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National Diabetes Education Program

• U.S. Department of Health and Human Services program 

jointly sponsored by:

– National Institutes of Health

– Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

– and over 200 public and private partners

• NDEP’s goal is to reduce the burden of diabetes and 

prediabetes by facilitating the adoption of proven 

approaches to prevent or delay the onset of diabetes and 

its complications.

Visit NDEP at Booth #108



NDEP’s Partnership Network

• Community for networking and exchanging 

ideas

• Provide input to NDEP on how to effectively 

reach and engage the populations they serve

• Adopt, adapt, co-brand and/or evaluate 

NDEP messages and materials for their 

audiences

• Collaborate to extend the reach of messages 

and resources



NDEP Materials Development Process

• Focus on translating science into plain 

language

• Culturally tailored, consumer friendly

• Focus group testing with target 

audience(s)

• Many materials are available in English, 

Spanish, and 15 additional languages

• Copy-right free, can be co-branded
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Objectives 

• Understand the problem of low health 

literacy 

• Why plain language can make a difference

• Understand the barriers to comprehension

• Learn about plain language print strategies 

using NDEP examples

• Understand the importance of field testing 

materials with the target audience



Before and After Examples



Before and After Examples



Health Literacy – The Official Version

• The degree to which 

individuals have the 

capacity to obtain, 

process, and understand 

basic health information 

and services needed to 

make appropriate health 

decisions. (Institute of 

Medicine, 2004)



Health Literacy –

The Easy-to-Understand Version

• Health Literacy is the 

ability to get, read, 

understand, and use 

health information to 

make good health 

care decisions.



Examples of Health Literacy Skills

• Navigate complex health care system: 

choosing insurance, hospital, and health 

care providers 

• Find and use health information on the 

web 

• Understand risks and benefits of 

procedures

• Ask questions of health care providers



Health Literacy Skills – Results 

from the 2003 NAAL Study

• 36% or 77 million American adults have 

below basic or basic health literacy skills.

• Only 12% or 25 million American adults 

have proficient health literacy skills.



Why Care: Research Shows People 

with Low Health Literacy Skills

• Difficulty reading and understanding 
medication instructions, prescription 
labels, and informed consent forms

• Less knowledge of how to manage chronic 
diseases such as diabetes, hypertension, 
and asthma

• More likely to be hospitalized

• More trips to the emergency room



Reading Levels Of 

Health Education Materials

• Research indicates most health education 

materials written at 10th grade reading 

level and higher.



Problem: The Gap

• Mismatch between reading abilities of 

American adults and reading levels of 

most print materials.



Vulnerable Populations 

• People with 
health conditions

• Elderly

• Poor

• Immigrants

• Minorities



Everyone Experiences Low 

Health Literacy 

• Stress, illness, 

and fear affect 

comprehension 

and our ability to 

process 

information.



One Possible Solution: 

Creating Easy-to-Read Materials

• Use of plain language 

strategies to create 

print materials that 

people can read, 

understand, and use.



Plain Language Definition
“Communication your audience can 

understand the first time they read or hear 

it.” (www.plainlanguage.gov)



Plain Language Is

• Easy-to-read

• Consumer-friendly

• Reader-centered

• Appealing

• Clear





Understanding Barriers to 

Comprehension



Health Literacy Video



Department of Homeland Security

“Have you ever been arrested or convicted for an offense 

or crime involving moral turpitude or a violation related to a 

controlled substance; or been arrested or convicted for two 

or more offenses for which the aggregate sentence to 

confinement was five years or more; or been a controlled 

substance trafficker, or are you seeking entry to engage in 

criminal or immoral activities?”

Yes No



Try Pronouncing These

• Gastroschisis

• Hypoxic ischemic encephalopathy

• Per favore, chiami un dottore

• Paniolo



The Burden of Numbers

• Understanding numbers means having the 

ability to interpret quantitative-based 

health care instructions, interpret statistics,  

and understand the concept of risk.

• Yet about 55% of American adults have 

marginal quantitative literacy skills.



Reducing the Burden of Numbers

• Use concrete examples to talk about numeric 

concepts.

• Compare size or weight to familiar things, such 

as “3 ounces of meat which is about the size of 

a deck of playing cards.”

• Show visuals and/or actual items that illustrate 

how much food is in a portion size.

• Explain what 9 out of 10 means by showing 

human figures: nine in blue color and one in 

white color.



Instructions and Numeracy

• Before
– Remember to accumulate 30 minutes or more of 

moderate physical activity on most — preferably all —

days of the week.

• After
– Try to be active. Experts suggest it’s best to be active 

for 30 minutes or more each day. You can walk, run, 

ride a bike, garden, or do yoga.



Summary of Barriers

• Complex language/unfamiliar words

• Long sentences

• Difficult and/or abstract concepts

• Complex numerical concepts and tasks

• Meaning unclear, don’t know how to take 
recommended actions



Examples Of Print Materials















NDEP Plain Language Process

• Chose 10 most popular NDEP print 

materials.

• Used the Suitability Assessment of 

Materials (SAM) to assign a numerical 

score and rank in Superior, Adequate, or 

Not Suitable categories.

• Conducted supplemental plain language 

analysis to provide specific 

recommendations for changes to text, 

layout, design, and visuals.



NDEP Plain Language Process

• Made revisions to materials based on SAM 

and supplemental plain language analysis.

• Content reviewed by technical experts.

• Tested materials with target audience 

members.

• Made additional revisions based on 

audience feedback.



More About the SAM Instrument

• Designed to assess the suitability of printed 

health care instructions for patients.

• Evaluates literacy demand (how hard is it 

to read), graphics, layout, learning 

stimulation and motivation, and cultural 

appropriateness.

• Identifies problem areas that need to be 

corrected.



Content – Purpose

The title in the original booklet 

did not make the purpose clear

The revised title makes the 

purpose of the fact sheet clear



Content – Behaviors

The behavioral messages do 

not stand out on the first page.

Action steps are highlighted 

in the revised version.



Content – Summary 
No summary is provided in 

the first version.

A new section, “Things to 

remember” has been added.



Literacy Demand – Writing Style

Before

• “If you had 

gestational 

diabetes when you 

were pregnant, you 

and your child 

have a lifelong risk 

for getting 

diabetes.”

After

• “Some women get 

diabetes when they 

are pregnant. 

Doctors call this 

gestational (ges-

TAY-shun-al) 

diabetes.”



Literacy Demand – Common 

Words

Before

• Risk

• Pre-pregnancy 

weight

• Be physically 

active every day

After

• Greater chance

• Get back to a 

healthy weight

• Move more every 

day



Literacy Demand – Context First

Before
• It shows you what your blood 

glucose has been over the last 

three months. The A1C goal 

for most people is below 7. 

High blood glucose levels can 

harm your heart and blood 

vessels, kidneys, feet and 

eyes.

After
• What is it?

The A1C is a blood test that 

measures your average blood 

sugar level over the past three 

months. It is different from the 

blood sugar checks you do 

each day.

• Why is it important?

• What is the A1C goal?



Literacy Demands – Learning 

Aids Via Road Signs
No clear headings or 

subheadings used

Clear headings and 

subheadings are used



Graphics – Cover 
Cover graphic too busy and 

appears cluttered

Revised cover clear and 

uncluttered



Graphics – Type of Visuals
Black and white photo less 

appealing Color photo more appealing



Graphics – Relevance
Visual unclear - not obvious 

that it’s a blood pressure cuff

Visual shows nurse taking 

blood pressure – more 

relevant to text



Graphics – Tables and Charts

Original directions not 

detailed enough

Revised directions are 

clearer and more detailed



Layout – Page Layout

Angled text box confusing Revised text box clearly labeled



Layout – White Space 

Not enough white space
Better use of white space to 

increase reading ease



Layout – Subheadings

Not enough separation 

between sections

Better use of subheads to 

break up text



Learning Stimulation
Not enough emphasis on 

interaction and behaviors 

Better emphasis on 

interaction and behaviors 



Cultural Appropriateness and 

Visual Appeal

Too many images without 

strong appeal 
Attractive family photo



Practice: Rewrite This Sentence

“Eat more vegetables and fruits without fats and 

sugars added in preparation or at the table.”

Think about:

• The main point of the sentence.

• Any problems with the sentence.

• How to rephrase the sentence to make it 

clearer and more personal.



Field Testing

• The purpose of field testing is to help 

make sure that your materials are 

appealing, meaningful, understandable, 

culturally appropriate and usable for 

members of your target audience.



Field Testing: What Are You 

Testing?

• Appeal

• Comprehension

• Usability



Field Testing: How to Test

• Individual interviews: 
one-on-one

• Focus groups: 
groups of 6 to 10

• Individual response 
via questionnaire 
completion



Focus Groups and Individual 

Interviews – Recruiting Participants 

• Recruit individuals as 

much like the target 

audience as possible. 

Look at:

– Culture

– Language

– Literacy levels

– Education levels

– Income levels



Field Testing: Why It’s Important 

• It’s the best way to confirm that your piece 

is truly appealing and easy-to-read and 

understand.

• Almost always rewarding for both 

interviewer/facilitator and participants.



NDEP Field Testing for 

Plain Language
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NDEP Plain Language Field 

Testing Objectives
• All publications revised for plain language were field tested with 

intended audience members to determine the following:

– Audience comprehension of key messages and concepts

– Sensitive or controversial content

– Visual appeal

– Cultural appropriateness

– Audience motivation for:

• Following recommended steps to prevent or manage 

diabetes

• Seeking additional information from NDEP or health care 

provider

• Sharing information with others



NDEP Field Testing Process

• Collect individual responses

– Sample mock-ups

• Circle difficult terms

• Underline helpful concepts

• Write-in suggestions

– Questionnaire completion



Partner Collaboration for 

Field Testing
• NDEP Partnership Network

– Local and state-level partners who work 

with desired audience segments on a 

day to day basis.

• Sanofi Aventis

– Corporate partner with access to people 

managing diabetes (type 1 and type 2) 

and caregivers of people managing 

diabetes.



The Role and Importance of 

NDEP Partners in Field Testing

• Partners identify and recruit target 

audience members who can field test 

materials.

• Partners provide easier access to harder 

to reach audiences.



Incorporating Audience  

Feedback
• Take Care of Your Feet for a Lifetime

– Concerned that the term “podiatrist” might be hard to 

understand.

– Asked audience which term they preferred: “foot 

doctor” or “podiatrist.” 

– Most preferred the shorter term “foot doctor.”

Introduction Remainder of text



Incorporating Audience 

Feedback
• 4 Steps to Manage Your Diabetes for Life

– Concern that images only showed older adults.

– Added photos of people between the ages of 35 and 
55 years to show that management of diabetes is 
equally important among younger adults. 

Final PublicationField Tested Publication 



Incorporating Audience 

Feedback
• Take Care of Your Heart. Manage Your Diabetes.

– Concern that the original publication title did not 

accurately reflect diabetes management for 

maintaining heart health.

– Revised title and asked audience to tell us which title 

they preferred. 

Question to Test Potential Titles Revised Title



Incorporating Audience 

Feedback
• Portioned Plate Diagram in Multiple Publications

– Respondents evaluated the “well-portioned plate” 

diagram used across publications.  

– Suggestions included the following:

• Enlarge text to improve readability of captions

• Better distinguish food items on the plate

Field Tested Image Final Image



Field Test in Your Clinic

• Identify target audience for your material

• Determine approach 

– Individual

– Focus group

– Questionnaire

• Develop field testing questions



Sample Field Testing Questions

• Please tell me what the booklet is about.

• What do you think are the three most important things 

that the booklet talks about?

• What do you like about the way the booklet looks? What 

don't you like about the way the booklet looks?

• Were there any words or ideas in the booklet that 

you found confusing? If yes, which ones?

• What would you change to make the booklet easier to 

read and understand?



Accessing NDEP Publications 

Reviewed for Plain Language

• Visit 

www.yourdiabetesinfo. 

org/publications

• Materials revised for plain 

language are labeled with 

the “Reviewed for Plain 

Language Principles” icon.

• The icon also denotes 

revised materials in the 

NDEP publications 

catalog. 



Available Publications

• 4 Steps to Manage Your Diabetes for Life

• Take Care of Your Feet for a Lifetime

• Choose More than 50 Ways to Prevent Type 2 Diabetes 



Available Publications
• Did You Have Gestational Diabetes When You Were 

Pregnant? What You Need to Know.

• It’s Not Too Late to Prevent Type 2 Diabetes

• How to Help a Loved One Cope with Diabetes



Coming Soon: 

Newly Revised Materials

• Taking Care of Your Diabetes Means Taking Care of 
Your Heart

• How to Help Your Children Stay Healthy: Tips to Lower 
Their Chances of Getting Type 2 Diabetes



Tools You Can Use

• National Diabetes Education Program 

– www.yourdiabetesinfo.org/publications

• Plain language and health literacy resources:

– www.plainlanguage.gov

– www.plainlanguagenetwork.org

– www.centerforplainlanguage.org

– www.healthliteracy.worlded.org

– www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy

– www.ahrq.gov

– www.hsph.harvard.edu/healthliteracy

– www.cms.gov/Outreach-and-
Education/Outreach/WrittenMaterialsToolkit



Take Away

• Write down three things you learned today 

that you will put into practice.

Come visit NDEP at Booth #108

for samples of plain language materials.



Thank you!
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