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You just prescribed a potent drug that could be 
very helpful for your patient's condition. But as 
she leaves your office, you question whether this 
patient really understands the instructions you just 
gave. While you hope you did a good job 
explaining, you are concerned because any errors 
she might make could be life-threatening.  
 
The only way to know for sure whether patients 
understand is by asking. One technique to do just 
that is the "teach-back," in which providers ask 
patients to state in their own words (i.e. teach 
back) key concepts, decisions, or instructions just 
discussed. 
 
Many providers begin with statements such as, “I 
want to make sure I explained this clearly. When 
you go home today, what will you tell your  
[friend or family member] about [key point just 
discussed]?” If patients cannot restate your 
instructions correctly, then explain again by 
drawing pictures or using simpler words (without 
talking down to your patient). Use the teach-back 
again and repeat this process until you confirm that 
the key message is correctly understood. If you 
know you explained this well but after two or three 
tries the patient still does not seem to “get it,” then 
look for other explanations (beyond your teaching) 
about why the message was not understood.  
 
Joanne G. Schwartzberg, MD, is director of the 
Program on Aging and Community Health at the 
American Medical Association (AMA) in 
Chicago, and a strong proponent of the teach-back 
technique. She is also a leader of the growing 
health-literacy movement who says the movement 
is prompting providers to question whether 
capable self-managers. Self-management and 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
health literacy are "two sides of a coin," says  
Schwartzberg. She explains that an important part 
of health literacy is acting on information, not just 
reading and understanding it.  
 
Many studies show that about half of all patients 
do not correctly follow medical instructions. 
Schwartzberg says this number is likely to be even 
higher for older patients who are diagnosed with 
multiple conditions. The teach-back technique is a 
proven way to assess and confirm understanding, 
and Schwartzberg talks about ways providers can 
make it a routine part of their practice. 
 

Health Literacy CME 
 
Learn more about health literacy and the teach-
back technique with the AMA Foundation's Health 
Literacy Kit, which is designed as a self-study 
CME activity. Physicians can earn up to 2.5 AMA 
PRA Category 1 Credits until May 2009. This 
activity will enable physicians to define the scope 
of the health literacy problem; recognize health 
system barriers faced by patients with low health 
literacy; implement improved methods of verbal 
and written communication; and incorporate 
practical strategies to create a shame-free 
environment. The cost of the kit is $35 and 
includes an instructional video, clinician manual, 
and other resources. Go to www.ama-assn.org or 
call the AMA Bookstore at 800-621-8335. If you 
would like assistance, please contact Lynn Meier, 
Senior Health Educator, at 831-430-5570.  
 
“In Other Words” was adapted with permission from Helen 
Osborne, M.Ed., OTR/L, President of Health Literacy Consulting 
(www.healthliteracyconsulting.com). Original article from On Call 
magazine, published by Boston.com/Monster, a division of Boston 
Globe Media, available at www.boston.com/jobs/healthcare/oncall. 
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