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Demographic changes in the United States bring diverse cultures, languages, and challenges to health care delivery, particularly for children. Providing high-quality health care that is patient centered and
equitable requires tailored care and a focus on both health care disparities and health literacy.1 Major connections between health literacy and disparities include a common focus on improving quality of
care, improving patient-provider communication, overcoming language barriers, understanding the health beliefs of patients, and a
need for pediatric-focused research.
Reports by the Institute of Medicine have highlighted health-disparity
reduction and health-literacy improvement as critical components for
high-quality health and health care for Americans.1–5 Although more is
understood about the state of child health disparities and health literacy since the release of Unequal Treatment: Confronting Racial and
Ethnic Disparities in Health Care4 and Health Literacy: A Prescription to
End Confusion,5 compared with adults, more work is needed to better
understand and ameliorate child health disparities and determine
where children ﬁt in a national health-literacy agenda.
Eliminating health disparities is an overarching goal of Healthy People
2010, and increased attention is being directed toward health and
Healthy People 2010 deﬁnes a health disparity as “. . . differences that
occur by gender, race or ethnicity, education or income, disability,
living in rural localities or sexual orientation.” Others have deﬁned
health disparities as “inequitable differences” in health, health care,
and developmental outcomes that are “potentially systematic and
avoidable.”6 Minority and low-income children experience many disparities including health conditions (eg, asthma, oral health), access to
services, and health care utilization. To effectively address healthequity issues, examining health disparities from a life-course perspective (starting with a focus on health status, health care, and outcomes
in children) is a strategy that can potentially mitigate health disparities
as children grow up and become adults.
Health literacy is deﬁned as “the capacity to obtain, process, and understand basic health information and services needed to make appropriate
health decisions.”5 Health literacy is a growing problem for Americans,
with studies reporting 90 million adults with a limited understanding of
basic health information and services.5 Half of all parents have difﬁculty
reading and understanding patient education materials, and many struggle to comprehend medical advice that is critical to the care of their child.
Through effective communication, pediatricians can help patients
and their families understand health information, make informed
decisions, and more independently manage their child’s health and
disease.7 Improvements in the health care system that advance the
knowledge and health-related behavior of families may improve
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overall outcomes; tailored interventions may be needed for families
with lower literacy. Improving health
literacy of parents and children/
adolescents is a concrete method for
improving communication throughout the health system and helping
to reduce health disparities.7 A number of studies have suggested that
health literacy may be an important

factor in mediating health disparities.8–10
Health equity is a universal principle in
the American Academy of Pediatrics
agenda for children. The Academic Pediatric Association’s vision and strategic plan emphasize an “equitable children’s health agenda.” To examine and
increase the attention given to healthdisparity and health-literacy issues,

problems, and opportunities speciﬁc
to children and children’s health, 2
conferences were held in November
2008. The combined volume of articles
in this supplement to Pediatrics includes commissioned articles that
were presented at these conferences.
Recommendations to address child
health disparities and health literacy
are included.

REFERENCES
Confronting Racial and Ethnic Disparities in
Health Care. Washington, DC: National Academies Press; 2003

1. Institute of Medicine. Toward Health Equity
and Patient-Centeredness: Integrating
Health Literacy, Disparities Reduction, and
Quality Improvement: Workshop Summary.
Washington, DC: National Academies Press;
2009

5. Institute of Medicine. Health Literacy: A Prescription to End Confusion. Washington, DC:
National Academies Press; 2004

2. Institute of Medicine. To Err Is Human: Building a Safer Health System. Washington, DC:
National Academies Press; 2000

6. Carter-Pokras O, Baquet C. What is a “health
disparity”? Public Health Rep. 2002;117(5):
426 – 434

3. Institute of Medicine. Crossing the Quality
Chasm: A New Health System for the 21st
Century. Washington, DC: National Academies Press; 2001

7. American Academy of Pediatrics. Plain Language Pediatrics: Health Literacy Strategies and Communication Resources for
Common Pediatric Topics. Elk Grove Village,
IL: American Academy of Pediatrics; 2008

4. Institute of Medicine. Unequal Treatment:

S162

CHENG et al

8. Osborn CY, Paasche-Orlow MK, Davis TC,
Wolf MS. Health literacy: an overlooked
factor in understanding HIV health disparities. Am J Prev Med. 2007;33(5):374 –
378
9. Howard DH, Sentell T, Gazmararian JA. Impact of health literacy on socioeconomic
and racial differences in health in an elderly population. J Gen Intern Med. 2006;
21(8):857– 861
10. Sudore RL, Mehta KM, Simonsick EM, et al.
Limited literacy in older people and disparities in health and healthcare access. J Am
Geriatr Soc. 2006;54(5):770 –776

Downloaded from www.aappublications.org/news by guest on February 21, 2019

Introduction: Child Health Disparities and Health Literacy
Tina L. Cheng, Benard P. Dreyer and Renêe R. Jenkins
Pediatrics 2009;124;S161
DOI: 10.1542/peds.2009-1100C

Updated Information &
Services

including high resolution figures, can be found at:
http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/124/Supplement_3/S161

References

This article cites 4 articles, 0 of which you can access for free at:
http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/124/Supplement_3/S161
#BIBL

Subspecialty Collections

This article, along with others on similar topics, appears in the
following collection(s):
Community Pediatrics
http://www.aappublications.org/cgi/collection/community_pediatrics
_sub

Permissions & Licensing

Information about reproducing this article in parts (figures, tables) or
in its entirety can be found online at:
http://www.aappublications.org/site/misc/Permissions.xhtml

Reprints

Information about ordering reprints can be found online:
http://www.aappublications.org/site/misc/reprints.xhtml

Downloaded from www.aappublications.org/news by guest on February 21, 2019

Introduction: Child Health Disparities and Health Literacy
Tina L. Cheng, Benard P. Dreyer and Renêe R. Jenkins
Pediatrics 2009;124;S161
DOI: 10.1542/peds.2009-1100C

The online version of this article, along with updated information and services, is
located on the World Wide Web at:
http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/124/Supplement_3/S161

Pediatrics is the official journal of the American Academy of Pediatrics. A monthly publication, it
has been published continuously since 1948. Pediatrics is owned, published, and trademarked by
the American Academy of Pediatrics, 141 Northwest Point Boulevard, Elk Grove Village, Illinois,
60007. Copyright © 2009 by the American Academy of Pediatrics. All rights reserved. Print ISSN:
1073-0397.

Downloaded from www.aappublications.org/news by guest on February 21, 2019

