
By STEVE GEOGHEGAN
Hour Staff Writer | Posted: Sunday, December 9, 2012 10:15 pm

WESTPORT -- The Staples High wrestling team has been down for several years now but new head
coach Dave Bernstein has his sights set on building it back up into a winner.

Bernstein, 25, a former high school state champion wrestler who also cut his teeth at the prep school
and collegiate levels, takes over for Kevin Lippert, who resigned after 11 seasons at the helm.

"I'm excited about it, that's for sure," he said of the opportunity in an interview at a combined practice
at GFA on Thursday. "I have high expectations for myself. FCIAC is a tough conference, especially for
wrestling. Progressing, that's my main goal, to get better."

Bernstein has an extensive background in the sport.

He first got started in the Fairfield PAL program under current Fairfield Warde head coach Jason
Shaughnessey and he moved on to Fairfield Prep, where he became a Class LL state champion at 215
pounds in 2005. He then did a post-grad year at Loomis-Chaffee and captured the Prep School New
England title and was fifth at the Prep School Nationals in 2006, despite battling a back injury.

Bernstein went on to wrestle at Bucknell University, along with current GFA head coach Jack Conroy,
in 2006.

As far as coaching is concerned, Bernstein, along with Conroy, run the Westport PAL feeder program
at Staples and he worked with some of the Wreckers last year, particularly standout 195-pounder
Mikell Washington, an All-Area wrestler.

There hasn't been a whole lot of change at the top with Lippert and his predecessor, Bob Gillen, serving
a combined 19 seasons, so Bernstein would like to continue that stability at the top but change the
perception of the program.

"I do want to rebuild but at the same time, I know there's the Wrecker tradition and Staples wrestling
does have its roots," he said. "I'm not trying to change their values but I'm here to re-motivate the kids
and definitely light a fire and inspire some of the guys to change bad habits and start new good ones."

One of the things that has hindered the program in the past is injuries and skin conditions. Bernstein has
cut down the number of matches, so not to over-wrestle his charges, and has stressed cleanliness in the
wrestling room.

"Those things are important and can affect your team down the road," Bernstein said.

The changes Bernstein and his assistant coach Jesse Koproski, a former Wilton High standout who also
wrestled at Hofstra, have certainly been noticeable to the wrestlers.
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"It's really different," Staples 160-pound senior captain Alex Kogstad said. "Practices are a lot shorter
this year and they're run differently. It's a new style than what we've had.

"I like the change," he added. "It's really exciting to have younger coaches in the room who we are able
to connect with a lot more. They understand where we're coming from."

Bernstein also plans to have more cooperative practices with GFA. As well as being teammates at
Bucknell, Conroy and Bernstein, as well as Koproski, were all members of the Connecticut National
team in 2006.

By wrestling with GFA, the more experienced wrestlers from that team can go up against the
experienced ones from Staples, Kogstad explained. That way, they get more out of practice instead of
just having their way with the less-experienced grapplers and it prevents unnecessary injuries. Plus it
won't discourage the less-experienced wrestlers and keep them from quitting the team.

It seems Staples can only go upward from last season.

The Wreckers are coming off a 6-21 dual-meet season and a 13th-place finish in the FCIAC in
2011-2012. Several of their key wrestlers were hampered with injuries, which probably hindered the
team's performance, so they hope to stay healthy for this season and good things will happen.

One wrestler who dealt with injury last season was senior 126-pound captain Jeremy Sherman, an
All-Area honorable mention selection.

Sherman bruised a rib and missed the middle of the season but came back for the postseason. He
wasn't prepared for the rigors of tournament wrestling and didn't fair as well as he would've liked.

Now he's back to 100 percent and he said he and his teammates are excited about what lies ahead and
the approach Bernstein and Koproski have brought to the table.

"There's a new energy," he said. "It's definitely a different attitude than year's past. They make sure
everybody is working hard and that's one of the things they really stress. You have to come here to
practice everyday trying to get better."

This enthusiastic coaching staff can only help get Staples headed in the right direction.

"It's a clean slate," Staples 132-pound senior captain Alex Brown said. "We haven't been that good in
the past so to have new coaches and a new system… There's an enthusiastic feeling towards now and
the future."

Brown went on to say the team respects what Bernstein and Koproski have experienced in their
wrestling careers.

"It's good to have that knowledge on the mat with us and they work us hard," he said.

Obviously, Rome wasn't built in a day and Bernstein knows there's still a lot of work ahead, for him and
his wrestlers, but he likes what he's seen from them and has high hopes for the coming season.
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"They have a lot of potential," he said of his wrestlers. "It's all a matter of staying motivated and staying
healthy."

Bernstein will do his part to make sure they're motivated and ready to go.

The high school wrestling season opens on Wednesday and the Wreckers will be at FCIAC and state
power Danbury at 5 p.m.
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