
The Coast Star (10/25/2012): Board candidates 
discuss fifth-grade athletes, strategic plan 

By Haley Behre 

BELMAR — There are currently five people running for four open seats on the Belmar Board of Education.  

There are three, three-year terms and one, one-year term open on the board of education. 

The board seats of Richard Brand, Joanne Gray, Michael Schappert and Karen Barry are open. Mr. Brand, Mrs. 
Gray and Mr. Schappert served three-year terms, while Ms. Barry filled the spot of former board member 
Dennis Lepore, who resigned before his term is scheduled to expire at the end of next year.  

Mr. Schappert decided not to run for another term.  

Board members Mrs. Gray, Mr. Brand and Ms. Barry, along with Belmar resident Christine Kurzweil are all 
seeking to solidify a spot in the three, three-year terms open.  

Belmar resident Aileen Fahy filed to run for the one, one-year unexpired term open.  

The five candidates were asked some questions regarding their candidacy.  

Each candidate was sent the same two questions and were asked to answer each in 150 words or fewer.  

Their answers appear below, verbatim.  

Q.Recently Superintendent David Hallman and the Board of Education talked about whether fifth-graders 
should be allowed to participate in organized school sports. Do you believe the school should decide if fifth-
graders should be eligible to play or should that decision be left up to the parents? 

A.gray: In general, I think that 5th graders should be able to try out for sports. However, if a coach of a 
particular sport has a concern about whether it is safe for 5th graders to participate, then I think that the 
administration should take that into consideration and make a sport by sport decision. While parents have a 
good handle on their child’s emotional ability to handle school sports, unless the parents have older children 
who played the sport, they will not have firsthand knowledge of the size and strength of the players our teams 
typically meet. That’s why I think the input of the coaching staff is important.  

A.kurzweil: I think that the decision to allow fifth graders to participate in organized school sports ultimately 
rests with the parents of the child involved. The parents should decide if the child is ready physically and 
mentally for the challenges of trying out for the team and for the challenges of making that team or not. 

A.barry: In regards to fifth graders playing sports at Belmar Elementary School with the sixth through eighth 
graders, I believe that the parents and the district should make a decision that is in the best interest of the 
students. Although a few weeks ago I made a statement at the board meeting about my fifth grade son looking 
like a "pipsqueak" on the soccer field compared to some of the older students, I feel being a part of a team has 
been an essential element in the development of his character. My son has gained a tremendous amount of 
confidence over the past two months on that 12th Avenue soccer field. Under the tutelage of two experienced 
coaches, not only have his skills grown, his love and passion for the game of soccer have been magnified. When 
we, as parents, choose to let our children play with older students, we know the risks [truncated]. 



A.fahy: There is much to consider when deciding whether 5th grade students should play in sports. For 
example: how much bench time do they have [and is it wasting their time or prepping them for the following 
year]; are they more likely to get hurt at that age; do injuries depend on the particular sport; what do other 
schools do; and do our teams need the extra players? After researching the many aspects of how 5th grade 
students are integrated in BES school sports, the decision to keep the status quo or wait until 6th grade to allow 
try-outs should be made by the Superintendent and Board of Education. Parents can attend Parent Advisory 
Council and Board meetings to voice their opinion. [Mine, by the way, is to keep allowing 5 th graders in 
sports]. 

A.BRAND: Mr.Brand did not answer the question. 

Q.With the adoption of the Strategic Plan in August— a five year initiative that allows teachers, parents, 
administrators and community members to work collaboratively to envision the future and identify the 
necessary steps to reach the vision of the school— there are many initiatives set to be put in place to better the 
school over the course of the next five years. How realistic do you think these expectations are? And, if and 
when these goals are met, where do you think this strategic plan will lead the school? 

A.gray: Prior to the Board adopting the Strategic Plan, it was carefully reviewed, and adjustments were made to 
take into account some of the uncertainties that can be expected over a 5 year timeframe. Therefore, I believe 
that the Strategic Plan is realistic. In implementing the Strategic Plan, we will be improving the facilities, 
learning programs, and cohesiveness of the community. In 5 years, I expect to see a school that is better 
integrated into the community, has stronger parental involvement, and provides an educational program that is 
better tailored to our children’s needs. 

A.kurzweil: I think the goals and strategies established during the Strategic Planning process are realistic. 
During the planning process, many goals set by the committees have and/or were already being planned for. 
The plan is still a challenge, however, for the board and we may have to make some hard choices to ensure the 
goals are met. Once the goals are met, the plan will lead the school to greater growth and become a cohesive 
learning community. We should expect to see growth in many areas that are both measurable and unmeasurable. 

A.barry: As a current member of the Belmar Board of Education I feel that the expectations in the strategic plan 
are realistic. There have already been a myriad of positive changes in the district since the current 
administration came on board. and began several initiatives. There are strong, hard working teachers in the 
Belmar Elementary School. Between the staff, administration, board of education, and community members all 
of the expectations set forth in the strategic plan can be attained. 

A.fahy: I’m happy to say that strategies are already being implemented. Of the four goals, two are most 
concerning: Facilities and Student Achievement. Both come down to money. Without funds we cannot upgrade 
the building. Without personal funds, families cannot support an environment that fosters academic 
achievement. Understanding the needs of and providing resources for economically disadvantaged families, as 
well as inspiring and demanding accountability can help students achieve high grades. Test prep only seems to 
help already prepared students. Strategies to prepare teachers and mix high and low performing students are 
under way. I hope the focus is not taken off high achievers. The ultimate objective of the plan’s other goals; 
Communication, and Culture and Climate, is to provide an environment for high student achievement, both 
academically and wholly. Difficult but doable, these plans will create a diverse and competitive school, 
attracting new homeowners and great students. 

A.BRAND: Mr.Brand did not answer the question. 

	  


