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Purpose  

 
The purpose of this pilot study is to assess the 
readability level of variety of patient education materials 
from one rural private primary care physician’s office in 
south Florida, compare the results with previous studies, 
and review the implications for health care providers.  

Significance 

Method(s) 

In 2011, the investigators obtained a convenience 
sample of patient education material from a rural private 
primary care physician’s office in south Florida. The 
material included booklets, handouts created by the 
physician, brochures, and pamphlets/leaflets. All 
materials were selected based on their intent to be used 
by the physician as patient education material   
  
The readability of printed education materials was 
submitted to a readability analysis using the Flesch-
Kincaid Grade level tool in Microsoft Word. The print 
material was transcribed by the researcher in to 
Microsoft Word in order to ensure accurate transfer.    
  
For the purpose of this study the investigators define 
low readability as easy to read, and high readability as 
more complex and difficult to read.    

      Table 1 

Table 2 

Results  

Findings  

Discussion 

Contact information 

This descriptive study demonstrates the current state of 
readability of the patient education material available in 
primary care physician’s office. Despite calls to simplify 
written patient education material, not much has 
changed. Previous research indicates a need for 
developing low-literate health education material. 
Medical practitioners must be aware of these disparities 
to enhance patient understanding and advocate for plain 
language patient education material.  

When faced with the fact that 47% of the US population 
demonstrates limited literacy, patent education materials 
need to be at a reading level that the majority can read. 
Currently there are no regulating agencies enforcing 
reading levels. It is up to the publisher to show concern 
for literacy levels. Previous studies have shown that 
patient education materials were written above the 
average reading level of people in the United States. 
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Estimated readability grade levels of individual 
patient education material 
                                   Flesch-Kincaid 
PE Material 1 13.0 
PE Material 2 9.0 
PE Material 3 9.0 
PE Material 4 13.3 
PE Material 5 8.0 
PE Material 6 12.0 
PE Material 7 12.0 
PE Material 8  9.1 
PE Material 9 13.8 
PE Material 10 13.0 
PE Material 11 12.4 
PE Material 12 6.0 
PE Material 13 5.0 
PE Material 14  5.0 
PE Material 15 9.0 
PE Material 16 12.3 
PE Material 17 6.4 
PE Material 18 12.3 
PE Material 19 8.9 
PE Material 20 9.3 
PE Material 21 12.0 
PE Material 22 13.7 
PE Material 23 11.3 
PE Material 24 8.6 
PE Material 25 11.0 
PE Material 26 6.0 
PE Material 27 12.3 
PE Material 28 8.2 
PE Material 29 7.9 
PE Material 30 6.3 
PE Material 31 8.0 
PE Material 32 12.7 
Mean Grade 
Level  

9.8 

Examples of material with higher readability grade 
level  

Material  Sample  Flesch-
Kincaid 

PE 
Material 
9 

An abdominal aortic aneurysm 
is the swelling or ballooning of 
the abdominal aorta. In the 
abdomen, the aorta splits 
(bifurcates) into the iliac 
arteries, which carry blood to 
the legs and other lower areas 
of the body. 

13.8 

PE 
Material 
27 

Your doctor has told you that 
you may need surgery for a 
carotid artery problem. The two 
carotid arteries are blood 
vessels in the neck that supply 
oxygen-rich blood to your brain. 
When one of these vessels 
becomes narrowed, your brain 
can’t get enough oxygen. This 
can lead to a stroke (sometimes 
called brain attack). This booklet 
explains more about carotid 
artery problems.  

12.3 

PE 
Material 
22 

Getting the most from your 
treatment starts with being 
informed. Your doctor had 
prescribed you LYRICA. LYRICA 
is a medication approved by the 
FDA to treat nerve pain due to 
Fibromyalgia, diabetes, and 
Pain after Shingles. It is also 
approved as an add-on 
medication to treat partial onset 
seizures in adults.  

13.7 

A total of 36 patient education materials were collected 
from the collection site. Twelve were disease specific 
and 24 were medication specific. The results of the 
analysis yielded mixed results and variability (Table 1 
and 2). The readability was relatively high on the majority 
of materials evaluated.  Only four of total materials 
collected scored at or under the 6th grade level for 
readability. The mean grade level was 9.8 

 
Reading levels ranged according to publication type (see 
Figure 1), yet was over all high. The majority of the 
material collected rated above the 6th grade. These 
results were congruent with other readability studies.  

Source of materials 
       

           6%  
Media 
company   

    

         13%  
Hospital 
generated 
publication  

    
        6% 
Advocacy 
groups 
(Associations) 

      

           9%  
Physician 
generated  

         
         66% 
Pharmacy/ 
Drug 
companies 

Figure 1. Analysis of sources of material collected.  
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