
Ava Luciani is an athlete.
By the end of the winter season, the Mon-

roe freshman will have earned two varsity
letters. She’s part of two high school teams,
and practices up to three afternoons a week.

But Luciani isn’t involved in a sport. 
At least not according to the NJSIAA.
Luciani is a Monroe High School cheer-

leader. She has dedicated months to the
teams – her own and the ones she supports
– and all she wants is outside acknowledge-
ment of that eff�ort.

Cheerleading, spirit and related activities
are not created equal.

Sideline cheer, the synchronized chants
designed to rile up a crowd, barely resem-
bles what teams do during the competition
season. That’s when cheerleaders like Lu-
ciani get a chance to demonstrate their own
athleticism.

“I’ve always had tons of people who will 

Maddie Plansky
tries to engage with
the crowd at the
Garden State Open
in January. 

Competitive
spirit
NJ cheerleaders seek
a place in athletics
Jane Havsy Morristown Daily Record
USA TODAY NETWORK – NEW JERSEY

Randolph cheerleaders Blake Sawyer and Zoe Cerenzio perform at the Garden State Open
at Bridgewater-Raritan High School. PHOTOS BY ALEXANDRA PAIS/USA TODAY NETWORK-NEW JERSEY

“When you think of sports, you

don’t think of cheerleading. You

think of football, soccer,

basketball. ... Competitive

[cheer] – I completely disagree

when people say it’s not a

sport. We’re being athletic and

competing. Those are the two

things that make a sport.”
Ava Luciani 
Monroe freshman and cheerleaderSee CHEER, Page 7A
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WASHINGTON, D.C. – When Andrea Cunnell
boarded a train headed south at Metropark in New
Jersey on Thursday – for a peculiar networking tradi-
tion that jams hundreds of lawmakers and business
leaders aboard each year – she immediately saw dif-
ferences.

“When I got on my car there were nine people, and
I was like, uh-oh,” said Cunnell, director of alumni
and corporate engagement at Rutgers Business
School.

But soon, having a little more room revealed perks,
among them a calmer atmosphere, longer uninter-
rupted conversations and less noise when it comes to
the event’s hallmark: networking in the aisle, speed-
dating style.

“Which I think is pleasant,” Cunnell said.
The annual train ride, one of the New Jersey politi-

cal realm’s premier annual events, was markedly dif-
ferent this year after a reckoning with the #MeToo
era.

Called the Walk to Washington, the trip put on
each year by the New Jersey Chamber of Commerce 

NJ lobbying
train has
changed in
#MeToo era
Calmer atmosphere without hard
alcohol – not ‘schmooze-cruise’ 

Stacey Barchenger Trenton Bureau
USA TODAY NETWORK – NEW JERSEY

See TRAIN, Page 8A

Most school districts in Bergen, Passaic, Morris
and Essex counties would see their state aid rise for
the third year in a row, under an $8.7 billion spending
plan outlined by Gov. Phil Murphy on Thursday.

Two days after unveiling a $40.9 billion budget for
the state, Murphy proposed a plan that would boost
total statewide aid by 4% but still impose cuts on
nearly a third of New Jersey’s 567 districts, as a
change in the state’s school funding formula con-
tinues to reverberate. 

The hardest-hit communities include Jersey City,
which stands to lose $55 million in funding, as well as
districts in South Jersey that have experienced en-
rollment declines. In North Jersey, Fairview, Hacken-
sack, Clifton and Parsippany-Troy Hills would all see 

See SCHOOLS, Page 4A

Murphy’s budget
will aff�ect aid in
your school district
Hannan Adely NorthJersey.com
USA TODAY NETWORK – NEW JERSEY
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come up to me and say, ‘It’s not a sport.
All you do is ‘Rah, rah, rah,’ ” said Lucia-
ni, a cheerleader since age 4 who also
grew up in soccer, gymnastics and bal-
let.

“When you think of sports, you don’t
think of cheerleading. You think of foot-
ball, soccer, basketball. ... Competitive
[cheer] – I completely disagree when
people say it’s not a sport. We’re being
athletic and competing. Those are the
two things that make a sport.”

Making the choice

The debate that frustrates the cheer-
leaders in Luciani’s Spanish class is go-
ing on across the country. There is a
statewide high school cheer competition
nearly everywhere, though not all are
hosted by the same organizations that
govern high school athletics. 

New Jersey competitive cheer teams
will gather Saturday at Brookdale Com-
munity College in Lincroft for their an-
nual state championship.

The meet is organized by the non-
profit New Jersey Cheerleading & Dance
Coaches Association (NJCDCA). The
score sheet is standardized, taking ele-
ments of the major national organiza-
tions: Universal Cheerleaders Associa-
tion and National Cheerleaders Associa-
tion.

NJCDCA President Kimberly Gaskin
estimates that the state meet has raised
more than $300,000 for scholarships
over the years.

“When we started, we didn’t have any
money,” said Gaskin, the Burlington
Township coach for 30 years.

“We didn’t have any resources. I
couldn’t even eat hot dogs, we sold so
many at games,” she said. “Now we’re at
a point where we’re investing in these
kids to make them better. ... We have to
change how we see cheerleading. Those
days when you have to be blue-eyed,
blond, and have a ponytail, those days
are gone. Anybody can be a cheerleader,
and be a leader in their schools. That’s
what you have to focus on.”

“Competitive spirit” ranked ninth in
total female participants, according to
the 2018-19 National Federation of State
High School Associations (NFHS) sur-
vey. There were more than 8,000

schools that offered programs.
Nationwide, there were more than

165,000 cheerleaders – including almost
4,000 boys – in the 2018-19 school year.

But that list does not include most of
the states that consider cheer to be an
activity, rather than a sport. It is about
equally divided across the country.

Via email, Oregon School Activities
Association associate director Kelly Fos-
ter called cheerleading “a sportivity.”

“It kind of walks the line between the
two categories,” Foster said. “Title IX
would tell you that it is not a sport, be-
cause of the subjective nature of the per-
formance judging, and the fact that each
team is not performing the same rou-
tine.”

In Oklahoma, cheer is considered a
sport only during Oklahoma Secondary
School Activities Association competi-
tions, basically four weekends a year.

Washington Interscholastic Activ-
ities Association assistant executive di-
rector Cindy Adsit said individual
schools may choose whether cheer is a
sport or an activity, but “it is extremely
difficult for cheerleading to meet the
sport status” necessary for Title IX com-
pliance.

The North Dakota High School Activ-
ities Association does not sponsor cheer
at all, but instead works with its inde-
pendent Cheer Coach Association.

According to James Weaver, the
NFHS director of performing arts and
sports, “spirit activities” are treated dif-
ferently at the national level as well.
Rather than breaking down how cheer-

leading and dance should be imple-
mented, the NFHS rulebook focuses
solely on safety.

“It’s a totally different level of team,”
said Sharon Gaughan, whose daughter,
Dumont senior Anna Gaughan, was
kicked in the eye by a teammate she had
thrown in the air. 

“In other sports, you’re not jumping
into the air and trusting someone to
catch you.”

Where does New Jersey stand?

NJSIAA executive director Larry
White said via email that the topic “has
been discussed and debated” for at least
the 15 years he has worked at the organi-
zation. The New Jersey Legislature dis-
cussed a bill requiring the NJSIAA to
adopt cheerleading as a sport, establish-
ing safety requirements.

If New Jersey high schools want to
add competitive or sideline cheer to the
list of NJSIAA-sponsored sports, they
would have to petition the Executive
Committee. But that would likely lead to
significant standardization, including
start and end dates of seasons and travel
restrictions.

The cheer season currently stretches
from mid-August to March, when many
of the girls shift to more traditional
spring sports such as softball and track. 

“I don’t know how comfortable I am
with the state of New Jersey adopting it
as a sport,” said Deanna Markovitch, a
Howell math teacher for 24 years and
the adviser – not coach – of the cheer

program for 23.
“With that comes all of those rules

and regulations and limitations,” she
said. “It opens another can of worms. ...
It would be nice to recognize these kids
as athletes. I push more toward that kind
of label.”

The Northern New Jersey Interscho-
lastic League began hosting its own con-
ference championship about a decade
ago. When the Big North Conference
formed, it started a weekly series where
two teams go head to head. At the end of
the regular season, the four large and
small squads with the best records go on
to the playoffs.

This February, 35 of the 41 Big North
schools participated in the conference
championships at Passaic Tech.

Four years ago, Woodbridge coach
Krikit Gulics launched the Greater Mid-
dlesex Conference championship,
which is held in October. Since GMC
squads have different styles, the meet
uses the state score sheet – and has a di-
vision strictly for sideline-style cheer.

“Cheerleading has evolved. It has
changed,” said Paramus Catholic coach
Heather Messer, whose full-time job is
senior director of events for the National
Basketball Association. “It’s really good
for young women growing up, for their
confidence level, for them learning
about team sports. It’s what they choose
to do. They want to cheer, and there
should be a place for them. There should
be a sport for them.”

Email: JHavsy@gannettnj.com Twit-
ter: @dailyrecordspts
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Randolph cheerleaders Arabella Mechanick, Dani Cogan and Maddie Plansky take a break during the Garden State Open at
Bridgewater-Raritan High School in January. ALEXANDRA PAIS/USA TODAY NETWORK-NEW JERSEY
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