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Health Research 
for Action

• A center at UC Berkeley’s School of 
Public Health that focuses on 
health communication and health 
literacy.

• We use participatory methods to 
develop and test communications 
materials that meet the needs of 
diverse communities.

• We work to empower individuals 
to take more control over their 
health.



Session Objectives
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• Understand oral health literacy (OHL) 
• Understand background and development of OHL toolkit
• Get acquainted with:
• Basic health literacy best practices. 
• CDPH/UCB Oral Health Literacy Toolkit.

• How to share OHL toolkit with dental providers



What Is Oral Health 
Literacy?



Health Literate 
People

• Are able to find, understand,
evaluate, and use health 
information.

• Feel confident enough in 
healthcare settings to advocate 
for their own needs and 
interests.
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• Present information in ways that 
improve understanding and make it 
easier for people to act on health 
information. 

• Aim to: 
• Lower barriers to understanding
• Reduce feelings of fear or shame
• Use empathy

Health Literate 
Professionals
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• Provide shame-free and 
equal access to healthcare 
and health information.

• Apply HL principles to every 
touchpoint, including:
• Written communications
• Verbal communications

Health Literate 
Organizations

Center for Healthy Communities
Office of Oral Health



“Health literacy occurs when a 
society provides accurate health 
information and services that 
people can easily find, 
understand and use to inform 
their decisions and actions.”

Healthy People 2030

Health Literate 
Societies
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Why Health 
Literacy Is 
Important

• Literacy is the single best predictor 
of a person’s health status, 
correlating more closely than age, 
income, employment status, 
education level, or racial or ethnic 
group.

• More than 2/3 of US adults lack 
understanding of health information.

• Many understand only the most basic 
health information.



Assessment of 
Adult 

Health Literacy
• 93 million adults have 

basic or below basic 
health literacy.

• Lowest 2 levels cannot: 
o Use a bus schedule
o Read a set of short 

instructions and 
identify what is 
permissible to drink 
before a medical 
test
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Proficient: 13%
Intermediate: 44%
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Health Literacy Skill Levels

Below Basic

Circle the right 
date on an 
appointment 
slip. 

Basic 

Give 2 
reasons for 
getting 
tested for a 
specific 
disease 
based on 
information 
from a 
pamphlet.

Intermediate

Determine 
what time 
to take 
meds based 
on labelling 
information.

Proficient

Calculate an 
employees 
share of 
health 
insurance 
using a 
table. 
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Low Health 
Literacy and 

Health 
Outcomes

• Poorer health status.
• Less engagement with healthcare 

providers.
• More hospitalizations and higher 

healthcare costs.
• Less use of preventive services.
• Higher mortality rates.
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Health 
Literacy and 

Health 
Disparities

• Age
• Income and education level
• Race/ethnicity
• Gender
• Culture
• Language
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Oral Health 
Literacy 

Improves Lives
• Lower rates of and dental 

caries and periodontal 
disease. 

• More use of preventive 
services.

• Better participation in their 
own care.

• More likely to get the care 
they need.
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OHL
Helps Everyone

Anyone can have difficulty in a oral 
healthcare encounter:

• Terms and subject matter can be 
new.

• Stress or anxiety can limit how 
much we hear, understand, or 
remember.
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Exercise
• The rate at which ____ _____replaces ______ _____is described as the 

air ____ _____ rate. ASHRAE recommends that homes receive 0.35 
_______ per hour but not less than 15 _________ minute per ____ __ 
as the minimum _________ in residential buildings in order to provide 
___ that is acceptable to human ____ _____ and that minimizes 
adverse health effects. ASHRAE also suggests intermittent _____ 
capacities for kitchens and bathroom ______ to help control pollutant 
____  and moisture in those rooms. ASHRAE also notes that "dwellings 
with tight enclosures may require supplemental ______ supply for 
fuel-burning appliances, including fireplaces and ____ _____ 
appliances.”
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How much ventilation do I need in my home to improve 
indoor air quality?
• The rate at which outdoor air replaces indoor air is described as the 

air exchange rate. ASHRAE recommends that homes receive 0.35 air 
changes per hour but not less than 15 cubic feet of air per minute 
(cfm) per person as the minimum ventilation rates in residential 
buildings in order to provide IAQ that is acceptable to human 
occupants and that minimizes adverse health effects. ASHRAE also 
suggests intermittent exhaust capacities for kitchens and bathroom 
exhaust to help control pollutant levels and moisture in those rooms. 
ASHRAE also notes that "dwellings with tight enclosures may require 
supplemental ventilation supply for fuel-burning appliances, including 
fireplaces and mechanically exhausted appliances.”

How much ventilation do I need in my home to improve indoor air quality?
—Environmental Protection Agency 

www.epa.gov/indoor-air-quality-iaq/how-much-ventilation-do-i-need-my-home-improve-indoor-air-quality
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Needs Assessment with LOHPs
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LOHP Needs 
Assessment 

Results
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LOHP Needs 
Assessment 

Results

Only 12.5% of LOHP respondents 
knew the complete definition of 
oral health literacy

incomplete



Training Needs and 
Preferences

• LOHPs asked for additional training about 
oral health literacy so they can:
• Use latest, best approach
• Help their community
• Reach people more effectively
• Improve health disparities
• Improve their own communication skills 

to better serve communities
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California
Oral Health Literacy 
Study



Study of California dental providers’ and LOHPs’ oral health literacy (OHL) knowledge, 
practices, training, and patient education resources. Findings inform Office of Oral 
Health development of trainings and toolkit resources. 

Literature 
Review Scan of 

guidelines, 
training & 
education 
materialsKey 

Informant 
Interviews

Understanding 
OHL in 

California

Toolkit & 
Trainings for 

OHL

Toolkit Study
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Key Findings

• Providers reported low 
use of recommended 
communication 
strategies.

• Oral health educational 
materials were in need of 
improvements.
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Recommendations

Based on study results, HRA 
recommended:
• Creating a toolkit of digital 

training materials on OHL 
for oral healthcare 
providers.
• Developing plain-language 

educational materials for 
community members. 
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Improving Oral Health 
Communications



Developing 
Oral Health 

Literacy
Professionals:
• Awareness of needs
• Cultural humility
• HL communication 

methods
– Plain language
– Clear design
– Usability testing
– Teach-back

Health 
Literacy Professional

s
People

Center for Healthy Communities
Office of Oral Health



The “Universal 
Precautions” Health 
Literacy Approach

• Treat everyone as if they have 
limited health literacy skills.
• Helps reduce communication 

errors.
• Ensures needs of all community 

members are met. 
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Participatory Design

Methods of user-centered 
design:
• Community advisory 

committees
• Focus groups 
• Key informant interviews
• Design thinking workshops
• Usability testing
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Begin with 
Empathy

Empathy makes us ask:
• With whom are we 

communicating?
• What are their 

main concerns?
• What is their daily 

life like? 
• What questions will 

they have?
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Cultural 
Humility

Approaching community interactions 
with cultural humility means:

• Accepting that you are a learner not 
an expert.

• Being aware of your own attitudes. 
• Recognizing potential power 

imbalances. 
• Accepting that it is an ongoing 

process.
Center for Healthy Communities
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Cultural 
Humility

• Differs from cultural 
competence.

• Cultural competence can lead to 
stereotyping and continued 
power imbalances.

• Cultural humility aims to share 
power.

Center for Healthy Communities
Office of Oral Health



Cultural 
Humility

• Ask whether personal identity or 
background is important to them.

• Provide a humble self-assessment 
of familiarity with those 
mentioned.

• Acknowledge discomfort and 
express gratitude.

• Ask them to make you aware of 
any inappropriate assumptions or 
statements you may make. 

Patallo, Brandon J. “The multicultural guidelines in practice: Cultural 
humility in clinical training and supervision,” 2019Center for Healthy Communities
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Oral Health Literacy Best Practices
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Oral communication 
• Use plain language
• Explain jargon
• Focus on a few behaviors
• Use “teach-back” and 

motivational interviewing



Oral Health Literacy Best Practices
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Written Communication
Locate high quality 
resources, if available, that:
• Use plain language 

(5th–8th grade level)
• “Chunk” text
• Use short sentences



Plain Language 
Examples

• Simple, everyday 
words

• Avoiding jargon and 
acronyms

• Short sentences
• Short “chunked” 

paragraphs

Center for Healthy Communities
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Plain Language 
Examples

• Sections & 
paragraphs discuss 
just one topic.

• Paragraphs and 
sentences are short.

Center for Healthy Communities
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Assessing Patient Materials
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• Choosing a material suitable 
for all audiences can be 
challenging.

• Readability scores do not tell 
the whole story.

• Judging health literacy of 
materials is a learnable skill.

• Simple resources are 
available for public health 
professionals. 



CDC Clear Communication Index (CCI)

Center for Healthy Communities
Office of Oral Health

• Good introduction to 
assessing patient materials.

• Step-by-step scoring 
system.

• Researched, tested, and 
recognized by experts.

• Downloadable from: 
www.cdc.gov/ccindex

https://www.cdc.gov/ccindex


Unpacking the 
Oral Health Literacy 

Toolkit



Supporting 
Community 
through the 

Toolkit

• Offering to conduct health literacy 
assessment of dental office.

• Providing free Spanish-language 
material.

• Improving provider 
communication techniques and 
patient understanding.

Center for Healthy Communities
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Oral Health 
Literacy Toolkit 

The toolkit has materials to help 
providers:
• Learn basic OHL principles, 

including communicating 
clearly and with cultural 
humility.

• Create a shame-free and fear-
free environment.

• Understand how OHL affects 
patients.

• Understand the need to 
arrange language services.

Center for Healthy Communities
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OHL 
Guidebook

Direct providers to the 
guidebook so that they may:
• Connect better with 

patients and understand 
their needs.

• Implement health literacy 
at every touchpoint of 
patient visit.

• Implement changes at their 
own pace. 

Center for Healthy Communities
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Practice 
Assessment

Instruct providers that the 
checklist may help them:
• Quickly learn what they 

should improve in their 
practices to communicate 
with all  patients better 
and reduce fear and 
shame.

Center for Healthy Communities
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Teach-Back Tool

Suggest this tool for providers 
who are looking to:
• Learn some easy ways to 

use teach-back.
• Practice their skills with a 

few scenarios.

Center for Healthy Communities
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The Action 
Plan

Direct providers seeking to 
implement a health literacy 
action plan. It is:
• A convenient place to record 

OHL goals and action items.
• Complementary to the OHL 

Guidebook.

Center for Healthy Communities
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The Patient 
Resource
Give this patient resource, 
called “Going to the Dentist,” 
to providers and members of 
the community you serve:
• It explains the “before, 

during, and after” of 
dental visits.

• It lets new patients know 
what to expect & how 
to prepare for a 
dental visit.
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Spanish-Language 
Patient 
Resource
“Going to the Dentist” will be 
available in Spanish by the end 
of 2021.
• Currently in production
• Has the same content as the 

English version
• Will be downloadable from 

same webpage as other  
Toolkit components
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Teach-Back 
Role Play



Accessing the 
Toolkit

CA Oral Health Technical Assistance 
Center (COHTAC) website:
• https://oralhealthsupport.ucsf.edu

/oral-health-literacy-toolkit
• Additional resources will be 

available to help you promote the 
kit.

https://oralhealthsupport.ucsf.edu/oral-health-literacy-toolkit


LOHPs Can Support The Toolkit Initiative
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Ask

Ask dental offices
• Do you know about 

the OHL toolkit?
• Do you have an OHL 

Champion?
• Have you assessed 

your practice for 
OHL?

Explain

Oral health 
literacy:
• Increases patient 

loyalty.
• Decreases 

miscommunication.
• Can be implemented 

on the practice’s 
timeline.

Emphasize

Toolkit allows 
practices:
• To assess OHL 

readiness.
• Improve provider-

patient 
communication

• Improve safety

Follow Up

Other resources 
they can use, 
including:
• The COHTAC website.



Surveys
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Additional 
Resources

CA Oral Health Technical Assistance 
Center (COHTAC) website:
• https://oralhealthsupport.ucsf.edu

/resource-center

https://oralhealthsupport.ucsf.edu/resource-center


Tobacco Cessation for CA Dental Providers:
Two New Resources

Tobacco Cessation Toolkit for 
California Dental Providers Tobacco Cessation for California 

Dental Providers: Webinar

OR visit: http://tiny.ucsf.edu/quittobaccotoolkit

1

2

http://tiny.ucsf.edu/quittobaccotoolkit
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