Hillsborough Literacy Council

Tutor Inservice:  Health Literacy
July 26, 2008 
Schedule Overview

1.  Health Literacy Definition

2.  Importance to Our Students

3.  HLC’s Online Unit
Mari Sakai

Training Volunteer

sakaim@hillsboroughcounty.org 

[image: image1.jpg]



PART ONE:  Health Literacy Definitions:

Health literacy is the degree to which individuals have the capacity to obtain, process, and understand basic health information and services needed to make appropriate health decisions. 

· Healthy People 2010, Health Communication Terminology
(http://www.hrsa.gov/healthliteracy/default.htm)
The ability to read, write, understand, and discuss the different aspects of health care.  



PART TWO:  Importance to Our Students


Option 1:  American Medical Association
Health literacy is the ability to obtain, process, and understand basic health information and services needed to make appropriate health decisions and follow instructions for treatment.  A recent government study estimates that over 89 million American adults have limited health literacy skills.

Studies also show that people from all ages, races, income and education levels are challenged by this problem. Individuals with limited health literacy incur medical expenses that are up to four times greater than patients with adequate literacy skills, costing the health care system billions of dollars every year in unnecessary doctor visits and hospital stays.

Compounding the problem is the fact that most patients hide their confusion from their doctors because they are too ashamed and intimidated to ask for help. 
http://www.ama-assn.org/ama/pub/category/8115.html 



Option 2: National Network of Libraries of Medicine

Vulnerable populations include:

· Elderly (age 65+) - 81% of patients age 60 and older at a public hospital could not read or understand basic materials such as prescription labels. 

· Minority populations 

· Immigrant populations 

· Low income 

· People with chronic mental and/or physical health conditions 

The relationship between literacy and health is complex. Literacy impacts health knowledge, health status, and access to health services. Health status is influenced by several related socioeconomic factors. Literacy impacts income level, occupation, education, housing, and access to medical care. The poor and illiterate are more likely to work under hazardous conditions or be exposed to environmental toxins.

The results of the 1992 Adult Literacy Survey indicate that adults with low literacy were more likely than those with higher literacy levels to be poor and to have health conditions which limit their activities. There are both direct and indirect consequences of low health literacy. The direct effects include non-compliance or medication errors. The indirect effects are harder to measure, but may include insurance issues, accessibility to healthcare, and poor health behavior choices. "Groups with the highest prevalence of chronic disease and the greatest need for health care had the least ability to read and comprehend information needed to function as patients", according to the Report on the Council of Scientific Affairs. 
http://nnlm.gov/outreach/consumer/hlthlit.html 


Option 3:  Research Findings on Impact of Literacy

According to the Agency for Health Care Research and Quality Report, low health literacy is linked to higher rates of hospitalization and higher use of expensive emergency services. This evidence-based literature review highlights numerous studies that provide a detailed analysis of the correlation between low health literacy and poor health. Below are just a few of the conclusions from studies on health literacy and outcomes.

Low literacy adversely impacts cancer incidence, mortality, and quality of life. For example:

1. Cancer screening information may be ineffective; as a result, patients may be diagnosed at a later stage. 

2. Treatment options may not be fully understood; therefore, some patients may not receive treatments that best meet their needs. 

3. Informed consent documents may be too complex for many patients and consequently, patients may make suboptimal decisions about accepting or rejecting interventions. 

http://nnlm.gov/outreach/consumer/hlthlit.html  



Option 4:  NY Times Article
Following Doctor’s Orders Isn’t Hard, if You Can Read 

By ERIN N. MARCUS, M.D.

Published: July 24, 2007

Last year, the community clinic where I work began requiring patients with managed-care insurance to go elsewhere for their blood and urine tests. The managed-care plans had signed contracts with private laboratories to perform these tests, and the clinic, which serves low-income patients, could no longer do the lab work. 

Skip to next paragraph Most of my patients have been able, with some time and effort, to navigate their way to the private laboratory. For others, figuring out how to go elsewhere for part of their medical care has been a seemingly insurmountable task, for reasons they haven’t always wanted to share.

One patient, compulsive about keeping his appointments with me, routinely waits on a hot sidewalk to catch the bus that brings him and his rumpled grocery bag of pills to the public clinic. But whenever I’ve asked him to see a specialist or to have tests done elsewhere, he has had an excuse about why he couldn’t do it. He lost his appointment slip. He forgot the date. He couldn’t find the place. 

And then one day, because of his Medicaid managed-care plan, he could no longer get his routine tests done at our clinic.

Knowing his history, I did what I could to help him locate the private laboratory. I looked it up on the Internet and printed a map. I even called the place and handed him the phone so that he could get verbal directions. 

But when he returned for his next appointment, he still had not had the tests done. And so I was stuck with a pleasant, but complicated, patient and no way to monitor the effects of the medicines I had prescribed. 

Some people might blame the patient for being “noncompliant.” But I think the reason he never got those tests done is something else, something he will never admit: He can’t read.

The Department of Education’s 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy estimates that 14 percent of adults in the United States, or 30 million people, have “below basic” prose literacy, meaning they generally cannot read and understand information in a short, simple text when tested. Twelve percent of adults demonstrate below basic “document skills,” meaning they generally cannot read and understand information in simple documents, including maps, when tested. 

Although I’ve never formally tested my patient’s literacy, he shows several signs that suggest a problem. He never earned a high school diploma, and the plastic bag he carries with him is usually a mess of pill bottles and papers. Whenever I’ve written down his medications and asked him to read the list, he has begged off, saying he doesn’t want to do it. But whenever I’ve asked him if he has problems reading, he has denied it. 

This isn’t surprising, because research indicates that low literacy is associated with high levels of personal shame. One study of low-literacy patients found that a majority had never told their spouses that they could not read, and nearly one in five had never told anyone. Forty percent said they felt ashamed about their reading problem. 

“If high-quality health care is to be provided to all patients, changes need to be made in the health care delivery system to accommodate low-literacy patients”…  
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/07/24/health/24essa.html?_r=4&adxnnl=1&oref=slogin&ref=science&adxnnlx=1217046178-16zO0XzXfqqDd/Q71lzjpQ 


PART THREE:  HLC’s Online Unit
Beginning early next week, you will be able to access an online unit about Health Literacy.  Visit the HLC website (http://hillsboroughliteracy.org) and click on TUTOR RESOURCES.  Now all you have to do is download and print the unit to use with your student.  

The unit will include:  medical worksheets (HIPPA and Medical History), vocabulary terms with definitions, flash cards, activities, games, and useful resources.  Follow the tutor guide to assist you through the unit.    
