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Low Literacy Equals Shorter Life Expectancy:
Study Reveals Startling 50 Percent Higher Mortality

Not being able to read doesn't just make it harder to navigate each day. Low literacy impairs
people's ability to obtain critical information about their health and can dramatically

shorten their lives.

A new study from Northwestern University's Feinberg School of Medicine shows that older
people with inadequate health literacy had a 50 percent higher mortality rate during a five-
year period than people with adequate reading skills. Inadequate or low health literacy is
defined as the inability to read and comprehend basic health-related materials such as
prescription bottles, appointment slips and hospital forms.

The Northwestern study began in 1997 when research assistants interviewed 3,260 Medicare
patients ages 65 and older in the cities of Cleveland, Tampa, Miami, and San Antonio.
Researchers inquired about participants' race/ethnicity, income, education, health behaviors
See page 5 for more information (smoking, alcohol consumption and exercise), and chronic medical conditions (diabetes,

asthma, arthritis, hypertension, heart disease, cancer and depression).

a [ ]
I"s‘de Th I s Issu e The study showed that health literacy was the top predictor of mortality after smoking,

surpassing other factors such as income and years of education. The main cause of the
difference in mortality among people with inadequate literacy was due to higher rates of

Literacy in Florida death from cardiovascular disease.
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Lteracyinthe US Study Examines Factors Related to Student Success

) » Why do certain adult literacy students succeed while others do not? The drop out rate in adult
Funding Opportunities basic education and literacy programs is troublingly high. One third of Adult Basic Education
(ABE) students leave their programs before advancing an educational level. In a recent review
of adult education programs in Florida, only 25% of students studying for the GED took and
passed the test.

Guided by research in adult learner persistence, the Florida Literacy Coalition (FLC)
conducted case studies of eight former adult education and literacy students who have
successfully obtained their GEDs and gone on to distinguish themselves in admirable ways.
Using a qualitative research approach, this study used one-to-one interviews, on-line surveys
and personality tests to explore the life influences and personality characteristics that
contributed to the educational experiences of these individuals.

The findings do provide some interesting information to consider. The high correlation in a
number of areas pertaining to adult learner experiences, perceptions and personality
characteristics provides insight into subject matter that may be worthy of further study.

These include:

1) Participants overwhelmingly conveyed the importance of having teachers who were

(Continued on Page 4)
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Volunteering: How Florida Cities Compare

The Corporation for National and Community Service (CNS)
recently published “Volunteering in America: 2007 City
Trends and Rankings,” examining volunteerism in fifty of the
largest metro areas in the country, three of which are in
Florida—Miami, Orlando and Tampa. The report reveals that
all three regions lag behind the national average and fall
within the bottom 25% of cities in the U.S.
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The report identified several factors that affect the differences
in volunteer rates among metro areas. Some of these factors
can be thought of as challenges to growing volunteer bases. For
example, being overweight or not exercising increases an
individual’s risk of developing serious health problems; certain
factors may work against a community’s volunteering potential.
Long commutes to work, high poverty rates, low education
levels, low volunteer retention rates, small numbers of local
nonprofit associations and groups, high percentages of multi-
unit housing, and high population densities all tend to increase
a community’s chance of having low volunteer rates.

Analyzing the factors that affect volunteering can help metro
areas create plans and strategies to expand civic engagement.
Volunteer retention, for instance, has a potentially substantial
payoff with relatively modest costs. Communities can work
with their policymakers, residents, and nonprofits to identify
how to improve the volunteer experience.

Ways of Increasing Volunteer Retention

First, keep volunteers engaged in volunteer organizations.
Volunteers actually thrive on being asked to do more for an
organization they care about. Second, reach out to volunteers
who are already involved with another organization. It appears
that committed volunteers work with multiple organizations.
Third, research shows that different volunteers have
preferences for different volunteer activities. Leaders need to
see volunteers as important community and organizational
assets and try to make the best use of their time and
commitment by trying to ensure the best fit between
volunteers and the volunteer organization and activity.

Meanwhile, many of the most challenging factors to change
are associated with building social relationships across
boundaries of economic, geographic, and racial-ethnic
difference. For example, it may be worthwhile to create what
Robert Putnam calls “bridging social capital”—the social
capital that develops and nurtures the types of connections
that bring together people with different backgrounds, values
and perspectives.

Hopefully this report will increase individuals’ desire to raise
their community’s level of volunteering and thereby
collectively raise a locale’s stock of social capital. This goal can
be achieved in a number of ways, including: having leaders in a
community talk about why volunteering is so important,
flexible work schedules that reduce the effect of commuting
times on volunteering, working with schools and other groups
to spur greater community engagement among youth and
adults through activities such as service-learning and
encouraging nonprofits to reinvent and expand the roles
volunteers can play in an organization.

One might also appeal to potential volunteers by noting that
service to others may help them be happier and healthier in
addition to addressing key community interests. How they
spend their leisure time and whether they connect with their
neighbors could help determine the level of crime on their
street, how well their schools work, and how responsive their
government is. While opportunities and efforts to build greater
citizen engagement need to fit local needs and culture,
communities that work to enhance and expand the range of
volunteering among residents will make their community an
even better place to live.

Information for this article comes from:
http://www.nationalservice.gov/pdf/ VIA_CITIES/VIA _cities_
fullreport.pdf
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