[image: image1.png]




( The Health Literacy Crisis

The National Adult Literacy Survey reported that approximately one quarter of Americans in the US population are functionally illiterate, that is, they read at or below the fifth grade level (Kirsch et al., 1993).  Reading comprehension and computational skills can be problematic for a percentage of these individuals as well.  Low literacy negatively impacts all social classes, but individuals that are destitute, the elderly, persons of certain racial or ethnic groups, persons with lower cognitive ability, those who completed fewer years of education, or the chronically ill are impacted the most (Kirsch, Jungeblut, Jenkins, & Kolstad, 2002; Baker et al., 2000).  Low literacy can impair functioning in the health care environment, affect doctor-patient interaction, and inadvertently lead to substandard medical care (American Medical Association, 1999).  Furthermore, low literacy is associated with a poor understanding of written or spoken medical advice, poor health outcomes, and negative effects on the health of the population (Schillinger, et al., 2003).  Lack of disease and treatment regimen comprehension results in misinformation about medication and self-care due to poor communication between the patient and the healthcare provider.  According to the American Medical Association, individuals with low literacy levels generally average two additional medical visits per year than their literate counterparts.

( What is Health Literacy & the Cost of Poor Health Literacy

To this end, health literacy is defined as “the degree to which individuals have the capacity to obtain, process, and understand basic health information and services needed to make appropriate health decisions” (Davis & Wolf, 2004).  It entails the entire process of exchanging healthcare information, including how individuals communicate about health through speaking, drawing pictures, and using technology. The National Academy on an Aging Society reports that “over 90 million adults with low health literacy skills have limited ability to read and understand the instructions contained on prescriptions or medicine bottles, appointment slips, informed consent documents, insurance forms, and health educational materials . . . .The estimated additional health care expenditures due to low health literacy skills are about $73 billion in 1998 health care dollars.”

( Health Literacy & Primary Care

Appropriate health literacy is essential to health promotion, particularly targeting the area of primary prevention.   A health literate individual is more apt to know how to answer the question "How do I keep myself well?" Adequate health literacy maybe of even greater importance in secondary prevention, as ineffective communication between health providers and patients can result in medical errors due to misinformation about medications and self-care instructions.  Health literacy affects not only health care quality but also cost and access, which oftentimes lead to health disparities.  A concerted effort by the public health and health care systems, the educational system, the media, and health care consumers is needed to improve the nation’s health literacy.  Improvement in this area could possibly transform the health care in America.
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( Health Literacy Project Ideas
When planning your NPCW projects and events it is best to keep in mind the year’s selected theme, in order to effectively carry out the NPCW message on your campus and in your community.  Examples of projects relating to health literacy include:

· Create and distribute bi/ multi-lingual pamphlets, letters, instructions, etc. to local health care centers

· Identify materials for low-literacy readers

· Medical Spanish workshop

· Create easy to understand instructions using pictures for low literacy patients such as the elderly and migrant workers

· Host a Cultural Competency workshop at your school

· BP, glucose, cholesterol, bone density, stroke, oral, etc. screenings free to the community

· Guest speakers

· Language Fair 

· AIDS and STD presentation at local schools

· Book Drive to promote literacy


These are only a few ideas, but we encourage you to be creative.  Start by thinking of the needs on your campus and in your community, and how you can serve those needs through your projects.  Good luck!

