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Civic Literacy? Health Equity?

This is Health Literacy Month, so what about health literacy?
What’s the connection here?



Let me explain.



It’s essentially about your ability to figure out what’s needed 
for you, and others, to stay alive and as well as possible.

Alive Well
(as well as possible)

Health Literacy 



“Health Literacy”

 Many good definitions have been offered over the years



 One, in particular, has special meaning for public health crises.



So, think about the following model of health literacy 
in the context of this pandemic.



Understanding Health Literacy; an expanded model

Zarcadoolas, Pleasant, Greer (2005)

“We define health literacy as the wide range of skills, and 
competencies  that people develop to seek out, comprehend, 
evaluate and use health information and concepts to make 
informed choices, reduce health risks and increase quality of life.”

Understanding Health Literacy; an expanded model
Zarcadoolas, Pleasant, Greer (2005)
https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article/20/2/195/827483

https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article/20/2/195/827483


“In our view, a health literate person is able to use health concepts           
and information generatively – applying information to novel 
situations.  A health literate person is able to participate in the 
ongoing public and private dialogues about health, medicine, 
scientific knowledge and cultural beliefs.”

Understanding Health Literacy; an expanded model
Zarcadoolas, Pleasant, Greer (2005)
https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article/20/2/195/827483

Understanding Health Literacy; an expanded model

Zarcadoolas, Pleasant, Greer (2005)

https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article/20/2/195/827483


Elements of this E-X-P-A-N-D-E-D model

Their model suggests that becoming functionally health literate actually 
requires some key abilities in 4 central domains – additional kinds of 
literacy, including: health literacy, ad 
▪ fundamental literacy
▪ science literacy
▪ cultural literacy
▪ civic literacy 

Understanding Health Literacy; an expanded model
Zarcadoolas, Pleasant, Greer (2005)
https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article/20/2/195/827483

https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article/20/2/195/827483


Elements of this E-X-P-A-N-D-E-D model

Of special interest, with respect to this pandemic, is the need for 
civic literacy. actually requires some key abilities in 4 central domains –
additional kinds of literacy – including: health literacy, ad 
▪ fundamental literacy
▪ science literacy
▪ cultural literacy
▪ civic literacy 

Understanding Health Literacy; an expanded model
Zarcadoolas, Pleasant, Greer (2005)
https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article/20/2/195/827483

https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article/20/2/195/827483


Civic Literacy  

What that can entail in the context of this ongoing coronavirus pandemic

According to their expanded model, civic literacy refers to “abilities that 
enable citizens to become aware of public issues and to become involved 
in the decision-making process”. 

They listed 3 requirements to achieve some degree of civic literacy:

Understanding Health Literacy; an expanded model
Zarcadoolas, Pleasant, Greer (2005)
https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article/20/2/195/827483

https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article/20/2/195/827483


    For example:
    “Should I wear a face mask to protect other people or not?”

Yes! No!

Understanding Health Literacy; an expanded model
Zarcadoolas, Pleasant, Greer (2005)
https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article/20/2/195/827483

 1. An awareness that individual health decisions can   

     impact public health 

https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article/20/2/195/827483


    For example:
    “Which elected officials will help the greatest number of people  
      to stay alive and well?”

Understanding Health Literacy; an expanded model
Zarcadoolas, Pleasant, Greer (2005)
https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article/20/2/195/827483

 2. A knowledge of civic and governmental processes 

https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article/20/2/195/827483


    For example:
    “Should I get my information about how to stay alive and well 
     from this source of information or that source of information?”

Understanding Health Literacy; an expanded model
Zarcadoolas, Pleasant, Greer (2005)
https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article/20/2/195/827483

 3. Some level of media literacy

This? That?

https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article/20/2/195/827483


    For example:
    “Is the COVID pandemic real or fake? Do vaccines cause more help 
     or more harm? And where can I get information that I can trust?”

Understanding Health Literacy; an expanded model
Zarcadoolas, Pleasant, Greer (2005)
https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article/20/2/195/827483

 3. Some level of media literacy

This? That?

https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article/20/2/195/827483


So, in this model, having some degree of health literacy involves 
having some degree of civic literacy. 



And having some degree of civic literacy involves 
having some degree of media literacy. 



So, let’s focus in on media literacy and how it can help
to promote health and health equity. 



To do so, I’ll hand this over to Sarah.



Two approaches to counter misinformation: 

● Make people more resilient to misinformation before 

they encounter it: inoculation & media literacy 

● Debunk misinformation after people have been exposed



Inoculation 

● Explain misleading or manipulative argumentation strategies to people 

○ Help them build “cognitive antibodies” 

● Two steps: 
1. Warn of impending threat of misinformation:

Some people try to cast doubt on the safety & efficacy of approved COVID-19 vaccines. 

2. Refute the anticipated argument or evidence:

One technique they use is to mischaracterize the evidence base affirming the safety 
and effectiveness of COVID-19 vaccines and instead claim that there is insufficient 
evidence or lack of expert consensus about the safety of the vaccines. 



Media Literacy Education 

● The need is real 
○ Most people need more support learning to evaluate 

online information 

● Learning opportunities & outcomes are not equitably 
distributed



1) Teach strong approaches to evaluations 

Who is 

behind this 

information? 

What is the 

evidence?

What do 

other 

sources say? 

Three questions to consistently ask online: 

McGrew et al., 2018





Fact Checker



Stanford Student



Lateral Reading

Wineburg & McGrew, 2019



Wineburg & McGrew, 2019

Which site is more reliable? 



Lateral reading in practice: 



2) Explicitly address flawed approaches



● These features are not related to reliability

● But many people believe they are



The good news: Teaching stronger approaches works!

Wineburg et al., 2019



The good news: Teaching stronger approaches works!

Breakstone et al., 2021



Debunking 

from The Debunking Handbook 2020



Before you debunk, ask yourself: 

● Is this story circulating widely? 
○ If not, it may be better left alone 

● Is the framing of the misinformation fluid? 
○ If it is, it may be better to use your own talking points instead of 

debunking theirs 

● Are you trusted by the target group? 
○ If not, leave debunking to someone who is

The Debunking Handbook 2020
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What we’re still learning 



Thank you!
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