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Belmar Elementary students thank local
volunteers
Who helped build the school’s playground
in honor of a Sandy Hook Elementary
victim
By Haley Behre

BELMAR — Belmar Elementary School students took time out of
their day on Friday, Oct. 25 to thank all the volunteers who
helped build their new playground, which is in honor of a
student who died at the Sandy Hook Elementary School
shooting late last year.

To honor the victims of the shooting, the state Firefighters
Mutual Benevolent Association [FMBA] began The Sandy
Ground Project: Where Angels Play, with the goal of creating
26 playgrounds in New York, New Jersey and Connecticut to
honor the 26 students and faculty members of Sandy Hook
Elementary School, in Newtown, Conn. who were killed.

The playgrounds also serve as a way to restore the East Coast
after it was ravaged by Hurricane Sandy.

According to the project’s website,
www.thesandygroundproject.org, these playgrounds are
intended to “provide a symbol of hope, recovery and a return
to normalcy. A gift to our youth in an effort to enhance and
sustain their precious childhood.”

The 26 playgrounds will incorporate the personality and
interests of the person the playground is dedicated to.

One of these 26 playgrounds will be
located at the Belmar Elementary School, and will be in honor of first-grader Avielle
Richman, 6. Avielle was the daughter of Jeremy Richman and Jennifer Hensel.

The playground reflects the local school systems of Belmar, where the playground will
be located, and Brielle, who helped fund raise for the playground, Ms. Lavin said. This
will be done by incorporating the schools’ colors as well as what the students wanted,
MaryKate Lavin, fundraising chair for the playground and FMBA secretary, said.

This is being done at the request of Ms. Hensel, she said.

The playground also incorporates Avielle’s likes of polka dots, squiggles and fairy
doors, Ms. Lavin said.

Dozens of volunteers, which mostly consisted of firefighters, came to the elementary school last week to help
build the playground, Ms. Lavin said.
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On Friday, the state Firefighters Mutual
Benevolent Association [FMBA] will unveil the
new playground at Belmar Elementary School
that is in honor 6-year-old Avielle Richman, one
of the 26 people who died when a lone shooter
entered Sandy Hook Elementary School, in
Connecticut, last year. The state FMBA created
the Sandy Ground Project with the goal of
building 26 playgrounds to honor the victims.
Belmar’s playground will be unveiled during a
ribbon cutting ceremony at 4:30 p.m. on Friday,
Nov. 1 at the school. Photo by SUEANNE GOSS,
STAR NEWS GROUP
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Carlos Soto, who is the father of Victoria Soto, also helped build the playground. Victoria Soto was a teacher at
Sandy Hook Elementary School who died saving the lives of many of her students.

“He’s been to every single [playground] since we built hers,” Ms. Lavin said.

The playground built in honor of Ms. Soto is located in Stratford, Conn.

To thank all the volunteers who helped build the playground at Belmar Elementary School, the school held an
assembly on Friday, Oct. 25. All students were in attendance.

According to Superintendent David Hallman, “It was a very moving experience.”

As the volunteers entered the school’s auditorium the students welcomed them with a cheer “that lasted about
five minutes” and held up signs to thank them as music played in the background, Mr. Hallman said.

The students also wrote letters to the volunteers to show their appreciation, he said.

“I was proud of our students,” Mr. Hallman said.

During the assembly, Bill Lavin, FMBA president, spoke about the Sandy Ground Project.

Now that the playground is built, the FMBA will be hosting a ribbon cutting ceremony for the community.

The ribbon cutting is slated for 4:30 p.m. on Nov. 1. Avielle’s parents will be in attendance.

Mr. Hallman said, “I think it’s always been a place for our students to play and enjoy themselves, but I think
these students realize now the special meaning of this playground, how it’s special to volunteers, families, and
I think they will remember that when they’re playing with one another they will realize how important it is to
show compassion and empathy and care for one another.”
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