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Executive Summary
Young people in the United States are experiencing a mental 

health crisis. Although the mental health needs of children 

and adolescents were on the rise before 2020, the COVID-19 

pandemic accelerated this trend and revealed how different 

communities experience disparities in stressors, outcomes,  

as well as in access.

This report examines federal, state, and local efforts to 

improve mental health services in schools and communities, 

while also outlining areas for improvement and clear calls to 

action. It was inspired by Priority 6 of the Mental Health and 

Suicide Prevention National Response to COVID-19 (National 

Response), an initiative of the National Action Alliance for 

Suicide Prevention (Action Alliance).

The American Psychological Association, the U.S. Department 

of Education, Mental Health America, and The Jed Foundation 

partnered with the Action Alliance in developing this report.

Youth Mental Health

https://nationalmentalhealthresponse.org/
https://nationalmentalhealthresponse.org/
https://nationalmentalhealthresponse.org/
https://theactionalliance.org/
https://theactionalliance.org/


Youth Mental Health 5

“It is really critical for us, as a nation, to get out ahead 
of this issue—to work upstream, to identify issues 
early, to equip people with skills that they can use to 
address their own mental health issues.”1

Dr. Arthur C. Evans, Chief Executive Officer, American Psychological Association



Youth Mental Health 6

Over the past decade, the percentage of high school students 
experiencing persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness has 
considerably increased across all demographic groups.2 Likewise,  
the percentage of teenagers experiencing suicidal ideation has  
also been on the rise.3

Young people were struggling before 2020 and then came the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In the United States alone, nearly 55 million 
students in kindergarten through grade 12 were affected by school 
closures.4 Over one quarter of high school students experienced a 
parent or guardian losing a job.5

Young people in America are experiencing a  
mental health crisis.

About this  Report

55%  
of high school students reported  
experiencing emotional abuse at home.6

44%  
reported feeling persistently sad or  
hopeless during the pandemic.7 

30%  
of female high school students seriously  
considered attempting suicide in 2021,  
up from 19% a decade ago.8

Research in France and the United States also  
revealed that the pandemic caused a rise in mental  
health hospitalizations among adolescents.9 

The COVID-19 pandemic had a significant impact on young  
people’s mental health:

https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/pdf/YRBS_Data-Summary-Trends_Report2023_508.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/pdf/YRBS_Data-Summary-Trends_Report2023_508.pdf
https://abcnews.go.com/US/video/school-closed-55-million-american-children-due-covid-70096169
https://abcnews.go.com/US/video/school-closed-55-million-american-children-due-covid-70096169
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Today, as we emerge from the COVID-19 pandemic, we have an 
opportunity to build programs, structures, and services that can 
better support the mental health needs of America’s youth. 

Indeed, the federal government has devoted significant funding  
and resources to bolstering our nation’s response to the youth 
mental health crisis. 

This report provides policymakers, educators, and health 
practitioners with key steps they can take to ensure that  
we turn these investments into real progress.

Yet in the face of significant challenges, there are 
many reasons to be hopeful. 

Shaped by circumstances and challenges that are different from 
those faced by their parents, this generation of young people has 
shown itself to be resilient, outspoken, and willing to challenge 
existing social norms—especially with respect to the need to attend 
to one’s mental health. They seek to be active participants in 
creating a safer, healthier, more sustainable world.

Likewise, the past few years have seen youth mental health come to 
the forefront of national policy and funding conversations. The issue 
has been the focus of significant media attention and national 
research, leading to more public awareness. In an advisory on 
youth mental health, the U.S. Surgeon General offered concrete 
actions that families, young people, and the general public could 
take to support the mental health of loved ones.10 

The nation has also seen historic investments in youth mental 
health, both through federal COVID-19 relief funding and the 2023 
omnibus appropriations bill.

About this  Report

Today, as we emerge from the COVID-19  
pandemic, we have an opportunity to build  
programs, structures, and services that can better  
support the mental health needs of America’s youth. 

https://www.npr.org/2022/12/20/1144354315/understanding-the-mental-health-crisis-afflicting-american-teens
https://www.apa.org/monitor/2023/01/trends-improving-youth-mental-health
https://www.hhs.gov/surgeongeneral/priorities/youth-mental-health/index.html
https://www.hhs.gov/surgeongeneral/priorities/youth-mental-health/index.html
https://www.congress.gov/117/bills/hr2617/BILLS-117hr2617enr.pdf


The National Response sets forth a set of policy-focused, 
strategic, and high-impact calls to action based on  
six priorities:11

Priority 1: Change the national conversation about mental health 
and suicide.

Priority 2: Increase access to evidence-based treatments for  
substance use and mental health disorders in specialty and  
primary care.

Priority 3: Increase the use of non-punitive and supportive crisis 
intervention services.

Priority 4: Establish near real-time data collection systems to 
promptly identify changes in rate of suicide, overdose, and other key 
events, and of clusters or spikes in these outcomes.

Priority 5: Ensure the equitable delivery of comprehensive and 
effective suicide prevention and mental health services for Black 
Americans; Latinx Americans; American Indians/Alaskan Natives 
(AI/AN); lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and questioning 
(LGBTQ) individuals; and others disproportionately impacted by  
the pandemic.

Priority 6: Invest in prevention and early intervention approaches 
that treat the root causes of suicide and mental health problems.

About the National Response
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Go to the Mental Health and Suicide Prevention National 
Response to COVID-19 (National Response) website.

*As co-chair of the National Response, neither Dr. Joshua A. Gordon nor his institution, the National 
Institute of Mental Health, expressly advocate for any specific resources or calls to action.

This report is a product of the Mental Health and Suicide 
Prevention National Response to COVID-19 (National Response), 
an initiative of the National Action Alliance for Suicide Prevention 
(Action Alliance).

The Action Alliance launched the National Response in April 2020 
and brought together leaders from the private and public sectors 
to address the mental health needs of Americans during and 
beyond the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The National Response is currently led by former U.S. 
Congressman Patrick J. Kennedy and founder of The Kennedy 
Forum, in partnership with the director of the National Institute of 
Mental Health, Dr. Joshua A. Gordon.*

https://nationalmentalhealthresponse.org/our-priorities/priority-1
https://nationalmentalhealthresponse.org/our-priorities/priority-2
https://nationalmentalhealthresponse.org/our-priorities/priority-3
https://nationalmentalhealthresponse.org/our-priorities/priority-4
https://nationalmentalhealthresponse.org/our-priorities/priority-5
https://nationalmentalhealthresponse.org/our-priorities/priority-6
https://nationalmentalhealthresponse.org/
https://nationalmentalhealthresponse.org/
https://nationalmentalhealthresponse.org/
https://nationalmentalhealthresponse.org/
https://nationalmentalhealthresponse.org/
https://theactionalliance.org/
https://theactionalliance.org/
https://nationalmentalhealthresponse.org/our-partners
https://www.thekennedyforum.org/
https://www.thekennedyforum.org/
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/
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Watch Dr. Arthur C. Evans, Chief Executive Officer, American 
Psychological Association speak about Priority 6. 

Priority 6: Invest in prevention and early intervention 
approaches that treat the root causes of suicide and 
mental health problems.

Focusing on Priority 6, this report uses the lenses of prevention and early 
intervention to offer recommendations for improving the mental health 
of youth in the United States. It is intended for school leaders, community 
mental health practitioners, and policymakers who have the capacity 
to influence action. 

Each of the following three sections in this report includes progress 
opportunities and concrete calls to action for the field.

Policy and Infrastructure

School-based Mental Health

Community-based Mental Health
“ Priority 6 is so important, early intervention and  

 prevention, because it will help people get the help  
they need much sooner.”12

  Dr. Arthur C. Evans

https://youtu.be/jnWKu-QWqbI
https://youtu.be/jnWKu-QWqbI
https://nationalmentalhealthresponse.org/our-priorities/priority-6
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School-based  
Mental Health

“There’s no question young people are 
 telling us they are in crisis. The data 
 really call on us to act.”13

 Kathleen Ethier, Director, Division of Adolescent and  
 School Health, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
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School-based
Mental Health

Where Things Stand
School-based nurses, psychologists, and 
counselors play an essential role in supporting 
adolescent health and wellness. 

However, these dedicated adults are both in short supply and 
increasingly overwhelmed by the scope of students’ needs.14,15

The nation needs to improve access to and quality of school-based 
mental health services to help ensure that every student gets the care 
and counseling they need.

Still, most high schools, colleges, and universities do not have a 
comprehensive plan for protecting student mental health. 

A recent Pew Report notes that while school-based mental health 
services have become more common in recent years, many K–12 
schools continue to lack such resources, and just over half of U.S. 
public schools offer diagnostic mental health assessments conducted 
by licensed professionals for students.16

Bringing health into schools can have a positive impact on student 
wellness. In fact, the CDC calls integrating health and education 
initiatives “an untapped tool for raising academic achievement and 
improving learning.”17

A recent report from Mental Health America shined a spotlight 
on the growing public health crisis for youth mental health, 
exacerbated by COVID-19.18 

Based on data from usage of its MHA Online Screening program  
by youth ages 11–17, the report found:

Progress MadeWhere Things Stand

628%
increase in clinically validated mental health  
online screenings between 2019 and 2020.

84%
of youth showed symptoms  
of moderate-to-severe anxiety. 

3x 
Gay, lesbian, or bisexual students were three times  
as likely to have considered suicide than heterosexual students.

43.3% 
of youth had a major depressive  
episode and received mental health treatment. 

Rates were highest for White youth (50.3%) and  
lower for Black youth (35.6%) and Hispanic youth (36.8%).

Youth Mental Health

Calls to Action

https://www.edweek.org/leadership/school-counselors-and-psychologists-remain-scarce-even-as-needs-rise/2022/03
https://www.wusa9.com/article/news/local/nationwide-school-counselors-are-outnumbered-overwhelmed-investigation-reveals/65-608378027
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2022/08/10/just-over-half-of-u-s-public-schools-offer-mental-health-assessments-for-students-fewer-offer-treatment/
https://mhanational.org/addressing-youth-mental-health-crisis-urgent-need-more-education-services-and-supports


Progress Made
If there is a silver lining to the youth mental health 
crisis, it is that federal and state policymakers have 
realized the importance of confronting it. 

Nowhere is this more evident than in the amount of COVID-19 relief 
funding earmarked for schools. This funding was instrumental in helping 
schools adapt to online and blended instruction in the early days of the 
pandemic. Now, it is being used to increase access to school counselors 
and other mental health supports. 

Nonprofit and advocacy organizations have also collaborated on 
innovative resources to help schools and districts address youth mental 
health needs. In 2022, the American School Counselor Association, 
the American Foundation for Suicide Prevention, the National 
Association of School Psychologists, and The Trevor Project developed 
and released the Model School District Policy on Suicide Prevention, 
a guide that helps school districts build policies and procedures to 
prevent and respond to youth suicidal behavior. 

Likewise, the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) developed 
a guide detailing how state and local education agencies can use ESSER 
funds to support student health. Finally, in 2023, The Jed Foundation 
and AASA, The School Superintendents Association, announced a 
comprehensive approach to youth mental health and suicide prevention 
for school districts. These resources are critical tools for district 
leaders as they consider how to best implement available federal funds. 

$67.5 billion
for schools via the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security 
(CARES) Act and the Coronavirus Response and Relief Supplemental 
Appropriations (CRRSA) Act, distributed through the Elementary and 
Secondary School Emergency Relief (ESSER I & II) Funds.19

$122 billion 
for schools via the American Rescue Plan’s Elementary and Secondary 
School Emergency Relief Fund (ARP ESSER). ARP ESSER dramatically 
expanded the number of social workers, school counselors, school 
nurses, and school psychologists in P–12 settings.20 

$188 million
to support mental health and student wellness via the Bipartisan Safer 
Communities Act (BSCA). The BSCA expanded mental health services 
for states and districts and established a technical assistance center 
to expand the capacity of state Medicaid agencies, local educational 
agencies, and school-based entities to provide Medicaid assistance.21 

$25 million 
to expand health services, including mental health, in schools.22

Federal funding included the following: 

School-based
Mental Health
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Where Things Stand Calls to ActionProgress Made

https://www.thetrevorproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Model_School_Policy_Booklet.pdf
https://learning.ccsso.org/restart-recovery-leveraging-federal-covid-relief-funding-medicaid-to-support-student-staff-wellbeing-connection
https://learning.ccsso.org/restart-recovery-leveraging-federal-covid-relief-funding-medicaid-to-support-student-staff-wellbeing-connection
https://jedfoundation.org/jed-and-aasa-form-exclusive-partnership-to-develop-comprehensive-approach-to-youth-mental-health-and-suicide-prevention-for-districts-nationwide/
https://jedfoundation.org/jed-and-aasa-form-exclusive-partnership-to-develop-comprehensive-approach-to-youth-mental-health-and-suicide-prevention-for-districts-nationwide/
https://ccf.georgetown.edu/2022/07/18/bipartisan-safer-communities-act-greenlights-updated-school-based-medicaid-guidance/


Watch

Calls to Action
Advocates for change can take several action 
steps to help schools better confront the mental 
health challenges experienced by young people.  

Specifically, they can do the following:

• Disseminate evidence-based mental health frameworks, such as 
The JED Foundation’s Comprehensive Approach to Mental Health 
Promotion and Suicide Prevention for High Schools and SAMHSA’s 
Student Assistance: A Guide for School Administrators, to  
school leaders.

• Support the building of a positive culture of belonging in schools by 
calling for the implementation of multi-tiered systems of support 
(MTSS) in your school or district. MTSS supports student mental 
health and wellness at the individual, group, and community levels.

• Advocate for the use of federal COVID-19 relief funding to improve 
youth mental health services. Such improvements may include 
the hiring of more school counselors and mental health staff, the 
purchase of Tier 2 mental health interventions, or investments in 
data systems that can help administrators track student health and 
wellness outcomes.

• Facilitate cross-organization and cross-sector collaborations 
between groups with common goals with the aim of helping them 
secure federal funds.

School-based
Mental Health
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Student Assistance: A Guide 
for School Administrators

The Comprehensive Approach to 
Mental Health Promotion and Suicide 
Prevention for High Schools 

jedfoundation.org
12

The JED High School JourneyThe Comprehensive Approach 
 to Mental Health Promotion and 
 Suicide Prevention for High Schools

Developed in partnership 
with McLean Hospital’s College 
Mental Health Program

Student Assistance

4

In fact, evidence suggests that youth who are referred to school-based programs are seven 

times more likely to receive services than youth referred to other community agencies.26 

Furthermore, most youth referrals for substance use and mental illness treatment come from 

schools (followed by juvenile authorities and family), and youth frequently enter treatment 

due to school-related difficulties.27,28,29

Continuum of Student Support Services

Best practices in education and the prevention of substance use disorders and mental 

illness include the provision of a full continuum of programs and practices. This continuum 

covers promotion and prevention, intervention, treatment, and recovery support. The field of 

public health has a long history of providing a full continuum of services to prevent and treat 

a range of diseases effectively. The public health approach has been increasingly applied in 

several variations to the fields of education and prevention of substance use disorders and 

mental illness.30 For example, as illustrated in Figure 1, the National Academies of Sciences, 

Engineering, and Medicine (NASEM)31 model of mental, emotional, and behavioral 

interventions includes promotion, prevention, treatment, and maintenance efforts.

• Promotion: Strategies used to develop skills-based positive attributes, such as self-

regulation, self-efficacy, goal setting, and positive relationships that promote mental,

emotional, and behavioral development.

• Prevention: Strategies offered prior to the onset of a disorder that are intended to

prevent or reduce the risk for its development.

• Treatment: Care given to an individual who is demonstrating mental, emotional, and

behavioral health challenges or has been diagnosed with a mental, emotional, and

behavioral health disorder.

• Maintenance: Care given to prevent relapse, recurrence, or further deterioration of

mental, emotional, and behavioral health status

Figure 1. Spectrum of Mental, Emotional, and Behavioral Interventions

Source: National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. (2019). Fostering healthy mental, 

emotional, and behavioral development in children and youth: A national agenda. Washington, DC: 

National Academies Press. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.17226/25201A Guide for School Administrators i

STUDENT 
ASSISTANCE
A GUIDE FOR SCHOOL 

ADMINISTRATORS

Support the building of a positive culture 
of belonging in schools. 

https://jedfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/The-Comprehensive-Approach-to-Mental-Health-Promotion-and-Suicide-Prevention-for-High-Schools_JED.pdf
https://jedfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/The-Comprehensive-Approach-to-Mental-Health-Promotion-and-Suicide-Prevention-for-High-Schools_JED.pdf
https://store.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/d7/priv/pep19-03-01-001.pdf
https://www.doe.mass.edu/sfss/mtss/blueprint.pdf
https://store.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/d7/priv/pep19-03-01-001.pdf
https://store.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/d7/priv/pep19-03-01-001.pdf
https://jedfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/The-Comprehensive-Approach-to-Mental-Health-Promotion-and-Suicide-Prevention-for-High-Schools_JED.pdf
https://jedfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/The-Comprehensive-Approach-to-Mental-Health-Promotion-and-Suicide-Prevention-for-High-Schools_JED.pdf
https://jedfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/The-Comprehensive-Approach-to-Mental-Health-Promotion-and-Suicide-Prevention-for-High-Schools_JED.pdf
https://jedfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/The-Comprehensive-Approach-to-Mental-Health-Promotion-and-Suicide-Prevention-for-High-Schools_JED.pdf
https://store.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/d7/priv/pep19-03-01-001.pdf


Community-based  
Mental Health

“ We must move upstream. We must 
infuse behavioral health in all systems 
that children naturally interface with…
that means a focus on primary care, 
especially in the early years of life.”23

   Dr. Rahil Briggs, National Director, HealthySteps 
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Mental Health Progress MadeWhere Things Stand Calls to Action

Where Things Stand
Acute shortages of mental health care providers 
continue to impact all communities.  

In Massachusetts, a state with a large number of clinical social 
workers, psychiatrists, and therapists, there are 150 people in need 
for every 1 mental health provider. In Alabama, that ratio is 920 to 1.24 

Structural issues with how we compensate and recruit mental health 
clinicians are barriers to solving this crisis. Low reimbursement rates 
often discourage providers from taking clients who use insurance  
to pay for services, and the field is not adding enough new clinicians 
to compensate for people who are leaving the profession.

This shortage of workers is happening at a time of increasing need. 
Between 2015 and 2020, mental health visits in pediatric emergency 
departments (ED) increased by 8% annually, with about 13% of 
those patients revisiting within six months.25 However, less than half 
of youth who go to the ED receive follow-up care.26

The provider crisis is also significantly impacting children and 
adolescents in historically underserved communities who need 
mental health services. 

In its 2022 State of Mental Health in America report, Mental 
Health America found that “students of color disproportionally 
access their mental health care at school, often because they 
don’t have access to specialty mental health services.”27

Sadly, this gap between supply and demand for mental  
health services has real-world consequences for young people.  
A 2022 study in the Journal of the American Medical Association 
found that rates of youth suicide increased along with community-
level shortages of mental health workers.28

30% 
of youth of color reported that  
they had not received treatment  
despite needing it.29

https://mhanational.org/blog/fix-foundation-unfair-rate-setting-leads-inaccessible-mental-health-care
https://www.psychiatrictimes.com/view/bridging-the-provider-gap
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/fullarticle/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2022.4885?guestAccessKey=018331a8-4798-470b-819c-bb3008cc6ef6&utm_source=For_The_Media&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=ftm_links&utm_content=tfl&utm_term=122722
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/fullarticle/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2022.4885?guestAccessKey=018331a8-4798-470b-819c-bb3008cc6ef6&utm_source=For_The_Media&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=ftm_links&utm_content=tfl&utm_term=122722
https://www.cnn.com/2022/12/27/health/mental-health-revisits-children-study/index.html
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/article-abstract/2798887
https://aakomaproject.org/somhyoc2022/
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Progress Made
In communities and legislatures across the  
United States, conversations are taking place  
about how to improve access to mental health 
services for young people.

988, National Suicide Prevention Lifeline 
In July 2022, a three-digit, easy to remember dialing code—988—went live.  
This number connects individuals to the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline 
and is available nationwide. 30

$20 million 
In March, 2023, New York City Mayor Eric Adams announced  
Care, Community, Action: A Mental Health Plan for NYC, a  
$20 million initiative that invests in child and family mental  
health services in the city.31

$15 million 
During his 2022 State of the State Address, Wisconsin Governor Tony 
Evers announced an investment of $15 million into a new “Get Kids 
Ahead” initiative to provide school-based mental health supports and 
services for nearly every school district in the state. Governor Evers 
then doubled that investment in August 2022.32, 33

$2.5 million  
In November 2022, Illinois launched a $2.5 million state program to 
strengthen mental health services in EDs and schools.34

At its 2022-2023 winter meeting, the National Governor’s Association 
highlighted youth mental health as a key priority.

Importantly, progress is being made:

Shareables designed for social media

https://www.nyc.gov/assets/doh/care-community-action-mental-health-plan/index.html
https://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/WIGOV/bulletins/344b5b3
https://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/WIGOV/bulletins/344b5b3
https://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/WIGOV/bulletins/32a54c7
https://dph.illinois.gov/resource-center/news/2022/november/pritzker-administration-launches-effort-to-strengthen-children-s.html
https://www.nga.org/youthmentalhealth/
https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/988/partner-toolkit
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Calls to Action
Community-based health programs can be a  
vital partner in addressing the youth mental  
health crisis. 

Advocates for change can call for a number of programmatic and 
financial investments, including the following:

• An increase in insurance reimbursement rates for mental health 
providers, especially in areas of particular need. Raising rates could 
incentivize more clinicians to take insurance, thus helping more 
people in need access care, while simultaneously improving their 
quality of life.

• Promotion of integrated models of mental health care across 
community sectors, including public health, pediatric care, and youth 
centers. This could include making mental health screenings for 
depression, anxiety, and suicide risk a routine part of well-visits for all 
children and adolescents.

• Creation of more partnerships between school districts and 
community-based mental health providers, thereby creating new 
school-based health centers that serve students.

• Adoption of the Action Alliance’s Best Practices in Care Transitions 
for Individuals with Suicide Risk: Inpatient Care to Outpatient Care, 
which speaks to both inpatient and outpatient settings.

Community-based
Mental Health Progress MadeWhere Things Stand Calls to Action

Raising rates could incentivize more clinicians 
to take insurance, thus helping more people 
in need access care.

https://theactionalliance.org/resource/best-practices-care-transitions-individuals-suicide-risk-inpatient-care-outpatient-care
https://theactionalliance.org/resource/best-practices-care-transitions-individuals-suicide-risk-inpatient-care-outpatient-care


Policy and  
Infrastructure

“ As our nation continues to navigate 
the fall out from the COVID-19 crisis, 
policymakers must do more to ensure 
all kids have access to the care and 
support they need to cope and live  
full lives.”35

   Lisa Hamilton, President and Chief Executive Officer,  
   Annie E. Casey Foundation 
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Policy and  
Infrastructure

The National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 
published findings from Responding to the Current Youth Mental 
Health Crisis and Preventing the Next One: A Virtual Workshop. 
And the Healthy Schools Campaign (Campaign) disseminated  
A Guide to Expanding Medicaid-Funded School Health Services, 
a primer on school-based Medicaid that suggests ways to align 
state Medicaid plans with federal policy.36 The Campaign also 
published case studies that examine states that have used federal 
Medicaid policy to expand health services.

Thanks to federally funded programs, states and communities 
are in a strong position to make meaningful changes. To maximize 
these investments’ impact on young people, there needs to be 
coordination and collaboration at all levels. 

Calls to ActionWhere Things Stand Progress Made

Where Things Stand
Since the onset of the pandemic, it has become 
clear that youth mental health services at all levels 
have been disrupted. 

As noted in previous sections, there are gaps in both school-based 
and community-based mental health services, leaving many young 
people unable to access care.

Many of the challenges that exist fall squarely in the realm of public 
policy. Whether it is teaching the next generation of mental health 
clinicians, ensuring that mental health parity laws are being followed, 
or leveraging new opportunities to confront existing challenges, 
policymakers are uniquely positioned to make a difference. 

In fact, there have already been an abundance of reports offering 
analysis and recommendations for how to address some of these 
issues. In October 2021, the American Academy of Pediatrics, 
American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, and 
Children’s Hospital Association released a joint statement declaring 
a national emergency of child and adolescent mental health and 
calling for federal and state policymakers to address key priorities for 
improving the state of children’s mental health. 

Case Studies: How States are Expanding School Health 
Services Using Medicaid
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Medicaid Reimbursed Rehabilitative Behavioral Health Services in Schools: A South Carolina Case Study  

Overview 
 
This case study examines the implementation of Medicaid managed care school-based 
behavioral health services in South Carolina. This case study will look at the changes made by 
the South Carolina Department of Health and Human Services (SCDHHS) in coordination with 
the state’s Medicaid managed care organizations (MCOs), alongside efforts made by the South 
Carolina Department of Education (SCDE) and local education agencies (LEAs) in the state to 
support this change. The case study will also highlight key lessons learned that can inform the 
efforts of other states choosing to coordinate school-based health care with Medicaid managed 
care programs. 
 

Introduction 
 
Beginning in 2016, the South Carolina Department of Health and Human Services (SCDHHS), in 
an effort to provide comprehensive and coordinated care to its members, made key changes to 
the state’s Rehabilitative Behavioral Health Services (RBHS) program. This change involved 
moving their school-based Medicaid behavioral health services into their Medicaid managed 
care program. This is known as “carving-in” services into managed care organizations (MCOs).  
 
This case study outlines the main features of the carve-in and the roles played by key 
stakeholders, including the state Medicaid agency, the South Carolina Department of Education 
(SCDE), local education agencies (LEAs), MCOs, and behavioral health service providers. It also 
examines the unique issues and challenges that came up during the implementation of this 
policy change, and highlights lessons learned around planning and self-study, administrative 
innovations around contracting and care, credentialing, billing systems and relationship-
building among stakeholders.  
The South Carolina experience highlights many important lessons that other states can learn 
from as they consider changing the way school districts1 interact with Medicaid and MCOs. The 
case study highlights the importance of preparation, training, communication, and flexibility 
between the school districts and the MCOs as they navigate the challenging process of change. 
                                                      1 School districts are also frequently referred to as Local Education Agencies, or LEAs. Throughout this document, 
these terms are used interchangeably. 

            
                

 

 

 
 
 

CMS Approves State Plan Amendment for Massachusetts, Creating 

New Opportunity for School-based Medicaid 

  
 
The following brief provides an overview of the recent Massachusetts Medicaid state plan 

amendment (SPA) approved by the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) that 

enables schools to bill for Medicaid services provided to all Medicaid-enrolled students. This 

SPA is an important step towards maximizing the opportunity presented by the recent free care 

policy reversal to improve children’s access to health services and to better integrate school 

health services with the broader health care delivery system. 

 
Background 
  
Until recently, barriers existed for states and local education agencies (LEAs) to use Medicaid 

funding to provide health care services in school-based settings. The federal Medicaid policy 

known as the free care policy permitted schools to obtain federal reimbursement only for 

services included in a Medicaid-enrolled student’s Individualized Education Program (IEP) and 

in other limited situations.1 As a result, Medicaid reimbursement for health services in schools 

was  limited to a small group of children. 

  
Then, in 2014, CMS issued an important guidance2 that reversed the free care policy. The new 

guidance gives states the option to get federal Medicaid reimbursement for providing physical 

and behavioral health care services to any student who is enrolled in Medicaid, as long as: 

● The student is enrolled in Medicaid; 

● The services provided are covered by the state plan; 

● Services are delivered by a qualified provider as outlined in the Medicaid state plan; and 

● States have appropriate billing mechanisms in place. 

  
In order to implement the new policy, states may need to revise or alter existing state Medicaid 

policy that limits what Medicaid services and providers are allowable in a school setting. In 

many cases, states will need to submit a SPA to CMS with the new policy approach.  

 
Over the past year, a handful of states quickly moved on this change in policy. Two examples 

include Louisiana and California. 

  

                                       
         

1Before 2014, allowable Medicaid reimbursement included: 1) Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) or 

Individualized Family Service Plans (IFSPs) or 2) if the child was receiving services under the maternal 

and child health services block grant. In this brief, IEPs are used to broadly represent this category. 

2 https://www.medicaid.gov/federal-policy-guidance/downloads/smd-medicaid-payment-for-services-

provided-without-charge-free-care.pdf 

 

 

Understanding the Financial Impact of Expanding Medicaid Funded School Health Services in Colorado  

Abstract 
The demand for school health services—and in particular, mental health services—is increasing 
across Colorado. Unfortunately it has been a challenge for schools and school districts to meet 
the demand. Local education agencies’ (LEA) and state budgets are already stretched, and 
schools need new resources to increase access to these critical services. In 2020, the Centers 
for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) approved a state plan amendment (SPA) to the 
Colorado Medicaid state plan that will bring new federal resources to the state and LEAs to 
support the delivery of school health services and help meet this need.  
Colorado conducted a pilot study to better understand the financial impact of expanding its 
school Medicaid program and make data informed decisions about how best to move forward 
with their SPA. This case study details Colorado’s path towards expanding its school Medicaid 
program and highlights key lessons learned from this work.  

Background 
In 2014, the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS), the federal agency that runs 
Medicaid, issued a state Medicaid directors’ letter that clarified the way that Medicaid would 
reimburse for health services delivered in schools. Previous CMS policy prohibited 
reimbursement for services provided to Medicaid-enrolled students if those services were 
provided free of charge to all students. There were some exceptions: services could be 
submitted for Medicaid reimbursement if they were included in a student’s Individual 
Education Plan (IEP) or Individualized Family Service Plan (IFSP) or delivered through the 
Maternal and Child Health Block grant.   
The letter stated that schools can seek reimbursement for covered services provided to all 
students enrolled in Medicaid, regardless of whether the services are provided at no cost to 
other students. “The goal of this new guidance,” wrote CMS, “is to facilitate and improve access 
to quality healthcare services and improve the health of communities.” 

https://www.nationalacademies.org/our-work/responding-to-the-current-youth-mental-health-crisis-and-preventing-the-next-one-a-virtual-workshop
https://www.nationalacademies.org/our-work/responding-to-the-current-youth-mental-health-crisis-and-preventing-the-next-one-a-virtual-workshop
https://healthyschoolscampaign.org/resources/single/a-guide-to-expanding-medicaid-funded-school-health-services/
https://healthyschoolscampaign.org/issues/school-health/medicaid-case-studies/
https://www.aap.org/en/advocacy/child-and-adolescent-healthy-mental-development/aap-aacap-cha-declaration-of-a-national-emergency-in-child-and-adolescent-mental-health/
https://www.aap.org/en/advocacy/child-and-adolescent-healthy-mental-development/aap-aacap-cha-declaration-of-a-national-emergency-in-child-and-adolescent-mental-health/
https://healthyschoolscampaign.org/issues/school-health/medicaid-case-studies/
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Policy and  
Infrastructure

Progress Made
States and communities are responding by 
implementing policies designed to support the 
mental health of young people. 

Since the onset of the pandemic, for example, 37 states and 
the District of Columbia have enacted nearly 100 laws focused 
on supporting schools as a primary access point for pediatric 
behavioral health care.37

$501.6 million  
for the 988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline (988), a nearly  
$400 million increase from FY 2022.

2 years  
A two-year extension of telehealth provisions in Medicare,  
lasting through the end of 2024.

$360 million 
toward Section 811 housing for people with disabilities,  
which will provide $148.3 million for new capital advance grants.

$13.9 billion  
for Mental Health and Suicide Prevention Programs at the Department 
of Veterans Affairs, an increase of $700 million from FY 2022.

$111 million 
for Department of Education programs designed to increase the 
availability of mental health services in schools.

The most significant step forward, however, has been the 
omnibus appropriations bill signed by President Biden in 2022. 

This bill included millions of dollars of funding for mental health 
services, including, but not limited to the following:

Progress MadeWhere Things Stand Calls to Action

States that have enacted laws that  
support school mental health systems

https://www.murray.senate.gov/omnibus-increases-support-for-communities-and-families-struggling-with-mental-health-and-substance-use-disorders/
https://nami.org/NAMI/media/NAMI-Media/PDFs/2022-12-22-Statement-Summary-on-FY-23-Omnibus.pdf
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Policy and  
Infrastructure

Calls to Action
To best address the youth mental health crisis, 
policymakers at the federal, state, and local 
levels must maximize the investments that have 
been made.  

Policymakers and people in public policy can take the  
following steps: 

• Advocate for a Children’s Mental Health Infrastructure  
Bill that will support Medicaid as a method for addressing mental 
health in all schools, provide funding to hire more counselors and 
mental health staff, and incentivize the adoption of social and 
emotional learning programs.

• Expand the new mental health provider pipeline through 
incentives, including loan repayment and higher reimbursement 
rates for working in underserved communities. 

• Build and improve mechanisms to enforce compliance  
with mental health parity laws.

• Expand the Psychology Interjurisdictional Compact  
(PSYPACT) to allow more clinicians to practice across  
state lines.

• Use and encourage philanthropy as a tool for increasing 
access to comprehensive mental health services.

• Develop public-private partnerships around the issue of youth 
mental health, similar to the Action Alliance model  
of partnership for suicide prevention. The most significant step 
forward, however, has been the omnibus appropriations bill 
signed by President Biden in 2022. 

Progress MadeWhere Things Stand Calls to Action

Only a coordinated, comprehensive response 
will allow us to create the systems and 
structures that our young people need to thrive. 

https://psypact.site-ym.com/
https://jedfoundation.org/philanthropy-is-a-critical-tool-in-addressing-the-youth-mental-health-crisis/
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Closing
With the nation’s attention firmly on the issue of youth mental 

health, we now have the opportunity to make significant 

improvements in how we deliver services, recruit and reimburse 

providers, and strengthen our mental health care system.

It is up to all of us to chart a new way forward. Given massive 

federal investments in mental health services, the message is 

clear—now is a vital window for change.

By taking the actions listed in this report, policymakers and 

mental health advocates can ensure that the nation’s youth 

mental crisis is properly addressed. 

We owe it to 
America’s young 
people to improve 
how we deliver 
mental health care. 

Their future,  
and our future, 
depends on it.

Youth Mental Health
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