
Each year, starting the last Sunday 
in January, John Paul II Center 
takes a week to celebrate one 

of the many aspects that makes our 
school unique and that is our Catholic 
identity. This year, Catholic Schools 

Week (CSW) meant even more to us 
than usual as we celebrated 35 years 
of JPII.

During our full week of celebration, 
everyone was able to participate in a 
number of great activities, including:

• Our annual sleepover
• A visit with the sisters at Precious 

Blood Convent
• Mass with Bishop Schlert
• Bowling
• Life Skills Olympics
• Scales & Tales Presentation with 

Susquehannock Wildlife Society
• Baseballtown Charities Dream 

League Kickoff Event

Through these fun and motivating 
events, JPII students and adults 
were invited to explore religion 
on a personal level, and while not 
everyone at our school is Catholic, the 
underlying values remain meaningful 
in all that we do.

For instance, each year we celebrate 
CSW, we give back by taking on a 
service  project that benefits our 
community in some way. By doing 
this, we teach our students and adults 
to be Christ-like and help others who 
are less fortunate.

St. Francis Home is a local home 
dedicated to providing comfort and 
compassionate care with dignity to 
people with a terminal illness in a 
loving, faith-based environment. This 
year, they were the focus of our CSW 
service project. We tasked students, 
adults, and staff  with collecting items 
like tissues, napkins, toilet paper, soap, 
paper towels, and other related items 
to help support and supplement the 
supplies needed for the home.

With everything going on throughout 
the school year, everyone at JPII looks 
forward to Catholic Schools Week, 
not just for a change of pace, but the 
fun  involved; It’s a celebration of our 
accomplishments, what makes us 
unique and gives us our identity, and 
a great time for us to give back.

    For more photos, please see pg. 5.
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For 35 years, John Paul II Center has come 
together with our community to help both 
our students and adults explore their 

purpose in life. Because our staff gets to witness 
our individuals’ accomplishments each and every 
day, eight years ago we had a thought: “Wouldn’t it 
be amazing to celebrate these accomplishments 
together with our supporters?”

Gala night is always one to remember, with our 
auction, student speakers and performances, 

and of course, the evening will be highlighted by 
our Halo Award Presentation, in which Dick and 
Angela Ehst will be honored this year for their 
continued and tireless support of John Paul II 
Center.

We invite you to join us for our Eighth Annual 
Legacy Gala. We promise it will be a heartwarming 
night!

Reserve your seats at johnpauliicenter.org.

8th Annual Legacy Gala | April 21, 2018 at the DoubleTree Hotel

Did you know that Americans, as a whole, 
spend 37 billion hours per year waiting 
in lines? In an effort to recycle your lost 

hours, we offer ExpressPay for our Legacy Gala. 
So instead of spending your time waiting in line 
to pay for your auction items at the end of the 
night, you can use what would be line-time as 
dine-time or wine-time.

To preregister your credit card for ExpressPay, 
you can call us at 610-777-0605 or sign up when 
you arrive at Gala. To ensure confidentiality, we 
never keep your credit card information on file.

The 8th Annual Legacy Gala
A heartwarming night

Sneak
Peek

(Gala Auction)

Keep an eye on johnpauliicenter.org for auction updates | Sign up for ExpressPay by calling 610-777-0605.

Chef Tim Dinner Santa & Mrs. Claus Visit Eagles Preseason Package

Have you reserved your seat to our 8th Annual 
Legacy Gala yet? If you have answered no, 
you can find various options below. If you have 
answered yes, see our ExpressPay section.

Reserve Your Seats

Our Presenting Sponsor

We’ll take care of the rest

Platinum Sponsor | $7,000
20 tickets, full-page ad in program
Gold Sponsor | $5,000
12 tickets, full-page ad in program
Silver Sponsor | $3,000
10 tickets, half-page ad in program
Bronze Sponsor | $1,000
4 tickets, listing in program
Patron | $500
2 tickets, listing in program
Student Sponsor | $150
Name listed in program
Individual Guest Ticket | $100
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Dinner prepared by Chef Tim (Chef at 
the Crowne Plaza) & students from JPII.

Make holiday memories with a 30 
minute visit from Santa and Mrs. Claus.

Get a good look at the reigning World 
Champs with this Eagles package.



A little over a year has gone by since we 
closed out our capital campaign and moved 
into the new sections of our building, which 

include two classrooms, renovated office spaces 
and kitchen, and the adult wing.

An often overlooked aspect of the renovation was 
our garden. After the construction of our building 
was completed, we knew our garden needed to be 
re-imagined and we knew just the person to do it: 
Priscilla Plucinsky, who has been volunteering at 
JPII for over 20 years.

Unlike Frances Hodgson Burnett’s children’s novel, 

our new garden is no secret. Tucked away between 
the two main wings of our building, the space has 
been a constant work-in-progress with Priscilla 
and members of the Pennsylvania Heartland Herb 
Society working tirelessly to cultivate a new space 
dedicated to gardening.

Cultivating young minds
The new garden combines old features with 
new ones to create a learning environment fit for 
our students and adults, some of which include 
wheelchair accessible paths leading to raised beds 
that have glass sides, allowing young gardeners to 
view the root systems.

As a Master Gardener, Priscilla continues to share 
her wealth of knowledge with our students and 
adults and the result is spectacular. Not only are 
there various types of flowers, but the garden 
has proven fruitful for herbs, peppers, zucchini, 
cucumbers, pumpkins, watermelon, eggplant, 
potatoes, and more.

For our individuals though, it’s not just about 
learning to grow fruits and vegetables; We take our 
resources straight to the [kitchen] table!

Similar to a farm, our garden produces a hearty 
amount of fresh fruits and vegetables, and 
thanks to our renovated kitchen, we’re able to 

cook and serve delicious meals for lunch, meetings, 
and special events here at John Paul II Center.

You could say that we have hopped on the “Farm 
to Table” train, but the story of our new kitchen and 
programming actually started in 1989 with Mary 
Maher, who was our Secondary/Religion teacher at 
the time.

At this point, JPII was located at South Sixth 
Street, Reading, and equipped with a “kitchen” 
that included a sink, fridge, and range. Along with 
cooking one lunch per week, our work program 
was just taking off, allowing our students to work on 
skills they could use in the real world.

With cooking and the work program complimenting 
each other, Mary knew there was potential and that 
all we needed were the resources to take “life skills” 
to the next level. Mary explained:

“We were actually planting seeds for
the future.”

Building on a solid foundation
Fast forward to 2008: We were settled into our 
current building for a few years. Rene Berkhammer 
found her place as the Secondary Life Skills teacher 
and started to develop the working foundation that 
Mary Maher had laid out.

With help from Mike Boylan (President of Berks 
Packing Co. at the time) and having a solid culinary 
background, Rene implemented a three-day 
rotational lunch with students ordering pizza and 
subs twice a week while cooking on the third day.

Eventually, the cooking program took over lunch 
all three days of the week, but the old kitchen at 

our current location had its limitations. We knew 
we needed to do better if we wanted to expand our 
programming.

Story continued on page 8.

Using Our Resources
From a single range, to a full kitchen - a history of our cooking program

Priscilla teaching Floressa and Nathaniel what well-grown broccoli looks like. Jameson brings in fresh soil.

A Fruitful Crop
How we’re diggin’ our new garden and what we’ve got growing

Students prepping lunch. Carlos working the dish station.

Jenna wisking some batter.
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Letter from the Editor
Celebrating 35 years of excellence!

Dear Friends, happy anniversary! We 
are celebrating a 35-year mission of 
educating and caring for children and 

adults with intellectual and developmental 
disabilities. God has blessed us abundantly 
over the years with a dedicated staff who 
provide a comprehensive program to our 
individuals, volunteers who have given many 
hours of service, and a supportive community 
who helped us build outstanding programs 
and a financially sound center. Our plan 
is to continue to provide the same quality 
programming that makes us so successful for 
future generations. 

If you follow JPII on Facebook, through our 
website, or our e-blasts you can see we are 
in constant motion. We provide a variety of 
activities and experiences to our individuals 
with a goal for them to have an opportunity 
to participate in activities as any other child 
or adult would have. We teach independence 
and encourage them to make choices for 
themselves.

When developing our programming, our 
goals are for our students to be contributing 
members of society and for our adults to 
maintain the life skills they acquired at JPII.  
Recognizing that each student and adult 
learns at a different pace and has different 
abilities, our programming is continually 
changing and improving to accommodate the 
individuals we serve.

In this newsletter we share the growth our 
kitchen has seen over the years and most 
recently since the renovations. We now have 
a full culinary teaching kitchen, a vocational 

kitchen if you will, along with programming 
that will prepare students who are capable 
of obtaining the skills to work in a restaurant 
after graduation.

By consistently improving what we’ve put 
into place with the instructional kitchen, we 
are able to add new elements to our lunch 
program. For instance, we’ve incorporated 
Mary’s Garden to supplement lunches. The 
students plant, water, cultivate, and harvest 
herbs, fruits and vegetables - garden to table.

Performing in-school jobs is a natural next 
step after the lunch program. All secondary 
(and some intermediate) students are tasked 
with in-house job duties that lead to jobs in 
the community. We increase responsibilities 
and expectations as the students get older.

During the summer months, our adult program 
will jump in and assist with maintaining the 
garden and in-house jobs. They also do some 
of their own cooking throughout the year.  It’s 
wonderful to see the school age and adult 
program working together. Our students and 
adults reap many benefits when we work 
together as a team.

If you are ever looking for a lunch date, want to 
try some fine cuisine, or even help us celebrate 
35 years of excellence, I invite you to stop by 
for lunch and see our kitchen in action. I can 
promise that you will not be disappointed.

God’s Blessings,

Mary A Adams         

You know what they say, with age comes great 
responsibility. The same holds true for each 
student at John Paul II Center.

Independence is a staple of our programming from the 
lowest level on up, with students and adults learning 
to do everyday tasks that many may take for granted.

Typically, our Secondary class is in charge of school 
wide jobs, which include doing dishes, washing kitchen 
and lunch room surfaces, doing laundry, restocking 
supplies like paper towels, and emptying trash and 
recycle bins.

With a few students graduating last year and new 
ones enrolling in our Intermediate classes, our class 
numbers have shifted a bit, creating job opportunities 
for our younger students.

While jobs rotate on a monthly basis, our Intermediate 
classes have now been able to take on new 
responsibilities that will help them learn life skills. 
The importance of our students learning these skills 
cannot be stressed enough and can positively impact 
a student’s life post-graduation, namely in home-living 
situations.

By combining our school wide jobs with our work and 
kitchen programs, we’ve put together a comprehensive  

curriculum that prepares our students for 
life after graduation, no matter what 
their age might be.

Mutual Responsibility
Sharing jobs, preparing for life

Tracey from Intermediate doing the recycling.

Danae from 
Intermediate doing the 

laundry.
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Grab Bag!

CSW Gallery

A lot has been happening at JPII

Continued from cover

We know that pictures are worth a thousand 
words and are a great way to tell our story, so 
we have compiled a selection of photos for your 
viewing. Think of it as a ViewMaster showcasing 
the highlights of our last few months.

Catholic Schools Week is always jam-packed with 
exciting activities for our students and adults. Our 
teachers and staff work hard to make it as fun as 
possible. Without further adieu, here is a glimpse 
of our week!

Santa greeting Brian and Bryn at Breakfast 
with Santa. Thank you Knights of Columbus 
#8726. Ceejay the Halloween King!

Alex and Dominic celebrate 
Mass with friends at
St. Ingatius.

Grant doing 
his best 
soldier 
impression.Tim, Jessie,and Nick trying on Marine gear during Heroes Week.

Monroe 
working on 
her batting 
average at 
Big Vision.

Sarah, Ellyce, Ben, and Kristen dressed 
for Halloween.

Pete and 
Rick about 
to do some 
shopping at 
Boscov’s.

Melissa and 
Corey at Clay 
on Main.
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Mackenzie and Bishop Schlert during Communion.

Corey with the wind-up.Jennifer, Jeremy, & Aniyahlis

Danae looks on as Katie & Tracey pet a reptile.
Screwball made an appearance to tell us all 
about the Dream League!

Adrianna  
taking 
her 
turn at 
bowling.

Simon 
practices 
vacuuming 
at the 
Life Skills 
Olympics

Colin, Kelly, & 
Omar creating 
some Sundae 
Masterpieces

Amelia receives 
help making lunch.



Starting at age 14, students 
at John Paul II Center 
are able to participate in 

afternoon Job Club.

Through a partnership with 
Easter Seals, JPII was awarded 
a grant through the PA Office of 
Vocational Rehabilitation (OVR). 
The goal of OVR is to “provide 
vocational rehabilitation services 
to help persons with disabilities 
prepare for, obtain, or maintain 
employment.”

Students start out with an 
assessment test to gauge how 
much they know.

During weekly sessions that focus 

on preemployment and social 
skill development, students 
utilize iPads and SmartBoards 
to explore vocations of interest. 
Once a field is decided upon, 
students take a look at the 
viability of a job, required 
education, and salary.

Corey, one of our Secondary 
students, was asked what he 
likes most about Job Club. He 
replied:

Rene Berkhammer, our 
Secondary Life Skills teacher 
loves seeing the students 
practice their job hunting skills. 
She explained that Job Club is a 
great classroom reinforcement 
tool that helps drive home the 
underlying concepts.

At the end of three 12-week 
sessions, students are tested to 
see what they learned.  The goal 
is to ultimately for students to 
end up with a job in their desired 
field. 

It’s never too early for our 
students to start learning life 
skills, and Job Club is another 
awesome tool that JPII offers.

Through the tremendous amount of support 
John Paul II Center receives, we have been 
able to help students and adults reach for 

their goals, conquer fears, learn new skills, and 
give back to others. Sometimes, to overcome a 

challenge, all our individuals need is a guiding 
hand and the rest they are able to find within 

themselves.

Drawing inspiration from those ideals, 
Cruz garnered his bravery to support the 
individuals that find comfort at Bethany 
Children’s Home by raising money to go 

Over the Edge (again). Cruz explained:

“At JPII, we are always focusing on our ability, rather 
than our disability. It is all about what we can do, rather 
than what we can’t. We also are taught to help others 
each and every day in any way that we can.”

From the get-go, Cruz was involved and loved every step 
of the process leading up to his trip Over the Edge. From 
conjuring up ideas and helping to plan for the promotional 
video, to keeping an eye on donations and “autographing” 
letters, his  attitude exuded excitement for all the right 
reasons.

This attitude was on full display this past summer when 
Cruz met up with his good friend and edging partner Pete 
Rowley to take a look at the  positive impact their previous 
fundraising efforts had on the children at Bethany. Their 
tour of the home gave them a glimpse of their fundraising 
dollars being put to work in the art studio, music room, 
library, and other areas that are important to the children.

By conquering his fears for a second time, Cruz helped 
raise close to $1,400 for Bethany Children’s Home and 
inspired his classmates and the staff at JPII in the process.

Cruz Does It Again...
...By conquering his fears for the second time, all in the name of helping others

Cruz (left) chatting with Pete (right) at base camp after rappelling the 525 Student Apartments.

A Club for Jobs
Exploring opportunities within the job market

“I really like working 
hard on my education 
and trying to get a  
good job.”
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FUN GAMES
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This Crossword features School Age work 
sites and Adult volunteer sites. If you would 
like to become a work or volunteer site, give 
us a call at 610-777-0605.

(*2-word answer with no space)
(**Answer is an abbreviation)
Across
2-Greet guests and polish silverware at this 
city hotel
8-Sort media in alphabetical order at this 
library
9-Assemble, heat wrap, and label food items 
for this catering company’s vending machines
12*-Set tables for residential lunchtime dining 
at the Mifflin Court location
13-Fold and organize donated baby and 
maternity items
14**-Convert hard copies into digital files at 
this Berks healthcare location
15*-Answer phones and socialize with 
residents at this retirement home located 
near Alvernia
16*-Wash, dry, and return pots, pans, and 
utensils at this bakery

17-Assist with baking goods for local shelters 
at this church

Down
1-Assemble packets for upcoming events for 
this blood bank
3*-Set tables for lunch, enter data on 
computer, socialize with seniors, and deliver 
Meals on Wheels
4-Set up dinner tables, provide piano music 
and socialize with elderly at this personal care 
community
5*-Assemble bags of materials for upcoming 
presentations at this environmental education 
center
6*-Help in the high school’s store and office 
and organize mailings
7*-Deliver water to rooms, assist with 
housekeeping, and set tables in this assisted 
living environment
8**-Wash dishes and perform basic admin 
tasks at this community foundation
10-Assemble vehicle key tags, sort repair 
orders, and refill snacks and coffee
11*-Organize the “natural play area,” fill bird 
feeders, and maintain store inventory

Getting To Work

Doing it all at JPII
Our “Doing it all at JPII” word search will give you an idea of 
how much our students and adults do each day at the Center.

No Room By Nathaniel, Secondary student
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Hints and answers to puzzles can be found at johnpauliicenter.org.



Fun fact: Mele Kalikimaka means Merry 
Christmas in Hawaiian. It also happens to be 
one of the songs our students performed 

during this year’s Christmas Program.

From start to finish, the program is quite a 
production. Our students, adults, and staff 
work diligently in the weeks leading up to the 
show, memorizing lines, aligning on stage, and 
preparing cookies.

On the day of the show, not only are our 
students and adults excited to see how packed 
our multi-purpose room is, but their reactions 
when spotting their families in the audience are 
priceless!

Our Christmas Program always offers both 
music and story alike, reminding us what 
Christmas is all about. It’s the attitude of our 
students that sets the tone for the day and 
leaves everyone smiling by the end of the show.

If you were not able to attend, you can still find 
the video of the performance on Facebook 
and view a photo gallery on our website. We 
promise the smiles (and the dances!) will fill 
your heart with happiness and give you good 
spirits for the new year.

Saying Merry Christmas to You
Sharing the Holiday Spirit

Continued from page 3

Our starting lineup

All the fixin’s
Thanks to the support from everyone during our 
recent capital campaign, our new kitchen has 
become the conducive learning environment 
that both Mary and Rene had always hoped 
for. It was designed to provide students with 
an understanding of how a real-world kitchen 
works, complete with steam tables, ovens, 
stove-tops, separate sinks for hand-washing 
and food prep, industrial refrigerators and 
freezers, dry storage, and a full-service dish 
washing station.

Our garden also received a makeover, allowing 
both Rene and Priscilla Plucinsky (see “A Fruitful 
Crop”) to ensure that the kitchen and garden 
would work together hand-in-hand.

With a newly implemented kitchen curriculum, 

the fruits and vegetables that we produce in 
the garden are used to create some truly fresh 
meals (giving way to a farm fresh mentality). 
This setup compliments both our school-wide 
jobs and our work program, allowing our 
teachers to tailor programming to individual 
students based on skill levels and interests.

All in all, it’s almost like we’ve come full circle. 
Although it has been quite a few years since 
Mary first planted those seeds for the Life Skills 
program, she had a vision for the future. We 
now find ourselves in 2018 planting seeds for 
crops we can use in our new kitchen, teaching 
young minds how to cook, and finding some of 
them job placements in kitchens around town. 
Now that is cool.

Using Our Resources (Continued)

Board of Directors

...that our farm fresh mentality came from one of our first embryology projects. After our chicks 
hatched, they needed a good home, so the chicks went to live on Katie’s family farm, where 
they continue to produce eggs for JPII! (We even used the eggs in our Christmas Cookies.)

Donate at johnpauliicenter.org

Alex saying hello to the chickens on Katie’s 
family farm.

Legend has it...

Kathleen Nevel, PhD - Chairman, Adjunct Faculty 
Alvernia University
W. Bradford White, Jr. - Vice-Chairman, Senior VP 
Wealth Management, Morgan Stanley
Noreen Sobottka - Treasurer, Senior Vice President, 
Wells Fargo Bank NA
Ginny Close - Secretary, Community Volunteer
Joe Albright - Retired, Project Director, Industrial 
Development
Theodore Bassano - Vice President Emeritus, RACC
Anthony DeMarco - VP Institutional Advancement, 
Alvernia University
John Dever - President, Egan Signs
Virginia Frederick Dodge - Executive Producer, VA 
Productions, Inc. 
Lily Franey - Berks Catholic Student Representative
Michael A. Duff - Senior VP, Government Relations & 
Chief Compliance Officer, Penske 
The Honorable Eleni Dimitriou Geishauser - Berks 
County Judge
Michael Herr - Managing Director, Tompkins Insurance 
Daniel Langdon - Retired, CEO, East Penn 
Manufacturing Co, Inc.
Father Keith Mathur - Sacred Heart Church
Gretchen Naso - Principal, Reinsel Kuntz Lesher LLP
Kathleen O’Brien Ellis, PhD - Secondary Special 
Education Teacher, Twin Valley School District
Craig Perrotty - Sr. VP Fixed Income Sales, Vining 
Sparks IBG
Craig Poole - General Manager, DoubleTree by Hilton
Eric Savage - President, Freedom Auto Group
Chester Winters - Director of Information Technology, 
RACC

Mary Adams - Principal
Melissah Jablonski - Director of Advancement
Brooke Cortese Tesche, EdD. - Deputy 
Superintendent, Diocese of Allentown
Michael Mizak - Business Manager
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