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Fewer Kentucky chil-
dren were living in pov-
erty in 2024 than 2019, 
right before the COVID-
19 pandemic, but nearly 
one in five kids still lack 
the resources they need 
to thrive.

That’s according to 
the latest Kids Count 
Data Book, released 
Monday by the Annie E. 
Casey Foundation. The 
annual repor t looks at 
indicators of wellbeing 
including educat ion, 
health, economic suc-
cess and community 
and family measures.

The data in the 2026 
repor t primarily com-
pares 2019 and 2024. 
The foundation gave 
each  s ta te  a  scor e 
between 0 and 1,000. 
Kentucky received a 
score of 498, which is 
worse than the nation-
al score of 547 but bet-
ter than 2019, when it 
received a 465.

Kentucky is still the 
36th state in the nation 
when it comes to child 
welfare, making it one 
of the worst places to be 
a child.

The commonwealth’s 
neighbors are a mixed 
bag. Kentucky is doing 
better by its children 
than West Virginia and 
Tennessee but worse 
than Illinois, Indiana 
and Ohio.

Shannon Moody, the 
incoming  execut ive 
director of Kentucky 
Youth Advocates, said 
fewer “kids living in 
homes that are in pov-
er ty is always a great 
thing for Kentucky.”

“What  we ’ r e  con -
tinuing to keep an eye 
on is how families are 
being impacted now, 
right now, with af ford-
ability of basic needs: 
Groceries, gas, housing 
and childcare continue 
to be something that 
we’ll be watching,” she 
said. “I’m really look-
ing for ward to seeing 
what continues to arise 
when it comes to that, 
whether or not we’ll see 
things trend back down-
ward.”

The data, though it 
was just released, is still 
two years old, and much 
has changed. In 2025, 
Congress cut Medicaid 
spending over 10 years 
by $880 billion as part 
of the sweeping One Big 
Beautiful Bill Act.

That  same budget 
package made recent 
f o s t e r  c a r e  y o u t h , 
among others, no lon-
ger exempt from work 
requirements to receive 
food benefits for them-
selves and their families 
through the Supplemen-
tal Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP). Near-
ly half of the people who 
receive SNAP assis-
tance in Kentucky are 
under the age of 18.

“It’s 2024 data. We 
did not begin to see the 
impacts of the pandemic 
funding being reduced 
— We’re seeing that 
now in our biennial 
budget,” Moody said. 
“I’m glad to see in 2024 
less kids were living in 
homes in pover ty, and 
we need to continue 
being vigilant about how 
we are supporting kids 
and families … whether 
it’s safety net programs 
or ensuring that there 
is af fordability among 
those basic needs.”

BY THE NUMBERS
Other takeaways in 

the report include:
• About 67% of fourth 

grade students in Ken-
tucky were not profi-
cient in reading from 
2020-2024. That’s worse 
than the four years 

prior, when it averaged 
at 59%.

• About 67% of eight 
grade students in Ken-
tucky lacked math pro-
ficiency in 2024, worse 
than 2019, when about 
65% lacked proficien-
cy. The national aver-
age was about 70% in 
2024. These proficiency 
points are “ver y con-
cerning,” Moody said.

• Kentucky’s rate of 
high school students 
graduat ing  on  t ime 
improved in the 2023-
2024 school year. About 
8% of students didn’t 
graduate on time, down 
from 9%. In this, Ken-
tucky is better than the 
national average, which 
was at 13% in ‘23-’24.

• Childhood poverty 
has decreased, but is 
still worse than national 
averages. In 2024, 19% 
of children in Kentucky 
lived in pover ty, com-
pared with 15% national-
ly. That’s a decline from 
22% in Kentucky and 
17% nationally in 2022.

• About 63% of Ken-
tucky children ages 3 
and 4 weren’t in school 
between 2020-2024. The 
four years prior, 2015-
2019, that number was 
at 59%. In both blocks 
of  t ime,  more Ken-
tucky children in this 
age group were out of 
school than national 
averages (52% and 54% 
respectively).

•  T e e n  b i r t h s 
decl ined in 2024 to 
about 3,000.

• The number  o f 
children without health 
insurance was at 5% in 
2024, worse than 4% in 
2019.

• The number  o f 
babies  bor n  under -
weight increased to 
nearly 9% (8.8%) in 2024, 
slightly worse than 8.7% 
in 2019.

POLICIES THAT 
COULD HELP

As Kentucky  law-
makers kick of f their 
interim legislative ses-
sion and look ahead to 
2027, there are plenty of 
oppor tunities to make 
t h e  c o m m o n w e a l t h 

safer for kids, Moody 
said.

Key  among those 
oppor tunities: Ensure 
access to affordable and 
accessible housing, she 
said.

“We know that if there 
is a safe place for kids 
to lay their head every 

night and it’s consistent, 
that has resounding 
impacts on their ability 
to focus in school and 
to regulate their emo-
tions,” Moody said. “It’s 
good for both their men-
tal and physical health, 
as well as their educa-
tion.”

Ensuring access to 
food for kids is crucial 
as well, she said.

“I’m hopeful that we 
won’t see any reduction 
in access to those pro-
grams, especially for 
our littlest kids, whether 
it be WIC or SNAP or 
school meals, because 

we know that access 
to food is essential for 
our overall well-being,” 
Moody said. “Especial-
ly if they are accessing 
school meals and sum-
mer meal programs, we 
want them to be able to 
continue to do that for 
their well-being.”

Child poverty is down in Kentucky, but education and health lag
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Kids Count
This graphic shows how Kentucky children are faring ecenomically.

Kids Count
This graphic shows health rankings for Kentucky’s children.

Kids Count
This graphic shows how Kentucky children are faring in education.


