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Key points:  

• AHCA supporters say Medicaid change is needed to preserve program 

• Even if Medicaid funding is cut, schools still need to provide FAPE 

• Senate likely to offer its own version of health care plan 

Education groups vow to protect Medicaid funding in schools 

The education and disability communities are united in a fight against changes to the nation's health care system 
and have warned against a Medicaid restructuring plan that they said could put at risk health-related services for 
students with special needs and other programs that reach all students. 

"It is going to hit the neediest districts the hardest," said Sasha Pudelski, the assistant director of policy and 
advocacy for AASA, The School Superintendents Association, co-chair of the Save Medicaid in the Schools 
Coalition, and author of a report about Medicaid in schools. 

U.S. senators are now debating the merits of the American Health Care Act, which was narrowly passed along 
party lines by House Republicans on May 4. The plan would convert the shared federal-state Medicaid system from 
a program that guarantees certain services to qualified children and adults to a program that has set cost limits for 
each Medicaid participant. Additionally, the House plan reduces federal Medicaid spending and says states do not 
have to consider schools as eligible Medicaid providers. 

Supporters of AHCA have said the changes are necessary because Medicaid is unsustainable and a major driver 
of the country's deficit. 

Currently, schools receive $2 billion in federal Medicaid funds, according to a report from the Center on Budget and 
Policy Priorities, a nonpartisan research and policy institute. Another $2 billion of in-school Medicaid benefits is paid 
for by the state and local governments. Medicaid spending in schools accounts for 1 percent of total Medicaid 
spending, according to the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities and the Save Medicaid in Schools Coalition. 

No one yet knows the cost of the changes in AHCA because House members did not ask for an analysis from 
the Congressional Budget Office before taking a vote. CBO is expected to release an analysis of the impacts of 
AHCA the week of May 22. Funds from Medicaid help pay for support personnel, such as speech-language and 
occupational therapists and school psychologists; specialized equipment, such as wheelchairs and hearing and 
seeing technology; and transportation assistance, such as wheelchair lifts. Medicaid funding also allows schools to 
provide other health-related programs, such as asthma and diabetes monitoring. 

In a statement opposing the AHCA, the National Association of State Directors of Special Education said, "The cost 
of providing those services will be shifted to every school district in the country, in some cases requiring school 
districts to eliminate other programs and/or raising local taxes." 

Undermining the purpose of the IDEA 

http://www.specialedconnection.com/
http://www.shoplrp.com/
http://www.aasa.org/
http://aasa.org/uploadedFiles/Policy_and_Advocacy/Resources/medicaid.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/1628
http://www.cbpp.org/research/health/medicaid-helps-schools-help-children
https://www.cbo.gov/
http://www.nasdse.org/
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Wayne RESA represents 33 school districts in Michigan. There are about 45,000 students who qualify for IDEA 
services. Of those students, 22,000 are eligible for Medicaid benefits, including special education supports at 
school, said Kathleen Cummins Merry, executive director of Medicaid reimbursement at the regional educational 
service agency. 

Michigan has one of the highest levels of Medicaid spending in the country with $250 million from state and federal 
funds, according to the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. 

Even if Medicaid funding were cut, schools are obligated to provide students with disabilities the supports listed in 
their IEPs, she said. The problem is that funding would need to come from other sources, such as the school 
district's general fund, which would impact all students and most certainly limit what activities schools can offer, 
Cummins Merry said. 

Ricki Sabia, senior education policy advisor for the National Down Syndrome Congress, said it is a bit of a myth 
that cutting Medicaid will cut costs. 

"The need is still there, and there are costly consequences of not providing critical services, unless you ignore the 
need," Sabia said. 

She added that without sufficient Medicaid funding for critical employment and independent living supports as 
students transition out of school, opportunities to pursue college and competitive integrated employment will be 
greatly diminished. This impact on postschool outcomes would undermine the purpose of the IDEA, the ESSA, and 
the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act, Sabia said. 

Further action on AHCA will be a slow-going process. 

"The Senate will now finish work on our bill but will take the time to get it right," Senate Committee on Health, 
Education, Labor and Pensions Chairman Lamar Alexander, R-Tenn, said in a statement after the House vote that. 

Senators will most likely offer legislation that differs from the House-endorsed AHCA. Once senators approve a bill, 
a committee of both House and Senate members will reconcile the two pieces of legislation. That proposal goes 
back to the full Senate and House for votes before going to the president for his signature. 

Kara Arundel covers special education for LRP Publications. 

May 16, 2017 

Copyright 2017© LRP Publications 

 

http://www.specialedconnection.com/
http://www.shoplrp.com/
http://www.resa.net/
http://www.ndsccenter.org/
https://www.help.senate.gov/
https://www.help.senate.gov/

