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GOAL

Increase awareness of providers and their teams of the 

need to review the use of written instructional materials 

in their practice, with regard to health literacy, and use of 

techniques to ensure patient and parent understanding 

of treatment goals.



RATIONALE

Optimal asthma care includes measures related to patient and parent/caregiver 

education, with regard to strategies to improve the health and well-being of 

patients with asthma. Parents must be knowledgeable about:

• Child’s diagnosis of asthma 

• Recognition of signs and symptoms of exacerbation  

• How to use an asthma action plan



LEARNING OBJECTIVES

• Describe the relationship between family literacy levels and the ability to comply with 

provider recommendations for asthma care

• Demonstrate use of simple tools to review existing practice resources for asthma with 

regard to literacy level

• Define terms such as “plain language” handouts, readability tools, average literacy 

level, target literacy level

• Address other components of patient education, including numeracy, native language, 

etc. through resources for clear communication

• Demonstrate competency in “teach back” and other oral language strategies to 

enhance asthma management patient education 



REFLECTIONS ON PART 1 (PRE-WORK)

• Thoughts about pre-reading/pre-viewing 

– What were your impressions?

– Did anything surprise you?

• If you had a chance to experiment using the “readability” tool…

– What did you learn about the handout you assessed? 



Part II



DEFINITIONS: 

•Readability formulas for evaluation of written material

•Plain Language Handouts

• Teach-Back technique for oral language reinforcement

•Numeracy concerns

•Cultural concerns



READABILITY

• Readability is the ease with which a reader can understand a 
written text. In natural language, the readability of text 
depends on its content (the complexity of its vocabulary and 
syntax) and its presentation (such as typographic aspects like 
font size, line height, and line length). 

Source:  Wikipedia via Iowa State reference



READABILITY BASICS

• Number of words per sentence and number of 
syllables per word. The higher those numbers, 
the higher the literacy level

• Also, font size, number of paragraphs and 
amount of white space influence readability



READABILITY FORMULAE
1. The Flesch Reading Ease formula will output a number from 0 to 100 - a higher score indicates easier reading. An average document has a 

Flesch Reading Ease score between 6 - 70. As a rule of thumb, scores of 90-100 can be understood by an average 5th grader. 8th and 9th grade 

students can understand documents with a score of 60-70; and college graduates can understand documents with a score of 0-30.

2. The Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level outputs a U.S. school grade level; this indicates the average student in that grade level can read the text. For 

example, a score of 7.4 indicates that the text is understood by an average student in 7th grade.

3. The Fog Scale (Gunning FOG Formula) is similar to the Flesch scale in that it compares syllables and sentence lengths. A Fog score of 5 is 

readable, 10 is hard, 15 is difficult, and 20 is very difficult. Based on its name, 'Foggy' words are words that contain 3 or more syllables.

4. The SMOG Index outputs a U.S. school grade level; this indicates the average student in that grade level can read the text. For example, a score of 

7.4 indicates that the text is understood by an average student in 7th grade.

5. The Coleman-Liau Index relies on characters instead of syllables per word and sentence length. This formula will output a grade. For example, 

10.6 means your text is appropriate for a 10-11th grade high school student.

6. Automated Readability Index outputs a number which approximates the grade level needed to comprehend the text. For example, if the ARI 

outputs the number 3, it means students in 3rd grade (ages 8-9 yrs. old) should be able to comprehend the text.

7. Linsear Write Formula is a readability formula for English text, originally developed for the United States Air Force to help them calculate the 

readability of their technical manuals. Linsear Write Formula is specifically designed to calculate the United States grade level of a text sample based 

on sentence length and the number words used that have three or more syllables.

http://www.readabilityformulas.com/flesch-reading-ease-readability-formula.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/flesch-grade-level-readability-formula.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/gunning-fog-readability-formula.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/smog-readability-formula.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/coleman-liau-readability-formula.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/automated-readability-index.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/linsear-write-readability-formula.php


EXERCISE

• If you brought an electronic example of one of 
your practice’s handouts, Google the 
“automatic readability checker” and plug it in 
OR use any patient/parent information 
handout you can find and plug it in



EXAMPLE:  SMOKING HURTS

(FROM HEALTHYCHILDREN.ORG)



AUTOMATIC READABILITY CHECKER

HTTP://WWW.READABILITYFORMULAS.CO

M/FREE-READABILITY-FORMULA-TESTS.PHP

(Don’t forget to check the “Are you human?” box)

http://www.readabilityformulas.com/free-readability-formula-tests.php


EXAMPLE OF USING THE CALCULATOR

Your Results:

• Your text: Smoking Hurts 

• Flesch Reading Ease score: 49.5 (text scale)

Flesch Reading Ease scored your text: fairly difficult to 
read.

[ f ] | [ a ] | [ r ]

Gunning Fog: 8.9 (text scale)

Gunning Fog scored your text: fairly easy to read.

[ f ] | [ a ] | [ r ]

Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level: 9.2

Grade level: Ninth Grade.

[ f ] | [ a ] | [ r ]

• The Coleman-Liau Index: 14

Grade level: college

[ f ] | [ a ] | [ r ]

The SMOG Index: 8

Grade level: Eighth grade

[ f ] | [ a ] | [ r ]

Automated Readability Index: 9.9

Grade level: 14-15 yrs. old (Ninth to Tenth graders)

[ f ] | [ a ] | [ r ]

Linsear Write Formula : 6.7

Grade level: Seventh Grade.

[ f ] | [ a ] | [ r ]

http://www.readabilityformulas.com/freetests/six-readability-formulas.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/freetests/six-readability-formulas.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/freetests/six-readability-formulas.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/freetests/six-readability-formulas.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/freetests/six-readability-formulas.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/freetests/six-readability-formulas.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/freetests/six-readability-formulas.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/freetests/six-readability-formulas.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/freetests/six-readability-formulas.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/freetests/six-readability-formulas.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/freetests/six-readability-formulas.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/freetests/six-readability-formulas.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/freetests/six-readability-formulas.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/freetests/six-readability-formulas.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/freetests/six-readability-formulas.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/freetests/six-readability-formulas.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/freetests/six-readability-formulas.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/freetests/six-readability-formulas.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/freetests/six-readability-formulas.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/freetests/six-readability-formulas.php
http://www.readabilityformulas.com/freetests/six-readability-formulas.php


READABILITY CONSENSUS

Based on 8 readability formulas, we have scored your 
text:

• Grade Level: 10

• Reading Level: fairly difficult to read.

• Reader's Age: 14-15 yrs. old (Ninth to Tenth graders)



SAMPLE HANDOUTS

CDC –
• Readability Consensus

• Based on 8 readability formulas, we have scored your text:

• Grade Level: 7

• Reading Level: standard / average.

• Reader's Age: 11-13 yrs. old (Sixth and Seventh graders)



PLAIN LANGUAGE

• Plain language (also called plain writing or plain English) is 
communication your audience can understand the first time they read 
or hear it.

• The Plain Writing Act of 2010 defines plain language as: 

Writing that is clear, concise, well-organized, and follows other best             

practices appropriate to the subject or field and intended audience

▪ https://www.plainlanguage.gov/about/definitions/

https://www.plainlanguage.gov/about/definitions/


PLAIN LANGUAGE

• Center for Plain Language                           
https://centerforplainlanguage.org/

• Plain language handouts from AAP: 
https://patiented.solutions.aap.org/handout-
collection.aspx?categoryid=32035

• But…. Can still be written at a higher literacy level 

(see example handout on smoking pasted into readability checker)

https://centerforplainlanguage.org/
https://patiented.solutions.aap.org/handout-collection.aspx?categoryid=32035


AAP Resources 



PLAIN LANGUAGE

• Is anyone using AAP plain language handouts? 

• Tricks for writing your own handouts (perhaps information on 
your website or EHR portal)

• Microsoft Word has a “readability” tool 

– Under “review” tab (where you track word count, use 
thesaurus)



PLAIN LANGUAGE AND STANDARD

ASTHMA ACTION PLANS



MICROSOFT WORD TOOL



MICROSOFT –CLICK “OPTIONS”





Microsoft Word-results of
readability review



AHRQ LITERACY TOOLKIT

Source: https://www.ahrq.gov/professionals/quality-patient-safety/quality-resources/tools/literacy-toolkit/index.html

https://www.ahrq.gov/professionals/quality-patient-safety/quality-resources/tools/literacy-toolkit/index.html


TEACH-BACK

• Regardless of a patient's health literacy level, it is important that clinic staff 
ensure that patients understand the information they have been given. 

• The teach-back method is a way of checking understanding by asking 
patients to state in their own words what they need to know or do about 
their health. 

• It is a way to confirm that you have explained things in a manner your 
patients understand.

• The related show-me method allows staff to confirm that patients are able 
to follow specific instructions (e.g., how to use an inhaler).



PRACTICE EXPERIENCES

"I decided to do teach-back on five patients. With one mother and her 
child, I concluded the visit by saying 'so tell me what you are going to do 
when you get home.'...She could not tell me what instructions I had just 
given her. I explained the instructions again and then she was able to 
teach them back to me… I had no idea she did not understand… I was so 
wrapped up in delivering the message that I did not realize it wasn't being 
received".

—Pediatric office



Ask for Teach-Back in a 
Non-shaming Way

Examples:

• I want to be sure I explained everything clearly. Can you 
explain it back to me so I can be sure I did?

• What will you tell your husband about the changes we made 
to your medicines today?

• We’ve gone over a lot of information. In your own words, 
please review with me what we talked about



EXERCISE

• Using the handout that you have just used for 
the readability checker, role play “teach back” 
after letting a partner read the handout briefly.



NUMERACY

• Definition

https://www.nationalnumeracy.org.uk/what-
numeracy

…the ability to use mathematics in everyday life

https://www.nationalnumeracy.org.uk/what-numeracy


BEING NUMERATE

…means having the confidence and skill to use numbers and 
mathematical approaches in all aspects of life 

• at work, 

• at home and beyond, 

• as consumers, in managing our finances, 

• as parents helping our children learn, 

• as patients making sense of health information, 

• as citizens understanding the world about us. 



NUMERACY COMPLEMENTS LITERACY AND IS SOMETIMES

CALLED ‘MATHEMATICAL LITERACY’
• Being numerate is as much about thinking and reasoning logically as about 'doing sums'.

• It means being able to:

– Interpret data, charts and diagrams

– Process information

– Solve problems

– Check answers

– Understand and explain solutions

– Make decisions based on logical thinking and reasoning.

– Numeracy involves skills that are sometimes not adequately learnt in the classroom – the ability to use numbers and 
solve problems in real life

• In asthma care:

– Using metered dose inhaler with or without a dose counter

– Using a peak flow meter or interpreting, with help, a spirometry report

– Communicating doses of inhaler use or peak flow meter readings from health care provider to other family members 
and to school/coach, etc. in both directions

– Using the Asthma Control tool to report numbers of days of symptoms 

– Use Asthma Management Plan 



ROTHMAN, ET. AL



WHAT STRATEGIES HAVE YOU USED IN YOUR

PRACTICE TO SUPPORT PARENTS FOR WHOM YOU

HAVE CONCERNS?



CULTURAL CONSIDERATIONS

• Perceptions of role of physician vs role of 
patient in care management

• Shared decision-making vs. physician as 
authority

• Shame in terms of educational level 



FURTHER READING/RESOURCES

• AHRQ toolkit

• Plain language

• CDC

• Health.gov



SUGGESTED READING FOR MORE INFORMATION

• Huizinga, M. M., Pont, S., Rothman, R. L., Perrin, E., Sanders, L., & Beech, B. 
(2008). ABC's and 123's: Parental Literacy, Numeracy, and Childhood 
Obesity. Obesity management, 4(3), 98-103.

• Rosas-Salazar, C., Ramratnam, S. K., Brehm, J. M., Han, Y. Y., Acosta-Pérez, E., 
Alvarez, M., ... & Celedón, J. C. (2013). Parental numeracy and asthma 
exacerbations in Puerto Rican children. Chest, 144(1), 92-98.

• Schapira, M. M., Mozal, C., Shofer, F. S., Gonzalez, R., & Apter, A. J. (2017). 
Alignment of patient health numeracy with asthma care instructions in the 
patient portal. HLRP: Health Literacy Research and Practice, 1(1), e1-e10.



QUESTIONS?

Laura Ferguson, MD 
leferguson1957@gmail.com

mailto:leferguson1957@gmail.com

