
Local school clinics 
in danger of closing
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Ethan Reed, 10, gets a physical exam from pediatric nurse practitioner Pam Lundy on Wednesday. Ethan’s mother, Char-
lotte Reed, said the school-based clinic at Ensworth Elementary was a great help because it was too late to schedule an 
exam with Ethan’s regular pediatrician before Boy Scout camp. “I had heard on the radio about the school-based health 
care, and we got Ethan in right away, and it was great,” Charlotte Reed said. “It was very thorough.”
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Construction has just begun 

on a new Sisters school-

based clinic. But by the time it 

opens in 2013, the Deschutes 

County Health Services 

Department may be forced to 

consider shutting it down.

Five school-based clinics opened in 
Deschutes County over the past decade. 
It began with La Pine, where a health 
center opened in 2004 at the campus 
where the elementary, middle and high 

schools are located. Most recently, a 
clinic opened at Redmond High in 2011. 
There are also clinics at Bend’s En-
sworth Elementary and Bend High, and 
M.A. Lynch Elementary in Redmond. 

Even as the clinics expand, there are 
already questions about their future. 

County officials said during budget 
discussions last month the school-based 
clinic program needs to reduce its de-
pendence on money from the county 
general fund and come up with a long-
term financial plan. The program draws 
33 percent of its money from the gen-
eral fund and 54 percent from the state, 
said Elaine Severson, the School-Based 
Health center program supervisor. 

The Health Services Department 
asked for $200,000 more from the county 
general fund to add staff at the Sisters 
clinic and a full-time supervisor for all 

five clinics. But the county budget com-
mittee raised concerns about committing 
to that much in the long term and only 
gave the clinic program $8,000 to hire 
an on-call nurse as a full-time employee. 
The program will still hire a full-time su-
pervisor, using contingency money. 

Health Services Director Scott John-
son told the county budget committee 
last month that it will become clear in 
the next two years whether the clin-
ics can take advantage of new money 
available through federal health care 
reform to remain open. 

“Without that, we’d need to evaluate 
24 months from now how many of the 
centers to keep open,” Johnson said.

While there are questions about the 
funding, there is little question they are 
popular in local communities.
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Kids and their families do 
not need health insurance to 
receive treatment at the clin-
ics, which bill on a sliding 
scale. From June 2010 through 
May 31, 2012, there were 4,962 
patient visits to clinics across 
the county, Anne Olson, with 
the Health Services Depart-
ment, wrote in an email.

Charlotte Reed took her 
10-year-old son Ethan to the 
school clinic at Ensworth El-
ementary in Bend on Wednes-
day because it was too late to 
schedule a physical examina-
tion with Ethan’s regular pedi-
atrician before he went to Boy 
Scout camp. 

“It was probably as good, if 
not better, than his pediatri-
cian’s office,” Reed said of the 
exam. A nurse also gave Reed 
a booster shot against pertus-
sis, or whooping cough, which 
reached the level of an epi-
demic in Washington earlier 
this year. 

Reed said she “kind of felt 
weird going in, because we do 
have insurance,” but she knows 
more scouts and their families 
are also planning to get exams 
at the clinic. The school clinics 
do bill insurance plans when 
patients have coverage. 

County health officials have 
credited the centers with in-
creasing students’ access to 

immunizations, and Severson 
said much of the clinics’ work 
deals with prevention.

For example, a respiratory 
therapist works with kids who 
have asthma in La Pine and 
Redmond so they can better 
manage the disease. This helps 
the students miss fewer school 
days, Severson said. 

Currently, the county shoul-
ders the cost for many of these 
preventive services. But as Or-
egon implements provisions of 
the federal health care over-
haul, more money could be-
come available for this work, 
Severson said.

The clinics also help groups 
such as uninsured teenagers 
who would otherwise be un-
likely to seek health care. 

Health issues that teens deal 
with include concussions, sui-
cidal thoughts, obesity and al-
cohol and drug use, Severson 
said. 

School-based clinics state-
wide have bipartisan support 
among state lawmakers, Sev-
erson said, and this protected 
them from budget cuts that hit 
many other social service pro-
grams. When the county hires 
a full-time program super-
visor, Severson, who works 
part-time, will focus on creat-
ing a plan for the financial fu-
ture of the clinics in Deschutes 
County. It includes obtaining 
a certification for the clinics 
that will allow them to receive 

funding associated with health 
care reform. 

Johnson said the question 
remains whether the county 
is the best entity to operate 
these clinics from a business 
perspective. Local federally 
qualified health clinics could 
also take over or collaborate 
with the county, Johnson said. 

At county budget committee 
discussions last month, Bruce 
Barrett, a citizen member of 
the budget committee, said the 
county should not spend addi-
tional money on the clinics. 

County Commissioner Tony 
DeBone also questioned spend-
ing on the program. 

“I had some heartburn about 
how many services the gov-
ernment is providing,” DeBone 
said. 

Commissioner Tammy 
Baney said Friday the clinics 
provide important services, 
but they just need a concrete 
financial plan. 

“The best way to provide the 
service is where the service is 
needed, which is in the com-
munity,” Baney said. “What 
we don’t have is a sustainable 
business plan that shows we’re 
not just investing in some-
thing that ultimately we may 
need to close. … Right now, we 
don’t have a plan in place that 
shows where we will be in the 
next three years.”  
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