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Paul Smith, MD, is Wisconsin's leading voice for health 
literacy—which especially affects minority and immigrant 
populations.  He has been a key player in organizing 
regional and statewide Health Literacy Summits, and he 
frequently brings his message to the many players in the 
field of health care: insurers, legislators, and especially 
Wisconsin's health care workers. 
 
Dr. Smith is Associate Professor in the Department of 
Family Medicine at UW-Madison.  In his work on behalf 
of health literacy, he partners with Wisconsin Literacy, a 
Community Shares of Wisconsin member group.   
 
How did he get involved with health literacy? 
"A few years ago I came across a striking statistic.  A 
federal survey showed that about half of adults have 
significant problems reading. That finding just struck me.  
How can half of our patients have difficulty reading, and 

no one in healthcare is dealing with it?" 
 
What is the impact of literacy barriers in healthcare, and who is most affected? 
The strongest predictor of a person’s health status is his or her literacy skills.  And the 
health impact can be significant: poorer health outcomes, more hospitalizations, and 
higher mortality rates.  People with chronic mental and/or physical health conditions—
and minority and immigrant populations—tend to bear more of the consequences from 
inadequate health literacy. 
 
What are some of the solutions? 
"Doctors, nurses, and all healthcare workers need to learn how to better communicate 
with patients, whether it's through conversation or written materials.  Frankly many of the 
written healthcare materials out there are terrible.  Too often they're written at 11th grade 
or college level.  To help healthcare workers to communicate better, I work with 
Wisconsin Literacy to host trainings and hold Literacy Summits.   
 
"Clear communication is important for all patients, not just those with lower reading skills.  
Take the highly educated neurosurgeon in labor who is sleep deprived and has been on 
pain medication for 24 hours.  When she talks to her obstetrician about her baby's birth, 
she might have trouble understanding the issues and making decisions.  
 
"It’s not simply a matter of reading level, it's how our healthcare system presents 
information.  We need to think about communication from the patient's point of view." 
 
For those of us who aren't healthcare workers, what can we do to help? 
"You can still rely on your own sphere of influence.  Talk about this issue to your doctor, 
your neighbor, and your co-workers.  When people are aware of the problem, they'll help 
support the best solutions.  

Paul Smith, MD 
Winner of the Sally Sunde Family Advocate Award 
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"And if you really want to change someone’s life, be a tutor.  Help people learn how to 
improve their reading, or help immigrants learn English.   
 
"Being a tutor has such a huge impact on people, and there are waiting lists at most of 
the literacy organizations across the state.  Just think about the courage of the potential 
students.  They've worked up enough nerve to ask for help.  Now they are waiting for a 
tutor to step forward." 
 
 


