It’s becoming more and more important that
we understand which messages are getting
out to kids, who they are not reaching and
the subsequent health-related outcomes.
– D r. deena chis ol m

stand who is using the internet, but also
the characteristics associated with
successful use. “What are the outcomes
and dangers associated with technology
use in health care? What happens if
someone misinterprets health
information on the web and makes
a bad decision as a result of it?”
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Funded by the National Institutes of
Child Health and Human Development,
Dr. Chisolm is currently studying the
relationship between health literacy
and technology in patients’ disease
management. Health literacy describes
an individual’s ability to read,
understand and use health care
information in order to make decisions
and follow instructions for treatment.

Deciphering How Technology Affects
Kids’ Understanding of Their Health
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ollically-challenged men in Utah
in the late 1800s found these treatment suggestions in a July 1889 issue of the Salt Lake Sanitarian, a Utah
magazine published in the late
19th century offering insights into
health trends of the era: Baldness
among men is a result of the scalp’s lack of
adequate sunlight. To prevent baldness, men
should wash their head thoroughly no less
than once a week and always wear
ventilated hats. Fast forward 120
years and Utah men can access
more than 313,000 internet
resources based on the query
“how to prevent baldness in men.”

is changing the way we interact
with health information and how
we self-manage our health and
illness. A recent survey by the Pew
Internet & American Life Project
shows that researching health information is the third most popular
online activity among adults, after
e-mail and general searching. The
National Institutes of Health has
started to teach its scientists how to
create and edit entries on Wikipedia, a popular cyber encyclopedia.
Can we expect these health trends
to impact how future generations
learn about health and disease?

Despite differences in their suggested prevention strategies, both
the Salt Lake Sanitarian and the internet searches highlight the shifting
market of America’s health industry.
Like print resources of the 19th
century, 21st century technology

Deena Chisolm, PhD, is studying
how youths, particularly teens,
interact with health information
technology to improve their
disease self-management or
awareness of health issues. Much
of her current research focuses on

internet use although health
information technology also
includes electronic systems patients
interact with during a hospital or
clinic visit. “Use of the internet
to deliver health information has
grown significantly over the past
5 to 10 years,” said Dr. Chisolm,
principal investigator in the Center
for Innovation in Pediatric Practice.
“A lot of groups are using the
internet as a communication
medium for changing people’s
behaviors, for example the Centers
for Disease Control’s education
initiatives and pharmaceutical
companies promoting drugs they
think you should be taking.”
Early health technology research
focused on who accesses the internet and demographic barriers to
internet use. Dr. Chisolm is starting
to dig deeper to not just under-

As part of an ongoing two-year study,
Dr. Chisolm has looked at how adolescents with diabetes and asthma use the
internet in relation to their disease. “We
wanted to focus on youths with chronic
disease because we felt they had the
most immediate need for supportive
information regarding their health
disease management,” said Dr. Chisolm.
In an effort to gauge health literacy,
patients were asked to read a block of
text that drops every fifth to seventh
word and provides a multiple choice
selection to fill the blank based on the
context of the sentence. They were also
shown props like a medicine bottle and
asked related questions like when they
should take the next dose based on the
prescription instructions. Investigators
correlated results from these exercises
with the responses the patients
provided regarding computer use.
Preliminary data showed that half of

teens with a chronic condition sought
health information online, although
10 percent of the participating teens
demonstrated low or marginal health
literacy. Despite the fact that they likely
would not have full comprehension, low
health literacy youths were more prone
to use the internet for sensitive health
topics including drug use, alcohol or
depression.
Dr. Chisolm says data like these could
help transform the way health care uses
technology to improve community
health. “It’s becoming more and more
important that we understand which
messages are getting out to kids, who
they are not reaching and the
subsequent health-related outcomes.
We intend for our data to be used to
support public health and positive
health behaviors.”

outlets could include things like directing patients to the internet for disease
management information developed
by the hospital, or providing families
electronic access to their personal
health records. Dr. Chisolm and other
members of the Center for Innovation
in Pediatric Practice are currently
investigating whether an interactive,
computerized consent system could
help patients feel more knowledgeable
about their upcoming surgery before
they provide informed consent.
Dr. Chisolm says that while her
research can surely play a role in
informing technology development,
it also suggests a responsibility that
health care organizations have to the
community. “Not all health information
can or should be presented at a fourth
grade reading level,” she said. “We have
to strengthen our community members’
health literacy and enhance their ability
to ask good questions while at the same
time developing electronic mediums
used to meet the multiple learning styles
and literacy levels of the population.”
Chisolm DJ, Buchanan L. Measuring adolescent
functional health literacy: a pilot validation of the
Test of Functional Health Literacy in Adults. J
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As technology advances, Nationwide
Children’s may integrate more types of
communications with patients
throughout their entire health care
experience, not only when they’re at the
hospital or clinic. New communication

TOFHLA
PASSAGE A

A Measure of
Health Know-How
The Test of Functional Health Literacy
in Adults (TOFHLA) is a health literacy
tool that measures reading ability,
comprehension and computational
skills. Despite its adult-specified
moniker, Dr. Chisolm has shown
that TOFHLA’s reading comprehension
component is also a valid test of
adolescent health literacy.

Your doctor has sent you to have a _____________ X-ray.
a. stomach
b. diabetes
c. stitches
d. germs
You must have an ___________ stomach when you come for ____.
a. asthma		
a. is.
b. empty		
b. am.
c. incest		
c. if.
d. anemia		
d. it.

The X-ray will ________ from 1 to 3 ________ to do.
a. take		 a. beds
b. view		 b. brains
c. talk		 c. hours
d. look		 d. diets
THE DAY BEFORE THE X-RAY.

For supper have only a _________ snack of fruit, _______ and jelly,
a. little		
a. toes
b. broth		
b. throat
c. attack		
c. toast
d. nausea		
d. thigh
with coffee or tea.

research | 13

