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Eyeglasses, Hearing Aids and Dental Services For Those Without Such Coverage
By Thomas P. McCormack    12/24/07
Most state Medicaid programs deny dental care (other than extractions to relieve pain) and even dentures to adults; and many also deny hearing aids and eyeglasses to adults as well. (States’ 2003-04 Medicaid coverage is shown at www.kff.org/medicaidbenefits ; but later, in 2004-5, some states cut these services. Also, the “State of Decay” survey at www.oralhealthamerica.org has some details on adult dental care coverage by each state.

Local Lions’ Clubs www.lionsclubs.org, United Way branches www.unitedway.org, Salvation Army chapters  www.salvationarmyusa.org and the Lenscrafters’ Gift of Sight Program (www.lenscrafters.com/gos.html ; 800-541-5367) sometimes offer help with eye exams, eyeglass prescriptions and/or eyeglasses. And those over age 65 who are not eligible for any other eye care coverage can get some help from the Seniors’ Eyecare Program  (www.eyecareamerica.org; 800-222-3937) if they’re citizens or legal aliens who meet the program’s limited income guidelines; it offers some limited eye care---but not eyeglasses or eyeglass prescriptions.

[Middle class persons only recently plunged into poverty by disability or illness often continue to think that eyeglasses for reading and driving can only be prescribed and purchased through professional optometrists and opticians (eyeglass stores).  Yet, as the long-term poor already know well, such outlets as Sears, Dollar Stores, Target, WalMart, CVS, Wahlgreen’s, Rite-Aid and Eckard’s actually sell off-the-rack, ready-to-wear glasses, in a wide variety of differing strengths, for reading and driving at far better prices ($10 or $20 a pair vs. $120 and up at optician stores; some Dollar Stores even sell them for only $1!). In fact, the American Academy of Ophthalmology finds that “Ready-to-wear reading glasses are effective, safe and economical. Self-selection and over-the-counter purchase of these glasses appears to be medically acceptable, cost-effective and in the best overall interest of the public.”  But while these glasses work well for those with simple prescriptions---or who only seek “spares” for  contact lenses they usually wear---they aren’t adequate for those with astigmatism; who need different strength prescriptions in each eye; or whose eyes are very close together or far apart. Since ready-to-wear glasses are usually labeled with their strengths, wise shoppers can and should seek strengths that match prescriptions written for them by physician-ophthalmologists. Optometrists can also prescribe---but they also sell higher-priced “professional” glasses.]     

The American Academy of Otolaryngology (www.entnet.org/healthinfo/hearing) lists some sources for free or discounted hearing exams and hearing aids--as do some local Easter Seal Society (www.EasterSeals.org) groups. For “members”, the Costco stores offer free hearing evaluations by audiologists or licensed hearing aid professionals at 200 locations; call 1-800-774-2678. Above all, the Starkey Hearing Foundation (www.starkey.com ; 800-328-8602) gives over 10,000 hearing aids a year to the needy. All use their own private criteria for neediness. 

Where state Medicaid and/or SCHIP programs don’t cover dental care---especially dental care for adults over age 18, which most state Medicaid programs still don’t cover---about 70% of federally-supported low income health clinics do so. For a listing of such local clinics go to www.ask.hrsa.gov/pc/index.cfm . In addition, city and county health departments will know of other local low income health clinics fund by other sources. Call individual clinics first to get details about available dental coverage. The private Doral Dental firm has listings of many (but not all) Medicaid-  and SCHIP-participating dentists in many (but not all) states and localities. Call 800-417-7140 or go to www.doralusa.com/FindAProvider/FindAProvider.asp.  

The National Association of Dentistry for the Handicapped (www.nadh.org ; 303-573-0264) organizes dentist volunteers to give free dental care to poor disabled persons in at least 32 states.  Almost all dental schools offer, to those whom they find needy under their own guidelines, free or very discounted dental care by student dentists whose work is closely supervised by dental professors; the American Dental Association (www.ADA.org; 312-440-2500) has a list of all American dental colleges.  A number of local public school systems fund or sponsor free or reduced-fee dental care---often using volunteer dentists, sometimes in school-provided clinics--- for students who can’t afford to pay for care and can’t receive it from Medicaid or CHIP because of income, coverage limits or alien status. The American Academy of Pediatric Dentistry (www.aapd.org ; 312-337-2169) has some information on such programs. Basketball star Eric Williams’ Believe in Me Foundation (www.ericwilliamsfoundation.org ) promotes free and low-cost dental care for needy youngsters. The Give Kids a Smile program of the ADA (www.ADA.org ; 312-440-2500) enlists dentist volunteers to give free care to needy children, as does the ADA’s Access to Oral Health Care for Older Americans program for the needy aged. 

The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) not only covers eye examinations and audiology tests and writes eyeglass and hearing aid prescriptions for all its eligible patients. In many cases it also covers eyeglasses and hearing aids---even for some non-service-connected Priority 5 and 7 patients (generally, veterans honorably- or generally-discharged after at least two years’ service with incomes under about $35,000). The little-known Veterans' Health Administration Directive 2002-039 of July 5, 2002 [paragraph 4.a.(1)] authorizes eyeglasses and hearing aids for: 

* those getting service-connected compensation for any reason or at any percentage; 

* former prisoners of war and Purple Heart recipients; 

* those getting Housebound or Aid and Attendance increments to needs-based disability Pensions; 

* those needing eyeglasses or hearing aids due to any other (even non-service-connected) medical cause; and 

* those with any other functional or cognitive impairment-- as shown by Activities of Daily Living  (ADL) functional deficiency(ies) --who need eyeglasses or hearing aids to participate in their own care. 

Replacements are allowed in cases of loss and breakage and for new or changed prescriptions. Hearing aids, without a prescription change or loss, must last 4 years. Issuance of spares is determined by the VA audiiologist or eye care specialist. Although general information on the VA website may wrongly suggest that the above benefits are restricted to those with service-connected disabilities and other limited groups, in fact Directive 2002-039 remains fully in force.
The VA ordinarily offers comprehensive dental services only to 100% disabled, service-connected veterans and those held as prisoners of war over 90 days; but other, non-service-connected veterans may apply to the VA, no later than 3 to 6 months after discharge, to get dental treatment that wasn’t completed while on active duty. For qualified cases, the VA may then pre-authorize some treatment with approved private dentists. VA health centers are listed at www.VA.gov. 
Tricare (www.tricare.gov ), the military-funded, heavily-subsidized health insurance program---for military (including activated Reservists and National Guardspersons) and their dependents; career retirees and their dependents and survivors; and now even  non-activated Reservists and Guardspersons, career retirees and their dependents and survivors---offers only very limited dental, vision and hearing coverage. However, it does sponsor a supplemental, economically priced (about $30 monthly for one person for an enhanced plan in 2007) dental insurance, and has a listing of retiree and military professional organizations that sponsor their own supplemental health insurance plans (some of which offer dental, vision and hearing coverage).  

CHAMPVA (see the CHAMPVA pages at www.VA.gov), a VA-funded, premium-free health insurance for dependents and survivors of 100% disabled, service-connected veterans and survivors of those who die on active duty, likewise offers only very limited dental, vision and hearing care. The CHAMPVA pages on the VA website have little information about any supplemental dental, eye and hearing care insurance plans that might be offered. But, as with Tricare, sponsored supplemental coverage may well be offered to members, and dependent and survivor auxiliary members, by such groups as the Disabled American Veterans (www.DAV.org ), the Paralyzed Veterans of America (www.PVA.org ), the American Legion (www.legion.org ), the Veterans of Foreign Wars (www.VFW.org ) and the Vietnam Veterans of America (www.vva.org ).  

Both Tricare and CHAMPVA offer premium-free continued coverage of now-grown, but first-disabled-in- childhood, offspring of eligible military members, retirees or veterans.  
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