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Who we are
§ Statewide nonprofit organization offering professional 

development on Health Literacy

§ Projects (e.g., Medication workshops, Rx labels)

§ Division of Wisconsin Literacy (75 members)

§ Health Literacy Summit (every other year)
§ April 2-3, 2019

WisconsinHealthLiteracy.org



Today’s topics:
• What is Health Literacy
• Health literacy and disparities
• Low health literacy and cancer
• Health literacy techniques 
• Evaluating materials 
• Upcoming materials on cancer screenings using 

health literacy techniques



Which of the following is the single 
strongest predictor of an individual’s 
health status? 
1. Age
2. Income
3. Literacy Skills
4. Employment status
5. Education Level
6. Racial or ethnic group
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What is Health Literacy?

“The degree to which an individual has the 
capacity to obtain, communicate, process, 
and understand basic health information 
and services to make appropriate health 
decisions.”

-The Affordable Care Act of 2010



Two sides to Health Literacy
• A person’s ability to access, 

understand and use health 
information

• The other person’s ability to clearly 
communicate how to access, 
understand and use health 
information for better health



Health Literacy means a 
person is able to understand:
• Instructions on prescription bottles
• What their doctors say to them
• Appointment slips
• Medical brochures, provider 

instructions and consent forms
• Insurance benefits



What’s it like?



Almost everyone will have 
difficulty with health 
literacy at some point.

It’s much harder for those that do not:
• Read very well.
• Speak English as their primary language.



Medical studies show most people suffer a 
68% hearing loss when naked.



Health Literacy, disparities  
& health equity



Improved health literacy may 
lead to better health equity 

• Another tool that can be used to 
help:

– Understanding health information
– Access to information 



Health literacy of U.S. Adults

12% 14%

22%

52%

Below Basic
Basic
Intermediate
Proficient

(NAAL, 2003)
Only 12% proficient!

1 of 3 struggle with 

low health literacy



Who is most at risk for low health literacy?

• Race/ethnicity: 
• Entire population 36%
• Caucasian 28%
• Native Americans 48%
• African-Americans 58%
• Hispanics 66%
• Asian 31%

• Limited literacy skills

• Poor health status



Who is most at risk for low health literacy?

• Age:
• 16-64 years: 28-34%
• 65 and older: 59%

• Education Level
• In High School, GED or HS grad: 34-37%
• Less than/some high school: 76%



Health literacy and cancer
• Those with low health literacy more likely to:

– Avoid physician visits
– Know less about screening tests
– Seek information from physicians--less from 

other sources
– Feel more fatalistic about cancer and less 

control over health risks
– Avoid seeking more cancer information

Morris, Field et al, 2013



Health literacy and cancer
• Those with low health literacy more likely to:

• Have higher tobacco use
• Be less physically active
• Consume fewer fruits and vegetables



Health literacy techniques to 
help decrease disparities  



Create Shame-Free 
Environment

Even highly 
educated people 
prefer simple, 
understandable 
health 
information.



20% of American adults read at or below  
the 5th grade level.

2016 study of sickle cell disease materials: 
most written at 10th-12th grade level.

Practice plain, 
simple language



Avoid jargon
(And we have plenty of it!)



What’s your jargon?

MRI
Mortality
Survival
Clinical Trial

Risk



Use Plain Language

Prevents osteoporosis

Keeps bones strong
î



What is a way to say each of 
these words in plain language? 

Diagnostic

Biopsy

Terminal

Intravenous

Radiologist



Plain language resources
www.JustPlainClear.com



Use Short Words & Sentences
• Return in one week.
• Bring your insurance card with you.
• Please sign in.
• Take this form to your boss tomorrow.
• Pay your premium by next Friday.
• Drink plenty of orange juice.



Sentences with one idea

No: Help may be available for you to pay your 
medical bills and to find out if you qualify, here’s 
what you should do.

Yes: We may be able to help you pay your 
medical bills.  Find out if you qualify. Follow 
these steps.

Use one-idea sentences



Use active voice
Passive: You will be asked to give information about 
your medical history.

Active: We will ask for information about your 
medical history.

Avoid:

It shall be signed 

You will be notified

Use:

You must sign 

We will notify you



Use concrete language
(say what you mean)

Exercise regularly

Don’t lift anything heavy

Get adequate rest

Exercise 3-5 days per 
week for 40 minutes

Don’t lift anything over 10 
pounds. 

Get at least 7 hours/night 



Word meaning 

• Radiologists: “slam-dunk diagnosis”
• Primary Care doctors: most don’t 

think of it that way
• Patients: “definitely don’t” understand 

it that way

“The test results are consistent with 
metastatic disease.”



Other problem words

• Most likely represents
• Stable
• No significant change
• Cannot exclude



Show or draw pictures



Slow down

Speak clearly and at a moderate pace.

sorrymyemaillookslikethisbutmycomputerdroppedandmyspacebarbroke



Organize for 
understanding

Only “need to 
know” concepts

• Limit to 5 pieces of 
information at a 
time; 3 even better



Help with numbers, risk

THERE ARE 3 KINDS OF 
PEOPLE IN THIS WORLD…

Those who are good at math 
and those who are not.



The danger of risk

Risk actually had increased from 1 in 7,000 
chance to 2 in 7,000.

1995: Warning that a new oral 
contraceptive pill doubled the risk for 
thrombosis



Help with numbers

• Less is more—only relevant information
• Reduce need for calculations
• Pictographs, diagrams
• Frequency, not percent
• Familiar objects as analogies 

– (3 oz. meat = deck of cards)



A word about numbers



• Asking people to repeat in their own words
what they need to know or do, in a non-
shaming way. 

• NOT a test of the person, but of how well 
you explained a concept.

• A chance to check for understanding and, if 
necessary, re-teach the information.

Verify understanding
using “Teach Back”



§ Ask to demonstrate understanding

“We have gone over a lot of information today. 
What will you tell your wife about what we 
discussed?”

“I want to be sure I explained things clearly.  
Let’s review what we discussed.  Please 
describe the 3 things you agreed to do to help 
you prevent and reduce the risk of cancer.”

§ Do not ask:  “Do you understand?”

Using Teach Back…



– Language/interpreters
– Caregiving, gender & 

elder roles
– Literacy levels
– Cultural adaption 
– Beliefs about western 

medicine

Language & Cultural
considerations





Introduction
• Covering Wisconsin (CWI), formerly Covering Kids & 

Families (CKF) - Wisconsin

• Part of the UW-Madison School of Human Ecology 

• Since 2003, provides education and assistance with 
programs that support health

• Navigator entity since 2014 to provide free, in-person 
health insurance application assistance

• Develop materials and train professionals on health 
insurance literacy topics in Wisconsin and nationally 

Literacy project funders: Wisconsin Department of                                        
Health Services, the Beckner Endowment Grant,
and the Baldwin Idea Endowment



Evaluating Materials

How do you decide 
what materials to use 
with clients?

Do you create your 
own?

Do you think they are 
easy to understand?



Sharing Materials with Clients

Use the universal precaution!

• Summarize topics and findings from articles (and 
avoid handing out documents that are difficult to read)

• If you send or give a document to a client, look at the 
language, layout and design 

• Ask yourself:

1. Is it accessible to all audiences?

2. Is the client in the right frame of mind to access 
the information?



Key Messages and Language 

• Key messages should be clear and stand out

• How to use the information should be clear

• Written in plain language

• Numbers should be simplified. (ie: 8 out of 10 
people get financial help)

Let’s review: 



Design Considerations for Sharing Documents

• Large fonts, at least 
12-point for print

• Short paragraphs, 
3 lines is ideal

• Narrower margins for 
paragraphs when 
possible, 3/4 across the 
page or less 

• Call out boxes

• Uses a grid



Design Considerations

• Uses bold, avoids 
italics and CAPS

• High contrast with 
colors, but keep white 
text on dark colored 
background to a 
minimum

• White space: “padding” 
around chunks of text, 
headings, boxes, & 
images



Chunking 

Chunking is breaking text up into more manageable parts.  
Documents should have many headings!
For example:



Layout
• Creates a clear path to follow 

• Uses Visual Hierarchy: larger and at top of page  
means the information is more important

• Uses bullets and numbers where possible

Heading
Subheading

Text about your topic. Text about your topic.
Text about your topic. Text about your topic.

Subheading



Images
• Literal images provide the reader with 

information

• Photographs play on our emotions



Images, Gender, and Health Messaging

• Men will more often read health documents 
with pictures of men

• Women will typically read health documents 
with either pictures of men or women



Motivate Your Audience

• Actionable content (ie: steps)

• Stories about how someone else (who might 
be like me) did it

• Tell me where or how to find help

What techniques are motivating:



How to Create or Evaluate Materials Handout



Colon Cancer Screenings

Let’s motivate the hard 
to reach!

Incorporates:

• Plain language

• Literal images

• Chunking, hierarchy

• Short paragraphs

• Uses motivating 
messaging

• Consumer review
*Developed In partnership with 
Wisconsin Cancer Council



How to Use the Sheet

Best test for you!

• Use images from 
handout to help 
explain your point.

• Add handwritten notes 
to remind people what 
you covered.

• Circle numbers or 
important items that fit 
their needs.

• Consumers may not 
remember the details 
of the conversation.



Let’s practice: Role Play

1. Use health literacy 
techniques to motivate 
someone to get a 
colorectal cancer 
screening

2. Think about how you 
would use the sheet to 
help you explain your 
point.



More Sheets to Come

We will be developing 
multiple sheets to 
encourage early 
screening and 
detection

All topics will be 
specific to a Wisconsin 
audience



What questions 
do you have?

Kari LaScala
Project Manager
Wisconsin Health Literacy
Kari@wisconsinliteracy.org
608-257-1655, Ext. 5

Stephanie Severs
Health Insurance Literacy Lead
Covering Wisconsin 
ssevers@wisc.edu
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