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What Is EPSDT?
The federal Medicaid Act requires States to provide medical care to low-income persons.  A special component of the Act – called Early Periodic Screening, Diagnosis, and Treatment or EPSDT – requires States to provide comprehensive physical and behavior health treatment to children who are twenty-one years and under.  As the District Court in this case explained: 

On July 30, 1965, the citizens of this country, through the enactment of the Medicaid Act, Pub.L. 89‑97, 79 Stat. 343, committed themselves to providing certain basic medical services to millions of low‑income Americans.  On December 19, 1989, Congress restated and deepened its commitment to eligible children by amending the Medicaid statute to promise that persons under twenty‑one years of age would receive all reasonably necessary medical care regardless of ability to pay.  From today's perspective, the scope of this commitment seems breathtaking:  no Medicaid‑eligible child in this country, whatever his or her economic circumstances, will go without treatment deemed medically necessary by his or her clinician.

EPSDT requires that States not only provide all Medicaid-covered services but also undertake affirmative efforts to inform, screen, and treat children with long term and chronic conditions.  The centerpoint of the State’s informing obligation is that it be effective.  “Effective” means that families and providers know what specific treatment is covered, and how to access that treatment.  States must inform eligible individuals and providers of all available services, “the benefits of preventive health care, where the services are available, [and] how to obtain them....”   The EPSDT provisions of federal law require that States screen children on a regular schedule, as well as whenever needed, in order to determine if they appear to need further evaluation for a particular condition or disability.

Under EPSDT, States also have the responsibility to ensure that there is an accessible and adequate network of providers to deliver needed services, that there is effective coordination with other State agencies and governmental programs, including local educational authorities, and that there are procedures that ensure effective monitoring of the State’s EPSDT program.  The monitoring process must “assure that recipients receive the services … and assure that services covered under Medicaid are available.”  Finally, the State must have in place processes and procedures for demonstrating that all needed services are, in fact, provided.  

The Medicaid Act lists twenty-seven categories of covered medical and mental health services.  Each category of covered services includes many treatments.  Many forms of mental health services, including assessments, behavioral services, crisis services, and clinical support services, are included in the broad category of rehabilitative services.  The broad definition of what is a covered and required EPSDT service means that services which might not be covered for Medicaid-enrolled adults are nevertheless required for Medicaid-eligible children.  Moreover, the special definition of medical necessity for EPSDT services – with its unique preventive focus -- constrains both the State’s discretion not to offer a type of treatment, as well as individualized decisions concerning needed treatment under its EPSDT program.  

Under the EPSDT provisions of the Medicaid Act, Massachusetts must provide a comprehensive package of preventive physical and mental health services including any intensive home-based services necessary to “to correct or ameliorate physical and mental illnesses and conditions discovered by the screening services, whether or not such services are covered under the State plan.”

