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Importance of School Health Services 
 
Nearly 20% of U.S. children under the age of 18 years have a physical or mental health concern 
such as asthma, diabetes, vision impairment and anxiety, or other physical, developmental or 
behavioral need that can affect their ability to succeed in the classroom. An estimated 40% of 
school-age children have at least one chronic health condition. 
 
Among low-income children with special healthcare needs, approximately 87% do not receive 
necessary care, primarily due to financial costs and limited access. If not appropriately 
managed, these conditions can adversely affect school attendance, learning ability, motivation, 
academic performance and the chances of graduating from high school.  
 
Providing healthcare at school, where children spend the majority of their days, is essential to 
addressing these concerns. School health services include physical, behavioral and mental 
healthcare that can be delivered by school health staff (e.g., school nurses, social workers and 
speech-language pathologists), as well as through school-based health centers (SBHCs) and 
partnerships with local health organizations.  
 
Decades of research show that increased access to school health services has a positive 
impact on children’s well-being. Benefits include:​
 

●​ Improved health and academic outcomes for students with chronic health conditions  
●​ Improved health and academic outcomes for students with mental or behavioral health 

concerns 
●​ Improved attendance rates and reductions in chronic absenteeism for all students, 

including students experiencing mental health challenges 
●​ Decreased suspension rates  
●​ Gains in early literacy and reading skills  
●​ Improved quality of classroom instruction, as teachers face fewer disruptions and 

behavioral health challenges  
 

How Medicaid Supports School Health Services 
 
Medicaid provides coverage to nearly 30 million children — approximately 40 percent of all 
children under age 18 in the United States. The program covers comprehensive and preventive 
physical, behavioral and mental health services and is a cost-effective and efficient provider of 
essential healthcare services for children. 
 
Medicaid plays a critical role in funding school-based healthcare, supporting more than $7.5 
billion* in school health services. It serves as a significant source of revenue for schools, making 
Medicaid the fourth-largest federal funding stream for K-12 public schools.​
​
*Based on Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services analysis of state expenditure reports for fiscal year 2023, 
available at Medicaid.gov. 
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https://mchb.hrsa.gov/sites/default/files/mchb/programs-impact/nsch-data-brief-children-youth-special-health-care-needs.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/school-health-conditions/chronic-conditions/index.html#:~:text=Overview,conditions%2C%20and%20behavior/learning%20problems
https://www.childhealthdata.org/browse/survey/results?q=10787&r=1
https://www.childrenshealthfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Health-Barriers-to-Learning.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1059840516678909
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0890856717319263
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1059840518785954
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0149718917301398
https://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/iassw/sswj/2017/00000041/00000002/art00002
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/pam.20528
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/children-0-18
https://www.medicaid.gov/medicaid/financial-management/state-expenditure-reporting-for-medicaid-chip/expenditure-reports-mbescbes


 

Four School Health Services Delivery Models​
 
Students can connect with school health services via different delivery models. All of the 
providers employed under each model play an important role in enhancing student 
health and well-being, and their collaboration is essential to addressing students’ needs. 
 
School districts determine the types of health services and health professionals needed in 
schools, taking into account factors such as overall student makeup, district resources and 
capacity and workforce shortages. Some districts have one school nurse for all students, while 
other districts may have multiple school nurses or at least one nurse in every school building, for 
example.  
 
School districts also determine how to deliver and pay for health services. The delivery model is 
distinguished by who employs the health provider. Options typically include: 1) school district; 
2) community health partner, such as a local hospital system or other healthcare entity that 
delivers services in a school setting; 3) school-based health center; 4) telehealth vendor.  
 

​

Medicaid: A Sustainable Funding Source 
 
Medicaid is a sustainable funding source for school health services. While Medicaid payment 
and reimbursement mechanisms vary based on the health service delivery model, there is no 
cap on reimbursement so long as the following provisions are met: Both the health service and 
the provider must be covered by the state Medicaid program, and the service must be provided 
to a student enrolled in Medicaid.  
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With all delivery models, the health provider’s employer is responsible for billing Medicaid. 
Here’s how that looks under each delivery model in a state where social workers are able to bill 
Medicaid for counseling:  
 

●​ Scenario 1: If a student sees a school staff social worker for counseling, the school 
district bills Medicaid.  

●​ Scenario 2: If a student sees a social worker employed by a local hospital under 
contract to provide services in a school setting, the hospital bills Medicaid. 

●​ Scenario 3: If a student sees a social worker employed by a school-based health center 
operated by a federally qualified health center (FQHC), the FQHC bills Medicaid. 

●​ Scenario 4: If a student sees an off-site social worker (via telehealth) employed by a 
telehealth vendor under contract with the school district, the telehealth vendor bills 
Medicaid.  

 
Healthy Students, Promising Futures ​ ​      ​            healthystudentspromisingfutures.org   4 



 
For each scenario, Medicaid reimbursement is distinct and separate. A student receiving care 
from a school-employed health provider can also see a community provider (assuming all 
parent and school approval requirements are met), and both providers can bill Medicaid for the 
services they provide the student.  
 
Understanding the different Medicaid funding models can help school districts and those who 
support and advance the school health ecosystem maximize funding, advance coordination 
across service delivery models and increase investments in the school health program. 

 

Building a Holistic School Health Ecosystem 
 
All school health service delivery models share the same goal: to improve children’s 
health and well-being, enabling them to succeed both in and outside the classroom. 
 
Fostering partnerships and collaboration across these models is at the core of a strong school 
health ecosystem — one where school health providers and community health and mental 
health professionals work together to meet student health needs (view “Complementary Roles 
of School and Community Providers” for more information). 
 
Future briefs will discuss state and district-level policies that can best support an integrated 
school health environment and improve student access to essential health services. However, 
by first understanding the distinct delivery models and how Medicaid funds each model, 
policymakers, school district administrators and staff, advocates and other school health 
champions can begin to build a more holistic system to support student well-being and success. 
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https://healthystudentspromisingfutures.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/school-community-provider-roles-fact-sheet.pdf
https://healthystudentspromisingfutures.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/school-community-provider-roles-fact-sheet.pdf


 

Healthy Schools Campaign 
Healthy Schools Campaign (HSC) engages interest holders and advocates for policy changes 
at local, state and national levels to ensure that all students have access to healthy school 
environments, including nutritious food, physical activity and essential health services, so they 
can learn and thrive. HSC’s Healthy Students, Promising Futures initiative supports states and 
school districts in expanding access to Medicaid-funded school health services. To learn more, 
visit healthyschoolscampaign.org and healthystudentspromisingfutures.org. ​
 

This work is licensed under Creative Commons (CC BY-NC 4.0) ​
 ​

 

 
This publication was supported by Cooperative Agreement Number NU58DP007085, funded by 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, in partnership with the American Academy of 
Pediatrics. Its contents are solely the responsibility of Healthy Schools Campaign and do not 
necessarily represent the official views of the American Academy of Pediatrics or the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention. 
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https://healthyschoolscampaign.org/
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