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1. Familiarity with how HHS’s National Standards of 
Culturally and Linguistically Appropriate Services (CLAS) link to daily patient 
care

2. Familiarity with how Health Literacy concepts and Plain Language usage 
intersects with CLAS

3. Ideas on how to leverage providers’ current Plain Language use to further 
increase efficiency and patient satisfaction

4. Ideas on how Organizations can leverage Plain Language and Health Literacy 
for Community Engagement options

Objectives
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Familiarity with how HHS’s National 
Standards of Culturally and Linguistically 
Appropriate Services (CLAS) link to daily 
patient care

2. Familiarity with how Health Literacy 
concepts and Plain Language usage 
intersects with CLAS

3. Ideas on how to leverage providers’ 
current Plain Language use to further 
increase efficiency and patient satisfaction

4. Ideas on how organizations can leverage 
Plain Language and Health Literacy 
for Community Engagement options

1. Plain Language 
• The Languages of Medicine
• What Plain Language is
• Personal/Organizational use 

2. CLAS
• What it is
• Examples

3. Health Literacy
• Definitions
• Review Basic Concepts

4. Organizational ideas for
     leveraging PL/HL in CE efforts
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The Languages of Medicine
1. Language used in conversations with patients 
    and their families and friends
  “What’s that language called?”
2. Specialized technical language of medicine used in 
     conversations with peers
 Those who overhear it, call it “medical jargon”
3. Language of ICD-10 Coding and Billing 
             “The Codes of Care” https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/rural-monitor/medical-coding

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes


https://www.facebook.com/RHIhub
https://www.linkedin.com/company/ruralhealthinfo/
https://twitter.com/ruralhealthinfo
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCA24bL6zHNG8xUbuU_gT1PQ


ruralhealthinfo.org

What are your
languages?

My primary language = East 
River South Dakota Farm
--English dialect
--Simple
--Grammatically incorrect
--LOUD (ie over-talk 30 mph wind 
and machine noise)
----Often pushes us to use the 
supplemental language = Sign!
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Personal Use of Plain Language 

My Second Languages
• Fluent 

• Medical technical/professional language
      (except neurology/neurosurgery)
• Most U.S. Urban Dialects 
• Written Plain Language  

• Adequate fluency:
• West River South Dakota Ranch
• North Dakota Farm/Ranch
• Nebraska Farm/Ranch
• Language of patient conversations (ie spoken
      plain language
• Non-verbal language/“body language”

• Limited fluency: 
• North Dakota Oil/Energy extraction

• Very limited/no fluency
• Navajo, Lakota, Spanish, Arabic

What are your
languages?
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But when you’re speaking with patients, you’re probably 
already using a version of your unique dialect of “Plain 
Language” 

• Either consciously or unconsciously...

Plain Language: The Language of Conversations
With Patients 
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What is Plain Language?

From the standpoint of medicine as art for the 
prevention and cure of disease, the man who 
translates the hieroglyphics of science into the 
plain language of healing is certainly the 
most useful.                               

       Sir William Osler
Hinohara S, Niki H. Osler’s “A Way of Life” and Other Addresses, 
with Commentary and Annotations. Sir William Osler. Durham 
(NC): Duke University Press; 2001

https://www.alphaomegaalpha.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/03/2004_4_Groninger.pdf 

Not new....
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What is Plain Language?
Plain language is communication that 
can be understood the first time 
either read or heard

https://www.plainlanguage.gov/about/definitions/
https://www.plainlanguage.gov/about/definitions/short-definition/ 
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What is Plain Language?
The language that is the opposite of “jargon.”

What is Jargon?
•  A profession’s technical and specialized language 
• “Unnecessarily complicated language”
• Sometimes used to impress, rather than to 

inform
https://www.plainlanguage.gov/resources/articles/keep-it-jargon-free/
https://www.plainlanguage.gov/about/definitions/short-definition/
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Jargon Word
Examples

Gotlieb, Rachael et al. “Accuracy in Patient 
Understanding of Common Medical 
Phrases.” JAMA network open vol. 5,11 
e2242972. 1 Nov. 2022

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9713608/ 
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Jargon: 
Often 
Recognized
After 
We’ve Read It
or Heard It...

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9713608/ 

..... is characterized by episodes of complete collapse 
of the airway or partial collapse with an associated 
decrease in oxygen saturation or arousal from sleep. 
Causing fragmented, nonrestorative sleep, it has 
significant implications for cardiovascular health, 
mental illness, quality of life, and driving safety... 
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1.  You know your audience 
      (patient/family/friend)

• You choose the language that 
best matches who they are

• You constantly assess:
• What your patients WANT to 

know
• What your patients NEED to 

know
2. You make certain word choices

• Simple/complex
• Reserved/Frank

Spoken Plain Language Checklist

3. You know how much detail they             
can absorb 

• Knowing sometimes less is more
4. You know how to order info

• Good news/Bad news v. Bad news/Good news
• What’s known/What’s unknown v. reverse
• What’s easy/What’s hard v. reverse

5. You’re doing a self-assessment:
• Is this patient understanding the info
         I’m sharing?
• What’s my body-language saying?
• What’s their body language telling me?
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1.  You know your audience 
      (patient/family/friend)

• You choose the language that best matches who they are
• You constantly assess:

• What your patients WANT to know
• What your patients NEED to know

2. You make certain word choices
• Simple/complex
• Reserved/Frank

3. You know how much detail they can 
     absorb 

• Knowing sometimes less is more
4. You know how to order info

• Good news/Bad news v. Bad news/Good news
• What’s known/What’s unknown v. reverse
• What’s easy/What’s hard v. reverse

5. You’re doing a self-assessment:
• Is this patient understanding the info
         I’m sharing?
• What’s my body-language saying?
• What’s their body language telling me?

Spoken Plain Language Checklist Attention #2
Plain language = plain words
• CDC’s Everyday Words for Public 

Health Communication 
https://www.cdc.gov/ccindex/everydaywords/index.html?word=screening 

• plainlanguage.gov’s Plain 
Language Thesaurus (downloadable)

• Patients themselves, nursing staff, front 
desk staff, ancillary health ...any team 
members have great plain language 
word choices

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes


https://www.facebook.com/RHIhub
https://www.linkedin.com/company/ruralhealthinfo/
https://twitter.com/ruralhealthinfo
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCA24bL6zHNG8xUbuU_gT1PQ
https://www.plainlanguage.gov/media/Thesaurus_V-10.doc


ruralhealthinfo.org

Spoken Non-verbal Plain Language
And DON’T FORGET your personal DRAWINGS!!

Gallagher-Thompson, Dolores et al. “Effectiveness of a 
fotonovela for reducing depression and stress in Latino 
dementia family caregivers.” Alzheimer disease and associated 
disorders vol. 29,2 (2015): 146-53

When words don’t work, Sketch or DRAW!!
A challenge in this era of electronic records...
...But still doable...think smart phone photo—convert to pdf 
if needed and upload

NOTE:
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• You’re probably already leveraging “plain 
language” by:

• Listening to inherently plain language of 
patients/families/friends

• Share medical information/guidance in plain language 
with patients

• Share “summary-style:” 
• Info for your team
• Information for peers
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• Repetition is not needed...
• Queries/questions are clear and allow 

quicker responses and better understanding 
of information

Benefits of Plain Language: 
    Time & Outcomes
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Time is self-
preservation. 

Max Horkheimer, paraphrased

Benefits of Plain Language: TIME
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Time is Money.   
Ben Franklin

Time Generates Revenue

Benefits of Plain Language: TIME
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Benefits of Plain Language: 
Thinking differently about TIME

Instead of only thinking about time as the 
key to generating revenue...
...Think about time as needed for certain 
educational activities that are keys to 
controlling losses.               

              Hospital CEO
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“Skin exam is grossly normal” = “normal” or  “appears” or 
“seems” normal. 
”Morbid obesity” = “Non-ideal weight” (Morbid obesity, BMI = 42)

Increased patient satisfaction. 
Personal conversation with a 
health literacy expert

Benefits of Plain Language: TIME
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Benefits of Plain Language: 
Paper and Digital Forms

Pick any form: Plain language 
helps streamline throughput.

https://www.acponline.org/practice-resources/business-
resources/office-management/patient-care-office-forms 
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Scholarly Evidence: Time v. Plain Language or
Healthcare Outcomes v. Plain Language

Currently, very little...  
• None for the themes I just endorsed related to 

time
• None for the business case
• None for patient satisfaction

HOWEVER-->Spoiler Alert: Health Literacy and Outcomes 
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Allen, Katherine A et al. “Jargon Be Gone -
Patient Preference in Doctor 
Communication.” Journal of patient experience. 
Feb. 2023.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9983080/
pdf/10.1177_23743735231158942.pdf

In contrast to most studies 
showing  us providers how 
much jargon we use, this 
study looked allowed patients 
to analyze jargon & plain,
jargon-free language. 
• 91% (N=205 MN State Fair goers) 
      Preferred jargon-free physician

Evidence-based results for Patient Preference for Plain Language 

NIH Nation Center for Advancing  Translational Sciences
https://ncats.nih.gov/
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Using Plain Language in the Healthcare Setting

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9983080/ 

Audio

Audio
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Using Plain Language in the Healthcare Setting

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9983080/pdf/10.1177_23743735231158
942.pdf 

Jargon-speaking 
doctor

• Pretentious, unhelpful, aggressive in recommending treatment.
• Gibberish, nobody would understand this. Useless information.
• Used words that were too big, too technical for the average person.
• Not interested in my well-being.
• I am pleased that Doctor A is willing to take further actions in order to understand the true cause for 

my chest pain issues that I am experiencing
• He seems to know what he is talking about

Jargon-free 
speaking doctor

• Tuned in, empathetic.
• I would feel like this doctor is someone I can actually talk to about my concerns. 
• Very informative. Gave me a sense of what is going on with me in easy terms and explained the 

thought process of why I should be getting a test. They also explained what would happen after my 
results which helps give me piece of mind.

• Sounds genuinely concerned about the patient and interested in making his diagnosis clear to 
him/her.

• This discussion may be too dumbed down for me. I would appreciate some more hard info, on the 
types of tests to be run, what the results of the tests may be, what the potential treatments could be, 
and what the other diagnoses could be. 
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Evidence around Physician Plain Language Practices 

Thominet L, Hamel LM, Baidoun F, et al. 

Physicians' use of plain 
language during discussions 
of prostate cancer clinical 
trials with patients.
Patient Educ Couns 2022;105(12):3453-3458.
PubMed: 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC967
5686/pdf/nihms-1835756.pdf

Here is the non-plain language 
summary:
Four plain language practices:
• Lexical simplification
• Audience-centered definition
• Metaphor
• Experience-focused description
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Evidence around Physician Plain Language Practices 

Charpentier, Victoria et al. “Say What? 
Quantifying and Classifying Jargon 
Use During Inpatient 
Rounds.” Hospital pediatrics vol. 11,4 
(2021): 406-410. 
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33707184/ 
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2010 “Plain Language” Law

https://www.plainlanguage.gov/about/definitions/ 
https://www.plainlanguage.gov/about/definitions/short-definition/ 

Federal regulation mandates 
use for its own federal agencies:
• Required to train their staff to 
use plain language when they 
communicate with the public.

• Implies both spoken & 
     written language

• Every federal agency has their own guidelines/resources
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Check list for Plain Language Writing 

https://www.nih.gov/sites/default/files/institutes/plain-language/nih-plain-language-getting-started-brushing-up.pdf#page=12 
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Familiarity with how HHS’s National 
Standards of Culturally and Linguistically 
Appropriate Services (CLAS) link to daily 
patient care

2. Familiarity with how Health Literacy 
concepts and Plain Language usage 
intersects with CLAS

3. Ideas on how to leverage providers’ 
current Plain Language use to further 
increase efficiency and patient satisfaction

4. Ideas on how organizations can leverage 
Plain Language and Health Literacy 
for Community Engagement options

1. Plain Language 
• The Languages of Medicine
• What Plain Language is
• Personal/Organizational use 

2. CLAS
• What it is
• Examples

3. Health Literacy
• Definitions
• Review Basic Concepts

4. Organizational ideas for
     leveraging PL/HL in CE efforts
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National Standards of 
Culturally and Linguistically 
Appropriate Services 

(CLAS) 

https://thinkculturalhealth.hhs.gov/clas/standards 
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National Standards 
of 

Culturally and Linguistically Appropriate Services 
(CLAS) 

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2000-12-22/pdf/00-32685.pdf 

Cultural and linguistic competence is the ability of 
health care providers and health care organizations to 
understand and respond effectively to the cultural and 
linguistic needs brought by patients to the health care 
encounter.
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“Cultural and linguistic competence”

...defined as the behaviors, attitudes, and policies that 
come together in a system, agency, or among professionals 
that enables effective work in cross-cultural situations. 

https://www.cms.gov/marketplace/technical-assistance-resources/training-materials/cultural-competence-language-assistance.pdf#page=12 

Replace the word “appropriate” with “competence”
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Replace the word “appropriate” with “competence”

“Cultural and linguistic competence”

...implies having the capacity to function effectively as an 
individual and an organization within the context of the 
cultural beliefs, behaviors, and needs presented by 
consumers and their communities. 

https://www.cms.gov/marketplace/technical-assistance-resources/training-materials/cultural-competence-language-assistance.pdf#page=12 
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“Cultural and linguistic competence”

...includes the ability to :
• Identify, understand, and respect differences in consumers' cultural beliefs, 
behaviors, and needs. 
• Respond appropriately to consumers based on their culture and language 
needs, which may include making referrals or asking for help (e.g., getting 
interpretation and translation services).
 • Acknowledge, respect, and accept cultural differences among consumers

https://www.cms.gov/marketplace/technical-assistance-resources/training-materials/cultural-competence-language-assistance.pdf#page=12 

Replace the word “appropriate” with “competence”
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en-salud.html 

CLAS
overall goal:
Health equity
...especially 
for those who
have a primary
language other 
than English
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LEP:

Limited 
English 
Proficiency

https://www.lep.gov/sites/le
p/files/media/document/202
0-
03/042511_QA_LEP_Genera
l_0.pdf
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https://www.rwjf.org/en/insights/our-
research/infographics/visualizacion-la-
equidad-en-salud.html

Health equity:

The attainment of the highest level of health for all 
people, where everyone has a fair and just opportunity 
to attain their optimal health regardless of race, 
ethnicity, disability, sexual orientation, gender 
identity, socioeconomic status, geography, preferred 
language, or other factors that affect access to care and 
health outcomes.

https://www.cms.gov/priorities/innovation/key-concepts/health-equity

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes


https://www.facebook.com/RHIhub
https://www.linkedin.com/company/ruralhealthinfo/
https://twitter.com/ruralhealthinfo
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCA24bL6zHNG8xUbuU_gT1PQ


ruralhealthinfo.org

the Biden-Harris Administration has championed an ambitious 
equity and racial justice agenda to ensure the full and fair 
participation of all communities in American life. Despite 
progress being made, entrenched disparities in our laws and 
public policies have often denied equal opportunity to 
historically underserved communities, including rural 
communities, Black, Latino, Asian American, Native Hawaiian, 
and Pacific Islander (AA and NHPI) communities, Tribal 
communities, LGBTQI+ individuals, religious minorities, people 
with disabilities, women and girls, and other communities 
impacted by persistent poverty.

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2024/02/14/fact-sheet-biden-harris-administration-releases-annual-agency-
equity-action-plans-to-further-advance-racial-equity-and-support-for-underserved-communities-through-the-federal-government/    
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Attention: 
Advice on 
AI/artificial intelligence

& 
Attaining 
Linguistic Competence

https://digital.gov/resources/introduction-to-translation-technology/ 

Key takeaway
Agencies should work with competent human 
translators for all translations, including translations 
supported by translation technology.

“...accuracy depends largely on the language 
pair...”
“...struggle with idiomatic expressions and 
nuanced language use...”
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Several Clinical
Cultural
and 
Linguistically-linked 
Examples
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7318156/pdf/JGC4-29-440.pdf

Studying Arkansas’s 
Marshallese genetic 
conditions revealed
cultural norms 
for adoptions

Note: Marjority of U.S. 
Marshallese are settled in 
Arkansas, Oklahoma, 
Missouri, and Kansas

Culture and Genetic
Conditions
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https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB100014240531119033279045765262940
52507136 

Iowa healthcare 
delivery system 
purposefully introduced 
their new providers to 
their local culture.

Culture v. Culture:
South Asians Caring 
for White Europeans
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Culture v. Culture

MD from a South 
Dakota Farm 
Cares for 
Alaskan Loggers
and 
North Dakota Oil Field 
Workers

https://www.cdc.gov/niosh/face/stateface/ak/00ak024.html 

https://www.noaa.gov/media/image_download/5606a053-5fd4-4afa-b4f5-dadb2e814f9c 
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My j-school colleague: 
English to Spanish

Linguitics: AI Translation
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A family member with Polish
as primary language

Think about that when trying 
    to keep appointments!

Linguitics: On Telling Time
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https://successforkidswithhearingloss.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Lipreading-mouth-positions.jpg 

Linguistics:  
Deaf Community
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• Figure out what you’re already 
doing that meets the standards

• Like using plain language

• Figure out what you’re already 
doing that can be either labeled or 
modified to meet Standards

• Like changing forms to plain language

• Invite your “end users” to help 
create what’s still needed (Spoiler alert: 
community engagement)

When It Comes to CLAS
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Remember: everything we do is hard...
                                   SO
              ....Lean on your partners 
          to help you to “do hard better.”
                            https://www.annfammed.org/content/annalsfm/22/1/70.full.pdf

https://greatplainsqin.org/blog/great-plains-qin-clas-playbook-understand-identify-create/ 
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Familiarity with how HHS’s National 
Standards of Culturally and Linguistically 
Appropriate Services (CLAS) link to daily 
patient care

2. Familiarity with how Health Literacy 
concepts and Plain Language usage 
intersects with CLAS

3. Ideas on how to leverage providers’ 
current Plain Language use to further 
increase efficiency and patient satisfaction

4. Ideas on how organizations can leverage 
Plain Language and Health Literacy 
for Community Engagement options

1. Plain Language 
• The Languages of Medicine
• What Plain Language is
• Personal/Organizational use 

2. CLAS
• What it is
• Examples

3. Health Literacy
• Definitions
• Review Basic Concepts

4.   Organizational ideas for
        leveraging PL/HL in CE efforts
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Plain language is another important concert. Plain language is a 
strategy for making written and oral information easier to 
understand; communication that users can understand the first 
time they read or hear it. A plain language document is one in 
which people can find what they need, understand what they find, 
and act appropriately on that understanding. To learn more about 
plain language you may visit www.plainlanguage.gov.

Another important concept is Health Literacy and health literacy 
has to do with differences in communication skills of lay people 
and health professionals, as well as differences in their knowledge 
of the health topics being discussed. It also has to do with cultural 
barriers, and sometimes there exists when a language barrier 
exists as well. It.s important to remember that even highly literate 
people report difficulty understanding health information.

https://thinkculturalhealth.hhs.gov/resources/presentations/7/a-primer-on-communication-and-language-assistance 
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https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/38333767/ 

“Health” Definition

…is a state of complete physical, 
mental …
and social well-being …
and not merely the absence of disease or 
infirmity.
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Literacy Definition

https://nces.ed.gov/naal/fr_definition.asp 
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Intersection of 
“health” and “literacy”

Literacy impacts health
Can we health providers/organizations 
improve literacy?

If we improve literacy, can we impact 
health?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes


https://www.facebook.com/RHIhub
https://www.linkedin.com/company/ruralhealthinfo/
https://twitter.com/ruralhealthinfo
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCA24bL6zHNG8xUbuU_gT1PQ


ruralhealthinfo.org

Intersection of 
“health” and “literacy”

Literacy impacts health

Can we providers/organizations
 improve literacy?
If we improve literacy, can we 
impact health?

I.M.O.
I can’t improve someone’s literacy…
...But, just knowing that fact...
Is there something within my 
control that allows me to impact my 
patient’s health?
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Intersection of 
“health” and “literacy”

What is that “something”?

Understand the impact of health literacy 
and its concepts and speaking – not just 
writing – in plain language
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Santana, Stephanie et al. “Updating Health Literacy for Healthy People 
2030: Defining Its Importance for a New Decade in Public 
Health.” Journal of public health management and practice : 
JPHMP vol. 27,Suppl 6 (2021): S258-S264.

Official Health Literacy Definitions:

Office of Disease Prevention and Health
Promotion

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8435055/pdf/jpump
-27-s258.pdf 
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Santana, Stephanie et al. “Updating Health Literacy for Healthy People 2030: Defining Its Importance 
for a New Decade in Public Health.” Journal of public health management and practice : JPHMP vol. 
27,Suppl 6 (2021): S258-S264.

Personal health literacy:
The degree to which individuals have the ability to find, 
understand, and use information and services to inform 
health-related decisions and actions for themselves and 
others.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8435055/pdf/jpum
p-27-s258.pdf 
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KMT’s paraphraseSantana, Stephanie et al. “Updating Health Literacy for Healthy People 2030: 
Defining Its Importance for a New Decade in Public Health.” Journal of public health management and 
practice : JPHMP vol. 27,Suppl 6 (2021): S258-S264.

Personal health literacy paraphrased:
The degree to which individuals [personally take on the 
task and using ] have the ability [and skill set] to find, 
[by sifting through all the brochures and today’s internet 
health information] understand, and [understand it well 
enough to] use information and services to inform health-
related decisions and actions for themselves and others.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8435055/pdf/jpum
p-27-s258.pdf 
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Adapted from the CDC’s 
2017 Health Literacy for 
Public Health Professionals.

2024 version:
https://www.train.org/cdctrai
n/course/1105934/details 
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Santana, Stephanie et al. “Updating Health Literacy for Healthy People 2030: Defining Its 
Importance for a New Decade in Public Health.” Journal of public health management and 
practice : JPHMP vol. 27,Suppl 6 (2021): S258-S264.

Official Health Literacy Definitions:
Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion Health 

People 2030 Primary Focus

Added in 2019-->Organizational health literacy: the degree to 
which organizations equitably enable individuals to find, 
understand, and use information and services to inform health-related 
decisions and actions for themselves and others.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8435055/pdf/jpump-27-
s258.pdf 
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J-school Master’s 
2013 Capstone 
Project:
Cronkite News reporter

ruralhealthinfo.org

https://cronkitenewsonline.com/2013/10/doctors-providers-health-literacy-helps-
patients-better-understand-care/index.html 
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2017 2022

https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/rural-monitor/digital-health-literacy/ 
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https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/toolkits/health-literacy 
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Basic Concepts of Health Literacy
The Voices of Experts

https://www.graceresourceministries.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/HLiteracy-1-1549x871.png 

Quotes from experts interviewed 
for the RHIhub health literacy 
series
• 5 important concepts
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#1

“When I give audiences the statistics that a third to 
half of Americans have trouble just reading, and then I 
tell them that only one in ten of all Americans 
have any proficiency with understanding health
information, they sit in stunned silence.”

Paul Smith MD 
Rural health literacy researcher and family medicine physician
Professor, Department of Family Medicine and Community Health, 
University of Wisconsin-Madison

https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/rural-monitor/rural-health-literacy 
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Of the 10% of adults considered proficient by health literacy standards, 
stressful situations can decrease their health information processing 
skills.

(My FAVORITE quote! Re: disease as the Great Equalizer!)
“...Even for the folks who do have proficiency, all you have to do is to give them a 
cancer diagnosis, make them sleep deprived, experiencing severe pain, 
any of those things that happen all the time in a hospital or an emergency 
room, anybody, anybody with those things happening is going to have 
trouble processing, remembering, or making decisions related to healthcare 
information...” Paul Smith MD 

Rural health literacy researcher and family medicine physician
Professor, Department of Family Medicine and Community Health
University of Wisconsin-Madison

https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/rural-monitor/rural-health-literacy 

#2
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Stan Hudson
Director of Professional Development and 
Training for the Institute for Healthcare 
Advancement
Previous Director Wisconsin Health Literacy

“Think about it: Providers don't need patients to translate 
plain language into a medical jargon in order for them to make a 
specific diagnosis or create a treatment plan.

Providers can forget to translate their information back into 
plain language for their patients. This lends to the creation of an 
unequal system of information-sharing in healthcare.”

https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/rural-monitor/digital-health-literacy 

#3
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Cynthia Baur PhD 
Secretary's Advisory Committee on National Health Promotion and
Disease Prevention Objectives for 2030's Health Literacy Subgroup
Director of the University of Maryland School of 
Public Health Horowitz Center for Health Literacy,

"Health literacy is a pretty straightforward idea. Most people know that 
understanding what's going on with their health is important. 

They also understand and have experienced that getting good care and 
services and information is way more burdensome than it needs to be. 
However, they’re [patients] not really sure what to do about it. 

They feel it's their problem — their lack of knowledge or skill, which leads to 
their inability to access what they need. However, what they're actually dealing 
with is a highly impenetrable system.”

https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/rural-monitor/digital-health-literacy 

#4
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My second favorite quote (re: plain is more professional then jargon):
“My job is showing how everyday words actually 
maximize the professional look and sound of a medical 
message or form. And for school nurses, it helps get those 
school forms back to the nurse.”

Pontius, Deborah J. “Health literacy. Part 1. Practical 
techniques for getting your message home.” NASN school 
nurse (Print) vol. 28,5 (2013): 247-52.

Pontius, Deborah J. “Health literacy. Part 2. Practical techniques 
for getting your message home.” NASN school nurse (Print) vol. 
29,1 (2014): 30-42.

https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/rural-monitor/delivering-health-information 

Deborah Pontius RN
School Nurse
Frontier area of Lovelock, Nevada
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Another favorite quote (aka: Educate ... Avoid advocating):
“Health literacy is not actively arguing about what health 
behavior must be used to stay healthy. 

That's not going to work with a lot of people. 

It's making sure people have access to well-vetted health 
information that's easy to understand. That way people 
make up their own minds.” Stan Hudson

Director of Professional Development and 
Training for the Institute for Healthcare 
Advancement
Previous Director Wisconsin Health Literacy

#5
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Economic Impact is BIG

Eichler, Klaus et al. “The costs of limited health literacy: a systematic review.” International journal of 
public health vol. 54,5 (2009): 313-24.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3785182/pdf/38_2009_Article_58.pdf 

“...The additional costs of limited HL may be 
substantial (ranges per year: on the system level: 3–
5% of the total health care cost; on the patient 
level: $143–7,798 per person)...”
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Economic Impact is BIG
Analysis of  2005-2008 data

Rasu, Rafia S et al. “Health Literacy Impact on 
National Healthcare Utilization and 
Expenditure.” International journal of health 
policy and management vol. 4,11 747-55. 17 
Aug. 2015.

For several reasons, it’s unlikely 
to ever be measured again and 
unlikely to see any further 
economic impact study like 
these.
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Scholarly Evidence: Healthcare Outcomes v. 
Health Literacy

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/?term=health+literacy+and+healthcare+outcome
s&filter=years.2000-2024&sort=date 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In other words, no formula can tell you if you have conveyed the information clearly. . . . The final test of whether any piece of writing meets its goal of communicating information comes when humans read it 

https://www.facebook.com/RHIhub
https://www.linkedin.com/company/ruralhealthinfo/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/?term=health+literacy+and+healthcare+outcomes&filter=years.2000-2024&sort=date
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/?term=health+literacy+and+healthcare+outcomes&filter=years.2000-2024&sort=date


ruralhealthinfo.org

Intersection of 
“health” and “literacy”

Literacy impacts health
I know I can’t improve someone’s literacy…
But...
Just knowing that fact, what I can still 
impact my patient’s health by leveraging plain
Language, health literacy concepts
and being mindful of my own first language
impacts on my patient’s cultural and 
linguistic needs.

Can we providers/organizations
improve literacy?
If we improve literacy, can we 
impact health?
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Intersection of 
“health” and “literacy”

How Do I Know 
I’m Making Myself

Clear?
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The Teach-Back Method 
• Simple in Concept

https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/improve/precautions/tool5.html# 

Providers’ tool to assess if we’ve explained medical 
information in a way that patients and their
families could understand.
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The Teach-Back Method: 
• Simple in Concept

https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/improve/precautions/tool5.html# 

KEY principle for Teach-Back: 
The patient SHOULD NEVER
be made to feel like THEY are being tested!!!
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Non-jargon Speaking Doctor 

There are several things that could be causing your 
chest pain, including some that are not worrisome 
and some that are more serious. I am concerned, 
however, that this may be serious and that your 
symptoms may be caused by your heart muscle not 
getting enough oxygen, which is called a heart 
attack. I’m sending you to the emergency department 
for testing to see if that’s the case. There they will 
check blood work and run some tests. If they do find 
it is a heart attack, they’ll start treatment right away. 
However, if the tests are normal, they’ll still admit 
you to the hospital overnight to repeat the tests and 
make sure they stay normal.

How should this doctor phrase 
a question to determine if  they
were clear in their explanation?
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Examples of Teach-Back Starters → 
• “Just to be safe, I want to make 

sure we are on the same page. 
Can you tell me…” 

•  “I want to make sure that I 
explained things clearly. Can you 
explain to me…” 

•  “Can you show me how you 
would use your inhaler at home?”

https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/professionals/quality-patient-
safety/patient-family-engagement/pfeprimarycare/TeachBackClinicianJobAid-Poster.pdf 

Will these patients feel like they are being tested?
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Non-jargon Speaking Doctor 

There are several things that could be causing your 
chest pain, including some that are not worrisome 
and some that are more serious. I am concerned, 
however, that this may be serious and that your 
symptoms may be caused by your heart muscle not 
getting enough oxygen, which is called a heart 
attack. I’m sending you to the emergency department 
for testing to see if that’s the case. There they will 
check blood work and run some tests. If they do find 
it is a heart attack, they’ll start treatment right away. 
However, if the tests are normal, they’ll still admit 
you to the hospital overnight to repeat the tests and 
make sure they stay normal.

How should this doctor phrase 
a question to determine if  they
were clear in their explanation?

• Do you have any questions?
• Did I explain this well?
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• Do you have any questions?
• Even if a patient’s thinkin’: “Where do I even start,” they’ll usually just head shake “no”

• Did I explain this well?
• Patient’s thinkin’: Should I tell them ”No?” or  should I just say “Yes?” because it seems like 
   they really care about what’s going on...”

• ME: I’ve used a lot of my words to explain this stuff. Maybe you  
     could better explain it using your words. When you get home
     and you want to tell someone what’s going on, what do 
     you think  you might tell them? 

How should this doctor phrase a question to determine if  
they were clear in their explanation?
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Wrapping Up Plain Language/Health Literacy
The Teach-Back Method: 
• Simple in Concept
       ...More difficult in reality

Why is it a Challenge?
As it is difficult for us to find the right words to ask our patients if 
we’ve been clear in conveying the information without it feeling like a 
test...
It’s just as difficult for patients to find the right words to tell us we’ve 
failed to clearly explain something...

https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/improve/precautions/tool5.html# 
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Wrapping Up Plain Language/Health Literacy
I.M.O:
I think it’s great method ... I use it as much now in non-clinical work as in 
clinical work

Just because it’s hard for me doesn’t mean it isn’t good for 
family/friends
It’s in my personality to seldom walk away from a challenge.

Recommendation:
Consider tweaking it ‘til it works for you and your practice.
(Eventually, could it be another time-saver?)

https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/improve/precautions/tool5.html# 
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U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, 
Office of Disease Prevention and Health 
Promotion. (2015). Health Literacy 
Online: 
A guide to simplifying the user 
experience. 

KMT opinion:
O.S.D.
The 
One 
Stop
Document
• Plain language
• Health litearcy
• Culture/Linguistics
• Written/Online guidance
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Familiarity with how HHS’s National 
Standards of Culturally and Linguistically 
Appropriate Services (CLAS) link to daily 
patient care

2. Familiarity with how Health Literacy 
concepts and Plain Language usage 
intersects with CLAS

3. Ideas on how to leverage providers’ 
current Plain Language use to further 
increase efficiency and patient satisfaction

4. Ideas on how organizations can leverage 
Plain Language and Health Literacy 
for Community Engagement options

1. Plain Language 
• The Languages of Medicine
• What Plain Language is
• Personal/Organizational use 

2. CLAS
• What it is
• Examples

3. Health Literacy
• Definitions
• Review Basic Concepts

4. Organizational ideas for
leveraging PL/HL in CE 

efforts
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NOTE: “Community” will need to be defined 
by any project. 

Organizational Ideas for Leveraging 
Plain Language in Community Engagement Efforts

https://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/communityengagement
/pdf/PCE_Report_508_FINAL.pdf 

“...the process of working collaboratively with and through 
groups of people affiliated by geographic proximity, special 
interest, or similar situations to address issues affecting the 
well-being of those people...”

“...Community engagement can take many forms, and 
partners can include organized groups, agencies, 
institutions, or individuals...”
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“But a “must” in this step is engaging your non-
medical community. When you think you’ve connected 
with all of them, it’s been my observation that you 
probably don’t have them all. That’s the time to stop. 
Rethink your stakeholders.”

Advice on Community Engagement from a Rural 
GME/Graduate Medical Education Expert

Lou Sanner MD
Assistant Prof University of Wisconsin Dept of Family Medicine 
Community Health Residency Program Solutions  Consultant
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KMT’s advice: “Remember: What we do is hard.”

“The more hesitant you are to engage a particular non-
medical — or medical, for that matter — stakeholder, the 
more likely that stakeholder will add to your efforts.

“Embrace the naysayer!”
     and
“Don’t forget the teens!”
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Our “Tweakable/Replicable” Community Engagement Project:

Community: Rural newspaper readers in
at sites of MSIII clinical rotations
Partners: 
• NDRHA
• UNDSMHS Dept Fam/Comm Med
• Center for Rural Health
• Rural newspaper editors
Outcomes:
• 60 stories in plain language
• 17 rural newspapers
• 3 states
• 1 urban ND paper https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/project-examples/1095 
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Our “Tweakable/Replicable” Community Engagement Project:

Most pure form of plain 
language I’m involved with:

• https://www.ndrha.org/trhe/articles/a-to-z

https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/project-examples/1095 
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• Why rural newspapersData says we should!
• 2017: “Rural Health Literacy: Who’s Delivering Health Information?”

• “Newspapers are read, re-read, clipped, and saved. That clipping is 
taken to clubs, card games, and shared in all kinds of settings. It’s 
a natural medium for rural America...”

       --Surveys: 85% of rural residents get a weekly newspaper 
       --Offer different information than radio/TV soundbite

    *Allen Beerman, Executive Director, Nebraska Newspaper Assn
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/rural-monitor/delivering-health-information/ 
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Viewership data

Organization Date (overlapping) Page views Average story views

Participating rural 
newspapers

Unable to do “Teach-back” =N/A for hardcopy or online viewership or 
reader feedback
Surrogate voice: Editors report: “Why don’t you publish more of these?”

North Dakota Rural 
Health Association 
website

9.1.2019 – 12.8.2022 5,501 N/A

1.1.22 – 11.17.22 4,470 N/A

5.1.22 – 4.17.2023 5,214 40 (range 5 - 378)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes


https://www.facebook.com/RHIhub
https://www.linkedin.com/company/ruralhealthinfo/
https://twitter.com/ruralhealthinfo
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCA24bL6zHNG8xUbuU_gT1PQ


ruralhealthinfo.org

Suggestions for Plain Language Public Health 
Education Projects

• As an organization — or as an individual — don’t hesitate to create 
original content INHOUSE ... Nobody knows your community like 
you do!

• Leverage federal and state public health information and “translate” it so it matches your 
local culture and its linguistics.

• Revise a patient information form 
• Including a digital form (?challenge depending on IT support?)

• Revise a brochure
• EX: Advice on colon cancer screening options
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“90-second homemade video”
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EH-YBpVP7jo

For a 2017 story done on rural colorectal 
cancer screening
• https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/rural-

monitor/colorectal-cancer-screening
• Feb 2021: 1500 views

March 2021
In one month: ~>550K additional 
views
WHY? National Colorectal Cancer 
Awareness Month and picked up by several
advocacy groups.

What’s your take-away?
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Ideas for Plain Language Public Health 
Education cont...

• Change it up! Leverage print media instead of online
• Partner with your local newspaper and have your team 

members create content for a “special edition”
• Advertise healthcare services
• Bulk mailing so it reaches everyone with an address
• Distribute to local businesses

• Local magazines 
• Organizational newsletters
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ruralhealthinfo.orghttps://www.appropriations.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/fy_24_lhhs_repor
t.pdf#page=202

Rural Media.--The Committee recognizes the critical role local 
media plays in delivering public health messages to small or 
rural communities. Therefore, the Committee directs the Secretary to ensure that local 
media in small or rural markets are part of the Federal public health advertising campaigns. To further this 
goal, the Committee directs the Secretary, in coordination with the Assistant Secretary for Public Affairs and their 
media buyer contractors, to prioritize local news media in rural areas for HHS Federal advertising campaigns to reach 
citizens in these communities with key health messages. Local media should include newspapers, including non-
daily newspapers, television, and radio. 

Senate Appropriations Committee
DEPARTMENTS OF LABOR, HEALTHAND HUMAN SERVICES, AND 
EDUCATION, AND RELATED AGENCIES APPROPRIATION BILL, 2024 
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Using Plain Language
The CLAS-y Compliant Style of 

Healthcare Conversations and Communication

“...Increasingly complex medical care in a more equitable, 
cost-efficient, time-efficient – not to mention regulation-
compliant – manner..."

Leverage & expand your current use of plain language – 
emphasize your personal and organizational attention to the 
nuances of culture and linguistics – and you will impact your 
healthcare delivery to the urban or rural population you serve.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes


https://www.facebook.com/RHIhub
https://www.linkedin.com/company/ruralhealthinfo/
https://twitter.com/ruralhealthinfo


ruralhealthinfo.org

Kay Miller Temple MD, MMC
Health and Medical Content Writer | Rural 
Health Information Hub
University of North Dakota Center for Rural 
Health
1301 N Columbia Road, Stop 9037 | Grand 
Forks, ND 58202-9037
Direct: 701-777-6146 | Toll-free: 1-800-270-
1898
kay.millertemple@und.edu 
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