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About today’s session

• The session is being closed captioned and recorded.

• Please use the chat feature to ask questions or share comments as we 
go along. When sharing comments or questions, select “all 
participants.”

• You can adjust the size of your window using the plus and minus signs 
on the left.

• PPT slides, resource list, and a link to the recording will be made 
available following the presentation. The recording usually takes 
several weeks.

• The class is eligible for CHIS credit. A link to the class evaluation will be 
given at the end. When you complete the evaluation you will receive 
instructions on how to receive your credit.



Hierarchy of NIH, NLM, and NNLM

NIH

NLM

NNLM

ROC

National Institutes of 
Health

Nation’s leading research 
agency National Library of Medicine

World’s largest biomedical 
library

Network of the 
National Library of Medicine

Outreach program of NLM

Regions, Offices, and Centers
7 regional medical libraries 

4 national centers
3 national offices 

www.nnlm.gov

http://www.nnlm.gov/


Objectives

•Define health literacy

•Describe universal precautions for health 
literacy

•Name 3 components of clear health 
communication

•Identify 3 online resources you can use as tools 
to promote health literacy



Agenda

•Introduction to Health Literacy/ Health Literacy: 
What It is and Why It Matters

•Health Literacy & Your Community
•Communication

• Print communication

• Verbal communication

•Health Literacy Tools & Resources 
•MedlinePlus to promote health literacy

•EthnoMed

•Indian Health Service



What Is Literacy?

“Using printed and written information to 
function in society, to achieve one’s goals, and 

to develop one’s knowledge and potential.”

National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL 2003)  https://nces.ed.gov/naal/

This includes a combination of skills:
• Verbal
• Listening
• Writing
• reading

https://nces.ed.gov/naal/


It’s More Than Just Reading Grade Level

Prose Literacy: 
Written text like 
instructions or 
articles.

Document Or 
Graphical Literacy:  
Short forms or 
graphically displayed 
information.

Quantitative OR 
Numerical Literacy:   
Arithmetic using 
numbers imbedded in 
print.

Requires ability to 
search, comprehend, 
and use continuous 
text.

Non-continuous text.
Requires ability to 
search, comprehend,  
& use information.

Requires ability to 
identify & perform 
computations, using 
numbers within printed 
materials.



What is Health Literacy?

Personal Health Literacy

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.

Organizational Health 
Literacy

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.

Healthy People 2030

https://health.gov/healthypeople/priority-areas/health-literacy-healthy-people-2030


Shared responsibility

Health literacy is a shared responsibility 
between patients and providers

Helen Osborne



Why is it important to address 
health literacy?

https://www.merck.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/124/2022/02/final_Health-
Literacy-final.jpg

https://www.merck.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/124/2022/02/final_Health-Literacy-final.jpg


Health literacy is considered an 
essential life skill:

•To fill out a patient information forms 

•To understand health-related instructions 

•To follow discharge instructions 

•To identify signs 

•To keep appointments 

•To understand insurance 

•To sign consent forms 



Risk factors for low health literacy
People with low health literacy are more likely to:

• Have a low-income level

• Have a chronic or severe health conditions

• Have a disability

• Be older adults (65+)

• Identify as a racial or ethnic minority

• Speak English as a second language

• Not have a high school degree or GED



HEALTH LITERACY &
YOUR COMMUNITY



Communication

https://www.cdc.gov/orr/infographics/00_docs/com
municatinghealth.pdf

https://www.cdc.gov/orr/infographics/00_docs/communicatinghealth.pdf


Health Information Literacy

Health information literacy is the set of abilities needed to:

• recognize a health information need; 

• identify likely information sources and use them to retrieve 
relevant information; 

• assess the quality of the information and its applicability to a 
specific situation; 

• and analyze, understand and use the information to make 
good health decisions.

MLA Task Force on Communicating Health Information Literacy. (2005). 
Communicating Health Information Literacy. Medical Library Association



Role of the Library/Librarian

Libraries are in a strong position to advance the following 
multiple literacies to promote active health literacy 
through providing reliable and timely information on 
health topics.

•visual literacy, 

•computer literacy, 

•information literacy and 

•numeric/computational literacy.  



HEALTH LITERACY 
TOOLS & RESOURCES 



Health Literacy Universal 
Precautions

You can’t tell by looking

Assume that all patients and caregivers may 
have difficulty comprehending health 

information

Communicate in ways that anyone can 
understand



AHRQ Universal Precautions 
Toolkit

The AHRQ Health Literacy 
Universal Precautions Toolkit, 
2nd edition, can help primary 
care practices reduce the 
complexity of health care, 
increase patient understanding 
of health information, and 
enhance support for patients 
of all health literacy levels.



Clear Health Communication

Clear communication Less clear communication 

Plain language Medical jargon

Simple messages Complex messages

Need-to-know information
(3 to 5 items)

Nice-to-know information

Anticipating misunderstanding Assumes understanding

Confirming understanding Infers understanding 

Clarifying Repeats the same thing (louder)

Objective, judgement free Inadvertently shaming



Can you substitute another 
word(s) for easier understanding?

•Cardiologist
•Pulmonologist
•Anti-inflammatory
•Benign
•PRN
•b.i.d.



Plain language sentences: examples

• “You don't have COVID-19”

instead of “Your COVID-19 test results were negative”

• "Eat less salt"

instead of "reduce sodium intake"

• "Do not eat or drink before taking this medication"

instead of "take this medication on an empty stomach"



Plain language principles

• Use familiar terms, not jargon, acronyms, or 
medical terminology

• Chunk information
• Use ample headings and subheadings with less 

under each one
• Use bullet points 

• Organize logically: most important information first

• Write in a conversational voice vs. academic or research 
voice
• Use the active voice

https://plainlanguage.gov/guidelines/

https://plainlanguage.gov/guidelines/


Print Communication: 
Readability vs. Plain Language

•Readability: how easy (or not) something is 
to read.

•Plain language: writing that people can 
understand. It ensures that readers can 
grasp the message the first time they read it. 



Readability, plain language, health 
literacy 

https://communicatehealth.com/wp-content/uploads/whhl/1_37SQn6CubxLAcYXRV-ip3w.png

https://communicatehealth.com/wp-content/uploads/whhl/1_37SQn6CubxLAcYXRV-ip3w.png


SAM: subheadings and chunking



Applying SAM

Descriptive 
subheadings



SAM: Criteria



Applying SAM (cont’d)



Use visuals to aid communication

• Concentrate on the main 
message

• Use clear headings, 
labels, and captions

• Use simple, realistic 
pictures

• Use colors to aid 
comprehension

• Beware of variations in 
interpretations of 
standard images

Image from: fda.gov/Major-Food-Allergens

https://www.fda.gov/files/9-Major-Food-Allergens_0.png


Verbal communication

•Listen carefully

•Use the receiver’s words

•Use plain language and avoid jargon

•Slow down

•Limit and repeat content

•Demonstrate how it's done

•Use graphics

From Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit, 2nd Edition

https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/improve/precautions/index.html


Invite questions
• Instead of: Do you have any 

questions? (too easy to answer 
"no")

• Better to say: What questions 
do you have?

Confirm understanding
• Instead of: Do you understand? 

(too easy to answer "yes")
• Better to use the teach-back 

method

Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit, 2nd Edition



Teach Back Method

What is it?
• Chunk and teach information
• Ask patient to teach back in 

their own words
• Allow patients to consult 

material
• Repeat if a patient teaches back 

correctly and there is more to 
explain

• If patient doesn’t’ teach back 
correctly, reteach using 
different words 

AHRQ: Static Teach-back poster

https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/health-literacy/3rd-edition-toolkit/teach-back-method-poster.pdf


MedlinePlus: 
Tools to 
Promote 

Health Literacy

https://medlineplus.gov/

https://medlineplus.gov/


Culturally aware communication

•Tailor messages to specific groups

•Be aware of cultural norms and customs that 
influence communication, decision making, 
health beliefs, and health behaviors

•Avoid idioms and jargon

•Use high quality translators and interpreters

•Avoid stereotypes



Use visuals and examples that 
reflect the audience



EthnoMed

https://ethnomed.org/

https://ethnomed.org/


Indian Health Service (HIS)

https://www.ihs.gov/

https://www.ihs.gov/


Summary
• Health Literacy is a shared responsibility

• Universal precautions for health literacy ensure that 
we communicate in ways that everyone can understand

• Clear health communication best practices include 
using plain language, limiting to "need to know" 
information, confirming understanding, and being aware 
of cultural differences 

• Free online resources you can use to promote health 
literacy include SAM, MedlinePlus, EthnoMed, IHS, and 
the AHRQ Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit



What is CHIS? 
CHIS stands 

for Consumer 
Health 

Information 
Specializatio
n, a program 
the Medical 

Library 
Association 

(MLA) 
provides.

CHIS offers 
training in 
providing 

health 
information 
services to 
consumers 

and 
recognition for 

the 
accomplishme
nt of acquiring 

new health 
information 

skills.

https://www.mlanet.org/Specializations/consumer-health-information-specialization/




Provide quality health 
information to your 
community by gaining 
skills and knowledge in 
areas such as:

• Understanding your 
community

• Health literacy

• Mental health resources

• Evaluating health information

• Health equity



Obtain your CE and use the NNLM sponsorship

Step 1: Earn 12 CE through FREE classes!

Step 2:  Apply for NNLM CHIS Sponsorship

Step 3:  Receive NNLM sponsored CHIS

Learn more by visiting: nnlm.gov/JdHKf
or scanning the QR code

https://www.nnlm.gov/JdHKf


Claim your CE credit – Step 1

Course evaluation link:

PLACE QR CODE HERE
Available In Recording



Claim your CE credit – Step 2

1. Go to: medlib-ed.org

2. Login. If you are a new user, register to create an account. 
Important: Do not create multiple accounts. If you have 
forgotten your password, select “Forgot Password?” to reset.

3. Click "My Learning" on the blue bar.

4. Enter [the enrollment code] to add the course to your My 
Learning.

5. Select “Start Course” button to complete the attestation, optional 
questionnaire and claim credit and/or download a certificate.

6. Course will automatically be added to your Transcript.



Continue Learning

• Visit nnlm.gov/training to 
find additional classes

• For questions contact 
nto@utah.edu



NNLM Organizational Membership

The benefits of organizational NNLM 
membership 

• A certificate of recognition
• Eligibility for project funding
• Document delivery services
• Emergency preparedness planning and 

response
• Partnerships with other NNLM 

members.

Become an organizational member today at 
nnlm.gov/membership/join.



Questions, Evaluation and CE

Stacey R. Hendren
Stacey.Hendren@anokacountymn.gov
Anoka County Library Manger
Consumer Health Information Specialization Trainer

Katherine V. Chew, MLS
Chewx002@umn.edu
Associate Librarian, Research/Outreach Services & liaison 
librarian 
Health Sciences Library, University of Minnesota. 
*Retiring in November 2024


