
 
  

The coronavirus pandemic is exacerbating the long-simmering problem of language access 
in healthcare. By Gaby Galvin, US News & World Report. 

Language Access Issues a Barrier During COVID19 
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THE CORONAVIRUS pandemic is intensifying 
language access issues in health care – problems that 
could be putting both patients and interpreters, as well 
as the broader public, at risk. 
 
Roughly 25 million people in the U.S. speak no or 
limited English, and language access has been a long-
simmering problem in medical offices, hospitals and the 
public health field at large. But in the age of COVID-19, 
with hospitals in some areas scrambling even to treat 
patients, sick people don't always have access to 
interpreters, and interpreters don't always have access 
to crucial protective gear like masks. 
 
"In good times, effective language access is often not 
the top priority," says Mara Youdelman, an attorney in 
Washington, D.C., who works on these issues. "So 
when you've compounded it with all of the stresses on 
the health care system right now, it just falls lower and 
lower down the list." 
 
The consequences can be dire when non-English-
speaking patients don't have medical interpreters, who 
are generally considered better equipped to convey 
sensitive health information than family members or 
other informal helpers. A recent ProPublica 
investigation revealed how in New York City, non-
English-speaking patients with COVID-19 – the disease 
caused by the coronavirus – can be subject to delays 
and miscalculations in health care facilities, in part 
because physicians struggle to communicate with them. 
 
"This is what happens when providers have not been 
trained to use remote interpreters," says Natalya 
Mytareva, executive director of the Certification 
Commission for Healthcare Interpreters, or CCHI. "On 
top of being in this horrible situation we're all in, (non-
English-speaking patients) don't get anything 
communicated to them." 
 
Concerns about language access during the pandemic 
extend beyond health care facilities. Advocates say that 
with news and official guidance on the coronavirus 
evolving so quickly, it's crucial that this public health 
information is widely accessible in other languages, 
especially because mass cooperation from the is seen 
as essential to curbing the spread. 
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"Hospitals are used to working with interpreters that 
are on-site, but public health departments and county 
or city governments are not," says Katharine Allen, 
co-president of Interpret America, a professional 
group that convenes interpreters from many fields. 
"And we have this really ad hoc response across the 
nation of getting information out to begin with." 
 
The CDC, which publishes coronavirus guidance for 
health care workers, businesses, schools and the 
public, makes this information available in languages 
other than English. Guidance on essential 
errands like grocery shopping, for example, is 
available in English, Spanish, Mandarin, Vietnamese 
and Korean, and limited information is available in 
more than 15 other languages. 
 
Juliet Choi, executive vice president and chief of staff 
at the Asian & Pacific Islander American Health 
Forum, says official government notices should be 
available in 10 to 20 languages, and that local health 
workers and agencies – such as community health 
centers that serve low-income and marginalized 
groups – have been filling gaps. 
 
"Those front-line workers should be doing what their 
expertise is, which is providing the care and being 
available to their clients – not pulled away from their 
day job to do the translation and interpretation," Choi 
says. "I think with a whole-of-government approach, 
that should be taken care of at the top." 
Youdelman, the attorney, says other public and 
private groups – such as state Medicaid agencies, 
public health departments, unemployment offices and 
employers – also should make sure they're publishing 
information in multiple languages. The recently 
passed CARES Act, for example, authorized $25 
million for the Small Business Administration to 
ensure its "resources and services" are available in 
10 common languages other than English. 
 
"As we respond to the public health crisis, we have to 
be conscious of those who have traditionally been left 
behind," Youdelman says. "Now is not the time to 
ignore the various civil rights laws and requirements. 
Now is the time to make sure that everyone has 
access to the care and the treatment that they need, 
so we all can come out of this sooner and stronger." 
 
Source: https://www.usnews.com/news/healthiest-
communities/articles/2020-04-16/language-access-problems-a-
barrier-during-covid-19-pandemic 
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https://www.propublica.org/article/hospitals-have-left-many-covid19-patients-who-dont-speak-english-alone-confused-and-without-proper-care
https://www.propublica.org/article/hospitals-have-left-many-covid19-patients-who-dont-speak-english-alone-confused-and-without-proper-care
https://cchicertification.org/
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