UNDER ACA SECTION 15857 A HEALTH PLAN LANGUAGE
ASSISTANCE

Unpber ACA SecTioN 1557, A HEALTH PLAN LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE IS A CRUCIAL COMPONENT AIMED AT ENSURING THAT ALL
INDIVIDUALS, REGARDLESS OF THEIR LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY, HAVE ACCESS TO ESSENTIAL HEALTH INFORMATION AND SERVICES.
THe ArrorDABLE CARE ACT (ACA) WAS ENACTED TO EXPAND HEALTHCARE ACCESS AND IMPROVE QUALITY, AND SECTION
1557 SPECIFICALLY ADDRESSES DISCRIMINATION IN HEALTHCARE SETTINGS. ONE OF THE KEY ASPECTS OF THIS SECTION IS ITS
EMPHASIS ON PROVIDING LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE TO INDIVIDUALS WITH LIMITED ENGLISH PROFICIENCY (LEP). THIS ARTICLE
WILL EXPLORE THE SIGNIFICANCE OF SECTION 1557, THE REQUIREMENTS FOR HEALTH PLANS, AND THE VARIOUS TYPES OF
LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE AVAILABLE TO PATIENTS.

UNDERSTANDING ACA SecTioN 1567

SecTioN 1557 oF THE ACA IS THE FIRST FEDERAL CIVIL RIGHTS LAW THAT PROHIBITS DISCRIMINATION IN HEALTH PROGRAMS
AND ACTIVITIES ON THE BASIS OF RACE, COLOR, NATIONAL ORIGIN, SEX, AGE, OR DISABILITY. ITS PRIMARY GOAL IS TO ENSURE
EQUITABLE ACCESS TO HEALTHCARE SERVICES, WHICH INCLUDES THE NEED FOR APPROPRIATE LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE FOR
INDIVIDUALS WHO MAY NOT SPEAK ENGLISH PROFICIENTLY.

THE IMPORTANCE OF LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE

L ANGUAGE BARRIERS CAN SIGNIFICANTLY HINDER INDIVIDUALS FROM ACCESSING HEAL THCARE SERVICES, UNDERSTANDING THEIR
HEALTH CONDITIONS, AND MAKING INFORMED DECISIONS ABOUT THEIR TREATMENTS. L ANGUAGE ASSISTANCE IS CRUCIAL FOR
SEVERAL REASONS!

1. IMPROVED HEALTH OUTCOMES: EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION BETWEEN HEAL THCARE PROVIDERS AND PATIENTS LEADS TO
BETTER UNDERSTANDING OF MEDICAL CONDITIONS, ADHERENCE TO TREATMENT PLANS, AND OVERALL IMPROVED HEALTH
OUTCOMES.

2. PATIENT SAFETY: MISCOMMUNICATION DUE TO LANGUAGE BARRIERS CAN LEAD TO MISTAKES IN MEDICATION ADMINISTRATION,
MISUNDERST ANDINGS REGARDING TREATMENT INSTRUCTIONS, AND ULTIMATELY, ADVERSE HEALTH EVENTS.

3. INCREASED ACCESS TO SERVICES: BY PROVIDING LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE, HEALTHCARE PROVIDERS CAN REACH A BROADER
POPULATION, ENSURING THAT ALL INDIVIDUALS CAN ACCESS NECESSARY SERVICES WITHOUT DISCRIMINATION.

REQUIREMENTS FOR HEALTH PLANS UNDER SECTION 1557

UNDER SECTION ]557, HEALTH PLANS THAT RECEIVE FEDERAL FUNDING OR ARE ADMINISTERED BY ENTITIES THAT RECEIVE
FEDERAL FUNDING ARE REQUIRED TO COMPLY WITH SPECIFIC GUIDELINES REGARDING LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE. THESE REQUIREMENTS
INCLUDE!:

1. LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE SERVICES

HEALTH PLANS MUST PROVIDE LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE SERVICES TO LEP INDIVIDUALS, ENSURING THAT THEY HAVE EQUAL
ACCESS TO INFORMATION AND SERVICES. THIS INCLUDES:

- TRANSLATION SERVICES: HEALTH PLANS ARE REQUIRED TO TRANSLATE VITAL DOCUMENTS—INCLUDING ENROLLMENT FORMS,
CONSENT FORMS, AND NOTICES OF PRIVACY PRACTICES—INTO THE LANGUAGES SPOKEN BY A SIGNIFICANT NUMBER OF THEIR
CLIENTS.

- INTERPRETATION SERVICES: PROVIDERS MUST OFFER INTERPRETATION SERVICES DURING HEALTHCARE VISITS TO FACILITATE
COMMUNICATION BETWEEN PATIENTS AND HEALTHCARE PROVIDERS.



2. ASSESSMENT OF LANGUAGE NEEDS

HEALTH PLANS MUST CONDUCT REGULAR ASSESSMENTS TO IDENTIFY THE LANGUAGE NEEDS OF THEIR PATIENT POPULATION. THIS
INCLUDES:

- DEMOGRAPHIC ANALYSIS: EVALUATING THE LANGUAGES SPOKEN BY PATIENTS WITHIN THE SERVICE AREA AND DETERMINING THE
NUMBER OF LEP INDIVIDUALS.

- FEEDBACK MECHANISMS: IMPLEMENTING PROCESSES FOR PATIENTS TO PROVIDE FEEDBACK ON THE EFFECTIVENESS OF LANGUAGE
ASSISTANCE SERVICES.

3. TRAINING FOR HEALTHCARE PROVIDERS

HEALTHCARE PROVIDERS MUST RECEIVE TRAINING ON CULTURAL COMPETENCY AND THE IMPORTANCE OF EFFECTIVE
COMMUNICATION WITH LEP PATIENTS. TRAINING CAN INCLUDE:

- UNDERSTANDING CULTURAL NUANCES: EDUCATING PROVIDERS ON THE CULTURAL BACKGROUNDS OF THE PATIENTS THEY SERVE
AND THE IMPACT OF CULTURE ON HEALTH BELIEFS AND PRACTICES.

- BesT PrRACTICES FOR COMMUNICATION: OFFERING STRATEGIES FOR EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION WITH LEP PATIENTS,
INCLUDING THE USE OF INTERPRETERS AND SIMPLIFIED LANGUAGE.

TyPES OF LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE AVAILABLE

L ANGUAGE ASSISTANCE SERVICES CAN TAKE VARIOUS FORMS, EACH TAILORED TO MEET THE NEEDS OF LEP iNnDIVIDUALS. HERE
ARE SOME COMMON TYPES!

1. BILINGUAL STAFF

HAVING BILINGUAL STAFF MEMBERS AVAILABLE AT HEALTHCARE FACILITIES CAN GREATLY ENHANCE COMMUNICATION. BILINGUAL
STAFF CAN HELP BRIDGE THE GAP BETWEEN PATIENTS AND PROVIDERS, ENSURING THAT PATIENTS UNDERSTAND THEIR HEALTH
INFORMATION.

2. PROFESSIONAL INTERPRETERS

UTILIZING PROFESSIONAL INTERPRETERS, EITHER IN"PERSON OR REMOTELY, IS ESSENTIAL FOR EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION.
PROFESSIONAL INTERPRETERS ARE TRAINED TO CONVEY MEDICAL INFORMATION ACCURATELY AND CAN HELP PREVENT
MISCOMMUNICATION.

3. TRANSLATION OF WRITTEN MATERIALS

HEALTH PLANS MUST ENSURE THAT VITAL DOCUMENTS ARE TRANSLATED INTO MULTIPLE LANGUAGES. THIS INCLUDES NOT ONLY
THE PRIMARY ENROLLMENT MATERIALS BUT ALSO INFORMATIONAL BROCHURES, CONSENT FORMS, AND EDUCATIONAL MATERIALS
ABOUT SPECIFIC HEALTH CONDITIONS.

4. TELEDOC SERVICES



W/ ITH THE RISE OF TELEHEALTH SERVICES, MANY HEALTH PLANS ARE NOW OFFERING VIRTUAL CONSULTATIONS THAT INCLUDE
LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE. THIS CAN INCLUDE REAL-TIME INTERPRETATION SERVICES DURING TELEHEALTH CONSULTATIONS, MAKING
IT EASIER FOR LEP PATIENTS TO ACCESS CARE FROM THE COMFORT OF THEIR HOMES.

CHALLENGES AND BARRIERS TO EFFECTIVE LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE

WHILE THE REQUIREMENTS UNDER SecTioN 1557 PROVIDE A FRAMEWORK FOR LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE, SEVERAL CHALLENGES
CAN IMPEDE EFFECTIVE IMPLEMENTATION. THESE INCLUDE:

1. RESOURCE LIMITATIONS

MANY HEALTH PLANS, ESPECIALLY SMALLER PRACTICES, MAY STRUGGLE WITH THE FINANCIAL AND LOGISTICAL CHALLENGES OF
PROVIDING COMPREHENSIVE LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE SERVICES. LIMITED BUDGETS CAN RESTRICT THE ABILITY TO HIRE BILINGUAL
STAFF OR CONTRACT PROFESSIONAL INTERPRETATION SERVICES.

2. LACK OF AWARENESS

THERE MAY BE A LACK OF AWARENESS AMONG HEALTHCARE PROVIDERS ABOUT THE REQUIREMENTS UNDER SECTION 1557 AND
THE RESOURCES AVAILABLE FOR LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE. THIS CAN LEAD TO UNINTENTIONAL NONCOMPLIANCE AND INADEQUATE
SUPPORT FOR LEP PATIENTS.

3. VARIATION IN LANGUAGE NEEDS

THE DIVERSE LINGUISTIC LANDSCAPE OF THE UNITED STATES MEANS THAT HEALTH PLANS MAY FACE CHALLENGES IN IDENTIFYING
AND MEETING THE SPECIFIC LANGUAGE NEEDS OF THEIR PATIENT POPULATION. FOR EXAMPLE, RURAL AREAS MAY HAVE DIFFERENT
LANGUAGE NEEDS COMPARED TO URBAN CENTERS.

BesT PRACTICES FOR IMPLEMENTING LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS

To EFFECTIVELY IMPLEMENT LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS UNDER SECTION 1557, HEALTH PLANS CAN ADOPT THE
FOLLOWING BEST PRACTICES:

1. CoNpUCT REGULAR ASSESSMENTS: REGULARLY ASSESS THE LANGUAGE NEEDS OF YOUR PATIENT POPULATION TO ENSURE
THAT THE SERVICES PROVIDED ARE RELEVANT AND COMPREHENSIVE.

2. INVEST IN TRAINING: PROVIDE ONGOING TRAINING FOR HEALTHCARE STAFF ON THE IMPORTANCE OF LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE
AND EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION STRATEGIES.

3. ENGAGE WITH THE COMMUNITY: \WORK CLOSELY WITH COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS THAT SERVE LEP POPULATIONS TO
BETTER UNDERSTAND THEIR NEEDS AND PREFERENCES.

4. UTILizE TECHNOLOGY: LEVERAGE TECHNOLOGY, SUCH AS TELEHEALTH PLATFORMS WITH BUILT-IN INTERPRETATION
SERVICES, TO IMPROVE ACCESS TO CARE FOR LEP INDIVIDUALS.

5. MoNITorR AND EVALUATE: CONTINUOUSLY MONITOR THE EFFECTIVENESS OF LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE SERVICES AND MAKE
ADJUSTMENTS BASED ON PATIENT FEEDBACK AND OUTCOMES.

CoNCLUSION

Unper ACA SecTioN 1557, A HEALTH PLAN LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE IS NOT JUST A REGULATORY REQUIREMENT; IT IS A VITAL



SERVICE THAT ENABLES EQUITABLE ACCESS TO HEALTHCARE. BY ENSURING THAT LEP INDIVIDUALS CAN COMMUNICATE
EFFECTIVELY WITH THEIR HEALTHCARE PROVIDERS, HEALTH PLANS CAN IMPROVE HEALTH OUTCOMES, ENHANCE PATIENT SAFETY,
AND FOSTER A MORE INCLUSIVE HEALTHCARE SYSTEM. AS HEALTHCARE CONTINUES TO EVOLVE, ONGOING COMMITMENT TO
LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE WILL BE ESSENTIAL IN BREAKING DOWN BARRIERS AND PROMOTING HEALTH EQUITY FOR ALL INDIVIDUALS,
REGARDLESS OF THEIR LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY.

FREQUENTLY ASkeD QUESTIONS

WHAT IS ACA SecTioN 1557 AND HOW DOES IT RELATE TO LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE
IN HEALTH PLANS?

ACA SecTION 1557 PROHIBITS DISCRIMINATION IN HEALTH PROGRAMS AND ACTIVITIES ON THE BASIS OF RACE, COLOR,
NATIONAL ORIGIN, SEX, AGE, OR DISABILITY. |T REQUIRES HEALTH PLANS TO PROVIDE LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE SERVICES TO
INDIVIDUALS WITH LIMITED ENGLISH PROFICIENCY TO ENSURE THEY CAN ACCESS HEALTH CARE SERVICES EFFECTIVELY.

\¥/HO IS ELIGIBLE FOR LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE SERVICES UNDER ACA SecTioN 1557°

INDIVIDUALS WITH LIMITED ENGLISH PROFICIENCY (LEP) ARE ELIGIBLE FOR LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE SERVICES UNDER ACA
SECTION 1557. THIS INCLUDES ANYONE WHO MAY STRUGGLE TO COMMUNICATE EFFECTIVELY IN ENGLISH AND REQUIRES
TRANSLATION OR INTERPRETATION SERVICES.

\WHAT TYPES OF LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE SERVICES MUST HEALTH PLANS PROVIDE
UNDER THIS SECTION?

HEALTH PLANS MUST PROVIDE FREE LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE SERVICES, SUCH AS INTERPRETATION AND TRANSLATION OF VITAL
DOCUMENTS, FOR INDIVIDUALS WITH LIMITED ENGLISH PROFICIENCY. THIS INCLUDES PROVIDING BILINGUAL STAFF OR ACCESS TO
PROFESSIONAL INTERPRETERS.

How CAN INDIVIDUALS REQUEST LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE FROM THEIR HEALTH PLAN?

INDIVIDUALS CAN REQUEST LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE BY CONTACTING THEIR HEALTH PLAN'S CUSTOMER SERVICE OR SUPPORT LINE
AND SPECIFYING THEIR LANGUAGE NEEDS. HEALTH PLANS ARE REQUIRED TO HAVE A PROCESS IN PLACE FOR MAKING THESE
REQUESTS ACCESSIBLE AND EASY TO USE.

\WHAT ARE THE CONSEQUENCES FOR HEALTH PLANS THAT FAIL TO coMPLY WITH ACA
SECTION 1557's LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE REQUIREMENTS?

HEALTH PLANS THAT FAIL TO coMPLY WITH ACA SecTIoN 1557'S LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE REQUIREMENTS MAY FACE
INVESTIGATIONS, PENALTIES, AND THE POTENTIAL LOSS OF FEDERAL FUNDING. COMPLAINTS CAN BE FILED WITH THE OFFICE FOR
CiviL RigHTs (OCR) FOR NON-COMPLIANCE.

CAN HEALTH PLANS CHARGE FOR LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE SERVICES UNDER ACA
SecTioN 1557°?

NO, HEALTH PLANS CANNOT CHARGE INDIVIDUALS FOR LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE SERVICES REQUIRED UNDER ACA SecTion 1557.
THESE SERVICES MUST BE PROVIDED AT NO COST TO THE PATIENT TO ENSURE EQUITABLE ACCESS TO HEALTHCARE.

How CAN HEALTH PLANS ENSURE THEY ARE MEETING THE LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE
REQUIREMENTS oF ACA SecTioN 15587°?

HEALTH PLANS CAN ENSURE COMPLIANCE BY CONDUCTING REGULAR ASSESSMENTS OF LANGUAGE NEEDS WITHIN THEIR SERVICE



AREAS, TRAINING STAFF ON PROVIDING LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE, AND DEVELOPING CLEAR POLICIES AND PROCEDURES FOR
DELIVERING THESE SERVICES TO PATIENTS.

Under Aca Section 1557 A Health Plan Language Assistance

Under Aca Section 1557 A Health Plan Language Assistance
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