
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
OVERVIEW 
 

a. 
 
The Kentucky Derby Festival is a not-for-profit organization which annually produces 
one of the world’s premiere community celebrations in Louisville, Kentucky. Since 1956, 
KDF has created fun, excitement, international recognition and a spirit that is 
unmatched anywhere. Each year in the spring, the Festival produces nearly 70 events 
during the two weeks leading up to the Kentucky Derby horse race.  From Thunder 
Over Louisville, to the Great Bed Races, BalloonFest, a Steamboat Race and many, 
many more events, we bring the Louisville community together in celebration.  The civic 
celebration attracts an estimated 1.5 million people to Louisville each year, while 
creating an economic impact of over $127 million. None of this could be done without 
the support of over 400 Corporate Sponsors and 4,000 Volunteers.  
 

b. 
 
The Ford Motor Company Kentucky Derby Festival Spelling Bee is one of the nearly 70 
events produced by the Kentucky Derby Festival each year.  The program is one of the 
Festival’s marquis events for regional outreach – recruiting participants from all 120 
counties in Kentucky, as well as 10 counties in Southern Indiana.  Held since 1994, the 
event helps the Festival fulfill its mission: “To provide creative and unique entertainment 
and community service for the people of Greater Louisville, that directly contributes to 
the aesthetic, cultural, educational, charitable and economic development of the area.” 
 
The Bee showcases Kentucky and Southern Indiana’s top spellers in a suspenseful 
competition that leaves only one standing. To advance to this event, students must first 
win their county competition. The top five finishers receive savings bonds from the 
Kentucky Derby Festival Foundation, while the overall champion gets to ride on the 
Winner’s Float in the Republic Bank Pegasus® Parade. 
 

c. 
 
The Derby Festival Spelling Bee invites students in 4th thru 8th grades from all 120 
counties in Kentucky and 10 counties in Southern Indiana.  Those students must 
participate in and win both their school and county Spelling Bee’s to be eligible to 
participate in the event.  In order for a county to send a winner, they must first have a 
County Coordinator. The Festival also reaches out to all the counties to recruit 
coordinators.   
 
In 2013, 65 students from 62 counties participated in the Bee, while an estimated 300 
spectators (mainly family members of the participants) watched on the edge of their 
seats.  The Bee has had as many as 69 participants. 
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d. 

 
Each fall, the Kentucky Derby Festival sends out letters to school systems across 
Kentuckiana, encouraging their schools to get involved in the Spelling Bee Program. 
Once counties respond and confirm their participation, the Festival staff sends out a 
special Spelling Bee Study Guide for all the students.  The Festival partners with 
Jefferson County Public Schools to produce the 36-page guide, which has information 
on Spelling Bee Rules and tips for preparing for a Bee, as well as lists of words and 
origins.  Thousands of copies of the guide are shipped to all the participating counties 
for distribution to their students. As each county holds their school and then county 
Bees, they notify the Festival of the winner’s name and coordinate their participation in 
the Festival’s Spelling Bee. 
 

e. 
 
The Spelling Bee competition starts at school level with help from the County 
Coordinators. The coordinators distribute all of the Spelling Bee Study Guides to their 
local schools for students in 4th through 8th grades interested in participating in the 
school-level competition.  Teachers work with the students preparing them for the bees.  
The students are also encouraged to study at home.  Some students are so serious 
about the competition, they study with a dictionary.  The winners from the school bees 
then move on to their respective County Spelling Bee.  Those winners then move to the 
Festival’s Spelling Bee, which is held annually each March in Louisville, Kentucky.    
 

f. 
 
The Derby Festival partners with educational institutions at various levels to produce the 
Spelling Bee each year.  The county school systems and county coordinators work with 
the Festival in putting on their respective school and county spelling bees, in order to 
send a winning representative to the Festival Spelling Bee.  In addition, the Festival 
works with its local school system, Jefferson County Public Schools in Louisville, 
Kentucky, to produce the study guide, which is shared with all of the counties for their 
students.  The Festival also recruits the pronouncer for the event, as well as the three 
judges from local colleges:  University of Louisville, Spalding University and Jefferson 
Community and Technical College. 
 

g. 
 
The Spelling Bee has a prize structure that awards scholarship funds for the top five 
finishers.  The overall champion receives the John & Joan Murphy Memorial 
Scholarship Fund, a $10,000 U.S. Savings Bond at maturity.  The next four top finishers 
also receive savings bonds – $5,000 for second place, $3,000 for third, $1,500 for fourth 
and $1,000 for fifth. The prize money is provided by the Kentucky Derby Festival 
Foundation – the Derby Festival’s charitable arm.  These savings bonds go a long way 
toward helping pay college expenses for the students.  All top five finishers also receive 
a trophy. 
 
In addition to a $10,000 saving bond, the overall Spelling Bee champion receives a 
Merriam-Webster Collegiate Dictionary, Hasbro Scrabble game, an Amazon.com gift 
card and a trophy. The winner also has the opportunity to ride the Winner’s Float in the 
annual Republic Bank Pegasus Parade. 



 
Plus, all participants in the Festival Spelling Bee receive a goody bag with gifts from 
sponsors of the program, an event t-shirt, as well as a commemorative certificate. 
 

h. 
 
First held in 1994, the Kentucky Derby Festival Spelling Bee has grown in popularity 
every year and now attracts county champions from all over Kentucky and Southern 
Indiana.  120 counties in Kentucky and 10 in Southern Indiana are eligible to participate 
in the competition.  
 
The planning of the event begins in the fall each year, when schools are back in 
session.  The Festival sends letters out to recruit county participation.  The school and 
county bees take place in the fall and winter.  Then, those winners go to Louisville in the 
spring as the event culminates in March each year with the finals at the Derby Festival 
Spelling Bee. 
 
To advance to the Derby Festival Spelling Bee Finals, students must first win their 
countywide competition. Then, at the finals, each contestant faces elimination by 
misspelling a single word. Through a process of elimination, the competition is 
eventually pared down to the final two participants competing for the title of Derby 
Festival Spelling Bee Champion.  When one of the students misspells a word, the other 
must spell it correctly and then correctly spell an additional word to win the event.  
During the first-ever competition in 1994, the final two participants had to go through 12 
rounds before one was eliminated and a winner declared! 
 

i. 
 
The Kentucky Derby Festival Spelling Bee helps the Festival fulfill its mission, which is: 
“To provide creative and unique entertainment and community service for the people of 
Greater Louisville, that directly contributes to the aesthetic, cultural, educational, 
charitable and economic development of the area.” Not only is the Spelling Bee an 
educational event, it’s also one of the most far-reaching event’s, allowing the Festival to 
have a footprint in all 120 counties of Kentucky and 10 counties in Southern Indiana. 
 

j. 
 
Thanks to the event’s sponsors, all of the events expenses are covered. Ford Motor 
Company is the title sponsor of the event.  Their partnership is a cash sponsorship.  The 
University of Louisville is a contributing sponsor on the event.  As part of their 
partnership, they provide the venue for holding the event free of charge.  Other 
expenses for the event include printing of the Spelling Bee guides, postage to mail 
invitations and the guides out to schools around the state and Southern Indiana, event t-
shirts for all the participants, and catering for the day of the event.  In addition, the 
Kentucky Derby Festival Foundation (the Festival’s charitable arm) provides $20,000 in 
scholarship money in the form of U.S. Savings Bonds for the Top Five finishers. 
 

k. 
 
The Festival is able to produce events like the Spelling Bee with the help of corporate 
sponsors.  The Spelling Bee is sponsored by Ford Motor Company, with contributing 
sponsors University of Louisville, Kentucky Monthly and 84WHAS.  All of these 



sponsors receive exposure through the event’s promotional campaign, logo placement 
on event shirts, event print pieces and signage; as well as mentions in any media 
coverage of the event.  Beyond the promotion, the sponsors like that the Spelling Bee 
provides them a regional audience and outreach beyond Louisville, Kentucky.  
 
Ford Motor Company has been in Louisville since 1913.  A longtime partner of the 
Festival, they became a sponsor of the Spelling Bee in 2012.  This partnership aligns 
with their mission of supporting communities and “Driving a Brighter Future” in 
Kentucky.  Their cash sponsorship doesn’t just help produce the event, it also provides 
a way for them to give back to their community.   
 
University of Louisville has been a partner of the event for four years.  As part of their 
partnership, they host the event at their state-of-the-art conference facility at the PNC 
Club inside Papa John’s Cardinal Stadium. The event also provides the University with 
additional outreach to prospective college students throughout the state. It allows 
students around the region who otherwise might not have the opportunity to see the 
university and city of Louisville to visit while they are in town for the competition. 
 
2013 is the first year for Kentucky Monthly Magazine as a contributing sponsor on the 
event.  They promoted the event through stories in their publication in the months 
leading up to the bee, including a feature on the previous year’s winner.  As a statewide 
publication, the partnership provides them with additional exposure to a new audience 
of potential subscribers.  At the event itself, they have an opportunity to promote their 
publication. 
 
84WHAS Radio has been a partner of the event for many years.  They help promote the 
event on their radio show, as well as provide one of their on-air talent to emcee at the 
event.  As a “news talk” AM radio station, they enjoy the exposure to a new audience of 
listeners.  
 

l. 
 
Going into its 21st year on the Kentucky Derby Festival’s event schedule, the Spelling 
Bee continues to be successful event on many levels.  Since the Festival took over the 
event in 1994 when a local newspaper stopped producing it, the number of participants 
has more than doubled – from 30 contestants to more than 60 each year.  Along with 
fulfilling both the Festival’s and its Foundation’s mission to contribute to the educational 
development of the area, the event also allows the Festival to interact with a younger 
demographic and new generation of Festival Fans.  After more than two decades, the 
Spelling Bee continues to be one of the Festival’s marquis events for regional outreach 
to all 120 counties in the Commonwealth of Kentucky, as well as across state lines 
bringing contestants from 10 counties in Southern Indiana.   
 
 
Supporting Question: 
 
The Kentucky Derby Festival is fortunate to have corporate sponsors who make it 
possible for KDF to continue to produce events for the community like the Spelling Bee.  
In 2013, Kentucky Monthly Magazine, became the newest contributing sponsor of the 
Spelling Bee.  While the magazine has been a partner of the Festival’s for many years 
and written stories about several Festival events, this was the first time they sponsored 
the Bee.   



Just a few years younger than the Spelling Bee, the magazine was established in 1998, 
to celebrate the people, places, events and culture of Kentucky. The publication 
highlights the best the state has to offer, publishing 10 issues per year and covering a 
wide variety of topics including travel, history, home, human interest, entertainment, 
outdoors, opinions, education, health, the arts, science and more.   
 
As a statewide publication, the magazine was looking for a way to reach a new 
audience across the Commonwealth. After meeting with the Festival’s staff, it was 
determine the Spelling Bee would be the best fit.  The partnership offered the 
publication additional statewide exposure and outreach to a younger demographic. 
 
As part of the sponsorship, Kentucky Monthly received contributing sponsor recognition 
and logo placement on all the event-related print materials which were distributed to all 
120 counties in Kentucky, as well as 10 counties in Southern Indiana, including 4,000 
Spelling Bee Study Guides.  In addition, the magazine received ‘day-of’ promotion with 
a booth set-up on-site at the event to promote their publication and engage the 
participants and their families, they were also given the opportunity put materials in the 
gift bags given to each participant and place their magazine on hundreds of chairs for 
the spectators at the event, plus they were listed on banners at the event.  
 
In return, the Festival received additional statewide exposure for its event, through 
stories and promotion in the magazine, as well as on the magazine’s social media 
platforms.  The magazine ran two full-page ads promoting the Spelling Bee in the 
months leading up to the event. There was also a feature story about the returning 
champ, Emily Keaton, in Kentucky Monthly’s February 2013 “educational” issue.   
Overall, the partnership was a win-win for both parties. 
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