
Last week, I met with a school district and had the
chance to talk with them about the initiatives
they started to combat mental health issues
faced by their students. It was so amazing
hearing all the different ways they are attacking
a problem that too many young people in this
country face daily. It made me want to shed
some light on how other districts can do the
same.

In recent years, youth mental health has
emerged as a pressing national concern.
Schools, often serving as the first touchpoint for
students needing behavioral and emotional
support, are now receiving new Medicaid
resources to expand their capacity to address
these needs. A recent report by KFF (Kaiser Family
Foundation) highlights how Medicaid is playing a
critical role in enhancing school-based
behavioral health services, a move that could
make a significant difference in the lives of
countless young people.

The Growing Demand for School-Based Mental
Health Services
Research shows that an increasing number of
students are experiencing mental health 
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challenges. According to the CDC, 1 in 5 children and adolescents in the U.S. has a
diagnosable mental health disorder, yet only 20% of these children receive care from
a specialized mental health provider. For many students, untreated mental health
issues can lead to struggles in school, disruptions in family life, and even long-term
social and economic consequences.

Given the limited number of pediatric mental health professionals, particularly in
rural areas, schools have become a crucial access point for mental health services.
However, until recently, funding constraints often limited what schools could offer in
terms of behavioral health support. The infusion of Medicaid resources aims to
address this gap, ensuring that students in need have access to services that can
positively impact their academic and social well-being.

School-based mental health services offer numerous benefits, including easy access
for students who might otherwise lack support. They enable early intervention,
allowing schools to address issues before they escalate. Furthermore, having mental
health resources available on campus reduces the stigma often associated with
seeking help, as students can receive support within the familiarity of their school
environment. According to a report from the American Academy of Pediatrics,
students who receive mental health services in school settings demonstrate
improved academic performance, attendance, and behavior.

How Other Programs are Supporting Youth Mental Health
This initiative builds upon successful models and programs that already provide
behavioral health support in schools. For example, Project AWARE (Advancing
Wellness and Resilience in Education) has been working to improve access to mental
health services in schools nationwide by training educators and staff to recognize
the signs of mental health challenges. In states like Virginia and Oregon, where
Project AWARE has been implemented, schools have seen notable improvements in
student well-being, particularly in regions with limited access to mental health
professionals.

Another promising model is the Comprehensive School-Based Mental Health
Systems (CSMHS) framework developed by the School-Based Health Alliance. This
framework encourages schools to build a robust network of mental health services,
from universal prevention programs to targeted interventions. Schools following the
CSMHS model often collaborate with local mental health agencies, allowing them to
expand their resources even further.

The Future of School-Based Mental Health Services
With Medicaid’s expanded support, schools can now take bold steps toward 



integrating mental health services into their core offerings. However, challenges
remain, including the need for schools to find and retain qualified mental health
professionals. Additionally, states will need to navigate the administrative
complexities of billing Medicaid for these services, which may require additional
training and infrastructure.

As more states adopt these Medicaid-supported initiatives, we can hope to see a
positive shift in how mental health services are delivered to students. The growing
emphasis on school-based behavioral health services acknowledges the
fundamental link between mental health and education, promoting an environment
where students can thrive academically and personally.

Medicaid’s Role in Expanding Mental Health Resources in Schools
The Medicaid initiative is timely, given that schools across the country are grappling
with rising mental health crises among students, exacerbated by the pandemic. The
new guidance from the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) encourages
states to use Medicaid funding to support school-based mental health services. For
the first time, federal Medicaid dollars can be directly applied to provide services
such as counseling, therapy, and psychiatric evaluations within school settings.

By making Medicaid resources more accessible to school districts, this expansion
helps remove some of the financial barriers that have previously limited schools'
capacity to offer mental health support. In practical terms, this means that school-
based professionals—counselors, social workers, and psychologists—will have the
resources to provide more comprehensive support to students, even in schools that
have traditionally struggled with funding.

A Vital Step Toward Supporting Our Youth
The expansion of Medicaid resources for school-based behavioral health services
marks an important step in addressing the mental health crisis affecting our youth.
By creating pathways for students to access critical mental health support, this
initiative underscores the commitment to making schools safe, inclusive, and
supportive environments.

As these programs continue to unfold, it will be vital to monitor their impact,
advocate for sustained funding, and support policies that prioritize mental health in
educational settings. Our youth deserve a future where they can not only succeed
academically but also feel supported and understood in every aspect of their well-
being.


