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 OAKLAND, Calif. — Gerardo 
Alejandrez used to punch class-
mates, throw chairs and curse at his 
teachers, conduct that forced him to 
switch from school to school. “I had 
a lot of anger issues,” the 16-year-old 
said recently.

Then Gerardo entered a class at 
Oakland Technical High School for 
students who have mental health or 
behavior issues. In that classroom, 
the teacher gets support from Erich 
Roberts, a psychiatric social worker 
assigned to the group. Oakland Uni-
fied School District bills Medicaid, 
the nation’s insurance program for 
low-income residents, for Roberts’ 
services.

Those payments officially cover 
the time he spends — in and out of 
the classroom — providing ther-
apy and other assistance for nine 
Medicaid-covered youths as well as 
meeting with their family members. 
Roberts’ presence in the classroom is 
also an asset for the teacher and four 
other kids in the class who are not 
on government insurance. Many of 
the students in the class would likely 
drop out without the extra help, Rob-
erts said.

Medicaid, created in 1965 to pro-
vide health insurance to the poor, 
now functions as a lifeline for mil-
lions of American students such as 
Gerardo — whose grades have im-
proved and who wants to become a 
fashion designer — as well as hun-
dreds of school districts across the 
country like Oakland Unified. The 
public insurance program has evolved 
so that it now finances myriad edu-
cation-related services, including 

transportation for kids with disabil-
ities, school clinics and counseling 
for children from turbulent back-
grounds. Medicaid funds are now 
woven into the nation’s educational 
system.

But as Congress seeks to cut federal 
health spending, the use of Medicaid 
dollars in schools could come un-
der new scrutiny. Critics question 
whether schools are the best entities 
to provide all the services they now 
do, and if the educational system 
has become too reliant on the health 
program. Educators and advocates 

counter that schools are the oppor-
tune place to address health-related 
issues and that federal law requires 
them to provide such benefits. And, 
they say, if Medicaid doesn’t pay, 
who will?

With a Republican administra-
tion vowing to trim Medicaid, Kai-
ser Health News is examining how 
the U.S. has evolved into a “Medic-
aid Nation,” where huge swaths of 
Americans rely on the program, di-
rectly and indirectly, often unknow-
ingly. Medicaid’s role in schools is a 
telling example.

Medicaid spends only $4 billion 
of its $400 billion annual budget in 
schools, a “very small portion of the 
pie,” said Jessica Schubel, a senior 
policy analyst at the bipartisan Cen-
ter on Budget and Policy Priorities. 
But for the school districts providing 
an array of services that have quietly 
become vital to students and fami-
lies, losing this funding source would 
be immense, she said, “a big deal.”

The exact nature of the conse-
quences would depend largely on the 
state and school districts, as jurisdic-
tions deploy Medicaid funds differ-

ently. Since states must contribute 
a portion of total Medicaid funding 
to the federal allocation, the amount 
of money available for school district 
spending is in part determined by 
statehouse politics.

Generally, the federal program 
can help districts provide a variety 
of services, staff and equipment 
for their students. Although not all 
districts tap into funding, Medicaid 
will reimburse districts for in-school 
vision and hearing exams, occupa-
tional therapy for special-education 
students, even diabetes and asthma 
management. It covers wheelchairs 
and other medical devices so a stu-
dent can attend class. In Oakland 
Unified School District and others 
around the nation, Medicaid also 
supports mental health services.

In 2017, a survey by the School 
Superintendents Association found 
that 68 percent of superintendents 
said Medicaid dollars funded school 
nurses, counselors and other health 
staff members. More than half of su-
perintendents said they have worked 
to expand the number of students 
enrolled in Medicaid, which can in-
crease revenue to the school districts. 
The funds also enable districts to pay 
staff salaries like Roberts’, buy medical 
equipment and generally bolster their 
education budgets, Schubel said.

But some critics of Medicaid, nota-
bly political conservatives, question 
how funds flow into school districts 
and whether educators have wrongly 
plumbed the program to cover budget 
shortfalls. They argue that because 
the districts already receive other 
sources of federal funding for spe-
cial-education and health services 
in schools, they don’t need federal 
Medicaid dollars to pay for them.

How Medicaid became go-to funder for schools
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 WASHINGTON — The president 
isn’t the only Trump with potential 
conflicts of interest in the White 
House.

Donald Trump’s daughter Ivanka 
— a senior White House adviser with 
such duties as lobbying the Senate on 
tax policy and representing her father 
at a Group of 20 summit of world 
leaders — will collect more than $1 
million a year from the family busi-
ness that has continued to develop 
luxury resorts around the world 
during the Trump presidency.

Some of those Trump-branded 
developments are hiring state-
owned companies for construction, 
receiving gifts from foreign govern-
ments in the form of public land or 

eased regulations and accepting 
payments from customers who are 
foreign officials.

Ivanka Trump’s continued rela-
tionship with the 
businesses affiliated 
with the Trump Or-
ganization creates 
potential conflicts of 
interest prohibited 
by federal law and 
federal ethics stan-
dards as she works as 
a special assistant to 

the president. And just like her father, 
she is being accused of violating the 
emoluments clause of the U.S. Con-
stitution, which forbids government 
officials — not just presidents — from 
accepting gifts from foreign govern-
ments without the approval of Con-
gress.

“To the extent she’s still taking 
money and she’s still in the West 
Wing, she has many of the same 
issues,” said Stephen Spaulding, 
chief of strategy at Common Cause, 

a nonpartisan group that has exam-
ined Donald Trump’s conflicts of 
interest.

Much has been written about 
problems caused by Ivanka Trump’s 
brand of clothes, handbags and 
shoes, which are primarily made 
overseas by low-wage laborers, 
but little attention has been paid to 
trouble caused by her continued re-
lationship with the Trump Organi-
zation, the family real estate empire 
now run by two of her brothers.

And her troubles go beyond crit-
icism that she is profiting from her 
father’s presidency. Trump, who just 
returned from a trip representing the 
United States in South Korea, faces 
serious questions as a result of her 
decision to be involved in both the 
family business and the White House: 
Is a foreign government gaining ac-
cess to her through the business? Are 
business deals a factor in U.S. foreign 
policy? Are foreign governments able 
to build goodwill with her because of 
the company?

Ivanka Trump is believed to still 
have only an interim security clear-
ance nearly 14 months into her fa-
ther’s presidency because of the 
complex finances of her husband, 
presidential aide and New York 
real estate developer Jared Kush-
ner. But her continued ties to the 
family businesses, whose develop-
ment deals often involve interna-
tional financing and buyers, could 
be causing the delay, according to 
former administration officials and 
attorneys familiar with clearance 
guidelines.

“If there are foreign financial ob-
ligations, commitments, reliances, 
that would be an item in a security 
clearance file,” said Paul Pillar, for-
mer deputy chief of the intelligence 
community’s counterterrorism cen-
ter who was with the CIA for nearly 
three decades.

Federal employees applying for 
clearance do not automatically have 
to sell their overseas investments but 
it’s not uncommon for them to be 

forced to divest larger stakes and re-
sign positions at companies. The cri-
teria for determining who is granted 
a clearance indicates businesses are 
a concern that could be disqualify-
ing: “Substantial business, financial, 
or property interests in a foreign 
country, or in any foreign-operated 
business that could subject an indi-
vidual to a heightened risk of foreign 
influence or exploitation or personal 
conflict of interest.”

“That can be a real problem,” said 
Mary Kuntz, a Washington lawyer 
who represents people going through 
the security clearance process, some 
of whom have had to sell invest-
ments.

When her father took office, Ivanka 
Trump resigned from her numerous 
vice presidencies with the Trump 
Organization but she planned to 
continue to receive money from its 
businesses, according to her finan-
cial disclosure report filed last year, 
which outlined her future relation-
ship to the companies.
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rodney davis, right, became anxious and stopped wanting to go to school until he started seeing JP de Oliveira, a 
clinical counselor with the nonprofit east Bay agency for children. Medicaid pays for de Oliveira’s work with students at 
hoover elementary school in Oakland, calif. 

Ethical questions raised over Trump family businesses
Ivanka Trump still 
getting paid despite  
her White House ties
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