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Advocacy Guide Overview

THE ISSUE: Medicaid covers essential health services, including mental and behavioral
healthcare, for kids in schools. From funding school health staffing, direct services and critical
screening programs, to covering assistive equipment and technology for students with
disabilities, Medicaid helps to ensure all kids are able to learn and thrive.

But recent federal policy changes threaten Medicaid’s ability to support children and schools.
The federal reconciliation bill signed into law in July 2025 (HR1) cuts almost $1 trillion in federal
Medicaid funding over the next 10 years. While there are no direct cuts or policy changes to
school Medicaid, children and schools are not safe from the impact. Federal reductions will
hamper state progress to increase access to and funding for school health services — progress
that Congress had encouraged — and result in less funding for states and school districts
overall.

The fight to protect Medicaid and mitigate the harms of the federal funding cuts has shifted to
the states. As states grapple with implementing new federal policies and making up for lost
federal funds, existing state-funded programs, services and covered benefits are at risk of being
reduced or eliminated.

Now is the time for health and education advocates to act to ensure their state health policy
ecosystem includes strong support for the school Medicaid program. Schools must continue to
provide access to a full array of health services and providers, including behavioral and mental
healthcare. Tell your state leaders to protect Medicaid so kids can continue to get the care and
support they need.

What you can do:

> Call or email your state legislator or state Medicaid director and tell them why
Medicaid matters for your students and your school districts. Here’s a 2-minute call script
anyone can use to make the point that protecting Medicaid protects students, schools
and communities. Got more time? There’s more text to read or adapt.

> Educate yourself to make the case for Medicaid. Resources such as Medicaid/CHIP
Coverage by School Districts, County Health Rankings and Roadmaps and KIDS
COUNT Data Center provide community and state-specific data.

> Understand how Medicaid supports schools in your state: This national school
Medicaid map provides a snapshot of state policies, and this state activity tracker
summarizes recent state efforts to strengthen school Medicaid.

> Tailor your message for different audiences. Speaking with community members?
Connect how Medicaid cuts will impact school budgets and taxes. Meeting with school
families? Focus on the potential loss of programs and services. Note how an entire class
is affected when even just one student cannot fully participate due to a health condition.
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> Present to policymakers. Request a meeting with elected officials and key
decision-makers in your state. Outline the important issues and share why Medicaid is
important to your school district, community or state.

> Engage the media. Reach out to reporters, editors and columnists, as well as health-
and school-related content creators, to discuss the impact of federal Medicaid cuts on
school and community health. Write a letter to the editor or submit a guest essay or
op-ed to publications covering Medicaid.

> Build and connect with coalitions. Alert school leaders — including school
superintendents, finance officers, teachers and staff — about efforts to protect school
Medicaid. Contact organizations that support educators, students and families; they are
key allies in this work.

> Center parent and student voices. Medicaid By Any Other Name

Students and families will be the ones most = 1S Still Medicaid ...
hurt by federal reductions. Don't just gather =~ Many states have renamed their Medicaid
their stories; include their voices in program. South Carolina calls the program

“Healthy Connections,” Washington state
calls it “Apple Health” and Kansas calls it
“KanCare.” It's also not uncommon for
states to give a different name to the

I nt rOd u CtIO N Children’s Health Insurance Program

(CHIP). In Vermont, CHIP is called “Dr.

decision-making and strategizing.

The 2025 federal reconciliation bill (HR1) cuts SynEEeL willp ln Ceergld Ity Heeehtale
almost $1 trillion in federal Medicaid funding over et (e Al el GRS [pregel s f2ly ef

the next decade. While there are no direct cuts or Medicaid funding. What’s Medicaid called
policy changes to school Medicaid, reduced in your state? Find out at Healthcare.gov >
funding will affect student access to essential

health services, including mental and behavioral

healthcare.

Medicaid is a lifeline for more than 70 million children, seniors, people with disabilities, pregnant
people, and adults with low incomes, helping them get the health care they need; HR1 is
estimated to result in approximately 15 million people losing health coverage and becoming
uninsured by 2034.

Approximately 40 million children age 18 and under — half of all children in the United States
— are enrolled in Medicaid or the Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP), through which
they receive medical care, mental health treatment and medical equipment and supplies.
For children with disabilities, Medicaid plays a vital role in supporting therapies and services.

As states grapple with federal funding cuts and state budgets, there will be negative ripple
effects on student health services, schools and communities, many of which will be forced to
increase taxes and reduce or eliminate programs and services, including non-Medicaid
services, to fund school budgets and services for students with disabilities.
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Federal cuts also undermine efforts to address the youth mental health crisis and exacerbate
workforce shortages of school health providers.

With limited available funds, students will experience reduced access to health services,
health staffing and critical health supplies. This is how it may look on the ground:

> State budget gaps: State budget shortfalls will force school districts to compete for
more limited state dollars, and force states to cut other parts of K-12 budgets.

> District budget gaps: Cuts in Medicaid funding will require districts to divert funds
from other educational programs to cover services for students with with disabilities
mandated under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).

> Cost to communities: With many districts relying on Medicaid reimbursement to
cover personnel costs for special education programs, school districts may need to
raise property taxes and/or reduce or eliminate various programs and services,
including non-Medicaid services, to fund school budgets.

While each state and school district will make different decisions about what to cut and when,
this much is clear: A strong school Medicaid program depends on a strong Medicaid program.

This toolkit is designed for all children’s health and education advocates to use in efforts to
amplify Medicaid’s role as an essential source of funding for school health services and
programs that support student well-being and success. Given that student health affects
learning, anyone who shares the goal of improving children’s well-being and educational
outcomes should be an advocate for school Medicaid.

The toolkit includes actions you can take to urge state leaders to reject Medicaid policies that
jeopardize funding for school health services and reduce students’ access to care in schools;
suggestions for forming partnerships and developing longer-term strategies; and links to school
Medicaid policy briefs and other advocacy resources.

Together, we can maintain progress made in expanding access to school health services and
continue building on state successes so all children can obtain the healthcare they need to learn
and thrive.

Advancing Health Equity in Schools

The current patchwork of national, state and local policies greatly affects children’s health and
well-being. This fragmented system impedes access to high-quality health services. Children
of color disproportionately experience racial and ethnic inequities in pediatric care, along with
prevention services that come too late and chronic care services that are disparate and
uncoordinated.

Research shows that where a child lives is a dominant indicator of their health trajectory. Simply
put, poverty is highly concentrated and highly correlated with poor health. Notably, children who
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https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanchi/article/PIIS2352-4642(23)00251-1/abstract
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live in low-income households and children of color face a higher incidence of chronic illness,
including asthma and obesity, associated with neighborhood segregation, poverty and limited
access to a range of services needed to support healthy living.

A seamless system of pediatric services, with multiple and connected entry points, would
provide children with access to a full continuum of care. This vision requires connecting
children to services wherever they are in their community — and that makes schools, which
are a central hub, an essential part of the health ecosystem.

School Health Services Boost Care and Outcomes

An estimated 40% of school-age children have at least one chronic health condition, such as
asthma or diabetes, that can affect their ability to succeed in the classroom; for those children
living in low-income households with special healthcare needs, approximately 85% do not
receive the necessary care, primarily due to financial barriers and limited access.

To learn how school districts use Medicaid funds, view the results of a
nationwide survey of school district leaders. The most oft-cited use is school
health staff and personnel salaries; 86% of respondents indicated their district
uses Medicaid for this purpose.

School health services, provided where children spend the maijority of their days, are essential
to addressing these concerns. These services include physical, behavioral and mental
healthcare that can be delivered by a range of providers, such as school nurses, social
workers and speech-language pathologists, as well as through school-based health centers
and partnerships with local health organizations.

Studies indicate that increased access to school health providers improves health and academic
outcomes, particularly for students with chronic health issues. A lower student-to-nurse ratio, for
example, is related to better attendance. Yet only 65% of public schools have access to a
full-time nurse (>35 hours per week); 6% have no nurse at all, according to the National
Association of School Nurses. This means many schools are under-resourced when it comes to
addressing student health.

School Medicaid Momentum & Challenges

Bipartisan Support for Maximizing Medicaid

States and school districts across the country have made considerable strides in recent years
to provide more students with more types of covered health services delivered within a school
setting. Many states have tapped into federal opportunities that were created with bipartisan
support to increase Medicaid reimbursement, strengthen school health services (including
access to mental healthcare) and improve student health.
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK610731/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3794652/
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In 2022, for example, Congress included provisions in the Bipartisan Safer Communities Act
(BSCA) for the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) to update school Medicaid
guidance and help states leverage Medicaid policy that encourages school districts to seek
reimbursement of all Medicaid-covered health services provided to all students enrolled in
Medicaid. Previously, school districts could only bill for health services included in a student’s
Individualized Education Program (IEP) or in other limited situations, and some states still have
that embedded in state policy.

The following year, CMS released $50 million in grants, funded through the BSCA, to support
states and school districts in designing and implementing changes to their school Medicaid
program. Eighteen states, including both red states and blue states, each received up to $2.5
million.

Extensive data and research indicate that Medicaid and CHIP have
increased health coverage for low-income children, leading to improved
access to care, utilization of services and financial protection.

This support encouraged more states to begin amending their state Medicaid plan in
accordance with CMS guidance; all states are required to do so by July 2026. (View Healthy
Schools Campaign’s state activity tracker, which summarizes state policy updates, and school
Medicaid expansion map for an overview of each state’s school Medicaid program.)

States that have already expanded their school Medicaid program are reaping significant
financial benefits — money schools can use to hire additional health personnel and provide
more health services. This benefits all students, not just those enrolled in Medicaid.

Today, Medicaid is a significant source of revenue for schools and supports more than $8 billion
in school health services, making it the fourth-largest federal funding stream for K-12 public
schools (based on CMS' analysis of state expenditure reports for fiscal year 2024, available at

Medicaid.gov).

Medicaid Cuts Will Affect Students, Schools and Communities

The progress toward strengthening and improving access to school health services is now at
risk. The changes coming to Medicaid will not only hamper states’ progress in increasing
funding for and access to school health services but will also leave states with less funding
overall.
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Medicaid Cuts are Coming:

Protecting and Strengthening School Medicaid is Critical to Supporting Students and Schools
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$1 Trillion in
Medicaid Cuts

OBBBA (H.R.1) cuts almost
$1 trillion in federal funding
from Medicaid over the next
decade. While it does not
include any specific changes
to the school Medicaid
program, its provisions
threaten children’s access to
school-based healthcare and
the sustainability of school
district budgets.
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Increased Burden on
State Budgets

The impact of federal
Medicaid cuts will vary from
state to state and occur on
different timelines, but all
states will be affected. States
will need to draw from
general funds, raise taxes,
and/or reduce Medicaid
benefits — or some
combination of these options
— to close budget
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Major Implications
for School Health

If states reduce Medicaid
spending, possible outcomes
include an uptick in the
number of uninsured
children and families, more
limited Medicaid benefit
packages and greater
healthcare workforce
shortages — all of which
would impact the services
and care schools can
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School Medicaid
Opportunity

As states face reduced
funding, strengthening the
school Medicaid program and
maximizing reimbursement is
a key opportunity to mitigate
harm, especially since funding
can be reinvested in school
health services to support
retention and hiring of health
providers and offer more

health services students

\/ W provide. W

> Download this graphic.

In a nationwide survey of over 1,400 school district leaders, 90% of respondents anticipated
that Medicaid cuts will lead to reductions across their district’s budget, including reductions
outside of school health services. This will harm all students and families, as it means fewer

resources for everyone.
Here are some of the hundreds of comments received:

“With Medicaid cuts, the salaries for the current related services staff would then have to be
taken out of the general fund, which has a negative ripple effect on all student services.” —
Director of Special Education, Suburban District, Arizona (school survey)

“Due to the remote area we serve, our students have little to no access to medical services
other than those provided in schools. Loss of Medicaid funding would severely hamper our
ability to support our students.” — Superintendent, Rural District, Michigan (school survey)

“We are required to provide the services. Lower Medicaid reimbursement simply shifts the
burden onto local taxpayers.” — Superintendent, Rural District, lowa (school survey)

“Medicaid is a cost saver not a costly entity. Students who do not have primary care will end
up with costly hospitalizations. Schools assist to keep our diabetics and asthmatics from
going into hospitals.” — Physical Therapist, Urban District, Florida (school survey)
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Advocacy Actions to Protect School Medicaid

Successful advocacy efforts to protect school Medicaid require the participation of both health
and education advocates, and all parents, teachers, school personnel, school nurses,
pediatricians, community leaders and others. Advocates can highlight how Medicaid helps
schools increase access to health providers and services that students would otherwise lack.
One way to do so is to bring together diverse members of the community to discuss the needs
of children who disproportionately face barriers to healthcare and experience poor health
outcomes.

In addition, advocates can work to strengthen their existing school Medicaid program and
identify ways to support state agencies and school districts. Many states are already amending
their state Medicaid plan to ensure their school Medicaid program is in line with CMS guidance.
These steps will create stronger programs and greater opportunities for schools to leverage the
benefits of participation in school Medicaid. The role of advocates in fostering a broader
understanding of and support for school Medicaid is more important than ever to sustain
progress for student health and position efforts well into the future.

Pick a Quick Action to Do Now

[ Tell state and local leaders why Medicaid matters for schools and students. Here's
a 2-minute call script anyone can use to make the point that protecting Medicaid
protects students, schools and communities. Got more time? There's more text to
read or adapt.

[J send an email to your state Medicaid director and state superintendent.

[J How to find your state Medicaid director: The National Association of
Medicaid Directors provides a list of all 56 members who represent all 50
states, the District of Columbia and all U.S. territories.

[J Your state superintendent: The Council of Chief State School Officers
maintains a directory of all state superintendents of public instruction, also
commonly referred to as state chief school officers.

[J call or emadil your state and federal legislators and tell them why Medicaid matters
for your students and your school districts.

(O Eind your U.S. representative
(J Ein r U.S. senator

(O Eind your state senators and representotives

[J Educate and organize. Choose from a vast collection of Health Care Defense
Advocacy Resources, including messaging guides, fact sheets and social media
toolkits that you can use to hold members of Congress accountable for their position
and mobilize your community around defending Medicaid in your state. Select a tool
to try out today!
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Educate Yourself to Make the Case for Medicaid in Schools

Medicaid is a popular program across the political spectrum. Public opinion can be instrumental
in driving leaders to take action that reflects the will of community members or voters.

Below are some tips and resources to help make the case for school Medicaid to policymakers
and community members — and inspire additional supporters to join these efforts.

1. Do some digging and gather evidence. Making the case for protecting Medicaid and
school health efforts involves highlighting student and school district needs and providing data
and evidence about what is required to keep commitments to children’s health. Start by
gathering key information:

1 How many students and their families are likely to TIP: You can speak up without
be impacted by Medicaid cuts? lobbying!

I How are local school districts currently using school = Visit Community Catalyst's
Medicaid funds? resource to learn more about how

' Will school health services and staff be reduced if to hold elected officials

there are state Medicaid cuts? If so, which accountable without lobbying.
services? This resource includes a helpful

] How will state and school district budgets be overview of lobbying vs.
impacted? non-lobbying activities.

Most data can be found here:

[0 Medicaid/CHIP Coverage by School Districts, provided by Georgetown University
Center for Children and Families, features enrollment data that can demonstrate local
needs and anticipated harms of Medicaid cuts on students, schools and communities.

[0 County Health Rankings and Roadmaps and KIDS COUNT Data Center provide
community and state-specific data.

0 HSC maintains a national school Medicaid map that provides a snapshot of different
states’ policy actions and a state activity tracker that summarizes recent state efforts to
strengthen school Medicaid.

2. Craft a message. Perfect your messaging using data to support key points. Include stories
from students who benefit from school Medicaid, providers who work to support student health
and other Medicaid supporters. Question to ask:

> How does Medicaid make a difference for your student(s)?
> What is at stake if your school district sees cuts to Medicaid funding?

3. Consider different audiences, and tailor your message based on what matters to them.
Examples:

> For the education community: Explain how leveraging Medicaid dollars for school health
providers could lead to other investments in health and wellness in schools that can
improve student attendance, readiness to learn and academic outcomes.
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> For a Parent Teacher Association (PTA) meeting audience: Share how Medicaid funding
helps all kids learn better, since when just one student experiences health-related
barriers to full classroom participation, it can impact the learning environment for the
whole class.

> For a state budget meeting: Explain that Medicaid dollars are critical investments for
schools, districts and communities, and reduced federal funding is likely to put a strain
on local budgets, which could lead to program cuts and/or higher taxes.

> To make the case for future cost savings: Explain how investment in Medicaid-funded
school health services leads to improved student health, increased adherence to
medical advice and reduced future healthcare needs, including costly hospitalization.

Engage policymakers. Now that you’ve built your case, reach out to local and state
policymakers to discuss how Medicaid supports staff, services and support in schools. Some of
the key decision-makers include your governor, state legislators, the state Medicaid agency and
state superintendent. Include a specific ask, such as, “Can | schedule a meeting with you as
soon as possible to discuss?”

When you meet, outline the important issues and share why Medicaid is important to your
students, school district and community. When a meeting is not possible, ask about other
ways to share your concerns:

> Will you convey my thoughts to your boss and ask them to take a strong position?
> Will someone from your office follow up with me about the member’s position?

5. Engage the media and leverage social media. Reach out to reporters, editors and
columnists, as well as health- and school-related content creators on social platforms, to discuss
how reduced federal Medicaid funding will affect state budgets, school district budgets and the
care that schools can provide. Consider writing a letter to the editor or submitting a guest essay
or op-ed to publications covering Medicaid. Share data to illustrate your points and center
stories on the students and schools that will be most affected. Offer a way for your audience to
get involved in advocacy efforts. Check out these public education and messaging tools.

TIP: While it's important to convey Medicaid's vital role to policymakers, it's also important to
educate community members and partners who have much at stake in light of federal
Medicaid cuts. People who may not see themselves as advocates today could become
organizers tomorrow once they know the impact cuts will have on access to student health
services.

Building Collaboration and Coalitions

Successful advocacy efforts rely on collaboration. Health and education advocates are
encouraged to work together and to involve multiple stakeholders, including community-based
groups focused on addressing the wellness and education needs of children experiencing
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poverty; groups focused on robust health services in schools; and local businesses committed
to improving children’s long-term outcomes and success.

Tapping into existing efforts or convening a diverse set of partners — and working together to
coordinate consistent messaging and strategy — can make a greater, long-lasting impact. Here
are some tips for coalition building.

Engage education stakeholders. Alert the school superintendent, school leaders, school
financial officers and teachers and staff about efforts to protect and strengthen school Medicaid.
Check if local school boards and other education advocates need more information about the
role Medicaid plays in sustaining school health services.

Integrate school Medicaid into broader Medicaid defense efforts. Advocates can join
existing campaigns and coalitions for collective impact. Organizations that support students and
families, such as Family Voices and The Arc, are key allies in this work. Connect with
associations of providers that deliver health services in schools, such as state associations of
school nurses, speech-language pathologists, occupational therapists, physical therapists,
school social workers, school counselors, school psychologists and school-based health
centers.

Center parent and student voices. Families and their children will be the ones most hurt by
Medicaid cuts. Don't just gather their stories; include their voices in decision-making and
strategizing. Building relationships and trust will lead to a greater understanding of needs and
priorities, helping strengthen advocacy efforts overall.

Looking for help with messaging? Check out Protect School Medicaid Talking
Points, developed by Healthy Schools Campaign, for facts on student access
and coverage, health and educational outcomes, state and school district
budgets and more: bit.ly/protect-school-medicaid

Advocating for School Medicaid = Advocating for Medicaid

While each state and school district will make difficult decisions about what to cut and when in
order to address lost federal funding, protecting and strengthening school Medicaid,
particularly in light of federal cuts, is crucial to supporting students, schools and communities.

This is a fight none of us can afford to sit out. If you have kids in school, work with young
people, worry about health disparities, worry about your local taxes, care about children’s
well-being and academic success, or if you just like it when everyone is healthier, it's time to
speak up: Tell your state and local leaders to protect school Medicaid because Medicaid
protects students, schools and communities.

And then tell someone else to do it, too.
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For more information or additional support, contact:

Orla Kennedy, Community Catalyst Senior Policy Analyst
okennedy@communitycatalyst.org

Jessie Mandle, Healthy Schools Campaign National Program Director

jessie@healthyschoolscampaign.org

Authors

Orla Kennedy, Community Catalyst Senior Policy Analyst

Jessie Mandle, Healthy Schools Campaign National Program Director
Lena O’'Rourke, on behalf of Healthy Schools Campaign

Alison Paxson, Healthy Schools Campaign Policy and Program Manager

Resources

Resources to Protect School Medicaid — Healthy Schools Campaign

Children’s Access to Healthcare in Schools: Strategies to Address Medicaid Cuts —
Healthy Schools Campaign

Protect School Medicaid: Talking Points for Advocates — Healthy Schools Campaign

Report: How Medicaid Cuts Will Harm Students & Schools: Results of a Nationwide
Survey of School District Leaders — Healthy Schools Campaign

Health Care Defense: Advocacy Resources — Community Catalyst
Medicaid Defense Tools for School Health Advocates, Teachers, Parents — Community
Catalyst

School Medicaid Information Toolkit — AASA
How Medicaid Supports Student Success — Georgetown Center for Children and

Families and Healthy Schools Campaign
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https://healthyschoolscampaign.org/dev/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/Childrens-Access-to-Healthcare-in-Schools-Strategies-to-Address-Medicaid-Cuts.pdf
https://bit.ly/protect-school-medicaid
https://healthyschoolscampaign.org/blog/report-how-medicaid-cuts-will-harm-students-schools/
https://healthyschoolscampaign.org/blog/report-how-medicaid-cuts-will-harm-students-schools/
https://communitycatalyst.canto.com/v/MedicaidDefense/landing?viewIndex=0&emci=c1a0909b-6536-f011-a5f1-6045bda9d96b&emdi=ac749bd1-f137-f011-a5f1-6045bda9d96b&ceid=6218603
https://communitycatalyst.canto.com/pdfviewer/viewer/viewer.html?share=share%2Calbum%2CUR4DJ&column=document&id=6v135nd4cp7pd2a733duf8lp27&suffix=pdf&print=1
https://www.aasa.org/resources/resource/medicaid-information-toolkit
https://ccf.georgetown.edu/2025/01/09/how-medicaid-supports-student-success/

Community Catalyst

Community Catalyst is a national non-profit health advocacy organization working to build the
power of people to create a health system rooted in race equity and health justice, and a society

where health is a right for all. To learn more, visit communitycatalyst.org.

Healthy Schools Campaign

Healthy Schools Campaign (HSC) engages stakeholders 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.
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