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 HARLAN — As Har-
lan County property tax bills 
arrive in mailboxes, Harlan 
County Public Schools offi-
cials are reminding taxpayers 
that the school district’s prop-
erty tax rate has not increased. 
 The Harlan County Board of 
Education voted during an Aug. 
20 special meeting to retain its 
existing rate of 54.8 cents per 
$100 of assessed property val-
ue for the 2026-27 school year. 
 The rate has now remained 
unchanged for six consecu-
tive years. The district’s rate 
was actually lowered from 
54.9 cents per $100 of as-
sessed value in 2019-20 to 
54.8 cents in 2020-21 and has 
remained at that level since. 
 As required by law, the 
proposed tax rates were pub-
lished prior to the board’s ac-
tion, including through a legal 
notice in a local newspaper, 
as well as on social media. 
 “With the increased costs 
associated with so many sup-
plies and other expenditures, I 
am elated the board of educa-
tion was able to avoid raising 
taxes again this year,” Superin-
tendent Brett W. Johnson said. 
 “I know this is important 
to taxpayers as we strive daily 
to be good stewards of those 
critical tax dollars. Costs are 
going up for our families at 
home and we know we must 
continue to be good stewards.” 
 While the district has main-
tained the same tax rate, offi-
cials said increasing costs for 
supplies, services and other ex-
penditures continue to put pres-
sure on school district budgets. 
 During the September 
board meeting, Assistant Su-
perintendent of Finance Jody 
Gilliam cautioned board mem-
bers about the importance of 
carefully monitoring expendi-
tures and reducing spending in 
an effort to avoid or limit the 
need for future tax increases. 
 “The district’s financial 

decisions are not made in iso-
lation,” Johnson said. “They 
are subject to board over-
sight, public meetings and in-
dependent financial review.” 
 
Audits cited as part of finan-
cial oversight
 The district undergoes 
an independent financial au-
dit each year, with the results 
presented to and reviewed by 
the board of education and 
made available to the public. 
 At the board’s February 
2026 meeting, Artie White, an 
auditor with White and Asso-
ciates, reported no findings in-
volving the district’s financial 
statements or federal programs. 
 The Harlan Enterprise 
quoted White as telling the 
board, “Basically, there were no 
findings on the financial state-
ment or the federal program 
level. If we ever did find some-
thing wrong with the school 
district, we would have to set 
up a corrective action plan. You 
didn’t have that. So, obvious-
ly, you did an excellent job.” 
 Gilliam said the dis-
trict’s audit reports have re-
ceived “unmodified” opinions. 
 “An unmodified audit 

opinion is an important dis-
tinction,” Gilliam said. “It 
means the independent auditor 
determined that the financial 
statements are fairly present-
ed, in all material respects, 
in accordance with the appli-
cable accounting standards.” 
 An unmodified opinion in-
dicates the auditor found no ma-
terial misstatements requiring a 
modified opinion, Gilliam said. 
 Johnson said the inde-
pendent review provides an 
important additional level of 
accountability to taxpayers. 
 “We are a public agency 
and we value the public’s trust 
in what we do each day to op-
erate our schools and district 
to provide the best education 
possible to Harlan County 
students,” Johnson said. “We 
expect our school and district 
staff to be dollar wise because 
we owe that to the taxpay-
ers.” 
 
Financial records available to 
public
 Johnson also encouraged 
residents with questions about 
the district’s finances to ex-
amine the financial records 
available to the public rather 
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than relying solely upon state-
ments made on social media 
or even by school officials. 
 “As a result, perhaps the 
most important point I want 
to stress is that community 
members do not have to rely 
on social media posts — or 
even statements from school 
district officials — to learn 
about the district’s finances,” 
Johnson said. “The informa-
tion is public and available 
for the public to review.” 
 Harlan County Public 
Schools maintains a variety 
of financial documents on its 
website, including indepen-
dent audit reports for the past 
five years; unaudited financial 
reports and balance sheets dat-
ing to the 2020-21 school year; 
paid invoices; check reconcil-
iation records; monthly finan-
cial reports; and vendor reports 
detailing district expenditures. 
 The records can be ac-
cessed through the Harlan 
County Public Schools web-
site by selecting “F” from the 
pull-down menu and then se-
lecting “Financial Reports.” 
 “All those reports are 
there for the public to see,” 
Johnson said. “Providing ac-
cess to these records is part of 
the district’s commitment to 
transparency and accountabili-
ty. Don’t take our word for it, 
look at the records yourself.” 
 
Tax rate and tax bill not nec-
essarily the same
 Gilliam also emphasized 
that an unchanged tax rate does 
not necessarily mean an indi-
vidual property owner’s tax 

bill will remain unchanged. 
 The school board’s prop-
erty tax rate has remained at 
54.8 cents per $100 of as-
sessed value since it was low-
ered for the 2020-21 school 
year. However, a property’s 
assessed value can change. 
 “An individual’s property 
tax bill can change when the 
assessed value of that property 
changes, even when the tax rate 
itself does not,” Gilliam said. 
 The Harlan County Board 
of Education does not have a 
role in determining property 
valuations.
 “That distinction is im-
portant when discussing 
property taxes and helps ex-
plain why a taxpayer’s bill 
could change without the 
school board increasing 
its tax rate,” Gilliam said. 
 Johnson said the district is 
“truly doing more with less” as it 
deals with a number of unfund-
ed or underfunded mandates 
passed down over the years. 
Those financial challenges 
make responsible budget-
ing and oversight increas-
ingly important, he said. 
 Johnson said questions 
about public finances are le-
gitimate and taxpayers have 
every right to ask how public 
money is being managed, not-
ing that he is a taxpayer as well. 
 “The best answers, how-
ever, are found in the public 
record,” Johnson said. “For 
Harlan County Public Schools, 
that record — including tax 
rates, financial reports, vendor 
reports, balance sheets and in-
dependent audits — is avail-
able for anyone to examine.” 
 Johnson also pointed to pro-
grams and opportunities provid-
ed to Harlan County students 
through outside community 
and educational organizations. 
 “We have been blessed 
in Harlan County to have or-
ganizations such as Save the 
Children, PRI, GEAR UP, and 
so many others add programs 
and activities for our students,” 
Johnson said.
  “These are not directly im-
pacting our budget but are tre-
mendous resources and benefit 
our students and staff. We are 
appreciative of these and our 
community is blessed by the 
employment opportunities they 
bring.”


