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Building and Sustaining Programs for School-based Behavioral Health Services in 
K-12 Schools 
 
Youth (i.e., children and adolescents) spend most of their time in school, offering an important 
opportunity to deliver mental and behavioral1 health services that meet them where they are. In 
fact, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, 35% of youth who received behavioral health services did 
so in schools. Schools can provide prevention services aimed at supporting positive youth 
behavioral health, decreasing the need for higher-level care, and can also serve as a key point of 
access for youth to receive more targeted services, such as therapy and crisis intervention. This 
is particularly important for youth in under-resourced communities where there are high unmet 
behavioral health needs and insufficient numbers of behavioral health providers.  

School-based services can also help address access and capacity constraints in the health 
system, and schools provide an optimal venue for identifying youth with behavioral health 
concerns and delivering interventions. Compared to more traditional clinical settings, 
behavioral health services in schools are more acceptable to families and reduce stigma 
associated with treatment. School-based behavioral health services have shown positive impacts 
on emotional outcomes and academic functioning.   

Defining and meeting the needs of schools to support youth behavioral health is particularly 
important given the current youth behavioral health crisis. Behavioral health challenges in 
children were rising even prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, and youth psychological distress and 
unmet behavioral health need increased further during the pandemic. When combined with the 
limited and inequitable access to care that existed before the current crisis, the increased 
behavioral health challenges among youth translate to more children needing services in school. 
States are working to respond to this challenge and potential opportunity; between March 2020 
and December 2021, states enacted more than 90 laws to support school-based behavioral 
health services. With this white paper, we describe several innovative strategies implemented by 
states and municipalities in support of comprehensive behavioral health services in schools.  

Best practices for school-based behavioral health services 

As communities direct more resources to school-based behavioral health services, it is important 
that they invest in evidence-based approaches—those that have been evaluated and have 
demonstrated effectiveness—for identification of and intervention for youth in need of support. 
School-based behavioral health services are most effective when they follow a multi-tiered 
system of support (MTSS) in which schools strive to meet the needs of all students through a 
layered continuum of supports that increase in intensity as needed.  

To place students in the right level of support, schools must first identify students’ behavioral 
health needs. One way for schools to identify unmet needs is through universal screening using 
validated tools.  Prior to implementing this, the MTSS model serves children best when schools 
have a plan for how they will use the screening data, including matching students with onsite 
services or referring students to community providers. There are several resources to support 
schools and districts in implementing screening best practices.  

The MTSS framework layers supports across three tiers. Tier 1 services are universal supports 
provided to all children in the school. They include proactive, positive behavior management 
practices or skill-building such as those included in Positive Behavioral Interventions and 

 
1 Throughout this resource, we will use the term behavioral health, which we view as encompassing mental health 
and emotional and psychological well-being. 

mailto:PolicyLab@email.chop.edu
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30883761/
https://www.nap.edu/catalog/12480/preventing-mental-emotional-and-behavioral-disorders-among-young-people-progress
https://ps.psychiatryonline.org/doi/full/10.1176/appi.ps.201900575
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/full/10.1146/annurev-clinpsy-032816-045234
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0890856717319263
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-youth-mental-health-advisory.pdf
https://mhanational.org/sites/default/files/2022%20State%20of%20Mental%20Health%20in%20America.pdf
https://www.nashp.org/states-take-action-to-address-childrens-mental-health-in-schools/
https://www.schoolmentalhealth.org/Resources/Foundations-of-School-Mental-Health/Advancing-Comprehensive-School-Mental-Health-Systems--Guidance-from-the-Field/
https://www.doe.mass.edu/sfss/mtss/blueprint.pdf
https://www.doe.mass.edu/sfss/mtss/blueprint.pdf
https://www.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/ready_set_go_review_mh_screening_in_schools_508.pdf
https://www.pbis.org/
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Supports (PBIS) or Social Emotional Learning (SEL) programs (see the CASEL Guide in 
Resources for Identifying Evidence-based Programs). Tier 2 services provide targeted supports 
for children who would benefit from more services than Tier 1 alone. These can include small-
group interventions targeting a specific area of concern such as youth with disruptive behaviors 
or youth at risk for depression. Tier 3 services include more intensive, individualized supports 
such as individual or family therapy, medication management, or multi-disciplinary team-based 
interventions. Across tiers, it is important to use evidence-based interventions to achieve the 
greatest impact on youth behavioral health (see Resources for Identifying Evidence-based 
Programs). 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When implementing a MTSS framework, schools and districts have flexibility in choosing 
evidence-based tools and interventions and determining how services are provided. Behavioral 
health services are often provided onsite by school personnel (e.g., school psychologists, school 
counselors, school social workers) or through partnerships with licensed community providers 
who are embedded within the school. In some cases, referral to an outside provider or a 
specialty clinic within a health system for a higher level of care may be the best way to support 
the student. However, while promising, building school and health system collaborations can be 
challenging, especially as it relates to the differing medical and educational privacy standards 
(HIPAA and FERPA). This can present a barrier to information-sharing and, by extension, make 
it difficult to provide coordinated care. Regardless of the approach, the MTSS framework calls 
for data-driven decision-making informed by ongoing monitoring of progress by all internal and 
community providers. 

 

 

Resources for Identifying Evidence-based Programs 
  

A number of resources, including those listed below, can help identify programs 
that meet specific evidentiary standards. In many cases, users can search these 
resources by features like target population, program approach and types of 
outcomes. 

 
o CASEL Guide to Effective Social and Emotional Programs (Tier 1) 

provides descriptions of universal social-emotional learning programs 

that meet specific standards, including having detailed documentation, 

offering professional development to implementers and outlining 

standards of evidence.  

o What Works Clearinghouse (Tiers 1 and 2) collects, reviews, and reports 
on studies of education interventions, including those related to 

behavior. The resources can support evidence-based decision-making.  

o Blueprints for Healthy Youth Development (Tiers 1, 2 and 3) is a 

resource for identifying interventions for youth, including those to 

improve youth behavioral health, implemented in a range of settings 

such as schools. 

 

https://www.pbis.org/
https://pg.casel.org/
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/FWW/Results?filters=,Behavior
https://www.blueprintsprograms.org/
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PolicyLab’s approach 

Knowing the importance of schools in supporting youth behavioral health, several PolicyLab 
researchers have developed and evaluated school-based interventions and continue to explore 
how to best deliver these programs within schools and alongside educators. Furthermore, given 
PolicyLab’s mission to conduct research and other activities that inform practice and policy to 
improve child health, we are interested in advancing the discussion on how to finance, sustain 
and evaluate school-based behavioral health services.  
 
To inform this discussion and our own work, this white paper explores innovative models that 
address some of the barriers associated with implementing, funding and sustaining 
comprehensive school-based behavioral health in the United States.2  
 

Exploring innovative models 

We conducted a scan of state and community models that support school-based behavioral 
health services to identify examples that may be replicable elsewhere and relevant to all public 
schools. The examples we highlight include local, state, and regional stakeholders, and payment 
and policy levers for service models that span Tiers 1, 2 and 3. Most importantly, schools need 
additional resources to provide behavioral health services to their students. For example, 
schools report difficulties in securing sustainable funding to provide the necessary range of 
services, especially preventive services. Others report barriers that include insufficient numbers 
of licensed providers in the workforce, lack of resources for training school staff and limited 
infrastructure for ongoing evaluation. While education sector funding streams are important, we 
focus on health-related payment levers in this paper.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2 In this white paper, we are specifically interested in models to sustain behavioral health interventions in 
the K-12 school setting, and we defined the following topics as out of scope for this resource: multi-tiered 
systems of supports related solely to academics, services specific to special education such as IEPs 
(though methods of providing the services listed above to students who also receive special education 
services is within scope), and school-based services specific to physical health or health education (e.g., 
asthma prevention, obesity prevention, sexual health services). 

Medicaid’s Role in School-based Behavioral Health Funding 
  

State Medicaid programs and funding can be an important part of school-based 
behavioral health care, particularly in under-resourced settings. Nationally, more 
than one-third of youth were insured through Medicaid in 2019 and this number 
has likely increased during the pandemic. Given the nature of the program, there is 
higher enrollment in under-resourced communities. Thus, the degree to which 
Medicaid may be a funding lever for school-based behavioral health care varies a 
great deal and may have limited utility in districts with low student enrollment in 
the program.  
 
(continued on page 4) 

https://policylab.chop.edu/our-research/behavioral-health
https://policylab.chop.edu/our-research/behavioral-health
https://policylab.chop.edu/about-us
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/crimeindicators/ind_s01.asp
https://www.ecs.org/state-funding-for-student-mental-health/
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/children-0-18/?currentTimeframe=0&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Other%20Public%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/issue-brief/analysis-of-recent-national-trends-in-medicaid-and-chip-enrollment/#:~:text=Data%20show%20that%20Medicaid%2FCHIP,48.7%25%20(Figure%202).
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Leveraging Medicaid for school-based behavioral health services 

Medicaid has the potential to be a sustainable funding source for school-based behavioral health 
services, especially in school districts with a high proportion of eligible children, and it 
represents a significant funding stream within many school district budgets. Yet school-based 
services make up less than 1% of overall Medicaid program funds.  
 
Although 17 states permit Medicaid reimbursement for school-based services for all Medicaid-
enrolled students, several barriers can make leveraging Medicaid reimbursement difficult even 
within those states. First, the administrative process associated with obtaining Medicaid 
reimbursement, such as providing documentation and completing time studies, can deter school 
districts, especially those with relatively low numbers of Medicaid enrollees. Second, there may 

In 2014, the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) gave states the 
ability to permit schools to bill Medicaid for covered services offered in the 
school setting for all Medicaid-enrolled students. Previously, Medicaid 
reimbursement was limited to Medicaid-enrolled youth with an Individual 
Education Program (IEP). Medicaid’s Early and Periodic Screening, Diagnostic 
and Treatment (EPSDT) benefit requires all state Medicaid agencies to 
reimburse for routine screening and early interventions for youth and includes 
behavioral health screening and treatment. However, there is a great deal of 
variation in state Medicaid programs that may impact access to behavioral health 
care in schools. Most states need to update their Medicaid plans to enable 
reimbursement for school-based services (view progress by state).  
 
Another potential barrier relates to licensing requirements for providers. Several 
state entities (e.g., state Medicaid plans, departments of education, state 
licensing boards) may be involved in  determining what provider types can treat 
youth in a school setting and if the provider is eligible for Medicaid 
reimbursement. In 20 states, misalignment between the Medicaid plan and 
education agency standards means that not all school-based behavioral health 
providers are eligible for Medicaid reimbursement. An example of misalignment 
is when a state education agency offers an expedited certification process for a 
school-based health professional, but the credential is not recognized by the 
Medicaid agency.  
 
Fragmentation of behavioral health insurance plans from physical health 
insurance coverage is another potential constraint. Relevant to Medicaid’s role in 
school-based behavioral health is that in some states, some or all behavioral 
health services are “carved-out” from Medicaid Managed Care Organizations’ 
contracts and are managed by a separate plan (fee-for-service or limited benefit). 
There is variation across states and changing trends in what and how services are 
carved in or out. Having separate behavioral health payers can add complexity 
for schools, which are also working with Medicaid on school-based physical 
health services, as they then need to navigate different payers and processes for 
billing and service delivery.   
 
 
 
 

https://www.aasa.org/uploadedFiles/Policy_and_Advocacy/Resources/AASA_Medicaid_Report_FINAL.pdf
https://www.macpac.gov/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Medicaid-in-Schools.pdf
https://healthystudentspromisingfutures.org/map-school-medicaid-programs/
https://www.medicaid.gov/medicaid/benefits/early-and-periodic-screening-diagnostic-and-treatment/index.html
https://www.medicaid.gov/medicaid/benefits/early-and-periodic-screening-diagnostic-and-treatment/index.html
https://www.childtrends.org/publications/early-evidence-medicaid-role-school-based-heath-services
https://healthystudentspromisingfutures.org/map-school-medicaid-programs/
https://healthyschoolscampaign.org/dev/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/A-Guide-to-Expanding-Medicaid-Funded-School-Health-Services-1-22-20.pdf
https://healthystudentspromisingfutures.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/State-Medicaid-Education-Standards-for-School-Health-Personnel.pdf
https://www.kff.org/report-section/state-policies-expanding-access-to-behavioral-health-care-in-medicaid-appendices/
https://www.kff.org/medicaid/issue-brief/state-policies-expanding-access-to-behavioral-health-care-in-medicaid/
https://www.ohsu.edu/sites/default/files/2021-05/McConnell%20et%20al.%20Financial%20Integration%20of%20Behavioral%20Health%20in%20Medicaid.pdf
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be misaligned licensing requirements across different state agencies that prevent 
reimbursement for school-based professionals. Third, the proportion of youth insured through 
Medicaid varies by school district, which impacts the role that Medicaid can play in funding 
school-based behavioral health services. 
 
As a result of these barriers, many states and school districts have not tapped into Medicaid as a 
funding source, resulting in missed revenue. Also, it is common that innovation starting in 
Medicaid prompts change among private health care payors, making it all the more important to 
look at how Medicaid can increase access to school-based behavioral health. In the following 
examples, we identify opportunities to better leverage Medicaid and private insurance along 
with strategies that employ a population health approach to fund school-based health services.   
  

Centralizing Medicaid reimbursements through intermediate school units across the 
state: In 2019, Michigan launched the Caring 4 Students program to increase 
utilization of Medicaid funding for behavioral health services in schools. Michigan’s 
Medicaid agency partnered with the regional educational units, Intermediate School 
Districts, which serve almost all of the nearly 600 school districts in the state, to 
centralize reimbursement for services covered in Medicaid’s EPSDT benefit. This process 
relieves individual schools and districts of some administrative burden associated with 
the reimbursement process. Michigan created the program through a Medicaid State 
Plan Amendment, which also expanded the provider types (see “Increasing Staffing in 
Schools” section below) that can provide behavioral health services in schools. Michigan 
also allocated a portion of the state budget to hire school-based behavioral health staff 
and build the infrastructure needed by the Intermediate School Districts. We do not have 
data on how these updated processes have impacted claims, but it will be important to 
examine trends in Medicaid claims for school-based behavioral health services over time.  
 
Mandating cross-sector collaboration to reduce administrative burden for schools and 
increase utilization of Medicaid funds: In Minnesota, the state Departments of 
Education and Human Services were charged with collaborating to develop a strategy for 
schools to seek reimbursement from the state’s Medicaid program for services provided 
through an IEP. Currently, a small proportion of the state’s more than 500 school 
districts receive Medicaid reimbursements, representing a missed opportunity. This 
missed opportunity was also explored by the Subcommittee on Children’s Mental Health 
for the State Advisory Council on Mental Health, which makes recommendations to the 
governor, legislature and state departments on behavioral health policies, programs and 
services. The two state agencies are examining how to reduce administrative burden for 
schools, which may ultimately support more schools in utilizing the Medicaid funds. The 
commissioners of education and human services are required to issue a report to the 
legislature with their strategy, and we are interested in how their recommendations 
might be applicable in other states.  

 
Funding preventive school-based behavioral health services for all enrolled 
children, regardless of health insurance status 

Schools offer an important point of connection for behavioral health promotion for all students. 
There is also growing recognition of the importance of mitigating behavioral health issues before 
they become more severe. Thus, Tier 1 and Tier 2 programs are essential components of 
comprehensive school-based behavioral health programming. Unfortunately, it is difficult to pay 

https://healthyschoolscampaign.org/dev/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Policy-Brief-1-28-20.pdf
https://www.nashp.org/michigans-caring-for-students-program-leverages-medicaid-funding-to-expand-school-behavioral-health-services/
https://www.medicaid.gov/sites/default/files/State-resource-center/Medicaid-State-Plan-Amendments/Downloads/MI/MI-18-0013.pdf
https://www.medicaid.gov/sites/default/files/State-resource-center/Medicaid-State-Plan-Amendments/Downloads/MI/MI-18-0013.pdf
http://www.legislature.mi.gov/documents/2017-2018/billanalysis/House/pdf/2017-HLA-0149-61926B12.pdf
https://www.lrl.mn.gov/mndocs/mandates_detail?orderid=16894
https://mn.gov/dhs/assets/september-meeting-presentation_tcm1053-501936.pdf
https://mn.gov/dhs/mh-advisory-council/
https://mn.gov/dhs/assets/september-meeting-presentation_tcm1053-501936.pdf
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.hhs.gov%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fsurgeon-general-youth-mental-health-advisory.pdf&data=04%7C01%7Cpennottir%40chop.edu%7Ca925d90f9b764ace73ca08da1417cfd7%7Ca611241607b041a59bb1d146b575c975%7C0%7C0%7C637844389743165851%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=vjxPddLrU04%2F9Lz9B8Djb2FgvkUHEGYEQaT42XUnwmw%3D&reserved=0
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for these schoolwide (Tier 1) and targeted prevention services (Tier 2). Without an associated 
diagnosis, these services are not eligible for third-party (e.g., Medicaid) reimbursement. 
Screening is also important as it identifies children at risk of behavioral health challenges, as 
well as those with a behavioral health diagnosis, offering a critical opportunity for prevention 
and early intervention. The examples that follow highlight innovative approaches to fund 
preventive school-based behavioral health services.  
 

Braiding funding to sustain MTSS with community partners across a school district: In 
Baltimore, a community provider network implements Expanded School Behavioral 
Health (ESBH) and MTSS across the Baltimore City Public Schools (BCPS) with support 
from Behavioral Health Services Baltimore (BHSB). BCPS and BHSB coordinate the 
provider partnerships with six provider agencies working in 138 schools. Providers are 
contracted for their clinicians to deliver intensive Tier 3 individual services for about 
65% of their time and to use their remaining time to support MTSS Tier 1 and 2 services 
through teacher consultations, group prevention activities, in-service staff development, 
participation in school team meetings and supporting the BCPS crisis response team. 
Maryland’s Medicaid agency operates a public behavioral health program, managed by 
an administrative service organization, which allows licensed community providers to 
bill for school-based treatment services with an associated diagnosis. Additionally, BCPS 
and BHSB collaboratively award up to $2.3 million annually to contracted providers 
from diverse funding sources, including a small proportion from foundation grants and 
the remainder split nearly equally between federal block grants and city budget 
allocations.1 This funding is used to support non-billable activities, such as schoolwide 
and targeted prevention activities. It’s worth noting that partners do not take any 
indirect costs from the funding sources. The provider network convenes monthly for 
technical assistance. 

 
Enabling Medicaid payment for preventive behavioral health services without a 
diagnosis: Massachusetts’ state Medicaid agency, MassHealth, issued guidance in 
2021 that provides billing codes for providers, including school-based outpatient 
providers, to seek reimbursement for preventive behavioral health services for youth 
with a positive behavioral health screen who do not meet criteria for a diagnosis. This 
funding mechanism, which falls under Medicaid EPSDT benefits, will enable school-
based providers to provide brief prevention services to youth before behavioral health 
concerns escalate. This is a relatively new mechanism so it remains unclear how this will 
be implemented and whether other states will also adopt this approach. Further, it will 
be important to see if this approach might allow for the provision of prevention services 
to the whole student population, not just those enrolled in Medicaid. Nonetheless, it 
offers promise that prevention programs might be reimbursable by Medicaid in schools, 
particularly when schools implement behavioral health screening. Additionally, 
MassHealth provides a list of validated screening tools that may be used to identify youth 
who would benefit from these prevention services, which may encourage schools to 
engage in early identification and prevention.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.bhsbaltimore.org/find-help/youth-and-families
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0145445503259501
https://www.bhsbaltimore.org/
https://www.bhsbaltimore.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/SY21-22-Fully-Updated-Directory-9.15.21.pdf
https://www.bhsbaltimore.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/School-Based-SUD-RFP.pdf
https://www.mass.gov/doc/managed-care-entity-bulletin-65-preventive-behavioral-health-services-for-members-younger-than-21-0/download
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/learn-about-the-approved-masshealth-screening-tools
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Supporting access to behavioral health services for uninsured and underinsured 
students 

When children are uninsured or underinsured, they have trouble accessing health care. It is 
estimated that one-third of all children, including those with private and public coverage, are 
underinsured due to gaps in coverage of at least one month or inadequate benefits. In particular, 
insurance coverage of adequate behavioral health benefits (screening and treatment) has been a 
longstanding challenge. While there are different federal policy protections to ensure access to 
behavioral health services, gaps in behavioral health coverage still exist. Some states have 
created dedicated funds to ensure schools can provide or coordinate behavioral health services 
for uninsured or underinsured students. Here, we highlight two examples.  
 

State funds coupled with outreach to strengthen care protocols and Medicaid 

utilization: In 2020, the Arizona State Legislature passed Jake’s Law, establishing and 

funding the Children’s Behavioral Health Services Fund with $8 million in general funds 

for the provision of behavioral health services for underinsured and uninsured children. 

Jake’s Law also served to strengthen the care protocols for youth at risk of suicide. This 

law, combined with Arizona’s Medicaid 2021 State Plan Amendment that enabled 

Medicaid reimbursement for approved school-based services for all Medicaid-enrolled 

students, opened up funding for school-based behavioral health services. To support 

uptake and participation, the state Medicaid and education agencies jointly released 

resources for schools and coordinated outreach strategies targeting school officials and 
providers. The state Medicaid agency predicts a 20% growth in claims for school-based 

services in fiscal year 2022.  

 

State-administered grants that leverage both state funds and federal block grant 

dollars to ensure access to services: In Minnesota, school-linked behavioral health 

grants, established by a state statue, are managed by the state’s Department of Human 

Services. They are issued to eligible applicants through a Request for Proposal (RFP) 

process to licensed behavioral health providers who are embedded in or located close to 

the school to screen for behavioral health concerns, deliver services to students and build 

capacity of school personnel. Providers offer behavioral health services to all students, 

regardless of insurance status. The school-linked grant program funds approximately 

20-30% of the total costs of comprehensive school behavioral health services in the more 

than 1,000 participating schools. The balance is covered by third party funding. The 

grant program, started in 2007, received funding increases and programmatic updates 

informed by cross-agency review. In 2017, the grant program reached more than 60% of 

school districts in the state. Recent increases in the grant program leverage federal 

community mental health block grant funds (e.g., Community Mental Health Services 

and Substance Abuse Prevention and Treatment Block Grants). The grant program 

increased access to services: nearly half of the youth served through the grant program 

received behavioral health care for the first time. Additionally, a recent publication from 

the U.S. Department of Education highlighted Minnesota's cross-agency work to 
concretely link mental health and educational services and strengthen partnerships 

between school staff and mental health providers. 

 

https://ccf.georgetown.edu/2021/11/22/gaps-in-coverage-a-look-at-child-health-insurance-trends/
https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article/149/1/e2021050353/183780/Underinsurance-Among-Children-in-the-United-States
https://www.ajpmonline.org/article/S0749-3797(21)00598-5/fulltext#%20
https://wellbeingtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Coverage-of-Services-to-Promote-Childrens-Mental-Health.pdf
https://difi.az.gov/jakes-law
https://www.azahcccs.gov/AHCCCS/Downloads/Initiatives/BehavioralHealthServices/ChildrensBHS_FundFlier.pdf
https://www.azleg.gov/legtext/54leg/2R/bills/SB1523S.pdf
https://www.azahcccs.gov/Resources/Downloads/MedicaidStatePlan/Amendments/2021/AZ-21-0005_ApprovalPackage.pdf
https://www.azahcccs.gov/AHCCCS/Downloads/Initiatives/BehavioralHealthServices/100104-ADOE-SBRG.pdf
https://www.azahcccs.gov/PlansProviders/FeeForServiceHealthPlans/ProgramsAndPopulations/thirdpartyaccounts/SBC.html
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fmn.gov%2Fdhs%2Fpartners-and-providers%2Fpolicies-procedures%2Fchildrens-mental-health%2Fschool-linked-mh-services%2F&data=04%7C01%7Cpennottir%40chop.edu%7C09d63291a777446a62a308da1e408f48%7Ca611241607b041a59bb1d146b575c975%7C0%7C0%7C637855560013832270%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=sYV1SXsCDhzTifXqCu%2BUKLg4L7aasareKMtZItKJKC8%3D&reserved=0
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fmn.gov%2Fdhs%2Fpartners-and-providers%2Fpolicies-procedures%2Fchildrens-mental-health%2Fschool-linked-mh-services%2F&data=04%7C01%7Cpennottir%40chop.edu%7C09d63291a777446a62a308da1e408f48%7Ca611241607b041a59bb1d146b575c975%7C0%7C0%7C637855560013832270%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=sYV1SXsCDhzTifXqCu%2BUKLg4L7aasareKMtZItKJKC8%3D&reserved=0
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.revisor.mn.gov%2Fstatutes%2Fcite%2F245.4901&data=04%7C01%7Cpennottir%40chop.edu%7C09d63291a777446a62a308da1e408f48%7Ca611241607b041a59bb1d146b575c975%7C0%7C0%7C637855560013832270%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=ohOeUZjWaHes56It7HUJHoSVVeVh9zMhH%2F9nxA68noU%3D&reserved=0
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.leg.mn.gov%2Fdocs%2F2020%2Fmandated%2F200271.pdf&data=04%7C01%7Cpennottir%40chop.edu%7C09d63291a777446a62a308da1e408f48%7Ca611241607b041a59bb1d146b575c975%7C0%7C0%7C637855560013832270%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=fx2FLYaGe%2BRAj03piKs2aWtlG1Hq3Hucdzmnk7HrBko%3D&reserved=0
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.house.leg.state.mn.us%2Fsessiondaily%2FSDView.aspx%3FStoryID%3D12566&data=04%7C01%7Cpennottir%40chop.edu%7C09d63291a777446a62a308da1e408f48%7Ca611241607b041a59bb1d146b575c975%7C0%7C0%7C637855560013832270%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=d1CKilUJZ69u%2Bz4kicsW7wRAbWJxHPGAMyzszNQJpJ4%3D&reserved=0
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.lrl.mn.gov%2Fdocs%2F2021%2Fmandated%2F210330.pdf&data=04%7C01%7Cpennottir%40chop.edu%7C09d63291a777446a62a308da1e408f48%7Ca611241607b041a59bb1d146b575c975%7C0%7C0%7C637855560013832270%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=ncPYCGXeKrjB8eD8YlBH4BGiZ4%2FLMPcJIfxbrlc5qwA%3D&reserved=0
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fmn.gov%2Fdhs%2Fassets%2Fbh-special-session-legislative-summary-21_tcm1053-494594.pdf&data=04%7C01%7Cpennottir%40chop.edu%7C09d63291a777446a62a308da1e408f48%7Ca611241607b041a59bb1d146b575c975%7C0%7C0%7C637855560013832270%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=CiBSyFddquC%2FkszqLXVLDZSBSQAl71n3n1PRzVUVPdk%3D&reserved=0
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fmhanational.org%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2FFINAL%2520MHA%2520Report%2520-%2520Addressing%2520Youth%2520Mental%2520Health%2520Crisis%2520-%2520July%25202021.pdf&data=04%7C01%7Cpennottir%40chop.edu%7C09d63291a777446a62a308da1e408f48%7Ca611241607b041a59bb1d146b575c975%7C0%7C0%7C637855560013832270%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=xvJRcqDnwY2vTCdZKJOwt0ixRsbSH0etdhXS6gOfeXQ%3D&reserved=0
https://www2.ed.gov/documents/students/supporting-child-student-social-emotional-behavioral-mental-health.pdf
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Increasing staffing in schools to support behavioral health 

Behavioral health staffing shortages are prevalent, including in the school setting. A 2022 
analysis of student-to-staff ratios found that very few states achieve the nationally 
recommended ratios for school psychologists (1:500 students) or school counselors (1:250 
students), and no state meets the recommended ratio for social workers (1:250 students). These 
statewide data likely mask large disparities in staffing shortages within states.  

As schools are being called on to attend to the increasing behavioral health needs of children, we 
must address these staffing shortages. One important strategy is to develop the overall pipeline 
of providers, including through tactics such as workforce loan repayment programs and 
incentives like grant programs or scholarships. Other supportive policies include those that 
expand the types of providers that can be reimbursed by Medicaid for providing school-based 
services, a current barrier to sustainable funding. In the near-term, school districts may also 
build partnerships with outside providers (see Baltimore and Boston examples). To ensure 
quality services across professional types, there should be resources to train all providers in the 
delivery of evidence-based practices and to support school districts’ accountability through 
monitoring of fidelity and outcomes.  

Here, we share two examples of states funding the expansion of school-based behavioral health 
staff.  

Aligning recognized behavioral health provider types across state Medicaid and 

education agencies: Michigan, like many states, faced behavioral health staffing 

shortages and recognized that many different professionals can effectively provide 

school-based behavioral health services. To ensure that these provider types could be 

eligible for Medicaid reimbursement, Michigan amended its state Medicaid plan to 

expand the types of health care practitioners who can provide school-based behavioral 

health services. It now includes certified school psychologists and nurse practitioners.  

 
Defining staffing standards and dedicating state budget to achieve these standards: In 

Delaware, 2021 legislation established ratios for school behavioral health professionals 

in K-5 schools, including school counselors, school psychologists and social workers. 

Prior to this legislation, less than 15% of Delaware elementary schools employed a school 

social worker and most schools did not meet the recommended ratios for school 

psychologists and counselors. The FY22 state budget dedicated $8 million to hire 

behavioral health professionals so that school districts can come closer to achieving the 

recommended staffing ratios in Delaware elementary schools. Pending funding 

availability, the commitment extends into FY24 to help schools meet the recommended 

ratios. The legislation also commits to the development of a strategic plan to similarly 

build up middle and high school behavioral health staff to meet defined standards. With 

the future strategic plan, there may be an opportunity to align the increased behavioral 

health capacity with the existing school-based health centers that are required in all 

public high schools in Delaware.  

 

 

 

https://data.hrsa.gov/topics/health-workforce/shortage-areas
https://hopefulfutures.us/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Ratios.pdf
https://www.nashp.org/michigans-caring-for-students-program-leverages-medicaid-funding-to-expand-school-behavioral-health-services/
https://legis.delaware.gov/BillDetail/47233
https://news.delaware.gov/2021/08/19/governor-carney-signs-house-bill-100/
https://legis.delaware.gov/SessionLaws/Chapter?id=15880
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Standardizing and evaluating school-based behavioral health interventions 

Alongside increasing access to behavioral health services in schools, it is also critical that 

attention is paid to school-based behavioral health services being of high quality. Schools should 

conduct periodic needs assessments and continuous program evaluation. Needs assessments 

can be used to identify current resources and needs, inform decisions about which evidence-

based interventions might be appropriate, and to plan for training and ongoing support. This is 

important to ensure that interventions are implemented with fidelity.  

Ongoing evaluation of programs is recommended to determine the reach and effectiveness of 
these services and to inform continuous improvements. This evaluation should also include 
validated outcome measures. Leadership commitment alongside dedicated personnel and/or 
partners can help a school district in the assessment and evaluation. Here we highlight an 
example of a school district’s approach to ongoing evaluation in their comprehensive behavioral 
health program, as well as potential partnerships districts can explore to support this work. 

Using data to inform standardization and decision-making: Boston Public Schools 
(BPS) offers an example of standardizing practice and data-based decision-making for 
implementation of comprehensive behavioral health services throughout a school 
district. A Comprehensive Behavioral Health Model (CBHM) guides MTSS 
implementation in the school district. The Boston School-Based Behavioral Health 
Collaborative (BSBBHC), led by BPS, coordinates behavioral health partners, health care 
providers and government entities. To support the model, the BSBBHC established 
standards of practice for community partners, including 23 different agencies in 85 
schools in 2020-2021, and maintains an Evidence Based Practice Subcommittee to 
review practices and support provider training. CBHM includes standardized tools to 
support data-informed decision-making and routine review of program effectiveness. 
The BSBBHC meets monthly to coordinate, share resources, deliver trainings and review 
program-level data.  

 

Several districts and states have leveraged academic partnerships to guide implementation and 
evaluation of school-based behavioral health services. These academic-district partnerships can 

be effective in addressing some of the challenges that schools may face. Academic institutions 

are well-positioned to support training in evidence-based interventions that can be delivered in 

schools, provide technical assistance to support scalability and sustainability, and guide 

evaluation of school-based behavioral health interventions and programs.  

 

Leveraging academic partnerships: In Boston, BPS partnered with the University of 

Massachusetts Boston and Boston Children’s Hospital to develop, implement and 

evaluate the CBHM. In Missouri, the Boone County Schools Mental Health Coalition is 

a partnership between the University of Missouri and six school districts to support 

school-based behavioral health services including identification of youth with behavioral 

health needs, consultation, staff training and support of service delivery. Academic 

institutions also help grow the evidence base for school-based behavioral health services. 

Many centers at academic institutions lead a portfolio of school-focused behavioral 

health research and/or provide technical assistance to schools, districts and/or states. A 

few examples include: National Center for School Mental Health, Ohio University Center 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0890856717319263
https://downloads.aap.org/dochw/dshp/Supporting_Mental_Health_in_Schools_Final_Report-June_2021.pdf
https://www.bostonpublicschools.org/behavioral-health
https://cbhmboston.com/what-is-cbhm%3F
https://cbhmboston.com/the-collaborative
https://cbhmboston.com/the-collaborative
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1GSmlMa7wPATP4WRejWbRHua2cpzK9ezNn2VZXWqHf8w/edit#heading=h.dmmbinx79bpl
https://www.renniecenter.org/sites/default/files/2019-06/A%20Supportive%20School%20for%20Every%20Student%20-%20How%20Massachusetts%20Districts%20are%20Bringing%20Social%2C%20Emotional%2C%20and%20Behavioral%20Health%20Supports%20to%20Schools%20and%20Classrooms.pdf
https://www.childrenshospital.org/umass-boston
http://bcschoolsmh.org/
https://www.schoolmentalhealth.org/
https://oucirs.org/
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for Intervention Research in Schools, School Mental Health Collaborative and SMART 

Center. 

 
Conclusion 

In our review of the examples included in this white paper, we found that innovation at the local, 
regional, and state levels helps to address some of the persistent challenges that schools face in 
providing school-based behavioral health services. The approaches described can and should 
inform growing efforts to build, finance, sustain and evaluate school-based behavioral health 
services. However, there is room for further advancement.  

As school districts and state leaders seek ways to sustainably fund services and build 
comprehensive approaches to behavioral health in schools, Medicaid offers a promising funding 
source, especially in under-resourced settings. However, there are barriers to accessing this 
funding and the high administrative burden required of schools and providers to access 
reimbursements can be a deterrent. Furthermore, there are opportunities to utilize Medicaid 
reimbursement more consistently for school-based behavioral health services. All states should 
explore explicitly permitting EPSDT services in the school setting for all Medicaid-enrolled 
students, and further explore the opportunity to specify coverage of preventive behavioral health 
interventions under these benefits that might be inclusive of all children, regardless of insurance 
status. Additionally, state Medicaid agencies should recognize more behavioral health provider 
types as eligible for reimbursement. At the federal level, CMS should consider updating their 
school-based administrative claims guidance and resources to support states and school districts 
in utilizing Medicaid funding and braiding it with other relevant sources.  

Medicaid funding is only one part of the solution and varies in its relevance depending on the 
proportion of students who are eligible for Medicaid in a district. Even in districts with high 
Medicaid enrollment, this funding stream will not on its own meet the need for sustainable 
funding for comprehensive school-based behavioral health programs for all children. In 
particular, Tier 1 and Tier 2 services for students without a behavioral health diagnosis are a 
critical part of school-based behavioral health programming, but they are often not eligible for 
Medicaid reimbursement.  

We see in the examples highlighted in this white paper that in the absence of comprehensive 
funding, school districts may braid several different revenue sources, including state budget 
appropriations. However, securing and managing multiple funding sources, including time-
limited dollars, will affect schools’ and districts’ capacity and ability to plan longer-term 
programs. It will be essential to identify and secure long-term funding sources that allow for 
prevention at a population level. Other current federal efforts to build capacity and resources for 
school-based behavioral health services are also important for changing the landscape on 
funding. 

In many examples, partnerships and coordination between the education sector and other 
organizations, including health systems, community organizations, or academic institutions, 
help advance school behavioral health programming and unlock critical resources. At the local 
level, school districts and individual schools collaborate with community providers to provide 
direct services and support a comprehensive framework. Finally, academic institutions, where 
available, can be helpful partners in supporting ongoing technical assistance and evaluation.  

In our review, we did not identify models of sustainable funding or partnership that assist school 
districts’ ongoing training needs related to evidence-based interventions, fidelity monitoring 

https://oucirs.org/
https://smhcollaborative.org/
https://smartcenter.uw.edu/
https://smartcenter.uw.edu/
https://www.hhs.gov/guidance/document/2003-school-based-administrative-claiming-guidance
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and outcome assessments. We see this as an important opportunity for future exploration and 
attention.  

We remain hopeful that learning from the innovative strategies highlighted in this white paper 
and continued work in this area will pave the way for sustainable mechanisms to provide all 
youth with evidence-based behavioral health services and prevention strategies in schools. 

 
Authors: Radha Pennotti, Dr. Gwendolyn Lawson, Dr. Jennifer Mautone, Rebecka Rosenquist, 
Dr. David Rubin, Dr. Jami Young 
 
Disclaimer: This white paper reflects our best understanding of these program models. We 
welcome hearing about other innovative models. If we misinterpreted or misrepresented 
something, please let us know so that we can update our work.  
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