Main Story: Should athletes have to raise their own money to play?
In rural counties like Aspera, sports are a way of life. Friday nights are spent under the lights cheering on the local team-that’s as much about community pride as it is athletic acumen. However, with local school board members facing a possible $6 million shortfall in a $46 million budget, that may change.


Previously, Aspera Public School Superintendent Dr. Robert Grimey crafted a budget consisting of four levels of reductions aimed at covering the shortfall. The reductions have been arranged in a way that will cover a variety of funding scenarios. Every scenario includes the elimination of 81 full-time and one part-time teaching position plus the elimination of the school board’s contribution to athletics.


In an effort to save the high school’s athletics program, Ad Astra High School Principal Manley Kotulka and Athletics Director Paul Cole presented possible pay-more-to-play scenarios to school board members, which would double the athletics fees already imposed on students and their parents. 
According to them, the athletic program could become self-sustaining through fundraising, ticket sales and payments from student athletes (from $150 to $250) for participation in sports. 


“Right now we are in the process of researching what we can do and what we can’t do,“ Cole said. “Gate sales have always gone back and [we’re] looking at pay-more-to-play [options]. Plus, there will be some type of fundraising to supplement the gate sales and pay-to-play.“


Cole said some options for fundraising include the creation of an athletic boosters club and bingo.


“Bingo has been mentioned but there’s lots to do to get that [started],“ he said. “We’re also looking at trying to start a booster club that would fundraise. We are trying to come up with guidelines for that organization.“

Implementing a pay-more-to-play program may deter students from participating in athletics.

“Research says when students have to pay more than $100 to play, participation declines,“ Cole said.

Allen said he’s concerned about what will happen to the students who cannot afford to pay to play. Those students may miss out on opportunities for college.

“In the past eight years, we’ve put more student athletes into colleges [than in years past],“ he said.

Plus, what happens to the students who pay to play, but don’t actually get to play? In non-high school sports where children pay a fee in order to play on the team, there are rules about how much time each player is in the game. Cole said there’s nothing like that for high school sports. He said in high school sports, teams are playing to become state champions and athletes are trying to receive college scholarships.

“I think we have to go about business as usual,“ he said. “We have to put the best kids on the field. It’s a tough situation. There are some [students that will pay to play] and sit the bench. Is there a good answer for how it will work? No.“

Cole said he understands some parents and students may be upset if they pay and don’t actually get to play. He said he doesn’t know exactly how it will work out.

“This is uncharted territory,“ he said. “We have to do the best we can. I think as a coach, you have to put the best on the field. This will be a learning process for us. We have to do the best with the situation.“

Ad Astra field hockey coach Tiny Grabeel believes the changes in the athletic program could also affect teams’ abilities to stay competitive.

“If we must go to a pay-to-play situation, I believe that many of our athletic programs at Ad Astra could go through transition and see a decline in the number of student-athletes trying out,“ she said. “If athletes do not show up to try out, then yes, this would greatly impact our ability to stay competitive with other school divisions who may not require their athletes to do the same.“

Grabeel said her team faces adversity every year in an effort to make it to the state championship, a trip they hope to make again next season. To get there, they fundraise, selling everything from Halloween Candy Grams to rib eye steak sandwiches at football games.

“[Our fundraisers] have been very successful because we do rely on our parents and the local businesses for help in making them successful,“ she said. “Without their help, we would not be able to send our athletes to camps, to take the burden off of the athletic department when we do make it to states, to buy the extra needs and essentials.“

Grabeel said a considerable amount of time and planning goes into organizing the fundraisers.

“Our parents, players and coaching staff have worked very hard over the years to earn what we have been able to achieve,“ she said.

According to Grabeel, the athletic department has also held fundraisers to benefit the entire athletic program. However, she said, participation from some teams is limited placing the burden on the remaining teams to make a profit to benefit the program as a whole. Grabeel said she supports the idea to create a boosters club.

“Schools in surrounding counties have solved many of their athletic budget issues by organizing an athletic boosters club that oversees all fundraising events and then decides how to use the money to support all teams,“ she said. “In my opinion, a boosters club is the only equitable way to efficiently run an athletic department.“

Grabeel said regardless, teams will make it through the budget crisis.

“Let’s face the facts-the impending budget cuts will directly impact our ability to fund athletics, but more importantly many other educational programs will also be affected,“ she said. “Ultimately, the community at large will be forced to make a decision, raise taxes so the children of Orange can continue to compete in their sport, but more importantly, for all children to be able to be more competitive in something other than sports.“

Cole said he believes the athletic program will survive.

The school board has yet to decide exactly what it wants to do concerning athletics and all extracurricular activities, a conversation it hopes to continue at its work session May 17.

By then, Grimey said school officials hope to come back to the board with a proposal concerning the programs. Nothing will be concrete until the final funding numbers come back from the state and local governments in April.

“All you hear is the county is broke, the school board is broke and the state is broke,“ Allen said. “I just want people to be aware of the time put into coaching and that it’s more than teaching someone to hit, kick or catch a ball. There’s lots of guidance going on.”

Sidebar: Ad Astra to host volleyball games 

In preparation for Ad Astra High School’s American Cancer Society’s Relay for Life in May, members of the sophomore class and the volunteer club, “Just About Caring,” will host a series of student versus staff volleyball games on Thursday, May 13, from 6 to 9 p.m. in the gym at the school.


Funds raised during the event will support each group’s Relay for Life teams. As part of this fundraising event, there will be a performance by the Ad Astra Dance Team, who will have recently returned from competing in the National Championships in Florida.


Tickets are $5 for adults; $3 for students and senior citizens.


The American Cancer Society’s Relay For Life of Aspera will be held May 22-23 at Ad Astra High School. Funds raised at Relay For Life events aid the American Cancer Society’s mission to help people fight back against cancer. Please call the American Cancer Society at 1-800-227-2345 or visit cancer.org for more information on how to participate in Relay For Life of Aspera.

