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Objectives

• Recognize that low health literacy is a problem in the U.S. 

• Describe health literacy universal precautions.

• Describe ongoing work in DE to address Health Literacy



The Problem of 
Health Literacy in 
the United States  



Organizational health literacy is the degree to 
which organizations equitably enable individuals 
to find, understand, and use information and 
services to inform health-related decisions and 
actions for themselves and others.

Personal health literacy is the degree to which 
individuals have the ability to find, understand, and 
use information and services to inform health-related 
decisions and actions for themselves and others.

What is Health Literacy?
According to Healthy People 2030



Why worry about health literacy?

1 out of 3 U.S. adults have low health literacy

Studies show…
➢ Patients forget 40-80% of  the information they get in a healthcare encounter.
➢ Half of what they remember is incorrect.
➢ 98% of medical errors are related to communication problems.

Low Health Literacy

9 out of 10 U.S. adults lack the skills to manage 

health and prevent disease.



How does age impact health literacy? 



How does race impact health literacy? 



Health Literacy 
in Delaware
Dark green indicates highest
socioeconomic status and health literacy

Light green indicates middle to high
socioeconomic status and health literacy

Orange indicates middle to low economic 
status and health literacy

Red indicates lowest socioeconomic 
status and health literacy

**Socioeconomic status refers to gender, 
age, race/ethnicity, language spoken at 
home, income, education, and marital 
status

UniversityUS Health Literacy Scores (unc.edu) of North Carolina Chapel Hill (2014).

http://healthliteracymap.unc.edu/


Health 
Literacy 

in 
Delaware

BBFFL-Literacy-Card-DE.pdf (barbarabush.org)

https://map.barbarabush.org/assets/cards/BBFFL-Literacy-Card-DE.pdf


Impact on Patient Outcomes
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Health Literacy 
Universal 
Precautions



Best Practices

Coleman, C., Hudson, S., & Pederson, B. (2017). Prioritized health literacy and clear communication 

practices for health care professionals. HLRP: Health Literacy Research and Practice, 1(3), e91-e99.



Establish trust

• Greet patients warmly

• Listen actively and carefully

• Use caring behaviors



Prioritize Information

• Consider the patient’s goals

• Limit topics

✓ Need to know

✓ Need to do

• Repeat key points

• Chunk & check



Speak Plainly

• Slow down

• Use patient words

• Avoid jargon

• Avoid acronyms

• Define terms

Speaking plainly includes using interpreter services for 
patients and families whose preferred language is not English.



Avoid medical jargon 

Medical Jargon

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uu7v4yRc4vw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uu7v4yRc4vw


Include the family caregiver

• Include the family caregiver in discharge 
teaching.

• Educate the family caregiver on tasks that 
need to be done at home.

• Record the name of the family caregiver 
in the medical record.



How to use teach-back

Explain key 
points using 

plain 
language

Ask patients 
to explain 

things back 
in their own 

words

Re-explain 
key points 
as needed

Check 
again



Why use Teach-Back?

Inhaler Fail

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zSSoYmQS6Ng


Teach-Back: Empower



On ChristianaCare.org



The Intersections Between 
Social Determinants of 
Health, Health Literacy, 
and Health Disparities

YOU ARE HERE

Dean Schillinger, M.D.

Professor of Medicine in Residence, University of 

California San Francisco (UCSF), U.S.A







Thank you! 
What questions do you have?


