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Literacy

άΦ Φ Φ ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƛdentify, understand, interpret, create, 
communicateand compute, using printed and written 
materials associated with varying contexts. Literacy involves 
a continuum of learning to enable an individual to achieve 
his or her goals, to develop his or her knowledge and 
ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŘŜǊ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΦέ 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 2003



Situating Literacy: 
The Montreal Gazette January 8, 1878



Situating Literacy: 
The New York Times September 23, 2016





Complex material

Health Literacy

Moving towards 
Clarity and 

Understanding

ά¢ƘƛƴƎǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ ŀǎ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΣ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ǎƛƳǇƭŜǊέ
Albert Einstein



Health Literacy

The degree to which individuals can (or have the capacity to)
obtain, process and understand basic health information and 
services they need to make appropriate health decisions.

LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ƻŦ aŜŘƛŎƛƴŜΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ IŜŀƭǘƘ [ƛǘŜǊŀŎȅΥ tǊŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ 9ƴŘ /ƻƴŦǳǎƛƻƴ όнллпύ      
¢ƘŜ ¦Φ{Φ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ IŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ IǳƳŀƴ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΩ IŜŀƭǘƘȅ tŜƻǇƭŜ όнлмлύ

Patients often misinterpret or do not understand information 
provided by their healthcare professionals. 

Baker et al, 2000



Prevalence of Low Health Literacy

V In Canada:
60% of adult Canadians do not have the necessary skills to      
manage their health adequately

Canadian Council on Learning (2008)

V In the United States:

12% of adults had proficient health literacy

47% could read instructions on a prescription label and   

determine what time a person should take the medication
U.S Department of Health & Human Services 
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Health Literacy



V Health care costs are projected to be 4 times higher for 
people with low literacy skills than those with higher literacy 
skills. 

V It is estimated that health literacy problems cost the US 
health care system between $106 and $238 billion dollars 
annually 

V Patients with low literacy skills were observed to have a 
50% increased risk of hospitalizationcompared with patients 
who had adequate literacy skills 

National Patient Safety Foundation (2012). Health Literacy: Statistics at-a-glance. 

The Cost of Low or Limited Health Literacy



The Impact of Low or Limited Health Literacy

Poorer health and increased risk of mortality among seniors

Higher rate of hospitalizations and medical costs, increased use of 
emergency and inpatient services

Lower uptake of preventive services, reduced adherence with 
treatment and medication errors, and higher incidents of adverse 
medical outcomes

Less effective management of chronic disease 

The most vulnerable populations are seniors, immigrants 
and the unemployed



Our Clinical Reality

Our Patients 

Aging demographics, chronic diseases, 
multi-morbidities, multilingual, 
multicultural

Need to synthesize complex information 

Learning during crisis, stress, often 
higher anxiety and lower retention

CŜǿŜǊ ΨǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ 
information as well as misinformation on 
the Internet

Low literacy/health literacy

Increased requirement for self-care

Changes to Healthcare Delivery

Fragmented health delivery models,  
dehumanisation

Technological advances in care 

Austerity measures ςno budget for 
education; staff shortage

Shorter or no inpatient stays ; same day or 
early discharge post surgery

The need to teach with less time and 
resources, lack of confidence 

Increased complexity of home/community  

care



ά9ǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘΦέ

V Informationto support understanding of complex 

healthcare concepts

V Collaboration with the clinical team leading to shared and 

informed decision-making

V Knowledge to assure quality self-care management

V Ability to determine when to call the healthcare team and 

when to return to the hospital

V Awareness of theimportance of adhering to care 

regimens

V Help navigating the system   

The MUHC Patient Education Office



muhcpatienteducation.ca

The MUHC Patient Education Office

VWork with clinical care 
teams
VDesign and creation of 

materials
VHealth literacy 

consultation
VWriting resources
VPlain language and  

Readability
VDesign, layout and image
VMultiple language 

versions
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The MUHC Patient Education Office



Our Development Process: The Clinical Expert



Our Development Process: Pedagogical Expert 



Our Development Process: The Artist


