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Welcome to ABC Health Matters!
ABC Health Matters is a program about health literacy. Our health is one of the 

most important things in our life. The health of our family and friends is also 

important to us. Our health impacts every other part of our life. By taking charge 

of our health, we can make our life easier and better. We can also improve the 

lives of those we care about.  

Health words Health literacy is the ability to understand and 
use health information to take care of and make 
decisions about our health.

Take charge of your health
This workshop is about your health and the health of the people you care about. 

When the people we care about are sick or hurt, we want to be able to help them 

feel better. When they are well, we want to help them stay that way and live a 

healthy life. The same is true for our own health. 

Getting the right help for our health can feel frustrating sometimes. This 

workshop won’t solve all your problems, but it will remind you that you’re not 

alone. Together, we’ll learn some ways to start taking charge of your health 

matters.

In this workshop, you will:

•	 Think about your health and the health of people you care about

•	 Explore ways to get the health information and advice you need  

•	 Learn ways to take charge of and manage your health

We hope that this workshop helps you feel confident taking charge of health 

matters for yourself and your loved ones. After all, your health really does matter.
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How do you feel about your health?
Thinking about your health, your experiences, and how you feel is an important 

way of taking care of your health. Look at the statements below and check all the 

ones that apply to you. More than one of these statements may feel true for you.

I’m healthy. I don’t think about my health often.

I’m healthy. I think about my health and taking care of myself all the time. 

I worry about my health a lot, but I’m getting help with my health challenges.

I worry about my health a lot. I feel like I need help managing my health 

challenges.

None of these apply to me. Here’s my situation:

Let’s talk about it
•	 What does it mean to be healthy? How do you know when you’re healthy?

•	 �What does it mean to be unhealthy? How do you know when you’re 
unhealthy?

•	 Does being healthy mean different things to different people?
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3 types of wellbeing
Your health is made up of three types of wellbeing. All three parts are important. 

•	 Your mental health is about your feelings and thoughts

•	 Your social health is about your relationships with others

•	 Your physical health is about your body and how it works

Sometimes, you can feel healthy physically, but feel worried about your mental 

wellbeing. You can get help for all three parts of your health.*

* This information is from the Constitution of the World Health Organization.

SocialMental

Physical
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Rate your health

Let’s talk about it
•	 �Why is Sarah not sharing her worries about her health? 

•	 What advice would you give Sarah on what to do next? 

•	 �What’s one thing you would like to do to change your health? Would you 
change how you rate your health if you made this change?

Meet Sarah
Sarah hasn’t been feeling well lately, but she can’t seem to do anything 

about it. She knows she could improve the way she takes care of her 

health, but she isn’t sure where to start. She knows she should ask her 

health care provider, but they only visit her town once a month and it’s 

hard to get an appointment. Anyway, Sarah doesn’t think she’d understand 

what the health care provider would say because of all the medical terms. 

She keeps her worries to herself and hopes things will get better. 

�Now that you’ve thought about what it means to you to be healthy, what score 

would you give your personal health? Look at the scale below and think about 

your overall health. Mark a number between 1 and 10 that best shows how you 

feel about your health right now. 1 means you don’t feel good about your health 

at all, and 10 means you feel very good about your health.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Health words A health care provider is a person whose job 
it is to take care of the health of others. They’ve 
been trained for this job.
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My health circle
Are you responsible for the health of other people? Do you make appointments, 

plan meals, or manage someone else’s medication? You might do these things for 

children, an elderly parent, a spouse, or a friend.

1.	 Put your name in the centre of the circle.

2.	 �Put the name or names of the people for whom you are responsible in the 
outer circle.

Think about one of the people whose name you wrote in your outer circle. Mark 

a number between 1 and 10 that best shows how much health support they 

need. 1 means you spend only a little bit of time taking care of their health, and 

10 means you spend a lot of time taking care of their health.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
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Caring for a loved one
Caring for others can be a big job. Especially when they have health challenges or 

are sick. You may be buying their groceries and planning their meals, or helping 

them get through a difficult situation. You could also be in charge of making their 

appointments and helping them see health care providers when they need to. 

One of the most important ways to take better care of the health of those around 

you is to take care of yourself. You will be best able to provide the care they need 

if you are mentally, physically, and socially healthy yourself. 

Meet Bill
Bill is a grandfather. His grandson lives with him. Tonight, his grandson is 

sick with a fever, so Bill decides to give him some children’s medication. He 

isn’t sure how much medication to give him or how to read the chart on the 

medication bottle. Should he give his grandson the amount for his age, or 

the amount for his weight? The chart is confusing, and the print is so small 

that it’s hard to read. 

Let’s talk about it
•	 �Would you feel comfortable giving medication to someone else?  

Why or why not?

•	 �What can Bill do to make sure he understands the medication instructions 
and gives his grandson the correct amount of medication?

•	 �What are some other challenges you experience when you are responsible 
for the health of someone else? How can you get help?
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Community and Culture

Meet Jessie and Shawn
Jessie is a vegetarian, so she doesn’t eat meat. She eats foods high in 

vitamin C to help her absorb more iron from plants. She sometimes has 

difficulty getting fresh fruits and vegetables because the stores run out 

quickly and the cost is high.

When Shawn feels sick, he sees his local elder who is a traditional 

healer, as well as a health care provider, if one is visiting his community. 

Sometimes it is difficult for Shawn to get an appointment with the health 

care provider.

Our local community and culture play a big role in who we are, what we feel 

comfortable with, and what we do. Because of that, our community and culture 

often have a big impact on our health.

Let’s talk about it
•	 �How are Jessie and Shawn’s health impacted by their culture or community?

•	 �How do your community and culture influence your health and health 
needs? 

Health words Culture is how a group of people live. It includes their 
language, art, science, beliefs, practices, and environment. 

A community is a group of people that live in the same 
area or share the same culture.
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Talking about your health
Sometimes it helps to talk about your health with someone. It could be a friend, 

a family member, a doctor, or another health care provider. Talking about your 

health, and the health of people you care about, is one way to take charge of  

your health. 

Reaching out isn’t always easy. Many people have trouble describing how they’re 

feeling — putting it into words. Or they have other reasons for not wanting to 

reach out. Talking to someone about your health can save you from a lot of health 

troubles later on. It may even save your life, or the life of someone you care about.

Who can you talk to?
Think about your own community and loved ones. Who can you talk to when you 

have a health question? Who can you talk to when you feel worried about your 

health?

A health care provider I can talk to: 

A loved one I can talk to: 

A friend I can talk to:

A community member I can talk to:
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How do you manage your health?
Think about your health, your experiences, and how you feel. How do you manage 

your health needs and challenges? Check all the statements that apply to you. 

More than one of these statements may feel true for you.

I haven’t been to a health care provider in years because I’m not sick. 

I try to keep on top of my health. I get regular checkups and screening 

tests, when I can.

Something about my health has been bothering me lately.

I’ve reached out to a health care provider about my health concerns.

None of the above applies to me. Here’s my situation:

Health 
wise 
tip

What if you don’t have anyone you feel safe reaching out 
to about your health? In most of Canada, you can call the 
811 helpline 24 hours a day, every day of the year. Use your 
phone and dial 811 to be connected to a registered nurse.      
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Advocating for your health means:

•	 �Not waiting until things are really bad before asking for health advice or help

•	 Thinking about all the parts of your health

•	 �Making decisions based on the facts and advice of your health care providers

•	 �Asking questions so you understand what’s happening to you and what you 
can do about it

•	 �Knowing you’re in charge of your health decisions and what you talk about 
with a health care provider

Advocating for your health can make a difference. You can take charge of your 

health and solve your health problems before they become really serious.

Let’s talk about it
•	 �Do you wait until you’re sick before you do something your health? Or do you 

ask questions about your health as soon as something doesn’t feel right?

•	 �How can advocating for your health help you take care of yourself before you 
get sick? 

Advocating for your health
Sometimes we ask for help with our health when we get sick or have a big problem. 

But we can also think about our health needs before something is wrong. We can 

reach out for health advice and make health decisions that are right for us. These 

steps are part of advocating for our health.

Health words Advocating means taking charge of your health. 
It means asking for help and doing what you 
need to meet your health needs. 
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How are you feeling?
Your health care provider is trained to help you with your health. You can visit 

your health care provider if you have health concerns or questions, or if you 

feel sick.

One question that your health care provider will probably ask you is: “How are 

you feeling?”

The health care provider may use different words. They may ask what’s wrong 

or how you’re doing. They may ask why you are there. They may ask you 

more details about your health concerns, such as where you feel pain or what 

symptoms you are having. 

It all means the same thing. They want to know how you’re feeling so they can 

figure out how to help you. 

Symptoms are personal. Different people may have different symptoms and 
may use different words to describe how they feel. There are no right or wrong 
answers when you share your symptoms with your health care provider. 

Here’s how I was feeling—my symptoms: 

1.

2.

3.

Think of the last time that you weren’t feeling well. Describe your symptoms below.

Health words Symptoms are words that you use to describe 
how you are feeling.
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Health Care Provider You

Practicing a conversation you might have with your health care provider can help 

you feel confident and clear about what you want to say. You can practice what 

you want to say before you go to an appointment. You can also write down some 

questions or notes in a health journal.

Work with a partner. Take turns playing each role: the health care provider and 

the patient. Imagine you’re at an appointment for a health problem. You can talk 

about a real health problem or make one up. Once you’ve finished, switch roles 

and do it again.

How are you feeling?  
What brings you in today?	

Can you tell me more 
about your symptoms?

I’m not feeling so well.

Yes, I can. Here are my symptoms:

Try This

Let’s practice!

Do you care for small children? Repeat the activity, 
but this time discuss the symptoms of a child whose 
health you are responsible for. 
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Meet Maria
Maria goes to see a health care provider for the first time in a long time. By 

going, she is taking charge of her health. That’s good!	

The health care provider asks Maria why she’s there. Maria says she is 

having trouble breathing and sometimes wheezes. She is describing her 

symptoms. That’s also good!  

The health care provider examines Maria and listens to her breathing. 

Maria also has to do some tests to check her lungs. Maria completes all the 

tests. After the tests, they talk about the results. The health care provider 

says Maria has asthma and needs inhalers. This is her diagnosis. 

Maria’s health care provider figures out her diagnosis by:

•	 Talking to Maria about her symptoms

•	 Examining Maria and listening to her breathe

•	 Sending Maria for tests

Maria is worried and unsure what is wrong with her. What are inhalers? 

What does it mean to have asthma? She doesn’t ask any questions. She 

just takes the prescription and leaves.

Let’s talk about it
•	 Why do you think Maria didn’t ask any questions?

•	 What questions could Maria have asked her health care provider?

•	 Who else could Maria ask to help her understand her medication?

Health words Your diagnosis is what your health care provider 
thinks is going on with your health. 
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You’re not the only one
Maria isn’t the only person who has trouble understanding what a health care 

provider has said to them. A lot of people do. If you’ve felt this way too, you’re 

not alone.

It’s ok to ask questions. It’s ok to say you don’t understand what a word means. 

It’s ok to ask a health care provider to say something in a different way. It’s ok to 

ask them to repeat what they have said. You could say, “I don’t understand what 

you mean. Can you say that in another way?”

Your community may have different types of health care providers. They are all 

trained to provide you with health advice. You may see a nurse, doctor, or speak 

with your pharmacist. 

Let’s talk about it
•	 �Do you feel comfortable asking questions when you talk to your health care 

provider? Why or why not?

•	 �Do you have ideas or suggestions for how to make sure you understand 
what a health care provider says?

Health 
wise 
tip

When you get a new prescription, talk to your pharmacist 
or health care provider about how to take the medication 
and how it fits into your daily health routines and life.  

Health words A pharmacist is a health care provider who helps you 
manage your medication safely and effectively. They give 
you the medicine your doctor prescribes and can give you 
advice on non-prescription medicine.
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Asking questions
One way to make sure you understand the health information your health care 

provider is giving you is to ask questions. Questions help you get the health 

advice you need. 

Think about your own health, or the health of a person you care about and are 

responsible for. Think about the symptoms you described in the activity above.

Here are 3 questions you can ask your health care provider, no matter why you 

visit them.  

•	 What is my health problem? 

•	 What do I need to do?

•	 Why do I need to do this?*

* It’s Safe to Ask, Manitoba Institute for Patient Safety

Try This 
Work with a partner. Imagine you’re visiting your health care provider about a 

health problem. You can use the same health problem as before, or make up a 

new one. Take turns being the health care provider and the patient. Ask each 

other the three health questions above.

Or if you prefer, you can work on your own. Read the 3 questions to yourself and 

think about the answers you may get. 

Are there any other questions you would want to ask your health care provider?

Health 
wise 
tip

Think about your questions ahead of time so you’re 
ready. Write them down and bring them with you to 
your appointment. What do you want to know?
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How do we make health decisions?
Getting health advice is one part of taking charge of your health. After you get 

advice, you need to decide what to do about your health. 

Health care providers might ask you to make changes to how you live your life.  

Sometimes, there is more than one way to improve your health.  

The health decisions you make might be different from someone else’s 

decisions. Your decision may change based on what you know and understand 

about health. It may also depend on your life situation and where you live. 

Here are some tips to help you make health decisions:

Talk with people you trust.  
Talk to someone you trust about important health information or decisions. Ask 

them to join you at appointments to listen, take notes, or help you ask questions.

Ask a pharmacist.  
If you’re not sure about different medications, ask your local pharmacist. They 

can help you make decisions about which medications are right  

for you. 

Ask for an interpreter.  
Some hospitals and health care clinics have interpreters to help you understand 

health information. The interpreter explains the health advice in different words 

or languages. You can ask for an interpreter when you make your appointment. 

Think about your life.  
Consider your life situation: your job, loved ones, and community. How do they 

affect which health decision is right for you?
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Meet Paul
At Paul’s annual checkup, his health care provider says his blood pressure 

is too high. Paul gets a prescription for medication to help lower his blood 

pressure back into a healthy range. Paul doesn’t mind taking pills to stay 

healthy, but he forgets sometimes. He has trouble remembering if he’s 

supposed to take the pill before he eats, or after. He’s also not sure if the 

medication is making a difference. He feels just the same as he did before.

Let’s talk about it
•	 �Who could Paul ask for more information about how to take his blood 

pressure medication?

•	 �If you start a medication or health plan and have trouble sticking with it, 
what can you do?

Health 
wise 
tip

If you’re having trouble following health advice, think about 
starting a health care journal or log on your phone or in a 
notebook. You can use it to take notes at appointments and 
write down when to take your medication. 
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Health care responsibilities
Your health decisions are a shared responsibility between you and your health 

care provider. It’s your health care provider’s job to help you think about your 

health and give you health advice. They can also help you create a plan for 

managing your health concerns. 

You get to make health decisions that are right for you. It’s also up to you to 

follow the health advice that you’ve agreed to. 

Your health care provider also has the responsibility to get your informed 
consent before they begin any treatment or procedure for your health. They 

must write down in your health file that you have given informed consent. 

Informed consent includes telling you about how a medication or treatment will 

help your health, any negative effects you may have, and any different options 

that may also work instead.

Health words

Health words

Responsibility means something that is 
your job or duty to do.

Getting informed consent means that the health 
care provider tells you everything you need to know 
about a medication or treatment. You can use that 
information to make the right health decision for you. 
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Health care rights
As a patient, you also have certain rights related to the health care you receive 

from a health care provider. When your health care provider suggests treatments 

or medications, you have the right to say no. 

You also have the right to ask for a second opinion from another health care 

provider. It’s ok to get a second opinion. A second opinion can help you compare 

your options and decide what’s best for you. 

Sometimes, it can be difficult to find another provider near you to get a second 

opinion. You may have to travel to another hospital or clinic. Some clinics also 

offer virtual appointments. You can ask your local health care provider to help you 

get a second opinion.

You also have the right to keep your health records and information confidential. 
This means your health care provider can’t share anything about your health with 

anyone else without your permission. Anything you tell your health care provider 

has to stay private.

Rights are something you have, that other people can’t take 
away. When you have a right to something, it’s ok to askfor 
it. Rights can also mean that you can say no to things you 
don’t want. 

A second opinion is when you ask another health  
care provider about your health problem. 

Confidential means private. It means no one can share 
your information with anyone else without your permission. 

Health words
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Meet Adrian
Adrian’s health care provider tells him he needs surgery. Adrian says ok. 

The health care provider should know best, right? But Adrian will have to 

fly from his community to the city to get the surgery. The more he thinks 

about it, Adrian’s not sure that the surgery is the best decision for him.

Meet Leah
Leah wants to talk to someone about birth control. She is 18 years old. 

She passes a clinic on the way to work each day, and she thinks about 

going in. But Leah is afraid the clinic will call her parents. She doesn’t 

want them to know.

Let’s talk about it
•	 What are Adrian’s health care rights in this situation? 

•	 �What responsibilities do Adrian and his health care provider have when it 
comes to making decisions about the surgery? 

Let’s talk about it
•	 �What are Leah’s rights when it comes to discussing birth control with her 

health care provider?

•	 �What should Leah do if she doesn’t want the clinic to share her health 
concerns with her parents?

Surgery is a medical treatment where a doctor removes 
or repairs a part of the body to solve a medical problem. 
Surgery usually happens in a hospital.

Health words
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Putting it all together

Meet Alex
Alex’s local health care provider makes him an appointment at the hospital 

for a medical test. The test might only take a few hours, but the hospital is 

2 hours away by plane. Alex will have to fly to the city in the morning and 

get to the hospital in time for his appointment. After the test, he’ll go back 

to the airport and fly home.

Alex is nervous because he isn’t used to travelling. He hasn’t been to a 

hospital before, but he knows it’s really big. He’s worried about getting lost 

or being late to his appointment. Alex wonders if he has to travel to the 

appointment alone and how long the appointment will take. 

Let’s talk about it
•	 What questions could Alex ask his health care provider?

•	 �How could Alex find out how long it takes to get from the airport to the 
hospital?

•	 What will Alex need for the flight? 

•	 What should Alex bring to his appointment at the hospital?
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Alex tells his health care provider that he feels nervous about the trip. He asks 

what he needs to bring with him, and how to get ready for the trip. He also asks 

how to get from the airport to the hospital and back. Alex’s health care provider 

answers all his questions:

•	 She helps him think about what to pack for the flight and the test

•	 �She shows him how to look up directions from the airport to the hospital

•	 She gives him advice about what flights to book to get to the hospital

•	 �She explains that the test is an outpatient procedure and what that means

Alex asks if he can bring a friend or family member to help him get to his 

appointment. He is worried about traveling alone. His health care provider tells 

him that she will write him a letter of support so he can bring someone to his 

appointment.

After advocating for himself and asking questions, Alex feels much better about 

his plan to go to the appointment.

Let’s talk about it
•	 How did Alex advocate for his needs?

•	 What would you have done differently?

•	 Why is it important to advocate for ourselves?

Health words An outpatient procedure means when someone is 
getting treatment or a test in the hospital but doesn’t 
have to stay overnight. 

A letter of support from a health care provider can 
help you lower the cost of bringing a trusted person to 
faraway appointments.



Take Charge of Your Health

abchealthmatters.ca23

Staying at a hospital
Alex’s trip to the hospital goes smoothly. He feels much more confident after he 

gets home. When his health care provider looks at Alex’s test results, she tells him 

he needs surgery. 

Alex asks what he will need to do to get the surgery, and she explains he will need 

to stay at the hospital for a few nights so health care providers can keep an eye 

on him while he recovers. This is called being an inpatient. 

Alex agrees to have the surgery. He plans to fly back to the hospital and feels 

confident about travelling this time.

When he arrives at the hospital, Alex talks to his surgeon. The surgeon says he 

can’t eat for 12 hours before the surgery. Alex is confused. He has diabetes, and 

his health care provider at home told him he needs to take insulin with food 

to stay healthy. Which advice is more important: not eating to prepare for the 

surgery, or eating so he can take the medication he needs? Alex isn’t sure what 

to do.

Let’s talk about it
•	 Who can Alex ask for help?

•	 �Have you ever been given medical advice that doesn’t match something 
you were told before? What did you do?

Health words An inpatient procedure is when someone is admitted 
into the hospital to stay overnight, so that health care 
providers can look after them.
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The surgery was a success! But it’s going to take some time and work for him 

to walk comfortably again. Alex has to do a few days of rehabilitation in the 

hospital before he can go home. His surgeon introduces him to rehabilitation 

specialists at the hospital who will help him walk again.

Alex has trouble figuring out how to understand the instructions that the 

rehabilitation specialist is giving him. The exercises are hard to do and hurt in 

some spots. He is also worried about his back. He sometimes has back pain.

Let’s talk about it
•	 What questions could Alex ask the rehabilitation specialists?

•	 What questions could Alex ask the surgeon after the surgery?

Health words Rehabilitation helps people regain strength, relearn 
skills, and find new ways of doing things after being sick, 
getting injured, or having surgery. Rehabilitation can 
take place in the hospital or in a community clinic.

Recovering after surgery

Alex tells the surgeon he has diabetes and needs to eat to take his insulin. What 

should he do before the surgery? The surgeon helps him figure out what to do. 

Alex feels much better.
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When Alex has recovered from his surgery, he gets discharged from the hospital. 

He’s not completely better yet, though. He has to follow health instructions:

•	 �The rehabilitation specialists tell him he needs to keep going to rehabilitation 
classes when he gets home 

•	 �The surgeon tells him he needs to come back to the hospital for a follow-up 
visit in 6 weeks

•	 �His local health care provider tells him he needs to take a new medication, 
eat certain foods, and start to do some exercises

It’s a lot of information to remember! Alex advocates for himself by asking each 

person to write down their instructions. Alex also makes sure he has some help at 

home while he continues to recover. It was hard, but Alex is glad he took charge 

of his health.

Let’s talk about it
•	 What other questions could Alex ask to help advocate for himself?

•	 �If you ever needed to be discharged from a hospital, how would you advocate 
for your health needs?

•	 If Alex forgets some of the instructions, who can he ask for help?

Going home

Alex tells the rehabilitation specialist about his back pain and that he is confused 

about the exercises. The rehabilitation specialist listens to Alex and suggests 

some different exercises that hurt less and won’t affect his back. He also asks the 

surgeon to check Alex’s medications to make sure it is the right amount for his 

pain. Alex is able to finish his rehabilitation.
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Congratulations!
You’ve completed the ABC Health Matters Workbook 1: Take Charge 

of Your Health and taken the next step in managing your health. 

For the last activity, we hope you will make a pledge. The pledge 

can be personal or you can share it with others.

A pledge is a serious promise to yourself or others.Health words

My pledge

My action plan

Sometimes a pledge needs an action plan: a list of steps you’ll take to make your 

pledge happen. 

I pledge to take charge of my health by:

What I will do differently is:

What I can do right now is:

What I will do in the next six months is:


