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October is Health Literacy Month, and it’s a really important cause to me. Health

literacy is how well you understand health terms to make the best decisions for your

health. The world of health care can be super confusing, which can be dangerous.

If you don’t understand how to take a medicine you’re prescribed, and don’t take it

properly, you might make yourself sicker or unknowingly harm yourself. If you don’t

understand discharge instructions at the hospital (like how to care for stitches or a

broken bone), you might end up having to go back, and if you don’t understand

something your doctor tells you, you might be putting yourself in all kinds of danger.

This is why it’s important to advocate for your own health and take an active role in

managing and understanding your health care. Being as informed as possible will

help you make the best decisions for your own health. When I was a kid, my parents

were my health advocates. They would make sure I stayed up to date on my

vaccines, saw my doctor regularly, and they would ask the doctor questions to

make sure they fully understood everything. As I’ve gotten older and have become

my own health advocate, I’ve learned that it’s not always easy, even for someone

like me, whose job it is to make complex health information easier to understand.

There are a few habits I’ve adopted over the years that really help. I’m a writer, so,

naturally, writing things down and taking notes was the first thing I started doing at
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doctor’s appointments. This made a huge difference in helping me remember

everything the doctor said. Taking notes plus bringing a family member or friend

when I can is even better, because they may pick up on things that I didn’t. I also

come prepared with my own notes about my medical history, my family history, and

a list of medications I take. Writing everything down ahead of time helps make sure

I don’t forget anything, and hopefully makes things easier for my doctor.

I also bring a list of any questions I want to make sure to ask the doctor, especially

if I’m going to an annual physical or exam and it’s been a year since I’ve seen them

– I want to make sure everything gets addressed! This is really helpful if I’m thinking

about adding a new vitamin to my daily regimen and I want to make sure there are

no risks in doing so, or if I’m thinking about trying out something as simple as a new

workout. Even if it feels like a stupid or irrelevant question, I ask it anyway, because

the more I know, the better advocate I can be for myself.

The best thing I’ve learned to do to be my own advocate is to be honest with my

doctors and to not be afraid to interrupt them if I need to. If their explanations

aren’t making sense or are completely confusing to me, I always stop them and ask

them to explain whatever it is in simpler words. If I don’t do this, then my doctors

will wrongly assume that I understand everything they’re saying, and that could be

bad – I might not understand the correct way to take a medication, or I might not

completely understand the potential risks of a procedure I’m going to have.

Health literacy and being your own health advocate may feel intimidating, but it’s

something we all should do. Taking notes at my doctor’s appointments, being

prepared with my health information and questions, being honest with my doctors,

and never being afraid to ask questions have all helped me so much as I’ve

navigated living with polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS). It also helped a lot when I

moved to Colorado from New York and had to find new doctors who were definitely

unfamiliar with my care. It helps me know that I’m getting the best care I can for

myself, and I hope that these tips will help you get the best care you can, too.
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