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2 MINUTE PEARLS
Making AHLTA Notes More 

Readable and Clinically Useful

• Do you sometimes have a hard time telling what 
occurred during a patient’s previous visit when 
reading an AHLTA note? 

• AHLTA has led to vastly improved legibility of 
clinical documentation, but challenges remain 
with regard to readability and clinical usefulness

• This pearl addresses myths and provides 
suggestions to help improve the readability and 
usefulness of information in an AHLTA note
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Were all of our notes really 
that great before???
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Tip #1- Use Free Text

• The AHLTA note must contain some Free Text. 
– Facts:

• There is no AMEDD Prohibition against Free Text use 
• Up to ½ page of text can be placed after any MEDCIN term 

or in any AHLTA Comment Box (Text that is in excess of  ½
page will be LOST)

– Free text is most important in:
• HPI -- to tell the story
• A/P comment section -- to detail the differential diagnosis and 

to relay follow-up plans to other providers.
– Added words or short sentences can be placed after 

ROS and PE terms for specificity (don’t search deep 
into the medcin tree)

– Without the above, too many boxes are checked and 
too little information is shared
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In the Medcin S/O Module, 
initial HPI Free Text can be 
entered into the “Visit For”
or other Encounter 
Background Information 
bullets to ensure that the 
free text information 
appears at the top of the 
note

AIM Form

Medcin 
S/O Form

This can also be done with 
AIM Form.  Most AMEDD 
AIM forms now have free 
text spaces on them to 
encourage appropriate free 
text use in HPI (see 
AMEDD Screening AIM 
Form here with “Visit For”
bullet).  
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Free Text and Coding:
Myth vs. Fact

• Myths
– The AMEDD does not want free text used
– Using free text makes AHLTA unable to code
– The more buttons checked give a higher code

• Facts
– AMEDD has always acknowledged the need to use 

free text appropriately
– Free text can be used with AHLTA and still give 

accurate coding
– The number of buttons checked are not as important 

as which buttons
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Tip #2 – HPI/ROS Separation

• HPI/ROS—Recommend placing all 
positive bullets in HPI, negative bullets in 
ROS (this way it is easier to find pertinent 
positives)
– This can be done using HPI/ROS “Toggle”

button in S/O Medcin Module or by selecting 
HPI and ROS buttons on AIM forms.

– In AHLTA Version 3.3, this toggling can be set 
to occur automatically
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Notice that ‘Cough for 3 weeks’ is under 
Review of systems section in the 
note.  I want to put it in the HPI 
section since it is a positive finding.  

To do this: 

1) Highlight term by clicking on it

2) then click on ROS/HPI button at the 
top.
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1. Cough is now in the HPI section.
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Same function present in most AIM 
Forms allowing separation of positive 
and negative findings in the note.  
Simply click on ROS or HPI button to 
toggle back and forth. Example of

ROS Button
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Tip #3 – Use CAPS Type

• CAPS TYPE – Recommend using CAPS 
type for all free text to make it easier to 
find and read—if it was important enough 
for you to write it, it should be easy to find 
in your note.
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Initial Free Text

Pertinent 
Positives 
listed under 
HPI

Key info in 
CAPS

Key info in 
CAPS

SAMPLE NOTE

Negatives
In ROS
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This section should include 
information regarding thought 
process, differential diagnosis, 
future treatment or diagnostic 
plans.

Upper Respiratory Infection
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For More Information…

• AMEDD AHLTA Homepage
– https://www.us.army.mil/suite/page/406 (AKO password required)

• AHLTA Video Tutorials
– http://www-nmcp.mar.med.navy.mil/AHLTA/AHLTA%20Training%20Tools/index.html

I would appreciate any feedback or suggestions you have for 
future 2 Minute Pearls.  Please contact me at the following:

CPT Mark Stackle, MD
AMEDD AHLTA Program Office
• Email: mark.stackle@us.army.mil


