedical terminology

�� EnvironmentEnvironment



Health literacy can improve  Health literacy can improve  

with better with better with better with better 

communication.communication.



Provide individualized patient Provide individualized patient 

teachingteachingteachingteaching



�� Principles of adult learningPrinciples of adult learning

�� Active listening & teachActive listening & teach--backback

Tips for raising Tips for raising 

health literacyhealth literacy

�� Active listening & teachActive listening & teach--backback

�� 4 ways people learn4 ways people learn

�� Communicating in plain languageCommunicating in plain language



1. Adults often see learning as a way to 1. Adults often see learning as a way to 

solve their realsolve their real--life problems life problems –– especially especially 

their urgent ones.their urgent ones.

Principles of adult learning Principles of adult learning 

their urgent ones.their urgent ones.

True True FalseFalse



2. Adults want to be treated as equals, not 2. Adults want to be treated as equals, not 

as children, (and so want to engage in a as children, (and so want to engage in a 

learning relationship with the healthlearning relationship with the health--care care 

Principles of adult learning Principles of adult learning 

learning relationship with the healthlearning relationship with the health--care care 

professional).professional).

True              FalseTrue              False



3. Adults need to know WHY they should 3. Adults need to know WHY they should 

learn, WHAT they will learn, and HOW learn, WHAT they will learn, and HOW 

the learning will take place.the learning will take place.

Principles of adult learning Principles of adult learning 

True             False True             False 



4. Adults relate new knowledge and 4. Adults relate new knowledge and 

information to previously learned information to previously learned 

information and experiences.information and experiences.

Principles of adult learning Principles of adult learning 

True               FalseTrue               False



5. Adults tend to take errors personally and 5. Adults tend to take errors personally and 

are more likely to let them affect selfare more likely to let them affect self--

esteem.  Thus, they tend to apply triedesteem.  Thus, they tend to apply tried--

andand--true solutions and take fewer risks.true solutions and take fewer risks.

Principles of adult learning Principles of adult learning 

andand--true solutions and take fewer risks.true solutions and take fewer risks.

TrueTrue FalseFalse



•• RelevantRelevant

�� 22--Way ConversationWay Conversation

�� Specific and FocusedSpecific and Focused

�� Allow time for learning to be applied to Allow time for learning to be applied to 

Adult learning summaryAdult learning summary

�� Allow time for learning to be applied to Allow time for learning to be applied to 

patient’s current knowledge, experience patient’s current knowledge, experience 

and beliefsand beliefs

�� Safe environment (preserve dignity)Safe environment (preserve dignity)



Active listening Active listening 

�� PromptPrompt

�� Question Question 

Nod, eye contact, “uh huh”Nod, eye contact, “uh huh”

“So since your brother can’t pick you up, “So since your brother can’t pick you up, 

who will?” who will?” 

“So it sounds like you are clear on your “So it sounds like you are clear on your 

�� ParaphraseParaphrase

�� EmpathizeEmpathize

�� SummarizeSummarize

“Okay, so you are a little worried about “Okay, so you are a little worried about 

giving yourself the shot…”giving yourself the shot…”

“So it sounds like you are clear on your “So it sounds like you are clear on your 

appointment time for your CT Scan but appointment time for your CT Scan but 

unsure how to get there. Would it be helpful unsure how to get there. Would it be helpful 

if I gave you written directions?”if I gave you written directions?”

“So, you have agreed to undergo radiation “So, you have agreed to undergo radiation 

treatment and you would like to have the treatment and you would like to have the 

procedure reviewed with you and your family so procedure reviewed with you and your family so 

you know what to expect.”you know what to expect.”



TeachTeach--backback

To check if your patient truly understands, 

ask them to explain what you just told them 

in their own words

�� What is the purpose of active listening?What is the purpose of active listening?

in their own words



VisualVisual AuditoryAuditory KinestheticKinesthetic ThinkingThinking

Visual Learners Visual Learners see see Auditory LearnersAuditory Learners prefer prefer Kinesthetic Learners Kinesthetic Learners ThinkersThinkers want to want to 

See it Hear it Touch it/ Do it Think about it

Learning styles Learning styles 

Visual Learners Visual Learners see see 

colour, size and colour, size and 

shapeshape

Auditory LearnersAuditory Learners prefer prefer 

details, clear vocal details, clear vocal 

presentations and presentations and 

audiotapesaudiotapes

Kinesthetic Learners Kinesthetic Learners 

prefer to put their hands prefer to put their hands 

on and touch somethingon and touch something

ThinkersThinkers want to want to 

analyze, categorize, analyze, categorize, 

review, reflect and ask review, reflect and ask 

questionsquestions

They create diagrams They create diagrams 

of what they hear. of what they hear. 

They like pictures, They like pictures, 

illustrations & visual illustrations & visual 

cues (i.e., note takerscues (i.e., note takers--

refer to it later)refer to it later)

They pay attention to the They pay attention to the 

speaker’s voice speaker’s voice -- the tone, the tone, 

energy, pitch, enthusiasm energy, pitch, enthusiasm 

and modulationand modulation

They like participating in They like participating in 

groups and moving about groups and moving about 

doing several different doing several different 

activities at the same timeactivities at the same time

They like to have time They like to have time 

to process information to process information 

and make decisionsand make decisions

They run movies in They run movies in 

their minds and like to their minds and like to 

readread

They play a tape recorder in They play a tape recorder in 

their minds. They like their minds. They like 

written text so they can hear written text so they can hear 

what they are readingwhat they are reading

The reThe re--live the sensation live the sensation 

or the feeling they or the feeling they 

experiencedexperienced

They want the facts They want the facts 

with a credible source with a credible source 

of data. They like of data. They like 

models, logic, and models, logic, and 

knowledgeknowledge



Visual Learners Visual Learners 

How they learn:How they learn:

�� They create diagrams of what they hearThey create diagrams of what they hear

�� Need to Need to ‘picture it’‘picture it’

Clues that they are Visual Learners:Clues that they are Visual Learners:Clues that they are Visual Learners:Clues that they are Visual Learners:

�� DoodlingDoodling

�� Says “I can’t see it”Says “I can’t see it”

What you can do:What you can do:

�� Ask if they would like you to draw itAsk if they would like you to draw it



How they learn:How they learn:

�� They pay attention to the speaker’s voice They pay attention to the speaker’s voice -- the tone, the tone, 
energy, pitch, enthusiasm and modulationenergy, pitch, enthusiasm and modulation

Clues that they are Auditory Learners:Clues that they are Auditory Learners:

Auditory learners Auditory learners 

�� Looking off in the distanceLooking off in the distance

�� Put their hand by their earPut their hand by their ear

What you can do:What you can do:

�� Speak to them, pace yourself, sequence the Speak to them, pace yourself, sequence the 
information and ask if they would like you to repeat information and ask if they would like you to repeat 
anything anything 



Kinesthetic learners Kinesthetic learners 

How they learn:How they learn:

�� They prefer to put their hands on and touchThey prefer to put their hands on and touch

�� Like demonstrations that they can try after you showLike demonstrations that they can try after you show

Clues that they are Kinesthetic Learners:Clues that they are Kinesthetic Learners:Clues that they are Kinesthetic Learners:Clues that they are Kinesthetic Learners:

�� Gestures with their hands, puts their hands on thingsGestures with their hands, puts their hands on things

�� Says “I feel…”Says “I feel…”

What you can do:What you can do:

�� Ask if they would like to try it after you show themAsk if they would like to try it after you show them



How they learn:How they learn:

�� They like to have time to process information and make They like to have time to process information and make 

decisionsdecisions

�� Want to analyze, categorize, review, reflect and ask Want to analyze, categorize, review, reflect and ask 

questionsquestions

Thinking learners Thinking learners 

questionsquestions

Clues that they are Thinking Learners:Clues that they are Thinking Learners:

�� Pausing and looking in the distance (or down)Pausing and looking in the distance (or down)

�� Asks broad questions for contextAsks broad questions for context

What you can do:What you can do:

�� Offer them more data, reading materialOffer them more data, reading material



VisualVisual AuditoryAuditory KinestheticKinesthetic ThinkingThinking

Learning retention is increased Learning retention is increased 

with more sensory involvement with more sensory involvement 

See it Hear it Touch it/ Do it Think about it

30% 20% 90% 40%



Educational toolsEducational tools VisualVisual AuditoryAuditory KinestheticKinesthetic ThinkingThinking

Analogies, Analogies, 

metaphors, storiesmetaphors, stories

Groups sessions, Groups sessions, 

‘cyber therapy’, ‘cyber therapy’, 

online communitiesonline communities

Statistics and facts Statistics and facts 

(web or printed)(web or printed)

Patient learning modalities & educational tools

HandsHands--on activities on activities 

(demos, models)(demos, models)

FillFill--inin--thethe--blank blank 

handhand--outsouts

Posters & pictures Posters & pictures 

with factswith facts

Video & online Video & online 

PowerPointPowerPoint

Pamphlets & Pamphlets & 

bookletsbooklets



Plain languagePlain languagePlain languagePlain language



�� “The CVD outcomes can be influenced by “The CVD outcomes can be influenced by 

a number of modifiable risk factors, a number of modifiable risk factors, 

including nutrition, weight, physical including nutrition, weight, physical 

activity, smoking cessation, and alcohol activity, smoking cessation, and alcohol 

Reading level 13Reading level 13

activity, smoking cessation, and alcohol activity, smoking cessation, and alcohol 

consumption. For most people, consumption. For most people, 

appropriate treatments can control appropriate treatments can control 

symptoms, allowing for return to functional symptoms, allowing for return to functional 

status.” status.” 



“What you can do to improve your symptoms of “What you can do to improve your symptoms of 
heart disease :  heart disease :  

After plain language editing: After plain language editing: 

Reading level 8Reading level 8

•• Eat fruit, vegetables and whole grainsEat fruit, vegetables and whole grains

•• Avoid fatty foods like potato chipsAvoid fatty foods like potato chips

•• Get to a healthy weightGet to a healthy weight

•• Exercise once a dayExercise once a day

•• Don’t smokeDon’t smoke

•• Drink less than 1 Drink less than 1 --2 alcoholic drinks a day”2 alcoholic drinks a day”



1.1. Keep it simple. Keep it simple. 

•• Short words (no more than 2 syllables) Short words (no more than 2 syllables) 

•• Short sentences (no more than 10 words)Short sentences (no more than 10 words)

•• Avoid jargon and medical terminologyAvoid jargon and medical terminology

•• Write for grade 6 (8 at most)Write for grade 6 (8 at most)

Plain language 101 Plain language 101 

•• Write for grade 6 (8 at most)Write for grade 6 (8 at most)

2.2. Keep the tone educational, like a book Keep the tone educational, like a book –– it helps remove it helps remove 

‘we’ or ‘our’ and replace with ‘why’‘we’ or ‘our’ and replace with ‘why’

instead of: instead of: 

““WeWe recommend this test”, recommend this test”, 

Use: “Have this test Use: “Have this test becausebecause…”…”



3. Sequence the information (number it for clarity)3. Sequence the information (number it for clarity)

4. Use active sentences  4. Use active sentences  

instead of: instead of: 

Plain language 101 Plain language 101 

instead of: instead of: 

“This medicine should be taken before dinner.”“This medicine should be taken before dinner.”

Use: “Take your medicine before dinner” Use: “Take your medicine before dinner” 

5. Include only relevant images or graphics5. Include only relevant images or graphics

6. Ensure there is a lot of white space 6. Ensure there is a lot of white space 



�� Tools are available to assess the years of Tools are available to assess the years of 

education required to read materialeducation required to read material

Word count tools: Word count tools: 

SMOG & FleschSMOG & Flesch--Kincaid Kincaid 

education required to read materialeducation required to read material

�� Limitations:Limitations: Years of education is calculated by Years of education is calculated by 

syllable count (and grammar structure) syllable count (and grammar structure) ––

common words like February (that most common words like February (that most 

people can recognize) jumble the resultspeople can recognize) jumble the results



Test:Test:

•• Do your patients have increased Do your patients have increased 

Evaluate and share your Evaluate and share your 

workwork

•• Do your patients have increased Do your patients have increased 

knowledge or skills?knowledge or skills?

•• Does the material help your patients feel Does the material help your patients feel 

less anxious?less anxious?

•• Does the material have an impact on Does the material have an impact on 

health outcomes? health outcomes? 



�� Low health literacy = poor healthLow health literacy = poor health

You can improve your patient’s health You can improve your patient’s health 
literacy by:literacy by:

Summary Summary 

literacy by:literacy by:

�� Using the principles of adult learningUsing the principles of adult learning

�� Employing active listening techniquesEmploying active listening techniques

�� Identifying learning stylesIdentifying learning styles

�� Communicating in plain languageCommunicating in plain language



Questions?Questions?

Tina PapadakosTina Papadakos

Patient Education Specialist, Patient Education Specialist, 

St. Michael’s HospitalSt. Michael’s Hospital
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