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Directions to Our Party
From the airport, take the road that leads out of the rental lot
and follow it past the barrier around the lot until you get to
the end where you connect up with the road out. Take the
road, and just before it veers right, you’ll see a triple fork. If
you take the left branch, you’ll head west and away from the
lake. Don’t do that! Straight puts you under the viaduct and
really off track. Take the right branch and the next fork, bear
right to the roundabout where you go not quite halfway
around to the second road. It’s 379 east, although it really
goes south, so don’t be worried. From then on, it’s a straight
shot.

Objectives
•

Describe plain language principles as a strategy to improve written and oral
communication for diabetes management.

•

Identify the characteristics of print and oral communication that employ plain
language techniques.

•

Identify resources to support assessing print and oral communication for plain
language.

•

Identify at least 2 strategies to advocate for plain language communication.

Plain Language in a Nutshell
• Be patient-centered.
• Be performance based.
• Presentation matters.

Why Care: Research Shows People
with Low Health Literacy Skills
• Difficulty reading and understanding
medication instructions, prescription labels,
and informed consent forms
• Less knowledge of how to manage chronic
diseases such as diabetes, hypertension, and
asthma
• More likely to be hospitalized
• More trips to the emergency room

Reading Levels Of Health Education
Materials

• Research indicates most health education
materials written at 10th grade reading level
and higher.

• Mismatch between reading abilities of
American adults and reading levels of most
print materials.
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‘Plain language' or 'health literacy'
• I'm curious to know from this group the
following:
– How do you or your organization define 'plain
language' and 'health literacy' and do you see them as
interchangeable (if so how)? Different (if so how)?

Vulnerable populations
•
•
•
•
•

People with health conditions
Elderly
Poor
Immigrants
Minorities

Communicating: What can you do?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Numeracy skills needed in diabetes

Most common barriers for PWD
•
•
•
•

Complex language/unfamiliar words
Long sentences
Difficult and/or abstract concepts
Meaning unclear, don’t know how to take
recommended actions

Assume all patients may have low literacy
Use low literacy and picture based materials
Individualized education
Teach concepts in a simplified manner
Use teach back technique
Practice Shared Goal Setting
Consider Cultural Issues
Use plain language - resources & communication

•
•
•
•
•
•

Glucose monitoring
Carbohydrate counting
Adjusting insulin based on blood sugar
Adjusting insulin based on carbohydrates
Insulin pump adjustment
Sick day management
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National Action Plan to Improve Health Literacy
Goal 1: Develop and disseminate health and safety information that is accurate, accessible, and actionable
Goal 2: Promote changes in the healthcare delivery system that improve information, communication,
informed decision-making, and access to health services
Goal 3: Incorporate accurate and standards-based health and developmentally appropriate health and
science information and curricula into child care and education through the university level
Goal 4: Support and expand local efforts to provide adult education, English-language instruction, and
culturally and linguistically appropriate health information services in the community
Goal 5: Build partnerships, develop guidance, and change policies
Goal 6: Increase basic research and the development, implementation, and evaluation of practices and
interventions to improve health literacy
Goal 7: Increase the dissemination and use of evidence-based health literacy practices and interventions.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The use of Plain Language is just ONE strategy for improving health literacy.

Plain Language Definition
• “Communication your audience can
understand the first time they read or hear it.”
(www.plainlanguage.gov)

Plain language is not just about
reading grade level
• Readability scores for “Directions to My Party”

Plain Language Is
•
•
•
•
•

Easy-to-understand
Consumer-friendly
Patient-centered
Action oriented
Appealing

Plain Language Guidelines
• Think about your audience
• Organize information to meet your
audience’s needs
– Design for understanding

• Write for clarity – words matter!
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Think about your audience
• Who are they?
– Culture, language, skills, experience, etc.

• What do they already know/believe?
• What are you trying to get them to do?
– Know your purpose

Organize information to meet your
audience’s needs
• The most important information goes first
– Present in the order of importance to the
audience

• Make information easy to find
– Use logical chunks of information and headings
– Get rid of unnecessary information

• Use relevant visuals

Write for clarity
• Use active voice
• Focus on what you want
your audience to do
• Use words and numbers
your audience knows
• Keep it simple sweetie

“Tell me the time. Don’t build me
the clock.”
- Matt Abrahams’ Mom

Tips for assessing print and oral
communication for plain language
• Look for resources from
organizations with a health
literacy or plain language plan
• Look for resources that have
been reviewed for plain language
principals
• Test
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CDC’s Clear Communication Index
• A research based tool to assess
communication products
• Focuses on research-based items
that aid clarity and understanding
• Assessment goes beyond
syllable/sentence counts
• Can be used for print and oral
communications

What are the key things to consider in
implementing plain language?
• Set up a working group of people at
various levels and in various roles.
• Engage those who will be impacted by the
change.
• Define the end state and develop the
policy.
• Set a date when plain language will
become official policy.
– Train and publicize.

What are the key things to consider in
implementing plain language?
• As plain language is implemented make time to
capture early lessons learned so adjustments can
be made.
• Reassess.
– Assess six months to a year after the completion of
the initial effort.
– Make needed adjustments to procedures.
– Conduct additional training if needed.

Summary: Materials Assessment
Content
Literacy Demand
Graphics and Layout
Learning Stimulation
and Motivation.
• Cultural
Appropriateness
•
•
•
•

• Health Numeracy
Assessment
• Technical Review
• Readability Testing
• Field/Audience
Testing

What are the key things to consider in
implementing plain language?
• Ensure adequate leadership support.
• Communicate early and often about plain
language implementation goals and key
milestones.
• Listen to and address concerns with facts
• Share success stories from agencies who have
implemented plain language.

Strategies to advocate for plain
language communication
• Policy PROCESS investigates options to
increase adoption
• Policy CONTENT uses data to investigate
effective elements
• Policy OUTCOMES eval the impact of the
policy
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Resources
• CDC Clear Communication Index
• Making Health Literacy Real: The
Beginnings of My Organization’s Plan for
Action
• Using Numbers and Explaining Risk Training
• The National Action Plan to Improve Health
Literacy
• Plain Language Action Network
(plainlanguage.gov)

Directions to Our Party

Directions to Our Party
From the airport, take the road that leads out of the rental lot
and follow it past the barrier around the lot until you get to
the end where you connect up with the road out. Take the
road, and just before it veers right, you’ll see a triple fork. If
you take the left branch, you’ll head west and away from the
lake. Don’t do that! Straight puts you under the viaduct and
really off track. Take the right branch and the next fork, bear
right to the roundabout where you go not quite halfway
around to the second road. It’s 379 east, although it really
goes south, so don’t be worried. From then on, it’s a straight
shot.

Takeaways messages
• It’s not just about grade level – understand your
audience.
• Develop a health literacy plan in your organization.
• Use the Clear Communication Index when developing
or reviewing resources.
• Take trainings – join a network to keep your
communication skills up-to-date.
• Learn to search for/ask for plain language resources.

Adapted from “Telling Ain’t Training” by Harold Stolovitch & Erica Keeps.

Tell me and I will forget.
Show me and I might remember.
Involve me and I will understand.
- Confucius

“Unless we ask, we will hold onto
our inaccurate assumptions and fail
in our efforts to help our patients.”
Marjorie Cypress, PhD, C-ANP, CDE
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It is all about the user…
Avoid the perfect landing at the wrong airport

Thank You!
For more information call 1-800-CDC-INFO
(800-232-4636)
TTY 1-(888) 232-6348 or visit www.cdc.gov/info.
To order resources, visit www.cdc.gov/diabetes/ndep.
Betsy Rodríguez – bjr6@cdc.gov
Alexis Williams – awilliams15@cdc.gov
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