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2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy

• The average American reads at the 8th to 9th grade level

• Fourteen percent of Americans have below basic health 

literacy.

• 36% of adults were identified as having serious limitations 

in health literacy skills

Kutner M, Greenberg E, Jin Y, Paulsen C. The Health Literacy of America’s Adults: Results from the 2003 National 

Assessment of Adult Literacy (NCES 2006-483). U.S. Department of Education. Washington, DC: National Center 

for Education Statistics; 2006.
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Health Literacy:  A Prescription to End Confusion

• In the U.S., limited literacy skills are a 

stronger predictor of an individual’s health 

status than age, income, employment 

status, education level, and racial or ethnic 

group.

• Health information is unnecessarily 

complex.

• Clinicians need health literacy training. 
Nielsen-Bohlman L, Panzer AM, Kindig DA, eds. Health Literacy: A Prescription to End Confusion.  Washington, DC: The National 

Academies Press; 2004.
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Health Literacy – The Facts

• Limited health literacy is estimated to cost the U.S. between 

$100 and $200 billion each year.

Vernon JA, Trujillo A, Rosenbaum S, DeBuono B. Low Health Literacy: Implications for National Policy. 

2007.
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Dr. Richard Carmona, Former U.S. Surgeon General

Dr. Richard Carmona, Former U.S. Surgeon General
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Rear Admiral Kenneth P. Moritsugu, Former U.S Acting Surgeon General

“Low health literacy is a threat to

the health and wellbeing of Americans.

And low health literacy

crosses all sectors of our society. 

All ages, races, incomes,

and education levels are challenged

by low health literacy."
Rear Admiral Kenneth P. Moritsugu, MD, MPH

Former Acting U.S. Surgeon General

December 2006 
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Regina M. Benjamin, MD, MBA, Former Acting Surgenon General

“As clinicians, what we say does

not matter unless our patients

are able to understand the 

information we give them well 

enough to use it to make good 

health-care decisions. Otherwise,

we didn’t reach them, and that is 

the same as if we didn’t treat them.” Regina M. Benjamin, MD, MBA

Former Acting Surgeon General January 2012
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Vivek H. Murthy, M.D., M.B.A., Former Surgeon General

“First, we will combat misinformation

with clear communication. Whether 

e-cigarettes or the latest diet fad, 

marijuana or the measles, we will

give the American people the best

information so they can make good

decisions for their own health.”
Vivek H. Murthy, M.D., M.B.A., Former Surgeon General

April 2015
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Sylvia Burwell, Former Secretary, U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Health Services

“If we want health equity, we need to make health literacy a 

priority.”  

- Sylvia Burwell, Former Secretary, U.S. Department of 

Health and Human Services.
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Definition - Health Literacy

Health literacy is 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.

Institute of Medicine. 2004. Health Literacy: A Prescription to End Confusion. Washington, DC: The National Academies Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/10883

https://doi.org/10.17226/10883
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Health Literacy is a two-way street!
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Health Literacy Skill for the Provider

• Help people find information and services

• Communicate about health and healthcare.

• Process what people are explicitly and implicitly asking for.

• Understand how to provide useful information and services.

• Decide which information and services work best for different 

situations and people so they can act.

Center for Disease Control and Prevention. Learn About Health 

Literacy. http://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/learn/

http://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/learn/
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Health Literacy Skills for the patient

• Find information and services.

• Communicate their needs and preferences and respond to 

information and services.

• Process the meaning and usefulness of the information and 

services.

• Understand the choices, consequences and context of the 

information and services. 

• Decide which information and services match their needs and 

preferences so they can act.

Center for Disease Control and Prevention. Learn About Health 

Literacy. http://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/learn/

http://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/learn/
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• Tell me what’s wrong (briefly)

• What do I need to do & why

• Emphasize benefits (for me)

Lessons Learned From Patients

Remember: what’s clear to you is clear to you!

Agency for Health Research and Quality Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit, 2nd edition. 

http://www.ahrq.gov/professionals/quality-patient-safety/quality-resources/tools/literacy-toolkit/index.html
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Strategies to Improve Patient Understanding 

• Focus on “need-to-know” & “need-to-do”

•Use Teach-Back Method

• Demonstrate/draw pictures

• Use clearly written education materials                                                 

Agency for Health Research and Quality Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit, 2nd edition. 

http://www.ahrq.gov/professionals/quality-patient-safety/quality-resources/tools/literacy-toolkit/index.html
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Focus on “Need-to-know” & “Need-to-do”

What do patients need to know/do…?

• When they leave the operatory

• When they check out

• What do they need to know about?

• Taking medicines

• Self-care

• Referrals and follow-ups

• Filling out forms

Agency for Health Research and Quality Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit, 2nd edition. 

http://www.ahrq.gov/professionals/quality-patient-safety/quality-resources/tools/literacy-toolkit/index.html



Understanding

Clarify

Assess

Explain

Teach-back

Agency for Health Research and Quality Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit, 2nd edition. 

http://www.ahrq.gov/professionals/quality-patient-safety/quality-resources/tools/literacy-toolkit/index.html
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Teach-Back Method 

• Ensuring agreement and understanding 
about the care plan is essential to achieving 
adherence

• “I want to make sure I explained it correctly. 
Can you tell me in your words how you 
understand the plan?”

Schillinger, D.  Archives of Internal Med, 2003

Agency for Health Research and Quality Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit, 2nd edition. 

http://www.ahrq.gov/professionals/quality-patient-safety/quality-resources/tools/literacy-toolkit/index.html
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Confirm patient understanding

“Tell me what you’ve understood.”

“I want to make sure I explained 
your medicine clearly. Can you tell 
me how you will take your 
medicine?”

Do you 
understand?

Do you have any 
questions?

Agency for Health Research and Quality Health Literacy Universal Precautions 

Toolkit, 2nd edition. http://www.ahrq.gov/professionals/quality-patient-

safety/quality-resources/tools/literacy-toolkit/index.html
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Patient Education: What We Know

• Written materials, when used alone, will not adequately inform.

• Patients prefer receiving key messages from their clinician with 

accompanying pamphlets.

• Focus needs to be “need-to-know” & “need-to do”

• Patients with low literacy tend to ask fewer 

questions.

• Bring a family member and medication to

appointments.

IOM: Report on Health Literacy 2004      Berkman et al.  AHRQ Report 2004
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Visuals Improve Understanding/ Recall 

 Pictures/demonstrations most helpful 
to patient with low literacy & visual 
learners

 Most health drawings too complicated

 Physician drawings often very good (not 
too complex)

 Patients say “show me” & “I can do it”
Agency for Health Research and Quality Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit, 2nd edition. 

http://www.ahrq.gov/professionals/quality-patient-safety/quality-resources/tools/literacy-toolkit/index.html
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7 Tips for Clinicians

• Use plain language

• Limit information (3-5 key points)

• Be specific and concrete, not general

• Demonstrate, draw pictures, use models

• Repeat/summarize

• Teach-Back (confirm understanding)

• Be positive, hopeful, empowering

Agency for Health Research and Quality Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit, 2nd edition. 

http://www.ahrq.gov/professionals/quality-patient-safety/quality-resources/tools/literacy-toolkit/index.html
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Use Plain Language

• Dermatologist

•Anesthetic

• Endodontist

• Hypertension

• Oral

• Diabetes

• Annually

• Depression

• Respiratory problems

• Community Resources

• Monitor

• Cardiovascular

• Diet

• Hygiene

• Prevention

• Referral

• Eligible

• Periodontist

• Screening • Mental Health
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Examples of Plain Language

 Annually

 Gingivitis

 Cardiovascular

 Diabetes

 Amalgam  

• Periodontist

Yearly or every year

Infected gums

Having to do with the heart

Elevated sugar in the blood

Silver filling

Dentist who treats gum 
disease

Plain Language

The Plain Language Thesaurus for Health Communications http://depts.washington.edu/respcare/public/info/Plain_Language_Thesaurus_for_Health_Communications.pdf
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Is your Clinic/ Site Patient-Centered?

• A welcoming, calm environment

• An attitude of helpfulness by all
staff

• Patients treated as if your family

• Patient-centered check-in & 
scheduling 

• Easy-to-follow instructions/ 
directions

• Patient-centered handouts

• Brief telephone follow-up

• Case management

Agency for Health Research and Quality Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit, 2nd edition. 

http://www.ahrq.gov/professionals/quality-patient-safety/quality-resources/tools/literacy-toolkit/index.html
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National Advisory Committee on Health Literacy in Dentistry
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ADA Definition of Oral Health Literacy

Definition of Oral Health Literacy 
(Trans.2005:322; 2006:316) 

Resolved, that it is the ADA’s position 
that oral 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 oral health 
decisions. 
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ADA Policy on Limited Oral Health Literacy Skills

Limited Oral Health Literacy Skills and Understanding in Adults

Resolved, that the ADA recognizes that limited oral health literacy is a 

potential barrier to effective prevention, diagnosis and treatment of oral  

disease. 
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Use of Health Literacy Principles for All Patients

Resolved, that ADA supports the use of health literacy

principles and plain language for all patients and

providers to make it easier for them to navigate,

understand and use appropriate information and

services to help patients be stewards of their oral

health.
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Council on Advocacy for Access and Prevention

Resolved, CAPIR approves the Health Literacy in Dentistry 

Action Plan 2016-2020; and be it further  

Resolved, CAPIR recommends that the action plan be 

implemented with assistance from other appropriate ADA 

agencies and in consultation with NACHLD; and be it further
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ADA Health Literacy in Dentistry Action Plan

• Five strategic focus areas for the improvement of health 

literacy:

– Training and Education 

– Advocacy

– Research  

– Dental Practice

– Build and Maintain Coalitions
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Health Literacy in Dentistry:  Advancing the Use 

of Health Literacy Principles within the ADA and 

by the Dental Profession

Become a Health 
Literate 

Association 

Inform and educate 
ADA leadership and 

staff

Provide consumers 
understandable 

messaging in user 
friendly context

Collaborate with 
other stakeholders

Explore research and 
policy making 
opportunities

Educate 
Practitioners

Host annual health 
literacy in dentistry 

educational programs 

Assessment of Dental 
Student Health 
Literacy Skills

Health Literacy Essay 
Contest for Dental 

Students

Develop video on 
health literacy 

principles for the 
practitioner

Develop Toolkit of 
resources about the 
use of health literacy 

principles

Produce Health 
Literate Patient 

Educational 
Materials

Educated key ADA 
staff about health 

literacy

Developed ADA 
Product Development 
and Sales department 
Health Literacy Action 

Plan.

Implement 
development of 

health literate patient 
educational materials
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ADA Health Literacy in Dentistry Webpage
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MouthHealthy.org
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MouthHealthy.org
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Health Literacy Essay Contest for Dental Students

http://www.mouthhealthy.org/en/az-topics/d/diabetes

http://www.mouthhealthy.org/en/az-topics/d/diabetes
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Ad Council Campaign

http://www.mouthhealthy.org/en/az-topics/a/ad-council

http://www.mouthhealthy.org/en/az-topics/a/ad-council
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National Children’s Dental Health Month
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Patient Education Materials
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Questions?

Sharee Clough, RDH, MS Ed  

Manager, Preventive Health Activities

Council on Advocacy for Access and Prevention

312.440.2775

cloughs@ada.org

mailto:cloughs@ada.org

