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Strategies and Funding Options to Strengthen 
School Medicaid in Rural Communities​
​
 

Bottom Line: States can use Rural Health Transformation program funds to 
strengthen school Medicaid implementation and improve health outcomes. 

​
​

Why Is School Medicaid Especially Important in Rural Communities?​
 

In rural areas, children and families often face greater challenges in accessing healthcare due to 
long travel distances, fewer health providers, limited connectivity and other barriers. This makes 
schools essential places for students to receive comprehensive healthcare, including preventive 
care, screenings and mental and behavioral health services.  
 
Medicaid is key to funding and sustaining critical health services and providers in rural schools. 
An analysis of 2024 school Medicaid claims by the School-Based Services Technical Assistance 
Center (TAC) found that a higher proportion of claims came from rural than urban ZIP codes.  
 
How Can States and Rural School Districts Strengthen School Medicaid? 
​

Medicaid billing can be especially difficult in rural districts due to administrative challenges, 
costs associated with third-party billing vendors and provider workforce shortages. Despite 
these challenges, many states and school districts have partnered to adopt strategies that can 
strengthen Medicaid billing. Examples include: 
 

●​ Establish a consortium billing model where a lead school district or educational service 
agency (ESA) manages program administration for a group of smaller school districts 

●​ Develop state guidance/support to help rural districts set up program infrastructure 
●​ Create a network or cohort of school systems to share information and best practices 
●​ Train rural navigators who are available either on-site or remotely to help school districts 

embed Medicaid billing into their workflow and systems 
●​ Establish a state mini-grant program to support innovation in rural schools 

 
 

https://www.medicaid.gov/resources-for-states/downloads/implementing-lea-webinar-slides.pdf


What Funding Sources Exist for Improving School Medicaid?  
​

The Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) awarded states funding under the 
Rural Health Transformation (RHT) Program, a $50 billion initiative to strengthen and modernize 
healthcare in rural communities. Over a five-year period beginning in 2026, states will 
implement plans to improve rural healthcare access, coordination and outcomes.  
 
States can use RHT funds for time-limited projects that will enhance their ability to receive 
Medicaid reimbursement. The TAC webinar highlights additional opportunities to strengthen 
Medicaid billing, including the Rural and Low-Income School (RLIS) program, which provides 
rural school districts with financial assistance for initiatives to improve student achievement, and 
the Title IV, Part A Student Support and Academic Enrichment Program (SSAE), a type of RLIS 
grant. 
 
How Can School Medicaid Contribute to RHT Goals? 
 

Schools will play a critical role in meeting state RHT goals and improving rural health outcomes. 
Strengthening school Medicaid can contribute to rural health improvement in areas such as 
chronic disease prevention; access to mental health, behavioral health and substance use 
prevention and intervention services; rural health workforce and pipeline initiatives; and reduced 
healthcare costs. 
 
Visit KFF Health News to check if your state has included school-related initiatives in its RHT 
project plans, and engage state leaders to learn more about plans to involve school districts and 
school Medicaid. 
 
Key Resources  
 

●​ Opportunities for Rural Communities and Local Education Agencies: This CMS webinar 
slide deck describes how rural school districts can increase school-based services. 
Check out slides 11 and 12 to review some of the flexibilities permitted to address rural 
challenges and support school districts.​
 

●​ Delivering Services in School-Based Settings: A Comprehensive Guide to Medicaid 
Services and Administrative Claiming: The 2023 CMS guidance includes options to help 
ease the administrative burden in rural school districts. ​
 

●​ Structural Inefficiencies in the School-Based Medicaid Program Disadvantage Small and 
Rural Districts and Students: This report from AASA, The School Superintendents 
Association, explores the unique challenges small and rural school districts face in 
implementing school Medicaid and offers recommendations to improve and streamline 
billing. 

 
●​ How States Are Partnering With Schools to Advance Rural Health Programs: Healthy 

Schools Campaign identifies how some states are involving school health programs in 
their RHT project plans, based on CMS grant abstracts and state spotlights. 

 
 

https://www.cms.gov/newsroom/press-releases/cms-announces-50-billion-awards-strengthen-rural-health-all-50-states
https://www.medicaid.gov/resources-for-states/downloads/implementing-lea-webinar-slides.pdf
https://www.ed.gov/grants-and-programs/formula-grants/rural-and-insular-areas/rural-and-low-income-school-program
https://www.ed.gov/sites/ed/files/2020/09/Title-IV-A-Program-Profile.pdf
https://kffhealthnews.org/news/article/tracking-applications-for-rural-health-transformation-funds/
https://www.medicaid.gov/resources-for-states/downloads/implementing-lea-webinar-slides.pdf
https://www.medicaid.gov/sites/default/files/2023-07/sbs-guide-medicaid-services-administrative-claiming-ud.pdf
https://www.medicaid.gov/sites/default/files/2023-07/sbs-guide-medicaid-services-administrative-claiming-ud.pdf
https://www.aasa.org/docs/default-source/resources/reports/aasa-medicaid-report-final.pdf?sfvrsn=5e2f582f_4
https://www.aasa.org/docs/default-source/resources/reports/aasa-medicaid-report-final.pdf?sfvrsn=5e2f582f_4
https://healthyschoolscampaign.org/blog/how-states-are-partnering-with-schools-to-advance-rural-health-programs/
https://edit.cms.gov/files/document/rht-program-state-provided-abstracts.pdf
https://www.cms.gov/files/document/rural-health-transformation-50-state-spotlights.pdf

