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Belmar to better prepare students for high
school
By Haley Behre

BELMAR — At last Thursday’s board of education meeting, the assistant principal made a presentation detailing
how the school district is revising its curriculum to better prepare eighth-graders for the transition into high
school.

Lisa Hannah, Belmar Elementary School [BES] assistant principal and director of curriculum, said revising the
curriculum happened for several reasons.

For one, the school has been rewriting and revising the curriculum since the summer of 2012 to better meet
the common core standards, which has had a shift, some of which “speak directly” to English/language arts, so
students are prepared for college and the workforce, Ms. Hannah said.

Under these standards, students are required to engage in texts that exemplify the level of complexity, read
closely to text types and be able to write different types of analytical responses to literature texts.

By eighth grade, Ms. Hannah said, students are also expected to read 55 percent informational texts and 45
percent literary texts from a range of subjects.

To better understand what areas the school needed to improve, David Hallman,
superintendent/principal, met with former Belmar Elementary students who are now
in ninth grade over the course of one month.

The meetings were held so elementary school administrators could better understand
what programs were working and what needed to improve in the school, and if the
students felt prepared for high school, Ms. Hannah said.

Through those interviews, the school found out that the students felt prepared for
math, but were not as well prepared for science, social studies and English/language
arts, Ms. Hannah said. In the areas they did not feel as prepared, the students felt

they were not prepared for the homework expectations, such as reading more at home in a timely manner and
taking notes at home, as well as being able to write quickly, she said.

Following the meetings, Ms. Hannah met with Barbara Kerensky, Manasquan High School supervisor of English
and world languages, to see what is expected of students in a ninth-grade English class.

According to Ms. Hannah, ninth-graders are expected to read, independently, grade-level text, with guided
reading questions from the teacher. They are also expected to write a response to an open-ended question and
general comprehension questions and write a response to a document-based question, which requires
evidence-based writing to support a position.

Ninth-graders are also expected to complete one outside reading per month and write five-paragraph research
papers.

At home, students are expected to complete homework that holds them accountable for what they are
learning, Ms. Hannah said. This can be done with a range of homework assignments, such as reading one to two
chapters of a novel or literary work, complete study guide or comprehension questions or do vocabulary and
word work, Ms. Hannah said.

Manasquan High School has 78-minute block scheduling, which gives students fewer, but longer classes per day.
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Students then switch their courses to new ones half way through the school year.

From that conversation and looking at the common core, Ms. Hannah said BES was able to determine what the
school was doing well, such as having 136-minute block scheduling for English/language arts and an increase in
information texts, and what could be improved, such as increasing the rigor and accountability of homework in
eighth grade and increasing even more the non-fiction, informational texts in school.

Belmar Elementary is transitioning to a writing activity at least three times per week to maintain accountability
for the prior night’s reading, Ms. Hannah said. This can include an open-ended question related to the prior
night’s reading or answering some questions.

The school will also be implementing text sets, which will help students deal with a wide variety of texts.

Text sets, Ms. Hannah said, provides resources of different text complexities, genres and media with a common
theme. These texts can include fiction, nonfiction and poetry to maps, charts photographs or songs.

The students will analyze the different texts and answer text dependent questions, Ms. Hannah said, which will
lead them to data based questions in high school.

Text sets have recently been implemented in Belmar Elementary.

During summer 2013, the school will be working on creating a curriculum for fifth- to eighth-graders to help
them learn how to write a research paper.

According to Ms. Hannah, the curriculum will enable fifth- and sixth-graders to learn the steps to writing a
research papers, locate sources and evaluate the credibility of those sources.

Then, in seventh and eighth grade, students will be required to write increasingly complex research papers,
ranging from three to eight pages, with a works cited page and in-text citations, Ms. Hannah said.

Beginning after spring break, eighth-grade students’ homework expectations will change. The school was closed
all this week, and will reopen on Monday, April 8.

Their homework will be structured so students read independent texts twice per week, as well as read on an
instructional level at least three times per week with an accompanying assignment so the teacher can hold the
students accountable for the prior night’s homework, Ms. Hannah said.

All of the changes the school will be undergoing to better equip students entering high school will be done
throughout the subject areas, even though the focus is on English/language arts.

The research paper curriculum, as well as new reading material, will be added next school year.
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