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HEALTH LITERACY

Issue:  Individuals with low literacy skills are often unable to understand materials distributed by health care providers.  It is imperative that all citizens have the capacity to obtain, process, and understand basic health information and services needed to make appropriate health care decisions.


Discussion:
· Based on the National Adult Literacy Survey, an estimated 90 million adults have limited literacy/English language proficiency that test below high school level.  Of these, about 40-44 million have difficulty finding information in unfamiliar or complex texts.  Medical and public health literature are often complex, far above high school level, placing adults and children at risk.
· The April, 2004 report from the Institute of Medicine highlights the dimensions of the national crisis:  “Tens of millions of U.S. adults are unable to read complex texts, including many health-related materials.  
· The Institute of Medicine estimates that the national cost to taxpayers could be as much as $69 BILLION if as few as half the individuals with marginal reading skills were also not health literate – especially with respect to pre-natal and early childhood care. The impact included missed work days and the cost of longer hospital stays.

· Public hospital patients with limited literacy had higher rates of hospitalization  and use of emergency services than those with adequate health literacy  

· A lack of literacy skills can impact school attendance, work habits and place adults and children in life and death situations when health care instructions or prescriptions cannot be read or understood.

· Partnerships between literacy and health providers are making a difference in low literate communities.  They ensure individuals with low levels of literacy or limited English proficiency can access insurance, read prescription labels and other medical instructions, and navigate the health care system.

National Response:

Legitimize health literacy as a component of literacy by including it in the allowable services in adult education and family literacy.

Incrementally expand adult education federal funding over the next four years from $574 million to $1 billion to increase opportunities for participation.   Only 3% of the eligible population is currently served.[image: image2.emf]
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