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Objectives 

► Identify when to advise seeking medical care

► Differentiate indications for primary, urgent, and 
emergency care visits

► Identify trustworthy health information sources

► Improve patient advocacy 

► Set expectations 

► Discuss how to effectively use medical insurance
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Find, understand & use 
basic health information

Understand prescriptions, 
diagnoses, and directions 
from a health professional 

Read & understand 
medical forms and patient 
education materials 

Ability to make good 
health choices

Health Literacy 

Office of Disease Prevention & Health Promotion. (2020). Health literacy. Healthy People 2030. 



Health Literacy & Impact on Healthcare

Cost Effectiveness  
• Increases emergency 

department utilization and 
results higher costs 
• Results in additional $106-$238 

billion in costs to the healthcare 
system, representing 7-17% of 
all personal healthcare 
expenditures 

Health Improvement 
• More strongly predicts poor 

health outcomes than age, 
income, employment status, 
education level, or ethnicity 

4
Shahid, R., Shoker, M., Chu, L., Frehlick, R., Ward, H. & Pahwa, P. (2022). Impact of  low health literacy on patients’ 

health outcomes: a multicenter cohort study. BioMed Central Health Services Research. 



Patient Scenarios
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Scenario 1

A 40-year-old patient is brought to the Emergency Department by her 
partner with the complaint of intermittent confusion, severe vomiting, 
abdominal pain, and labored breathing. She is unable to eat or drink 
anything without vomiting profusely. The patient tells you that she was 
recently told she had a “sugar” problem by an ER doctor when she was 
living in Florida and was prescribed 30 days of medicine. However, she 
finished her medications when she moved to DC two months ago. She 
does not know the name of her medications, what they were for, or if 
she was supposed to stay on the medications long-term. Her blood 
sugar is measured, and the result reads “HIGH”. You ask if she has ever 
seen an Endocrinologist. “A what?” she responds. 
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Scenario 2

A 20-year-old female with no past medical history, comes to the Emergency 
Department with complaints of a sore throat and cough for 1 day. She denies 
difficulty breathing, chest pain, or shortness of breath, and she is still able to 
drink fluids and eat soft foods. She is unsure of what she can take to alleviate 
her symptoms, and she has not tried any pain medications. She read on 
social media that her symptoms could be consistent with a viral infection, 
and she is requesting thorough testing. At her request, a full respiratory viral 
panel is done while in the ED. Fortunately, her vital signs and physical exam 
are within normal limits, and she is safely discharged home with anticipatory 
guidance, return precautions, and instructions on how to use over-the-
counter medications to alleviate her discomfort. Later she shocked to receive 
a bill for $683.
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Need a doctor? 

When you suggest someone visit a health provider, do 
you instruct them where to go?
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• When in doubt: 
• Call your primary care triage 
• Go to the Emergency Department
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Urgent Care

- Small cuts requiring sutures 
- Cold & flu symptoms 
- Earaches 
- Sore throat 
- Eye discharge/ redness WITHOUT vision changes
- Painful urination 
- Sprains or strains 
- Minor burns without blisters 
- Insect bites 
- Minor allergic reactions 
- Minor car accidents* 

- no airbag deployment, able to get out the car 
by oneself, slower than 40mph, no intrusion or 
rollover of vehicle
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Emergency 
Department 
• Chest pain 
• Shortness of breath or difficulty breathing 
• Fainting 
• Head injuries* 
• Focal weakness or numbness (i.e. weakness/numbness of 

one limb, facial droop) 
• Slurred speech
• Confusion/ altered mental status 
• Severe dizziness 
• Broken bones or dislocated joints 
• Seizures 
• Burns with blisters
• Severe abdominal pain 
• Severe vomiting*
• Inability to eat or drink*
• Vaginal bleeding in pregnancy 
• Black or bloody stools or vomit 
• Uncontrolled or bizarre bleeding 
• Mental health crisis* (suicidal or homicidal thoughts, 

hallucinations, bizarre behavior) 
• Sudden vision changes 
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Primary Care 

• Physical exams & screenings  
• Medication refills 
• Vaccinations 
• Anxiety & depression
• Asymptomatic high blood 

pressure
• Chronic pain 
• Chronic cough

• Cold & flu symptoms 
• Earaches 
• Sore throat 
• Eye discharge/ redness 

WITHOUT vision changes 
• Burning with urination
• Unintentional weight loss
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When In Doubt
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Role of the CBO

How can CBOs health improve personal and 
organizational health literacy for DC residents 
navigating the healthcare system?
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• Dissemination of educational information 
• Community outreach &  partnerships 
• Preparation for medical encounters 
• Incorporate Patient Advocates into organizations
• Refer to trustworthy health information sources 

Suggestions for CBOs
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Trustworthy Health Information

How do you determine a trusted source for medical 
advice & information?



1. Government 
Health Websites 

(.gov)

18www.CDC.gov/healthtopics
www.MedlinePlus.gov
www.livingwell.dc.gov



1. Government 
Health Websites 

(.gov)
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2. Academic & 
Research Institutions

20Tend to end in .edu or .org*



3. Medical 
Professional 
Websites

21



• Be weary of social media and 
blog posts

• Understand that some medical 
conditions have similar 
presenting symptoms 

• Please discuss with your health 
provider
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Preparing for Medical Visits

How can CBOs help DC residents prepare for medical 
encounters?



4 Things Patients Should Know 
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1. Past Medical Problems 
2. Medications prescribed or advised to take
3. Allergies 
4. Symptoms 
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Handy Tips: Preparing for your visit 

► Keeping a list of your medications 
• Flashcard in wallet
• Old discharge instructions or pharmacy printouts
• Health journals 
• Smartphone 
• Medication bottles*

► Document past allergic reactions

► Journaling your symptoms 
• Onset 
• Frequency
• Aggravating/ alleviating factors 



1. What is the test for? 
2. When will I get the results? 
3. How do you spell the name of that medication? 
4. Are there any side effects? 
5. Will this medicine interact with medicines that I am already 

taking?
6. Why do I need this treatment?
7. Are there any alternatives?
8. What are possible complications? 
9. Which test/treatment is best for my needs?
10. How common is this procedure?

10 Questions Patients Should Ask
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Setting the Stage: Expectations



28

Navigating Healthcare Costs & Insurance



Paying for Medical Care

• Huge source of stress and hesitancy to seek medical care 
• 41% of adults (100 million Americans) currently facing health-care debt1

• As of 2019, medical debt totaled more that $195 billion in the US2

• 1 in 10 adults in the U.S. have significant medical debt2

• 46% of adults skipped or delayed medical care because of the cost3

• Many people in DC have insurance or qualify for health insurance but 
don’t know how to use it 
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1. O’Brien, S. (2022). 100 million adults have health-care debt– and 12% of them owe $10,000 or more. CNBC. 
2. Lopes, L., Kearney, A., Montero, A., Hamel, L., & Brodie, M. (2022). Health care debt in the U.S.: The  broad consequences of medical and dental bills. Kaiser Family 
Foundation. 
3. Colins, S., Haynes, L., & Masitha, R. (2022). The state of U.S. health insurance in 2022: Findings from the Commonwealth Fund Biennial Health Insurance Survey. The 
Commonwealth Fund. 
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• 2018 national uninsured rate: 8.5%

• 2018 District of Columbia uninsured rate: 3.2%

• D.C. with second lowest uninsured rate in U.S., behind Massachusetts

Bowser, M. (2019). DC has second lowest uninsured rate in the nation. DC Health Benefit Exchange Authority. 

DC has one of the lowest uninsured rates in the U.S.



Insurance Assistance: DC Healthy Families

MAGI Medicaid

 Adults 21-64 without dependent 
children 

 Pregnant women 
 Children under 21

Non-MAGI Medicaid
• Age 65+ and have a disability with 

resources below $4,000
• SSI recipients 
• Home & community-based waivers 

participants 
• Long term care beneficiaries 
• Medicare savings program recipients 
• Foster care/ adoption assistance
• Former foster care children 
• Need treatment for breast or cervical 

cancer 
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“I have insurance, now 
what?”

• Call! 
• Which location(s) within network 
• What is covered 
• What is the cost 

• Collaborate with health provider 
• Documentation of test or treatment 

indication 
• Choose formulary/ cheaper medications 

(generic vs brand name) 
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• Payment plans 

• Negotiate prices 

• Appeal insurance decisions

• Work with a Patient Advocate or Community Health Worker 

Know Other Options
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Summary of Actionable Items 

► Assist with triaging medical care 

► Equip with skills and tips to navigate patient 
encounter 

► Help set realistic expectations

► Recognize/ disseminate reputable sources of 
information

► Educate how to use medical insurance 

► Help patients navigate the system 
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