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BELMAR — On Thursday, Dec. 13, the principal and assistance principal of Belmar Elementary School [BES] 
testified in front of the State Assembly Education Committee about experiences during Hurricane Sandy. 

Assemblyman Patrick Diegnan [D-18], chair of the State Assembly Education Committee, said the assembly 
wanted to hear testimony from districts on their experiences and what, if anything, the state could be doing 
better. 

“Nothing teaches like experience,” he said. “You have to learn from what you did right and hopefully not repeat 
mistakes.” 

Several districts, including the Belmar School District, testified before the committee on their experiences. 

David Hallman, BES superintendent and principal, spoke about Belmar’s experiences, challenges and the 
lessons learned in the wake of Hurricane Sandy.  

BES is a single building that houses pre-kindergartners to eighth-graders, he said. The school has 577 students, 
with about 50 percent of them qualifying as economically disadvantaged. “A significant number” of BES’ 
students come from Hispanic backgrounds and have non-native English speaking parents and limited resources, 
Mr. Hallman said. 

“Many of our families were financially fragile even before Hurricane Sandy,” he said.  

Mr. Hallman said the school community had to quickly change its focus from learning and student achievement 
to meeting the basic needs of the students and their families.  

“For two weeks following the storm, we had more than 100 educators from 10 districts cleaning out homes in 
contaminated water and walking from home to home bringing food, clothes and flyers with information from 
the borough,” he said. 

While the most difficult aspect of the storm’s aftermath was seeing the emotional impact it had on BES students 
and their families, one of the biggest challenges faced was the lack of effective communication as power and 
cell phone service was out, Mr. Hallman testified. 

He said despite the power outage and the limited cell service, BES employees were able to communicate as the 
district’s email system is through Google, instead of through a school-based server that is powered by 
electricity. They were also able to communicate via cell phone since employees used various service providers 
— some of which had little to no service, while others were able to continually provide service, Mr. Hallman 
said. 

“We plan to maintain the diversity in our cellular provider service to administrators in order to decrease the 
chance of a lack of cellular service,” he testified.  



Mr. Hallman concluded his testimony by recommending to the State Assembly Education Committee that 
schools create small communication teams based on each superintendent’s home address.  

“Smaller networks of locally based school officials may be able to more efficiently disseminate information in a 
timely manner, when immediate alerts are essential and when the majority of phone service and power is out,” 
he said.  

Next, Lisa Hannah, assistant principal and director of curriculum, testified about Belmar’s experience with the 
hurricane.  

She said although the school and town prepared for the storm, they were nonetheless “staggered” by Hurricane 
Sandy’s force. 

The district’s biggest concern was relaying essential information to residents, such as school closings and the 
availability of shelters and food, since power was out and cell service was spotty, Ms. Hannah said. One 
concern the borough had, she said, was communicating “effectively” with those that have non-English speaking 
parents and addressing their needs in a timely manner.  

Ms. Hannah then talked about the school and its role in the aftermath of the hurricane. 

“What is clear in the wake of this natural disaster is that school is a central focus of the community,” Ms. 
Hannah said.  

As families began the clean-up process, she said, the school would soon become a place of “respite and 
comfort” for the borough’s families. Hot lunches were provided in the school cafeteria, and staff members and a 
translator went door to door to bring blankets and supplies to families, as well as transport families to the school 
for a meal and socialization. 

Ms. Hannah said the recovery process will be ongoing, and the borough must be prepared for unexpected issues 
that could arise. But lessons can also be learned from the disaster, such as “preparedness, communication and 
the school’s responsibility to provide support and outreach to the community, especially the 45 displaced 
students in the school district,” she said. 

Concluding her speech, Ms. Hannah said in the days after the storm, one student summed up what schools 
symbolize to children: “I am so happy to be back in school. I feel so safe.” 

When asked how the testimony went, Ms. Hannah said it was “beneficial” as Belmar officials were able to meet 
and hear officials from other districts. 

“Everyone was prepared to the best of their ability, but when you’re dealing with Mother Nature you never 
know what the final outcome will be,” she said. 

After testifying and hearing other districts testify, Mr. Hallman and Ms. Hannah discussed having an emergency 
management procedure form at the beginning of the school year, instead of after a disaster occurs, that can be 
used in an emergency. This form would provide the school with information such as where a family would go in 
the event of an emergency and what type of cell phone provider they have, she said. 

Mr. Hallman said after Hurricane Sandy school employees were out on foot to reach students and their families. 

“If we have that information, we might be able to find them in a more effective manner,” he said. 



Finding the answers may take some time, but the conversation is continuing, Ms. Hannah said. 

“The conversations have to continue because the issues … are still very much a reality,” Ms. Hannah said.  

She continued, “We are dealing with real questions and real situations. You can’t say it has been neatly wrapped 
up and finished. If and when it happens again, we have to ask, ‘How will we do this different to better assist our 
families?’”  

Assemblyman Diegnan said hearing the testimony is the first step, but he believes it will ultimately lead to new 
regulations or legislation, although he is unsure what that could be yet.  

	  


