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In December 2022, Governor Andy Beshear announced that Kentucky had been awarded a $36 million grant to partially fund universal preschool for all 

Kentucky four-year-olds.[1] The announcement came after several calls by the governor for the Kentucky General Assembly to enact a universal preschool 

program.[2] Earlier in the same year, Beshear proposed a budget that included an additional $2 billion toward public schools, with $172 million per year 

funding the universal preschool program for four-year-olds.[3] Despite the governor’s best efforts and Kentuckians’ hopes for assistance, childcare costs 

continue to surge—and the 2023 Kentucky General Assembly chose not to advance legislation that would significantly improve the lives and educational 

outcomes of children and families.[4] House Bill 35 was sent to the House Committee on Committees following its introduction on January 3, 2023.[5] The 

bill did not receive a reading as legislators instead duked it out over drag and pronoun bans.[6]

Kentuckians, however, are facing economic pressures as childcare costs rise following the COVID-19 pandemic.[7] John Hicks, the State Budget Director for 

Kentucky, spoke before the Kentucky General Assembly on Governor Beshear’s budget proposal in 2022. In response to questioning from opponents, he 

stated the proposal was a compilation of “targeted investments that we think will pay off, that we think will increase the capabilities, the education levels, the 

economic development opportunities for Kentucky citizens and raise their net income.”[8] Hicks’ assertion is correct that free preschool programs would 
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benefit Kentucky families, and research shows the entire economy would be positively impacted by allowing mothers to enter the workforce earlier if they so 

choose.[9] In fact, as states began to implement free “public kindergarten programs between 1950 and 1990, about 40% of single moms with 5-year-olds 

and no younger children entered the workforce.”[10]  

When the COVID-19 Pandemic caused prices of childcare to rise, the economic supports provided by the federal government demonstrated how many 

children are lifted out of poverty through even menial government assistance. From 2020 to 2021, the “year-to-year decline in the child poverty rate was the 

largest on record” at 4.5 percentage points—a decrease directly attributable to the Child Tax Credit expansion.[11] The expansion provided families 

$300.00 per child under age eighteen in each of the last six months of 2021.[12] Private preschool is currently estimated to cost Kentuckians $6,517.00 per 

year, which results in an estimated monthly rate of $543.08.[13] Thus, the rate saved in childcare cost would be above the benefit families received from the 

Child Tax Credit expansion.

Not only is preschool known to improve academic outcomes for students,[14] but reduction in economic stress on families is directly associated with 

decreased child maltreatment.[15] Recent meta-analysis has shown a significant decrease in child neglect where families are given access to financial 

assistance, ultimately concluding that easier access to Temporary Assistance to Needy Families “may have resulted in 29,112 fewer children entering foster 

care” between 2004 and 2016.[16] When the data is this clear, the question demands to be asked: are the parents truly responsible for these cases of 

neglect when economic stress is due to the legislature’s lack of action?

Were Kentucky families able to retain their monthly childcare cost and enter the workforce, the impact would be felt across the Commonwealth for 

generations. To date, the Kentucky General Assembly has ignored opportunities to address this overwhelming need and have instead pontificated on self-

created controversies. It is time to set aside personal political identification and pursue meaningful legislation benefitting and protecting Kentucky’s children. 
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