
Medicaid in Schools: The Basics 

What is school-based Medicaid? 
Medicaid reimburses school districts for health services delivered to students — 
not just academic support. It’s a major, often invisible, funding stream that keeps 
nurses, therapists, and counselors on staff in schools nationwide. 

What it pays for 
• IEP-required services: speech, occupational, and physical therapy, 
nursing, and psychological services for students with disabilities under 
IDEA — Medicaid is the payer of first resort here 

• Broader student health services: school nurses, counselors, behavioral 
health support, and screenings, in states that have expanded beyond 
IEP-only billing 

Why schools matter as an access point 
• Students are about six times more likely to get mental health care at 
school than anywhere else 

• For many low-income kids, school is the only consistent point of contact 
with a health or mental health provider 

How it's funded — and what changed 
• A 2014 federal policy reversal (“Free Care Policy Reversal”) let states bill 
Medicaid for services to any Medicaid-enrolled student, not just those with 
an IEP — about 25 states have taken this up 

• Medicaid sends an estimated $7.5 billion a year to schools nationally; in 
the median U.S. school district, more than 40% of students are covered by 
Medicaid 

• At risk: the 2025 federal reconciliation law (H.R. 1) cuts roughly $1 trillion 
from Medicaid over the next decade. School-based positions — nurses, 
therapists, counselors — are among the first districts expect to cut if that 
funding shrinks 

Bottom line: School Medicaid isn’t a niche program — it’s core infrastructure 
for student health and special education. Federal Medicaid cuts don’t just hit 



hospitals and nursing homes; they hit the nurse's office and the IEP team 
down the hall. 
 


