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Learning outcomes

• Define health literacy and its significance in speech pathology 
practice

• Describe health literacy barriers and facilitators for people with 
communication disability

• Use evidence-based strategies to support health literacy in a 
range of clinical settings and situations
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Access 
a copy 
of these 
slides:



What is health literacy?

Literacy

Reading 
and 

writing

Knowledge or 
skill in an area:

• Computer 
• Financial
• Health

4



What is health literacy?

Sørensen et al. (2012) 5

A multidimensional concept incorporating: 

Individual skills and abilities

Intended or necessary actions

Health objectives or goals

Individual and service contexts

Timeframes (e.g., lifespan)



Facilitators

Barriers

What is health literacy?

• Ability to:

• Access 

• Understand

• Appraise

• Apply

• In the context of:

• Barriers

• Facilitators

Health 
information

Access Understand

Appraise Apply

Sørensen et al. (2012) 6

health 
information



Why is this topic important?

Increases

Decreases

(Berkman et al., 2011; Christy et al., 2017; Lie et al., 2012; Paasche-Orlow & Wolf, 2007) 7

More health literacy barriers are 
experienced by:

• Minority populations

• Lower SES

• Elderly

• English as additional language

Supporting health literacy:



Why is this topic important?

“Health literacy should not
be interpreted as a deficit

of knowledge or 
understanding at the 

individual-level, but as a 
tool for policymakers and 
health providers to use to 

improve services for 
individuals, families and 

communities.”

It is not just about 
individual people.

It is a way to improve 
services for all.

https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/health/health-conditions-
and-risks/national-health-survey-health-literacy/latest-release
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Why is this topic important?

9

Individual skills and abilities

Intended or necessary actions

Health objectives or goals

Individual and service contexts

Timeframes (e.g., lifespan)



Why is this topic important?
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5% have communication disability

12% find it difficult to find good 
health information

8% find it difficult to understand 
health information

17% can’t appraise health 
information

9% can’t actively manage health

12% find it difficult to engage with 
health providers

Higher psychological distress = 
harder to navigate health system

Younger people report more 
difficulty navigating health system

Older people have less social 
support for health care

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017; Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2018)

In the Australian population: 



Activity: health literacy in your context

Reflecting on your practice setting and clients/carers/families…

1. Do they understand their health information?

2. How do you support them to understand and appraise health 

information?

3. Are they able to use information to achieve goals?

11

Think

Pair 

Share



What are barriers and facilitators?

Barriers

Things that negatively impact 
accessing, understanding, 
appraising, or applying health 
information

Facilitators

Things that support accessing, 
understanding, appraising, or 
applying health information

• ‘Moderators’ of health literacy

• Individual factors

• Environmental factors

12



We can do more of this…

How do we support health literacy?

We can do less of this…
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What are the barriers and facilitators?

Barriers

• Individual:
• Cognitive disability

• Communication/social skills

• Memory or attention problems

• Environmental:
• Poor interactions

• Attitudes of staff or family

• Poor quality information

• Previous poor experiences

14

Facilitators

• Individual:
• Motivation

• Self-advocacy, self-determination

• Resilience 

• Environmental:
• Time 

• Support

• Accessible information

• Opportunity to apply information

(Bergstrom et al., 2014; Bradbury-Jones et al., 2013; Dixon-Ibarra et al., 2018; Fish et al., 2017;
Geukes et al., 2018; Squiers et al., 2012; Mastebroek et al., 2016; Willis, 2016)

Access -> understand -> appraise -> apply

Barriers

• Individual:
• Cognitive disability

• Communication/social skills

• Memory or attention problems

• Environmental:
• Poor interactions

• Attitudes of staff or family

• Poor quality information

• Previous poor experiences

Facilitators

• Individual:
• Motivation

• Self-advocacy, self-determination

• Resilience 

• Environmental:
• Time 

• Support

• Accessible information

• Opportunity to apply information



Activity: Barriers and facilitators in your context?
Access -> understand -> appraise -> apply
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Barriers

• Individual:
•

•

•

• Environmental:
•

•

•

•

Facilitators

• Individual:
•

•

•

• Environmental:
•

•

•

•



So what can we do???
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So what can we do???
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Evidence-based strategy: Teach-back

• A communication tool to improve communication and understanding 

• For clinicians and services
• Explain clearly

• Ask the person what they understood

• Give more information or explain differently

• For individuals
• Listening and processing information

• Tell the clinician what you heard 

• Fill in gaps 

http://teachback.org/

18http://teachback.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Teach-back-Checklist.pdf

http://teachback.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/video9.mp4
http://teachback.org/
http://teachback.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Teach-back-Checklist.pdf


Evidence-based strategy: Accessible information

• Information provided in a way that the reader understands

• Just like a ramp gives access to a building, these strategies give access 
to information.

• Could include:
• Plain language

• Easy read

• Easy English

• Aphasia friendly

• Symbol supported text

19



A note on ‘easy’ writing…

• There is no perfect accessible 
resource
• Focus often on easier to understand 

than more important (harder) ideas
•Might give surface level 

understanding
•Better understanding could come 

from interaction and discussion

20(Buell et al., 2020, Mander, 2016)



How people read

• How we read depends on:
• How well we already understand the subject

• Familiarity with the vocabulary

• We skim headings and page structure

• Unfamiliar words slow us down

• Complex sentences are harder 

• Variety, rhythm, and mixed sentence length is good

• Paragraphs and line breaks tell readers there’s a new idea

21https://www.stylemanual.gov.au/accessible-and-inclusive-content/how-people-read

(Australian Government, 2022)

https://www.stylemanual.gov.au/accessible-and-inclusive-content/how-people-read


How do we make information more accessible?

• Ask readers: what do they want?
• Structure

• Chunking information
• Order of information
• Options to find more detail

• Language (words and sentences)
• Readability measures 
• Grammarly
• https://hemingwayapp.com/

• Images
• Matched to concepts
• At a level the person understands

• Ask readers for feedback

22

https://hemingwayapp.com/


Activity: Making information more accessible

Evaluate and rewrite speech pathology fact sheets

1. Discuss who the readers are 
(i.e., People with communication disability? Support workers? Teachers? Parents?)

2. What information is most relevant to the readers?

3. Structure and chunk the information

4. What words will be unfamiliar?

5. Rewrite complex sentences

6. Will images be helpful?

23



Activity: Using teach-back

With your new-and-improved speech pathology fact sheets

1. Find someone at another table

2. Teach them about the information

3. Use teach-back

4. Swap roles

24
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Resources

Harmony’s Research Blog: 
https://www.harmonyturnbull.org/2022/07/23/understanding-and-
supporting-the-health-literacy/

Accessible content style manual: 
https://www.stylemanual.gov.au/accessible-and-inclusive-
content/how-people-read

Health Literacy Resources: http://teachback.org/health-literacy-
resources/

Teach-back: http://teachback.org/
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