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A Ranger comes home 
Just over five years ago I returned to my hometown of Virginia, MN after a 14 year absence. I didn’t know what to expect. Would it still feel like home? Would there still be that vibrant community energy I felt as an adolescent? Was that Blue Devil spirit still flowing strong in the veins of its residents? Shortly after returning, I discovered all those things were still alive and well. Before long, I knew I truly was “home” and was proud to call myself a Blue Devil once again!

Before my return, I was aware of a wonderful new development in Virginia’s efforts to keep our community thriving – the Virginia Community Foundation. My father had served on its Board of Directors and was passionate about its future. The Virginia Community Foundation was going strong and making many improvements to the city of Virginia.

I’ve attended each annual luncheon since my return and each year I am moved (sometimes, I even have to admit, to tears) by the pride, dedication, and sense of community I feel from our residents. I now have a four-year-old son and two-year-old daughter and I am so excited to raise them in a community filled with such pride and residents who take such an active interest in its future.

The Virginia Education Fund (VEF) 
I also have a passion for ensuring our children receive the best possible education, and so was happy to learn about a new fund that was developed through the Virginia Community Foundation. About three years ago, I was asked to serve on the board of the brand new Virginia Educational Fund. I thought, what a great way to serve my community! What could be a better attribute of a vibrant community than to work towards a strong, well-educated and spirited next generation? Now it is my goal and the goal of the VEF Board to introduce Virginia residents (past and present) and other interested individuals to the Virginia Educational Fund and how it has enhanced education in our community.

About four years ago the Virginia School Board wanted to establish an educational foundation. A core group of Virginia business people, teachers, school board members and parents came together and decided it would be most beneficial to have this foundation become a fund of the Virginia Community Foundation. In order to make this happen, the group needed to raise $10,000. Through hard work, this group met that goal and was able to establish the Virginia Educational Fund as a fund of the Virginia Community Foundation.

The mission of the VEF is to create community connections to the classroom, to enhance available resources, to enrich experiences, and to provide the best educational opportunities for all students in the Virginia Public Schools. As a fund of the Virginia Community Foundation (a nonprofit corporation), 70 percent of each donated gift to the VEF becomes a part of the permanent endowment, while the remaining 30 percent is available for current educational needs. The VEF offers a vehicle, for those interested in education, to provide resources beyond what the normal taxsupported funding can provide.

Grants given by VEF 
In our short, three year history, the VEF has already been able to fund several grant requests. In 2009 the VEF awarded a $300 grant to Roosevelt Elementary to fund author Bill Durbin’s visit and presentation for Read Across America; a $1,580 grant to the VHS Engineering Program to purchase a rotary fixture attachment for a laser engraver, and; $73 to Roosevelt Elementary for additional math materials. In 2010 the VEF awarded a $1,000 grant toward books for the Roosevelt Elementary Library; a $500 grant toward transportation for VHS students to the World Language Day; a $1000 grant for embroidery equipment for the VHS Special Education, Bridge to Independence Program; and a $700 grant toward the purchase of an iPad for the Roosevelt Elementary School. In 2011 we awarded a $1,530 grant to Parkview

Elementary School to cover the cost of sending all 510 Parkview students to the Mesabi Community College Theater Department’s performance of “Rumplestiltskin.”

I feel so fortunate to see how the donations we receive truly benefit Virginia students. It is particularly rewarding to hear directly from the recipients of these grants. Roosevelt Elementary Principle,

Willie Spelts, said, “The Roosevelt Elementary students and staff thank the VEF for the wonderful donation to purchase another iPad for our learning. Our kids in the classroom benefit immediately and are able to stay current in technology. The kids now have a number of iPads to use for mobile learning devices and you helped provide this! The global opportunities for our students are endless because of this purchase.” He added that a student told him, “I see the iPad on TV and have always wanted one; they look cool. Thanks to the VEF, I get to experience the iPad and use it each day. I am so happy, it is so fun!!! Our school seems to have more and more of these iPads and I think that is really cool.” I find it so gratifying that a VEF grant was not only keeping our students technologically competitive but also generating excitement for learning!

Greg Foster, a teacher with the Industrial Technology Department in the Virginia Secondary School had the following to say about the Rotary Fixture laser engraver attachment purchased with help from a VEF grant: “In addition to my students using this attachment, my Virginia Engineering Club (VEC) students use this laser attachment to raise money for our club by selling engraved water bottles and glasses. Without the Rotary Fixture we wouldn’t have been able to raise as much money for our club. The VEC uses these funds to tour local manufacturing facilities and meet with engineers. This creates great opportunities for kids to meet

with different types of engineers so they can better understand what they do.” The Rotary Fixture has even brought more donations to the VEF. At our annual wine tasting event Greg and his engineering students have used the attachment to engrave mirrors and mugs with Blue Devil and VHS emblems for silent auctions. This single grant award has not only enabled students to learn to use specialized engineering equipment, but has also provided additional funds to introduce those students to the real world of engineers and funds for future VEF grants.

Donors make it all happen 
The VEF has been fortunate, in our short history, to have passionate and generous donors. We have made a positive difference in the education of our children and I look forward to the things we can do in the future. There are many ways to donate to the Virginia Educational Fund. Any gift to the Virginia Community Foundation can be designated by the donor to the VEF. We have also implemented the “706 Program” for those employed by the Virginia School district. Employees may choose an option to give $7.06 (or whatever amount they choose) per payroll check to the VEF. Of course, gifts can also be given in someone’s memory or to recognize a special person or occasion. As is often said, gifts of all sizes are appreciated!

Wine tasting event April 7 
On April 7 we will host our 3rd annual wine tasting event. This is a great way to support the VEF while learning about wines and relaxing with friends. This year’s theme, “Flip Flop: Go Casual, Kick Back and Relax,” promises to both entertain and inform. Our guests will experience an evening of culture, specialty wines, and appetizers all while raising money for education. The event will be held from 7 – 9 p.m. on Thursday, April 7 at the Virginia Elks Club. Tickets are $50 each ($25 of the ticket price is a tax deductible gift) and can be purchased from any VEF board member or from the Virginia Community Foundation Office. For more information call 218-749-8239.

The pride and enthusiasm of our community and our commitment to provide the best future for our youngest residents has given me great confidence in the promise of a strong and vibrant Virginia for years to come!

Katie Peterson is a stay-at-home mom and volunteers on the Virginia Educational Fund Board of Directors and is a member of the Virginia Public Schools Curriculum Committee. She lives in Virginia, with her husband, Andy, and two children.
