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Objectives for Today’s Webinar

• Review what Medicaid is and what it covers—in and out of schools

• Provide an overview of the opportunity to expand school-based 
Medicaid--known as the free care policy reversal

• Outline the progress made in expanding school-based Medicaid

• Discuss the importance of school-based Medicaid for various 
stakeholders—and how to get involved



Today’s Speakers

• Lena O’Rourke, on behalf of Healthy Schools Campaign
• Sasha Pudelski, AASA: The School Superintendents 

Association
• Alex Mays, Healthy Schools Campaign
• Donna Mazyck, National Association of School Nurses



Lena O’Rourke, Healthy Schools Campaign



What is Medicaid?

• Comprehensive health insurance

• Medicaid covers all medically necessary physical and behavioral health 

services for children and adolescents

• Covers millions of people, including children and adolescents

• Eligibility varies by state but 49 states (including DC) cover children with 

incomes up to at least 200% FPL.

• 37% of all school-aged children receive health coverage through 

Medicaid and CHIP (Medicaid’s sister program)



Medicaid’s Federal-State Partnership

• Medicaid’s costs are shared by the state and federal government
• States make decisions about administration, eligibility, services, 

coverage, and beneficiary protections—and HHS approves the 
decisions

• Program decisions are in a written Medicaid State Plan
• One way to modify Medicaid is to make changes through State Plan 

Amendments (SPA)



Background on School-Based Medicaid

• For 30 years, Medicaid has paid for eligible school physical and 
behavioral health services included in students’ Individualized 
Education Programs (IEP)

• While Medicaid spending on school-based health services 
represents less than 1 percent of total Medicaid spending, it’s 
significant for schools



Eligibility for School-Based Medicaid

• Historically, Medicaid would only pay for health services included in 
the IEP of a student enrolled in Medicaid (or in a limited number of 
other situations)

• A 2014 change in federal policy is an opportunity to expand school-
based services to ALL Medicaid-enrolled students
• This is known as the Free Care policy reversal



Medicaid Free Care Policy Reversal

• Medicaid reimbursement no longer restricted to students with an IEP
• Medicaid will reimburse for services to all Medicaid-enrolled students
• States can choose to expand school-based Medicaid programs to all 

students
• Some states must submit State Plan Amendment (SPA)  to expand 

their program to all students; others can take state administrative  or 
legislative actions



Opportunities Under “Free Care”

• Increase funding for school-based health services
• Cover more services in schools
• Expand healthcare workforce and provider-types eligible for 

reimbursement in schools
• Encourage new thinking about how schools and health care can 

work together to improve health outcomes in schools
• Improved health and academic outcomes
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Current Status of School-Based Medicaid 

Medicaid can pay for school-based physical/mental health 
services if:
• The student is enrolled in Medicaid;
• The services provided are covered by the state;
• Services are delivered by a qualified provider that is 

recognized in the Medicaid state plan; and
• States have appropriate billing, documentation and oversight 

mechanisms in place.



Implications for States

• States can choose to expand school-based Medicaid programs to 
cover all Medicaid-enrolled students
• Potential new, sustainable source of revenue from the federal 

government for services being provided to students
• States may also consider expanding:

• Medicaid-eligible providers in schools
• Covered Medicaid services delivered in schools



Seizing the Opportunity

• Many states are considering expanding school-based Medicaid
• Several models being considered in how to design school-based 

Medicaid programs
• Reflect the uniqueness of each state’s existing program

• The Trump Administration is actively working with states 
considering expanding school-based Medicaid—and approving 
SPAs



Type of Activity States

Approved SPA to implement free care policy 
reversal

Florida*; Louisiana; Massachusetts; Michigan; 
North Carolina

Expanded school-based Medicaid through free 
care policy reversal (no SPA needed)

Missouri+, South Carolina

SPA pending with CMS California; Georgia; Kentucky; Nevada

Preparing SPA/program change Colorado; Minnesota

Passed Legislation California°; New Hampshire; Utah°

Pursuing Legislation Florida*; Massachusetts°





Highlight: Michigan

• Passed state legislation in December 2018 allocating $31 million to provide 
licensed behavioral health providers in schools for general education 
students
• Legislation required state to amend Medicaid plan to implement the free 

care policy reversal
• Added physician's assistants, certified nurse specialists, marriage and 

family therapists, behavioral health analysts, school social workers and 
school psychologists as Medicaid eligible providers
• SPA approved by CMS August 2019



Key Questions to Ask in Your State

● What are the greatest unmet student health needs?
● How are school health services currently being delivered? Various models exist
● Is my state currently billing Medicaid for school health services delivered to any 

Medicaid enrolled students?
● Does my state need to amend its state Medicaid plan to implement the free 

care policy reversal?
● Who are key partners in my state to support this work?
● How does this opportunity align with existing state commitments to improve 

student health (e.g. state policies and programs addressing nutrition, physical 
activity, school climate, etc.)
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Q&A



Thank you!
Alex Mays
Healthy Schools Campaign
alex@healthyschoolscampaign.org

For more information visit:
healthyschoolscampaign.org

Free care reversal state activity brief: 
bit.ly/freecareupdate

mailto:alex@healthyschoolscampaign.org



