
Advancing Language Access in 
Healthcare Organizations
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Understanding the importance and logistics of language access
results in better outcomes for patients and providers, saves 

money and improves efficiency. And, it’s the law!
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LEP Individuals in Pennsylvania

1,408,776 People 
speak a language other than English in the home.

Of those, ⅓  
are Considered LEP (469,592)

156 Languages
represented in the the State of Pennsylvania

Source: United States Census Bureau
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● 80% national LEP increase 
from 1993- 2013      

● Compared to English-proficient, 
LEP less educated and more 
likely to live in poverty, have 
poor health and experience 
poor outcomes overall

Source: Migration Policy Institute 

© 2022 Global Wordsmiths, all rights reserved. 



Language Access is Access to Services
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Remember that just because a person says that they 
understand what you are saying, that may not be 

the case. 
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How to Identify When an Interpreter is Needed

● A patient states that they speak little or 
no English, or requests an interpreter

● A person cannot grasp or respond to 
information

● A person nods or answers “yes” to all 
questions, or responds in a limited way 

● A patient is difficult to understand or 
relies on an app or family member to 
communicate  
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How to Identify When an Interpreter is Needed

● In times of stress, illness and with
ageing, a person’s proficiency in
their second language is likely to
decrease and an interpreter may
be required.
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Types of Language Access Resources 

● Written Translation

● Oral Interpretation (in-person)

● Oral Interpretation (over-the-phone)

● Video Relay Interpretation

● Sight Translation 
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If a patient declines interpretation services:

● Signed waiver is recommended 

● Explain the pitfalls of relying on family members

● Proceed with caution, simplify your language and be 

vigilant for miscommunication 

© 2022 Global Wordsmiths, all rights reserved. 



Integrating Language Services

● Understand the types of Language Access Resources 

● Learn how to use each of these resources correctly 

● “Getting it right” – clinical staff training and accountability 

● Written translation and oral interpretation quality control 
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Comprehensive Service v. Ad Hoc Service

Assumption-Based Action

● Disconnects patients from 
their care

● Discourages patients from 
returning

● Leads to miscommunication 
and poor outcomes

Deliberate & Informed Action

● Patients speak for themselves
● Patients take active role in 

their own care
● Minimizes preventable 

illness and increases patient 
return rate 
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Pitfalls of Machine Translation

● Meaning can be lost because there is no way to 
incorporate context 

● Quality of Translation is dependent on language 
pair 

● Significant grammatical errors

● No system for error recognition or correction 
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OPI: Over-the-Phone Interpretation
CONS:

● Quality control is a serious issue

● Not appropriate for meaningful, 
lengthy or specialized content 
communication 

● Nonverbal cues are lost and 
accuracy is poor as a result 

PROS:

● Quick and convenient 

● Cost effective 

● Remote accessibility
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Recognizing Accuracy

● Does the family seem engaged or disconnected? 

● Is the interpreter observing best practices in 
general? (body positioning, first-person speech, 
etc.)

● Do the appx. number of words being conveyed 
match? 

● Is the interpreter having side conversations? 
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Tips for Clinical Staff

● Etiquette: make eye contact with the subject, not the interpreter

● Always speak in the first person

● Slow down, enunciate, and pause to allow time to interpret 

● Screen for accuracy
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More Tips for Clinical Staff

● Body positioning 

● Ethics: Confidentiality, boundaries, impartiality, accuracy and completeness

● Tone, register and style 

● Ask one question at a time

● Schedule extra time for appointments where interpreters are needed
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