
1 

Less local bang for more bucks: A review of facts 
and trends in Jefferson County Public Schools 

A Bluegrass Institute Policy Point   

By John Garen, Ph.D. • April 2024 



2 

The Bluegrass Institute is Kentucky’s free-market think tank, dedicated to 
the principles of free markets, individual liberty and limited, transparent 
government. Founded in 2003, the institute is a 501(c)3 nonprofit 
educational organization.  

Warranty of Scholarship Excellence 

The Bluegrass Institute commits itself to delivering commentary and 
research on Kentucky issues with unquestionable quality and reliability. 
Thus, we guarantee that the information we originate is true and accurate, 
and the sources from which we quote are accurately represented. We invite 
you to investigate our work and encourage you to report any material error, 
inaccuracy or misrepresentation you find. If you do, we will respond to your 
inquiry in writing. If we have made a mistake, we will prepare an errata 
sheet and attach it to all future distributions and include it in the posted 
online version of the particular publication, which will be the complete and 
final resolution under this warranty.  

Published by: The Bluegrass Institute for Public Policy Solutions 
P.O. Box 11706  
Lexington, Kentucky 40577 
www.bipps.org  



1 

Jefferson County Public Schools:  A Review of Facts and Trends 

John Garen* 
Board of Scholars, Bluegrass Institute for Public Policy Solutions 

March 2024 
Summary 
In 2022, per pupil funding for Jefferson County Public Schools (JCPS) was $23,561. In 2021, it 
was $19,280. In 2023, over 60% of JCPS students failed to attain proficiency on state testing in 
grades 4 and 8 reading and math. The trend in funding for JCPS has been almost continuously 
upward since 1990, after adjustment for inflation. JCPS teacher salaries have not keep pace with 
inflation in the past few years and school funding increases have far outstripped teacher raises. 
JCPS student scores on national tests have begun to fall after a decade of little improvement.  
White – Black student test-score differences remain as large as they ever were.   

More specifically: 

• Total K-12 funding for JCPS in 2022 was $23,561 per pupil and $19,280 in 2021
(adjusted for inflation). These are higher than their corresponding figures for Kentucky as 
a whole by 36% in 2022 and 16% in 2021.

• Kentucky Summative Assessment (KSA) testing shows over 60% of JCPS students did 
not achieve “proficient” in 4th and 8th grade reading and math in 2023. The 2022 National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) testing indicates over 70% failed to do so.

• For Black students, 2023 KSA testing shows that over 75% did not attain proficient or 
better. NAEP in 2022 indicates that over 85% failed to do so.

• Inflation-adjusted per pupil funding for JCPS rose from $10,146 in 1990 to $23,561 in 
2022, a 132% increase. Some of this was due to an upsurge in funding in 2022, but from 
1990 to 2021 funding rose by 90% (after inflation).

• NAEP tests scores for JCPS changed little from 2009 into the 2010s, then began to fall.
• The White – Black gap in NAEP scores for JCPS is at least as large in 2022 as in 2009.
• NAEP scores for JCPS tend to be somewhat lower than for Kentucky as whole, and 

especially so for low-income students.
• Scores for the ACT exam in JCPS rose slightly from 2008 to the mid-2010s, then fell. The 

White – Black score gap grew between 2008 and 2023.
• The productivity of funding in JCPS, defined as NAEP test-score performance per $1,000 

of per pupil funding, is over 20% lower for JCPS than for the state. Moreover, it parallels 
the state’s pattern of declining productivity over time.

• Inflation-adjusted teacher salaries for JCPS rose from 1990 to 2010, changed little during 
the 2010s, and fell substantially after 2020.

• Increases in per-pupil funding far outstrips increases in teacher pay from 1990 to 2022.

*John Garen received his Ph.D. in economics from Ohio State University in 1982, is a long-time 
economics researcher and teacher, and is the BB&T Professor Emeritus of Economics, 
University of Kentucky.
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Some Recent Data 
Table 1 shows 2021-22 and 2020-21 per pupil funding1, adjusted for inflation2, by 

source. Values are shown for JCPS and for Kentucky as a whole. JCPS funding was over 
$23,000 per pupil in 2022 and over $19,000 in 2021. These funding levels were higher than the 
Kentucky statewide averages.     

Table 1: Inflation-Adjusted Per Pupil Funding, JCPS and Kentucky 
2021-22 Per Pupil Funding 2020-21 Per Pupil Funding 

JCPS Kentucky JCPS Kentucky 
Local $11,079 $5,782 $9,544 $5,613 
State $7,235 $8,048 $7,366 $8,547 
Federal $5,247 $3.507 $2,370 $2,415 
Total $23,561 $17,337 $19,280 $16,575 

Table 2 shows the percentages of students below proficient in grades 4 and 8 reading and 
math according to the 2023 Kentucky Summative Assessment (KSA) testing and the 2022 
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) testing.3   

The KSA indicates that over half of Kentucky students are not proficient for any of these 
tests. For JCPS the percentages are over 60%. The NAEP shows over 70% of JCPS students are 
not proficient; more than for Kentucky as a whole.     

For Black students, the KSA shows that 77% or more are not proficient in JCPS. The 
NAEP indicates that at least 87% failed to attain proficiency. These are somewhat higher than 
the corresponding figures for the entire state.   

Table 2:  Percentages of Below Proficient Students, KSA and NAEP 
Tests, JCPS and Kentucky 

JCPS, 2023 
 KSA Test 

Ky., 2023 
KSA Test 

JCPS, 2022 
NAEP Test 

Ky.,2022 
NAEP Test 

All Students 
Grade 4 reading 60% 52% 72% 69% 
Grade 4 math 67% 58% 76% 67% 
Grade 8 reading 67% 56% 74% 71% 
Grade 8 math 76% 64% 83% 78% 

Black Students 
Grade 4 reading 77% 74% 87% 85% 
Grade 4 math 85% 80% 94% 91% 
Grade 8 reading 80% 77% 88% 88% 
Grade 8 math 89% 85% 96% 91% 
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Overall Trends in K-12 Funding 
Figure 1 shows the total of federal, state, and local K-12 funding per pupil, adjusted for 

inflation.4 The values for both Jefferson County Public Schools (JCPS) and for Kentucky as a 
whole are shown. (For 1990 to 2003, one component of state-level funding was not reported for 
JCPS. These values are estimated based on state data to arrive at the JCPS funding figures for 
those years.5) 

JCPS per-pupil funding rose from an estimated $10,146 in 1990 to $23,561 in 2022; 
i.e., 2.32 times more (after inflation) than in 1990, equivalent to a 132% rise. Per pupil funding 
rose nearly every year except for the years following the Great Recession.   

In 2022, there was an unusually sharp upsurge in funding of 22.2% over 2021 levels. 
Examining funding only up to 2021 shows it was still 1.90 times higher than the level in 1990. 

For selected sub-periods: 
1990-2000:  39.8% increase 2000-2010:  19.8% increase 
2010-2014:   5.8% decrease 2014-2022:  47.1% increase 

2021-2022:  22.2% increase 

JCPS per-pupil funding averaged $2,323 more than the state average from 1990 to 
2022. In 2022, JCPS funding was $6,224 more per pupil than the state average. 

Figure 1 
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NAEP Test Score Performance 
Figures 2(a) and 2(b) show NAEP grade 4 reading and math scores, available for JCPS 

since 2009.6 Scores for all, White, and Black students are shown.  
The pattern for both tests is similar. Scores for White students rose slightly after 2009, 

then fell. Scores for all students and for Black students were flat or slightly declining until 2019, 
then dropped more sharply. The White – Black gap in scores grew larger from 2009 to 2023. 
The pattern for grade 8 reading and math are the same and so are not shown.  

Figure 2(a)         Figure 2(b) 

NAEP Test Scores:  JCPS Relative to Kentucky 
Figure 3(a) shows NAEP Grade 4 reading scores for all JCPS students and all Kentucky 

students. JCPS scores are consistently below those for the state. Black and White student scores 
in JCPS show little differences from their counterparts in the entire state (charts not shown).   

Figure 3(b) shows that low-income students in JCPS score persistently lower than low-
income students throughout the state.7 Patterns for grade 4 math, grade 8 reading, and grade 8 
math are very similar to the above and so are not shown. 

Figure 3(a)         Figure 3(b)
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ACT Test Performance 
Figure 4(a) shows JCPS’ ACT composite scores for all, White, and Black students.8  

Generally, scores rose slightly until 2017, then fell. The White – Black differential grew 
between 2012 and 2023.   

Figure 4(b) compares JCPS scores to Kentucky scores; the latter are slightly higher.  

Figure 4(a)                                                                    Figure 4(b) 

Figure 4(c) indicates that White students in JCPS score somewhat higher than White 
students in the entire state. Only minor differences for Black students in JCPS and the state were 
found and so are not shown. Figure 4(d) shows consistently lower scores for low-income 
students in JCPS than in the entire state.    

Figure 4(c)               Figure 4(d) 
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“Bang Per Buck:”  Productivity of Funding in Producing Test Performance 
This section computes NAEP test score points per $1,000 of per pupil funding, which 

translates to the productivity of funds in generating test score performance. Specifically, figures 
5(a) and 5(b) show average NAEP Scale Score Points per $1,000 of inflation-adjusted per pupil 
funding for grade 4 reading and math, respectively. For JCPS, only values since 2009 are 
available. For context, values of this measure are shown for Kentucky from the 1990s forward.   

The pattern for Kentucky (discussed in more detail here) shows steeps declines in 
productivity except for the few years after the Great Recession. Test score changes were modest 
and the fall in productivity is due almost entirely to increases in funding. The exception is right 
after the Great Recession when funding temporarily fell and test scores changed little.   

For the years that data are available for JCPS, the pattern for JCPS mirrors that for 
Kentucky; an increase after the Great Recession followed by further decline, all mostly driven 
by changes in funding. 

Figure 5(a) Figure 5(b) 

Productivity for JCPS is persistently below that of the state. JCPS productivity averaged 
22% lower than Kentucky’s over this period. For 2022, it was 28% lower.  

Data for grade 8 reading and math show nearly identical patterns and so are not shown.  

https://bipps.org/blog/bluegrass-institute-analysis-of-k-12-spending-less-bang-for-billions-of-kentucky-taxpayers-bucks
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Classroom Teacher Salaries and Staffing9 
Figure 6(a) shows inflation-adjusted teacher salaries for JCPS. They rose through the 

1990s and 2000s, changed little during the 2010s, and fell substantially from 2020 to 2022. 
Figure 6(b) plots the ratio of pupils per teacher in JCPS schools from 2002 (the first year of data 
availability) through 2022. This ratio has cycled between 13.5 and 15.9 pupils per teacher.    

Figure 6(a) Figure 6(b) 

Figure 6(c) shows inflation-adjusted total funds per pupil and teacher salaries relative to 
their 1990 values for JCPS. Teacher salaries in 2022 were 1.16 times as high as in 1990 while 
funds per pupil were 2.32 times higher.  (Putting aside from the upward surge in 2022 funding, 
funds per pupil in 2021 were 1.90 times as high as in 1990.) 

Figure 6(c) 
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1 Funding data are from https://www.education.ky.gov/districts/FinRept/Pages/Fund%20Balances,
%20Revenues%20and%20Expenditures,%20Chart%20of%20Accounts,%20Indirect%20Cost%20 Rates%
20and%20Key%20Financial%20Indicators.aspx. 
2 Adjustment for inflation uses the Personal Consumption Expenditures Price Index, at 
https://www.bea.gov/data/personal-consumption-expenditures-price-index.       
3 KSA data are at https://www.kyschoolreportcard.com/organization/20?year=2023. The NAEP data 
source is https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/ndecore/xplore/NDE. 

4See notes 1 and 2 for the data and inflation adjustment sources.    
5 In particular, state contributions “on behalf” of school districts for district employee benefits are not 
reported by districts for 1990 to 2003, but are available for the entire state. I find that, for the state, total 
funding relative to funding without the “on behalf” funding is nearly constant for 1990 to 2003 at 96.2% 
of the 2004 ratio. I use the JCPS 2004 ratio times 0.962 to estimate 1990 to 2003 funding values for the 
district.  

6 The NAEP data source is in note 3. 

7 The low-income designation is based on eligibility for the National School Lunch Program.  

8 These data are for Kentucky’s 11th grade ACT testing program and are different from high school 
graduate scores reported by ACT. Demographic breakdowns are available beginning in 2012.  
Participation in the ACT was reduced in the COVID years of 2020 and 2021. Data sources:  
https://www.kyschoolreportcard.com/organization/20?year=2023;   
https://openhouse.education.ky.gov/Home/SRCData; https://www.education.ky.gov/Open-
House/data/Pages/Supplemental-Data-Assessment-and-Accountability.aspx. 
9 Data are from https://www.education.ky.gov/districts/FinRept/Pages/School%20District%20Personnel%

20Information.aspx  

Notes

https://www.education.ky.gov/districts/FinRept/Pages/Fund%20Balances,%E2%80%8C%20Revenues%20and%20Expenditures,%20Chart%20of%20Accounts,%20Indirect%20Cost%20Rates%20and%20Key%20Financial%20Indicators.aspx
https://www.education.ky.gov/districts/FinRept/Pages/Fund%20Balances,%E2%80%8C%20Revenues%20and%20Expenditures,%20Chart%20of%20Accounts,%20Indirect%20Cost%20Rates%20and%20Key%20Financial%20Indicators.aspx
https://www.education.ky.gov/districts/FinRept/Pages/Fund%20Balances,%E2%80%8C%20Revenues%20and%20Expenditures,%20Chart%20of%20Accounts,%20Indirect%20Cost%20Rates%20and%20Key%20Financial%20Indicators.aspx
https://www.bea.gov/data/personal-consumption-expenditures-price-index
https://www.kyschoolreportcard.com/organization/20?year=2023
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/ndecore/xplore/NDE
https://www.kyschoolreportcard.com/organization/20?year=2023
https://openhouse.education.ky.gov/Home/SRCData
https://www.education.ky.gov/Open-House/data/Pages/Supplemental-Data-Assessment-and-Accountability.aspx
https://www.education.ky.gov/Open-House/data/Pages/Supplemental-Data-Assessment-and-Accountability.aspx
https://www.education.ky.gov/districts/FinRept/Pages/School%20District%20Personnel%20Information.aspx
https://www.education.ky.gov/districts/FinRept/Pages/School%20District%20Personnel%20Information.aspx
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Data Appendix 

Funding, Salaries, Teachers, Attendance 
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National Assessment of Educational Progress, Average Scale Scores 
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National Assessment of Educational Progress (cont’d.) 

ACT Composite Scores 
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