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WHy tHIs book Was WrItten

Health education is an important part of the health system of the United 
States. The United States is an immigrant nation, and immigrants need 
health information that meets their cultural needs and recognizes differences 
in languages, religion, expectations and understanding of health. Lack of 
understanding issues puts them at risk of diseases which are preventable.

Unfortunately immigrants’ expectations and their understanding of the 
health system are different from what they may have had in their home 
countries. Health education is not a part of the health system in many 
countries. Lack of knowledge of our health system and health education 
can cause many health problems for immigrants. Immigration can be very 
stressful and may cause confusion, depression, and other psychological 
problems, especially for refugees, who are not aware of the impact of 
these psychological problems on their body including their heart.

Immigrants need, but do not get health education on heart problems. Research 
by the International Health Education Alliance (IHEA), reveals several barriers 
that immigrants are not able to overcome to get information on health.

Overcoming these barriers such as language, lack of basic information 
on anatomy, knowledge of technical and medical words and very simple 
illustrations help the newcomers become educated about their body’s organs and 
learn how to deal with health problems through prevention and early detection.

This booklet contains very simple descriptions of the heart and blood 
circulation to help immigrants understand to prevent heart problems.
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Heart Problems

The information about how the heart works helped you to learn basic 
information about the heart, blood circulation, and blood pressure. 

This booklet will help you learn about a healthy heart. You will learn 
about how your heart could become unhealthy and start to think about 
how to prevent heart problems. Let’s review how a healthy heart works. 

How Does a Healthy Heart Work?

You already know that your heart is made of a four chambered, pear-
shaped muscle. The heart continuously expands and contracts to pump 
blood which carries oxygen to your body. This fist-sized pump beats 
100,000 times per day and pumps five to six quarts of blood each minute.

When the heart beats, it delivers blood through the blood vessels. 
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What are Vessels? 

Vessels are elastic tubes that carry blood to all parts of 
body. The heart and vessels are called your circulatory 
system. There are two kinds of blood vessels:

1. Arteries. Arteries carry blood with 
oxygen out of your heart to all over 
your body. The special arteries of your 
heart are called coronary arteries.

2. Veins. Veins take blood without the 
oxygen back to the heart. Veins also 
take waste products that should be 
removed from the body. Picture 1 (one) 
is showing you two kinds of veins: 

How should the blood flow?

Now you can imagine that the vessels which carry the blood through 
your body should be open. Your heart beats 100,000 times per day 
pumping five to six quarts of blood each minute. It is very important 
not to have anything clogging the veins or arteries. You are going to 
learn about vascular disease first and then heart attack and stroke.
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What is Vascular Disease? 

Vascular disease results in the build up of blockages (plaque) in 
your blood vessels that interfere with the normal flow of blood. 

What is Plaque?

The build up of blockages is called plaque, (atherosclerosis is formed 
from the accumulation of fat, cholesterol and cells in your blood 
vessels that reduces the smooth flow of blood through the vessel.
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There are many other diseases that affect the flow of blood.
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Poor CIrCulatIon

If you have bad circulation due to atherosclerosis you may have a heart attack.

What is a Heart attack?

Your heart needs nutrition and oxygen from blood to function 
properly. If one of the blood vessels carrying blood to the 
heart becomes blocked, you could have a heart attack.
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A heart attack occurs when a blood clot forms in one your heart’s 
arteries at the site of a plaque that ruptures and blocks the flow of 
blood. Medicines like aspirin help to prevent blood clots. 

 
the following pictures show the size of blockage in artery of heart:
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How Can I tell If I am Having a Heart attack?

the symptoms of a heart attack include:

•	 Chest	pain	or	feeling	a	heavy	weight	on	the	chest.

•	 Sweating.

•	 Shortness	of	breath.

•	 Nausea	or	vomiting.

•	 Pain	that	spreads	from	the	chest	to	the	neck,	jaw,	or	shoulders.

•	 Dizziness.

•	 Fast	or	irregular	heartbeat.

•	 Loss	of	consciousness.

the pain of a heart attack will not go away with rest.  
medical treatment can prevent death.
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stroke

A stroke is similar to a heart attack but occurs in your brain. 

What is a stroke?

a stroke happens in your brain. your brain is in your head.

•	 You	use	it	to	think	and	to	move	your	body.	
The brain is protected by your skull. 

•	 Lots	of	arteries	bring	blood	to	your	brain.	They	bring	the	oxygen	to	your	
brain that it needs to live. Veins take blood away to get more oxygen. 

The brain, like all other parts of body, receives oxygen and nutrients through 
blood vessels. The following picture is an image of a brain and its blood vessels. 
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Why Do brain Cells Die?

When the cells of the brain do not get oxygen, it dies. If the cells of the brain 
do not receive oxygen, you could have a stroke. Sometimes a small plaque 
may break away from one of your blood vessels and cause a stroke too.

How Can I tell If I am Having a stroke?
•	 The	symptoms	of	a	stroke	include:

•	 Sudden	numbness	or	weakness,	especially	on	one	side	of	the	body.

•	 Sudden	confusion	

•	 Sudden	trouble	speaking

•	 Sudden	understanding	speech

•	 Sudden	trouble	seeing	in	one	or	both	eyes

•	 Sudden	trouble	walking

•	 Dizziness

•	 Loss	of	balance	or	coordination

How is a stroke treated?

A stroke can often be treated with a blood clot dissolving medicine but it 
must be given within three minutes of the start of stroke symptoms. The brain 
cells die very quickly without blood. You must get to a hospital as soon as the 
symptoms develop to reduce the damage from a stroke. Treatment following 
a stroke is rehabilitation. A person who has stroke is at risk of having another 
stroke or a heart attack. Therefore, it is very important to follow your doctor’s 
prevention recommendations. While rehabilitation is important, taking 
medications recommended by your doctor help to prevent a future stroke.
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Glossary

Artery: 
The vessel which carries oxygen/rich blood out of heart to the body.

Circulatory blood system:  
The heart and blood vessels that circulate the blood through the body.

Clot:  
The solidifying of blood. It causes heart attack and stroke.

Plaque:  
A buildup of cells, cholesterol and fat

Poor Circulation:  
Another name for vascular disease

Vein:  
The blood vessel that takes blood back to the heart \this blood is oxygen poor. 

Vessel:  
Vessels are elastic tubes compressed of arteries of 
veins that carry blood to all parts of body.



12

Cch
Cross Cultural Health
c r o s s c u l t u r a l h e a l t h . o r g

This booklet was created in partnership  
with the American Heart Association.

original text by:
Niccu Tafarrodi, Ph.D.

Original Text Simplified by:
Rosemarie J. Park, Ph.D.
Rosemarie is a native of the United Kingdom. 
She	is	an	Associate	Professor	at	the	College	
of	Education	and	Human	Development,	
University of Minnesota. Her area of work 
is in adult literacy and English language.

Illustrations by: 
Nickdokht Torkzadeh
Nickdokht	is	a	native	of	Tehran,	Iran.	
She	is	a	Graphic	Designer	at	the	University	
of Minnesota where she earned her MA 
from	the	School	of	Architecture.	Her	field	
of	work	is	design,	layout	and	graphics	
for print and interactive media.

Guide to Heart Problems

S T A Y   H E A L T H Y
© 2013 C.C.H.

English_hP06-09


