Race to the Top: Deadline draws near for school districts to apply for federal stimulus dollars
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MARQUETTE -Just before the holidays, the Michigan Legislature scrambled to pass a multi-bill package in an attempt to better position the state to be selected for $400 million in federal funds.

The funding would come as part of the Race to the Top, a competitive grant created that will allocate $4.35 billion for education reforms across the country.

For school districts in Michigan to qualify for any potential funding, they must sign a memorandum of understanding. The MOU signifies their willingness to conform to the state's reform plan.

It is signed by the district superintendent, the school board president and the teacher's union president. Districts that do not have a teachers union only require two signatures.

Districts have until Thursday to submit their MOU to their intermediate school district, which then submits it to the state.

Steven Peffers, superintendent of the Marquette-Alger Regional Education Service Agency, has only received two MOUs from schools in his jurisdiction as of this morning - Burt Township School and North Star Academy. He doesn't expect to receive many more until right before the deadline.

"Given the uncertainty and the questions that are being asked, I'm expecting most schools to wait until the last minute," he said.

Peffers said that uncertainty comes from all fronts - district superintendents, school boards and teachers unions.

"Basically, we're being asked to sign on based on faith alone. We're lacking the necessary details," he said. "Our fear, what many of us fear, is that it might cost us more in the long run."

Some of the changes schools would be required to make will cost money, and Race to the Top dollars will only be received once, Peffers said. After this year, some of the schools could be left in a tight financial situation without the additional federal funds, he said.

The Marquette school board is hold a special meeting today to discuss the program. It is projected that MAPS could receive about $142,000 from the Race to the Top legislation, according to Jon Hartwig, superintendent of Marquette Area Public Schools.

Hartwig said that although the state Legislature recently pushed through several bills on education related to the funding, the ultimate effect is difficult to judge.

"I think that the Legislature has acted in a very brief time on educational reform issues that were perhaps not as throughly discussed at the local level as many have wished," he said. "They did so because they want Michigan included in additional federal stimulus dollars and it's understandable what they did, yet the impact of what they did on Marquette remains to be seen."

The MAPS special meeting is at 4:30 p.m. in the Marquette Senior High School Library.

