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Over the next couple months, the
2021 Kentucky General Assembly will
decide whether to enact House Bill 149, a
private school voucher program that be-
tween now and 2040 would take $8.6
billion away from public schools and
other critical investments and hand
over control of those resources to unac-
countable private entities.

The loss of public resources would
come at a critical time for Kentucky’s
P-12 classrooms. After more than a dec-
ade of state budget cuts set in motion by
the Great Recession, per-pupil core
school funding is already 16% below
2008 levels, afterschool programs have
been cut nearly 40% and Family Re-
source and Youth Service Center fund-
ing is down nearly 15%. The resulting in-
creased reliance on local revenue is
brewing a crisis the state Supreme
Court declared unconstitutional in the
1989 Rose Decision: In 2019, state and
local funding for students in the wealth-
iest districts was $2,840 more than
funding for students in the poorest dis-
tricts.

A new, expensive private school
voucher would deeply exacerbate these
problems. HB 149 (SB 25 in the Senate)
would create a new tax break that drains
a continuously expanding pot of monies
from the state’s General Fund budget.
By 2031, when second-graders this year
graduate from high school, it would
have already diverted over $1 billion to
private schools and organizations — re-
sources that would otherwise be avail-
able to invest in high-quality, publicly
accountable preschool, K-12 classrooms
and community colleges. And the reve-
nue hole will keep growing.

HB 149 would give these resources to
third party entities to pay for private
school tuition and fees, uniforms and
college test preparatory courses. These
entities could reserve up to 10% of fund-
ing for administrative expenses, accu-
mulate a large, growing carryforward
and contract with “private financial

management firms or other organiza-
tions.” In 2040, when the annual cost of
HB 149 is $1.7 billion, Kentucky will
spend $170 million on these wasteful
administrative intermediaries, money
that could instead be used to ensure
public schools have enough counselors,
classroom aids and speech patholo-
gists, for example.

The most efficient and equitable way
to invest state tax dollars in our chil-
dren’s education is to adequately fund
Kentucky’s public schools. It is also a
constitutional mandate. Direct public
spending on private schools through
vouchers is prohibited by Kentucky’s
Constitution. HB 149 is a voucher at its
core, but uses the tax code as a loophole
to get around this prohibition.

The tax break itself — between 95
cents and 97 cents for every dollar do-
nated to the voucher program — would
be the richest in Kentucky by far. It’s 19
times bigger than the state’s charitable
deduction for other kinds of giving to
nonprofits such as places of worship,
animal shelters and food banks (and
which nonprofit private schools already

benefit from). A tax credit of this size ef-
fectively allows private individuals and
corporations to direct state tax dollars
according to their preference.

If “donors” give stocks that have ap-
preciated in value, they will actually
make money on the tax break by avoid-
ing capital gains taxes. In other words,
HB 149 pays stock market investors to
divert public resources to private enti-
ties.

Despite what we’ve heard about the
equity goals of programs like these, the
experiences of other states show that
HB 149 will primarily benefit the most
well-off families that are eligible. Stu-
dents only become ineligible once their
household income surpasses 463% of
poverty — up to $121,175 for a household
of 4. This means that many families who
are already paying for and can afford
private school, costs related to homes-
chooling or other alternatives will be eli-
gible for the state to pick up these costs.

On the other hand, accessing the pro-
gram will be more difficult for low-in-
come, working parents and those with-
out reliable internet, cell phone service,

transportation and access to education-
al alternatives. Few such alternatives
even exist in Kentucky’s rural counties.
Research suggests contemporary
voucher programs can even worsen ra-
cial and socioeconomic stratification.
And under HB 149, public resources
would be diverted to private settings
where students may be discriminated
against based on gender identity, sexual
orientation, being an English language
learner, race, disability status and reli-
gion.

Kentucky already has a proven way to
advance equity and academic success:
by systematically investing more in
low-income districts, as has been and
would be done by increasing the state’s
general fund contribution to core school
funding, and in programs providing
special support for disadvantaged stu-
dents. We have a lot of work to do to
equip every child to thrive and remove
all barriers to success. HB 149 would
make that crucial task much harder.

Anna Baumann is deputy director of
the Kentucky Center for Economic Pol-
icy.
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In one sense, Rep. Ed Massey’s bill to
create a new tier within the Teachers’
Retirement System (TRS) represents a
substantial change in Kentucky’s pen-
sion system — but only for new teach-
ers. 

In another real and important way
during this time of political upheaval,
House Bill 258 represents no change at
all — at least not for any retiree or teach-
er already enrolled in the $20 billion
pension fund.

Changes made by the bill will, in fact,
remove a very real threat to the stability
of the current system, which is nearly
$15 billion underwater and lacks more
than 40% of the assets needed to cover
its obligations. 

Despite record infusions of cash in
recent state budgets, TRS’ funding lev-
els remain of great concern to lawmak-
ers as they wrestle with enacting anoth-
er one-year state budget during pan-
demic uncertainties.

Massey, R-Hebron, who, with his ex-
tensive background in public education
– including serving as presidents of
both the Kentucky and national school
boards associations – is ultrasensitive
to any vicissitudes perceived as detri-
mental to teachers, admits doing noth-
ing is not an option.

The Northern Kentucky lawmaker
told the state’s Public Pension Oversight
Board that TRS is “unsustainable” with-
out meaningful changes, and he is cor-
rect.

To “stop the bleeding,” as he fre-
quently says, Massey’s bill takes a hy-
brid approach — creating a tier within
TRS for new teachers, which includes
both defined-benefit and defined-con-
tribution elements – the seeds of which
have been planted by the Bluegrass In-
stitute in recent years.

Now, thanks to the lawmaker’s suc-
cessful efforts in bringing stakeholder
groups from across the commonwealth
to the table to show them how the plan

actually works, we have legislation that
would begin to bring TRS’ ship out of its
choppy waters while also providing a
21st century approach to retirement
funding for new teachers who start their
careers on or after Jan. 1, 2022.

Massey’s bill, which has been as-
signed to the Kentucky House State
Government Committee:

h Establishes fixed contribution
rates for both employees and the state

h Consists of a defined benefit cou-
pled with a smaller defined contribution
supplemental benefit

h Creates a reserve fund that would
be used to help the system avoid future
unfunded liabilities

h Triggers actions the TRS board
would be required by law to take to cor-
rect the system’s trajectory if the plan
falls below 90% funding — an important
safeguard against the kind of deficit li-

abilities the current system faces
h Includes “carrots” to incentivize

teachers to remain in classrooms longer
by enhancing benefits for those who
work past the age of 55 and for more
than 33 years

h Allows retiring teachers to collect
sick-day benefits from their local school
districts but prevents those payments
from being included in the calculation of
lifetime pension disbursements

Times have dramatically changed
since the TRS was created 83 years ago.

Not only has there been a dramatic
increase in lifespans — Americans are
living around 15 years longer than when
TRS was created in 1938 — but flexibility
in financial systems is important to to-
day’s college graduates.

Offering a new, stable pension tier
would go a long way toward attracting
quality teachers who will play a vital

role in preparing the next generation of
Kentuckians for an increasingly com-
petitive global economy and market-
place — a concern expressed by all
stakeholders in the pension debate. 

While it’s important that lawmakers
ensure past pension promises made to
Kentucky’s current employees and re-
tirees are kept, they also need to take the
next vital step in ensuring TRS’ future
stability with a self-sustaining plan of-
fering generous benefits, appealing to a
younger, dynamic and changing work-
force and protecting taxpayers from an
even-deeper pension hole.

Jim Waters is president and CEO of
the Bluegrass Institute for Public Policy
Solutions, Kentucky’s free-market think
tank. Read previous columns at
www.bipps.org. He can be reached at
jwaters@freedomkentucky.com and
@bipps on Twitter.
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Teachers protest in the state Capitol in Frankfort on March 12, 2019, the fourth day of “sickouts” closing JCPS districtwide.
A bill would create a new tier within the state Teachers’ Retirement System for new teachers. NIKKI BOLIAUX/COURIER JOURNAL


