Families ¢5Learning

A PUBLICATION OF THE CONNECTICUT STATEWIDE FAMILY LITERACY INITIATIVE, A PROJECT OF THE STATE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION

Health Literacy:
Your Family Depends On It

iteracy plays a critical role in keeping ourselves and our families physically and emotionally healthy and safe.
From reading dosage directions to understanding nutrition requirements, family health depends on health
literacy. The National Library of Medicine defines health literacy as “the degree to which people can obtain,
process, and understand basic health information and services they need.” The American Cancer Society

points out that knowledge of concepts related to achieving good health,

and communication, reasoning and investigation skills are all essential. Wllere Are Theq?

Health literacy is about the entire process of exchanging healthcare

information, not just through reading and writing, but through speaking Don't dismiss health literacy as a prolem some-
and using charts and diagrams or use of technology like where else. Low literacy creates problems for fami-

videos, CDs, and the Web. lies in every community. An estimated | million

Over 90 million adults in the US have lim- adults in Connecticut function at literacy levels | or

—te ited ability to understand medicine labels 2. They have difficulty with reading, writing and com-

— . . . ' putational skills required in everyday life. Although
) appointment slips, informed consents, , S

—_ ) ) the largest concentrations of adults struggling with

e insurance forms, and health educational literacy issues live in high-need areas the state iden-

. material. One national organization esti- tifies as priority school districts, the majority do not.

ﬁ -...: mates health care expenditures due to low * 28% (296,140) of these adults live in the state’s

health literacy skills are at least $73 billion. In 5 largest cities (Bridgeport, Hartford, New

Haven, Stamford and Waterbury).

5 ..-I" Connecticut where about 41% of adults are ‘ o
* 43% (460,695) are in the [4 priority school

functionally illiterate (over 1 million peo- districts, which include the 5 largest cities.

: ple, see box), this problem is especially * This leaves 57% or approximately 612,171 low
'\..- worrisome. There is often a gap between literate adults spread across the rest of the state.

what health professionals give people to Family literacy programs benefit all communities.

read, or assume they understand, and what people

are comfortably able to read or clearly understand after a brief medical visit. This gap causes major

health risks. Understanding medical directions may literally mean life or death for adults or chil-
A___ dren for whom they care.

Education about health literacy is critical to effective health delivery. Providers and consumers
share responsibility for the effectiveness of communication around health issues. Health professionals must be aware
of the importance of clear, simple language and should not assume patients read well. Checking for comprehension,
repeating and reinforcing, and the use of props and simple drawings can help. At the same time, educators have an
important role to play. Because of the importance of health to student achievement, schools increasingly support the
health literacy of students and their families. There are many resources for simple health-related activities that
enhance health literacy. See below for some ideas about where to start.

HEALTH LITERACY RESOURCES

National Health Education Standards: Achieving Health Literacy. Joint Committee on National Health Education Standards (1997). Available at
www.healthteacher.com/teachersupports/literacy2.asp Exploring Healthy Eating: Activities for Parents and Children Together. Center on Hunger, Poverty and Nutrition
Policy (1997). Order free from Patricia King, Tufts University, 617-627-405 |, patricia king@tufts.edu http:/nutrition.tufts.edu/pdf/publications/hunger/exploring.pdf
Teaching Patients with Low Literacy Skills. Doak C, Doak L, and Root | (1996). ].B.Lippincott Co. Easy Does It/ Plain Language and Clear Verbal Communication.
National Literacy and Health Program, and the Canadian Public Health Association (1998).
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Family Literacy: Put the ACTIVE in Activities

Family Literacy is about reading and much more. Families can develop skills they need to be successful lifelong
learners while snuggling on the couch together with books, but you don’t have to be a couch potato to give your brain
a work out.

Take a hike! In the woods or neighborhood. Encourage older kids to follow signs, use a compass or make "field
notes." Bring a shoebox or bag to collect interesting things, and paper and crayons to draw what you can’t bring
home. Afterwards, spread it all out and talk about it. Count things, sort them, learn more about them in the library,
or take them apart and look more closely. This encourages scientific curiosity.

That’s entertainment! Make musical instruments from things around the house and dance to the beat, or
twirl a ribbon while dancing to different types of music. Children practice many skills when they move to music.
They learn about rhythm and beat, develop verbal skills by singing along, and master motor skills used to read and
write. When children move their bodies, they stimulate areas of the brain related to abstract thinking.

Map it! Try drawing a map of your favorite neighborhood from memory, then take a walk. Did you forget any-
thing? What can you add? How about signs, hydrants or things that move like animals. When you get home, use the
map to take someone else on a tour. Talking about things not in the "here and now" helps children’s brains develop.

Ready for more? Reading is Fundamental has more fun family literacy activities at vwwv.rifreadingplanet.org.
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Pl'aC tices The friendly, bright orange, family literacy
booklet Family: Where Learning Grows

is being used across the state in many ways. Here are two examples.
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For more information:
Sandy Lambert, (860) 647-5041.

For free copies of Family: Where Learning Grows, contact Wendy Harwin, (860) 713-6585, sde.partnership@po.state.ct.us.




