
Back in 1982, when John Paul II 
Center was founded by Sister 
Francis, it was founded on strong 

Catholic values. Thirty six years later 
we still rely on those values to guide 
and ground us. Three things create 
this strong Catholic foundation: Our 
faith-filled education, our academic 
focus, and our community.

Technically speaking, Catholic 
Schools Week (CSW) started on 
January 28 and ran through February 
1, but we love to put our own spin 
on the week. Each year, we start a 
day early with a sleepover for our 
older students who enjoy activities 
like playing games, snacking, and 

watching movies on the big screen 
(see Corey’s comic on page 6). Thank 
you to our donors for the night: AMC 
Pottsgrove, Chic-Fil-A Berkshire, 
Clover Farms, and Diary Queen Exeter 
| Kenhorst.

The rest of CSW is usually a blur 
thanks to a jam-packed schedule. 
While themed days make for great 
photos and talking points, the 
strategically planned activities keep 
everyone moving. Each activity is 
fun and engaging, but also come 
with built-in learning opportunities. 
For instance, the Life Skills Olympics 
are a great way for our students to 
play games, yet work on skills they 

will need for life outside of school. 
Setting the table, making the bed, 
and vacuuming are all part of what it 
takes to become a gold medalist at 
the Life Skills Olympics.

All Abilities (our gym friends, see 
more on page 2) also stopped in to 
ensure everyone remains healthy by 
staying active. Working out doesn’t 
seem like much of a chore when it’s 
geared toward fun.

CSW is also a great time for us to 
celebrate our Catholic values and  
continue to connect with God. Not 
only did we have a special Mass with 
Monsignor Doman, but each year 
we hold a service project to teach 
students how to be Christ-like and 
help those who are less fortunate. 
This year, we collected donations for 
the new Diocesan school, the Kolbe 
Academy, which will open this fall 
to provide education and recovery 
support for high school students in 
Allentown and the surrounding area.

Catholic Schools Week may have 
come to an end, but we rest assured 
knowing we can always rely on our 
faith to show us the way forward. 
Thank you to everyone who donated 
and our excellent staff for making this 
week happen!

Special Connections
In the News

Health First Pg. 2
We’re putting our health 
first with a new partnership 
with All Abilities.

Editor’s Notes Pg. 3
The joys of working in 
special education and 
how every day leads to a 
new experience.

Get Your Smile On Pg. 7
4 short stories that show 
your donations hard at 
work.

Find us online at johnpauliicenter.org and be sure to follow us on social media:

Non-Profit Org.
US Postage

PAID
Reading, PA

Permit No. 716

John Paul II Center
1092 Welsh Road
Shillington, PA 19607

FREE Winter Issue 2019

Legacy Gala Pg. 4
Everything you need to 
know for this year’s Gala.

Celebrating What Makes Us, Us
Catholic Schools Week 

Jeremy  is all smiles at our school music session (see more on page 3) The Life Skills Olympics opening parade



Dear Friends,

Special Education is the best thing! People 
often ask me how I could teach Special Ed. 
They say, you must have a lot of patience. 
Honestly, I couldn’t think of doing anything 
else. Every day is a new experience. Every 
individual we serve is unique and they each 
have so much to offer. Our small size gives 
me the opportunity to get to know every 
single student and adult we help and make 
a big impact. Small successes are celebrated 
in a  big way. We laugh a lot and often gain a 
whole new perspective of the world. We get 
to experience things many other teachers 
don’t encounter and we never live the same 
day twice, guaranteed. We work with families 
to give them and their child the support they 
need. I am blessed to work with awesome 
colleagues who share the mission and go 
above and beyond. We are a unique inclusive 
community where accomplishments are 
rejoiced, and struggles are shared. We 
recently completed Catholic Schools Week 
and I’m sure we celebrate very differently 
than other Catholic schools. As always, we 
never conform to standards. We are always 
thinking and working outside of the box. 
Really, there rarely is a box. As our headline 
reads Celebrating What Makes us, Us is all 
part of what we do. 

This school year we implemented an Adapted 
Phys Ed Program. A program we have wanted 
to add for a long time. We contract with All 
Abilities in Exeter. They have experience 
working with our population. The students 

receive the Phys Ed every other week and 
participate in yoga on the off-weeks. The 
students and staff are really enjoying 
this new program. We hope to make it a 
permanent addition to our programming. 

It’s hard to believe Pendants with a Purpose 
is already five years old. The Secondary 
Class started making necklaces out of metal 
washers and have since expanded into 
earrings, key chains, therapeutic bags, and 
note cards and more ideas and creativity are 
popping up literally every day. The proceeds 
have given the class the freedom to travel 
and participate in the community without 
hesitation. This has afforded them many 
excursions and experiences they otherwise 
would not have. The students and adults 
participate in all aspects of this business that  
continues to evolve. We never know what will 
be next!

This newsletter is a small glimpse of what we 
do. There is so much more. The best way to 
experience us is to see firsthand. Reading the 
newsletter is just not the same. I urge you to 
seek us out for a better understanding of what 
we do. Then you can see for yourself why I 
chose Special Education. There is nothing 
else like it. I think you’ll agree too.

God’s Blessings,

Mary A Adam s

Putting Our Health First Letter from the Editor
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Pour Art

New partnership strengthens JPII’s Physical Education Programming A question: Asked and answered

Showing off our artistic prowess

L ike adults, it’s important for our kids to lead 
a healthy and active lifestyle. For those 
with disabilities, that can sometimes be a 

challenge. Through partnerships in past years, 
John Paul II Center has worked physical fitness 
into our curriculum in various ways.

However, this year we are proud to announce 
that we have partnered with All Abilities Fitness 
Center to provide our students with a new physical 
education program funded by a grant from the 
Community General Hospital Healthcare Fund 
of Berks County Community Foundation. This 
partnership is a natural fit for JPII, as the mission 
of All Abilities aligned perfectly with what we 
at JPII have been looking to accomplish with a 
Physical Education program:

The Mission of All Abilities Fitness Center, LLC 
is to provide a safe and inclusive environment 
for those with any disability to feel comfortable 
and empowered to improve physical fitness, 
social bonds, and fulfill sensory needs in a 
non-judgmental secure setting.

Tara Simmons, Owner and Head Instructor at All 
Abilities, has a passion for her work:

“Working with the students at John Paul II has 
been an awesome experience [this year]! 
The best part about my day is seeing smiling 
and excited faces ready to come move with 
me! We are able to have fun and play, but 
also work on those underlying skills and 
improve physical fitness.”

The idea driving the partnership is to improve 
students’ health through physical activity, 
allowing students to work on not only fitness, 
but motor skills, self 
esteem, and social skills. 
By improving the amount 
of time that students 
are active, it helps to 
prevent secondary health 
complications such as 
obesity and high blood 
pressure. Tara explains:

“Whether we are running through an obstacle 
course, focusing at various stations, or 
playing a game, we are building a huge 
amount of core skills including direction 
following, turn taking, physical endurance, 
balance, and strength just to name a few.”

With the program designed specifically for our 
school, JPII is so happy to be able to offer our 
students a comprehensive program such as the 
one All Abilities is able to provide.

We’ve also found that the new program helps 
everyone with their math skills....Counting down, 

we only have four 
more days until our 
next class with All 
Abilities!

“We are able to have fun and 
play, but also work on those 
underlying skills and improve 
physical fitness.”
-Tara Simmons, Owner and Head 
Instructor at All Abilities

From left to right: Tara helps Charity get comfy on the recumbent bike, Shelly and Tara help Anthony navigate an obstacle course, and group stretching.
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Danae helps her sister Diza through
an obstacle course

Melissa scoots through cones

Monroe works on place-setting

Jacob celebrates a nice 
roll at Berks Lanes

Sean plays Pie Face at the sleepover

Jack Horrigan and Mary Addams converse and share a laugh at a JPII board gathering



Legacy Gala
March 30, 2019

Please join us on March 30, 2019 - Visit johnpauliicenter.org for auction updates. 
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It’s our mission at John Paul II Center to 
acknowledge the dignity of all learners by 
providing children and adults with disabilities 

with a safe place to learn. We look to our 
community to help bring our mission to life. In 
celebration of that support, we invite you to join 
us at our 9th Annual Legacy Gala, which will 
include dinner, a performance by our students 
and adults, our auction, and of course the 
presentation of our Halo Award.

More on the Halo Award: This year’s honorees are 
Mike and Diane Duff. Throughout the years they 

have worked hard to ensure JPII’s legacy into the 
future and are well-deserving of the award for 
the time and support they continue to dedicate 
to the center.

Don’t forget to take a look at our Live and Silent 
Auction. From trips and paintings, to garden 
equipment and golf packages, we’re sure you 
will find something you love.

We invite you to join us for a heartwarming night 
at our Ninth Annual Legacy Gala. Reserve your 
seats at johnpauliicenter.org.

John Paul II Center students are 
always working on skills they can 
use outside of school. It starts from 

the time they get here (which can be as 
young as three years old) and continues 
to ramp up toward graduation at 21 
years old.

One way we start to prepare students for 
life after school is through our Work for 
Independence Program. When students 
reach the age of 16, they are given the 
opportunity to “intern” at various local 
businesses, allowing them to learn 
much needed skills, responsibilities, 
and workplace 
expectations. 

Our work program is 
also a great way for 
students to try new 
and different jobs, 
giving them a better 
understanding of 
what kind of job they 
might like to pursue 
after graduation.

JPII has had connections with Berks Nature 
for a couple years now and we couldn’t be 
more thrilled. Students that intern at Berks 
Nature are  tasked with different jobs each 
time they go to work. From organizing 
the outdoor Nature Play Zone and raking 
and composting, to labeling and collating 
brochures, preparing mailings, and 
making seed bombs, our students get 
to experience a variety of duties. And of 
course, it’s an added bonus that they get 
to learn about how to care for plants and 
animals and all the important work that 
Berks Nature is doing. Tami Shimp, VP of 
Development and Community Relations 
spoke on the benefits of the partnership:

“Our partnership projects with John 
Paul II Center have been beneficial in 
so many ways.  The students come to 
work monthly and assist with internal 

projects like mailings, but more 
importantly complete work around 
the exterior of The Nature Place. This 
not only helps us keep The Nature 
Place attractive, but engages the 
students in nature so that they realize 
the benefits of spending time in the 
outdoors.”

Aside from the work aspect of our 
partnership with Berks Nature, we’ve 
joined forces to install a Little Free Library 
near their Nature Play Zone. The little free 
library was placed in memory of the late 
Michael Maher, husband of Mrs. Maher. 

Anyone that would 
like a new story to 
get lost in can now 
visit the library 
and borrow a book 
of their choosing. 
Tami described 
the library as a 
welcome addition 
to the Nature Play 
Zone:

The Center was so kind to donate 
a “Little Free Library” placed at our 
nature play zone. This provides visitors 
with an opportunity to borrow books 
that add to their unique experience 
at The Nature Place. Our team has 
embraced this relationship with 
the Center, and we look forward to 
continuing work together in 2019.

Since we visit the grounds on a regular 
basis, we like to explore, too. Walking some 
of the trails, playing in the Play Zone, and 
eating lunch in the sun is all part of the fun. 
On the inside, it’s all about the bees, turtles, 
fish, and ecosystems in which they live.

In all, Berks Nature is a nice way for us to 
stretch our legs, learn, and try new things. 
This partnership allows us to explore our 
wild side!

A Natural Fit
JPII finding a natural place at Berks Nature

2018-2019 Work Sites
Berks Catholic High School
Berks County Community Foundation
Berks Encore
Berks Nature
Boone Area Library
Columbia Cottage
Freedom Auto Group
Konopelski Catering
Lifeline of Berks
Mifflin Court
Park Road Cafe
Unique Desserts

If you would like to become a work site, please give us a 
call at 610-777-0605. Our students benefit greatly from 
this program by gaining responsibility and learning in a 
hands-on setting.

Reserve Your Seats

Our Presenting Sponsor

We’ll take care of the rest
Have you reserved your seat to our Ninth 
Annual Legacy Gala yet? If you have answered 
no, you can find various options below.

Platinum Sponsor | $7,000
16 tickets, full-page ad in program
Gold Sponsor | $5,000
10 tickets, full-page ad in program
Silver Sponsor | $3,000
8 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

Sneak
Peek

(Gala Auction)
Chef Tim Dinner Farmers Market Basket Bellewood Country Club
Dinner prepared by Chef Tim and the 
students and adults at JPII.

Shop local with gift cards for  various 
vendors at Shillington Farmers Market.

Foursome of golf including greens 
fees and carts.

All photos from our 2018 Legacy Gala are courtesy of A.W. Styer Photography.

“[The Nature Play Zone]
engages the students in 
nature so that they realize 
the benefits of spending 
time in the outdoors.”
-Tami Shimp, VP of Development and 
Community Relations at Berks Nature

A Heartwarming Night
Gala is a night of celebration, friends, and ensuring JPII’s legacy

Jeremy rows in the canoe in the Play Zone

Melissa & Jennifer work to clean up the Play Zone

Pendants with Purpose turns 5
We’ve come so far with your support

Five years ago, Pendants with Purpose 
started as an idea to create hand-made 

pendant necklaces and key chains that 
would be sold to help raise funds for JPII. 

Recently, we’ve expanded our products to 
stay trendy. Not only do we offer new pendant 

pieces like ornaments and earrings, but we’ve expanded to 
include corn bags, cherry pit bags, corn hole bag sets, tote 
bags, custmized cups and large custom pendant orders! 

Whatever your need, reach out to Mrs. Berkhammer at 
RBerkhammer@johnpauliicenter.org.

By selling these unique wares, our students have been 
able to not only work on their social, math, and fine-motor 
skills, but it has provided things for the center like ice-cream 
parties, field trips, bowling excursions, lunch outings, and 
other social learning adventures. Thanks for a great five 
years!

Pssst! 
Pendants 

with Purpose is 
five years old!

Can you believe 
it?!

See our ad on page 6.
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Making an Impact

Word Search!The Decoder

A few short stories to make you smile

Things you will find at this year’s GalaFind and unscramble the hidden message

Hard work can lead to success and at John Paul II Center, our students and adults experience this everyday, hitting milestones both big and small. 
Goals and outcomes for each and every student and adult that we serve are made on an individual basis, so “success” may mean something 
different to each person. The following short stories are about individuals working hard to reach goals and some of the success that has come 

from their hard work. We’ve made it our mission to help our students and adults reach their God-given potential and the support from our community 
helps to drive that mission.

Within this newsletter, starting on page one, you will find bold 
letters scattered throughout the pages. To solve this puzzle, 
find all the hidden letters, write them in the blanks below, 
and unscramble the message! The letters for one word will 
be scrambled throughout two pages (including captions and 
quotes). So the first word will be hidden throughout pages 
one and two, the second word will be on pages three and 
four, and so on.

Appreciation for our supporters,
It never grows thin,
Search the newsletter,
To find a thanks within.

Happy hunting!

The Sleepover
by Corey

Justin’s mom Tisa recently left a 
review on JPII’s Facebook page. 
She exclaimed: “The best thing 
we ever did for our son is send 
him to this wonderful school with 
the best staff. What a difference 
it has made for our whole 
family.” She later explained the 
differences she has seen in him: 
“The difference we see in him 
now is that he is not stressed out, 
he no longer comes home and 
melts down. He is also happy to 
share his day with us, where in 
the past he wouldn’t talk about 
school. The support we get from 
JPII has been unbelievable.”

Julie interned at Outback 
Steakhouse as a student and 
JPII. Later on, she was hired 
to work in the kitchen, taking 
on prep responsibilities such 
as portioning out butter for 
veggies, flour, sugar, and 
coconut. Julie always shows up 
to work with a pleasant attitude 
and was recently named 
“Outbacker of the Month” for her 
hard work and team spirit.

Robert (left) started attending JPII last school year and immediately 
got to work taking on tasks around the school. Not only has he 
done a great job with school-wide jobs (emptying trash, doing 
laundry, etc.), but he has taken to each kitchen job he’s been given. 
Robert has done everything from making cookies and running the 
dishwasher, to working the cash register for lunch!

Justin

Julie

Robert

As the school buses wait to be unloaded, two members of JPII’s Adult Program are 
hard at work. Each morning, Vince and Jared excitedly await their opportunity to honor 
the United States. They are responsible for raising the flag and they do it with pride. As 
one of them unwraps the rope, the other holds the flag with dignity and honor. Within 
moments, the triangular-folded flag goes from their hands to freely flapping in the 
wind. Stepping back, Vince and Jared give the flag a solemn salute.

Jared & Vince
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Our starting lineup
Board of Directors
W. Bradford White, Jr. - Chairman, Senior VP Wealth Management,
Morgan Stanley
Michael A. Duff - Vice-Chairman, Senior VP, Government Relations & Chief 
Compliance Officer, Penske
Noreen Sobottka - Treasurer, Senior Vice President, Wells Fargo Bank NA
Ginny Close – Secretary, Community Volunteer
Joe Albright - Retired, Project Director Industrial Development
Theodore Bassano - Retired, Vice President Emeritus, RACC
Anthony DeMarco - VP Institutional Advancement, Alvernia University
Virginia Frederick Dodge - Executive Producer, VA Productions, Inc. 
The Honorable Eleni Dimitriou Geishauser - Berks County Judge
Michael Herr - Managing Director, Tompkins Insurance 
Daniel Langdon - Retired, CEO, East Penn Manufacturing Co, Inc.
Gretchen Naso - Principal, RKL LLP
Kathleen Nevel, PhD - Chairman, Adjunct Faculty Alvernia University
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
Chester Winters - Director of Information Technology, RACC

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

A Proven Pickling Recipe
You’ve seen us make it, now try it at home!

Earlier this school year, our students learned how to pickle 
green tomatoes guided by Mrs. Berkhammer’s expertise. 
While we used green tomatoes, this recipe will work for 

pickling cucumbers as well. Why not try this recipe at home? 
Below is what you will need. Please note, the tomatoes must soak 
in ice water for 4-5 hours before pickling.)

Green tomatoes or pickling cucumbers, 1 quart jars, tongs, 
funnel, and the following ingredients:

• 2 quarts of water
• 1 quart white vinegar
• 1 cup pickling salt (enough for six 1 quart jars)
• Green tomatoes or cucumbers
• 4-6 cloves of chopped garlic (2 clovers per jar)
• 1 onion chopped (small handful per jar)
• Fresh Dill
• Peppercorns (4 per jar)
• Ball Pickle Crisp (1/8 tsp per jar)
• Grapevine leaf (one per jar)

Wash your tomatoes or cucumbers before canning by rinsing in 
water.

Sanitize your jars and lids using your preferred method (soap and 
hot water work just fine).

Combine water, vinegar, and salt and heat to nearly boiling to 
make the brine.

Add garlic, onions, Pickle Crisp, dill, peppercorns, and one 
grapevine leaf into each jar, along with plenty of green tomatoes 
or cucumbers.

Pour hot brine into each jar leaving ¼“ head space between the 
lid and the liquid.  

Place lids and rings on jars immediately after filling the brine. Do 
not tighten too much; just enough to close the ring. Let jars sit 2 
hours (they will seal on their own).

Write date on lids and keep in the refrigerator. Let pickles cure 
for 4-6 weeks before eating.  Pickles will keep 6-12 months in the 
fridge. 

If you like them hot, add 1-2 jalapeño peppers to the jar. Cut 
peppers into rings leaving the capsaicin (white part) of the pepper. 
Be sure to add “hot” to the jar lid.

Nathaniel and Mrs. Berkhammer pickling green tomatoes

I t’s one of the days that everyone at 
JPII looks forward to all year long. 
We gather with our friends, enjoy 

a delicious breakfast as prepared by 
the Knights of Columbus #8726, and 
get to spend some time with Santa 
Claus; It’s our annual breakfast with 
Santa.

We love this day so much because of 
the joyful Christmas spirit that resides 
in our multi-purpose room (right 
along with the smell of pancakes, 
sausage, and syrup). In years past, we 
always had a tough time maneuvering 
our lunch tables to set up for the  
breakfast portion of the day and then 
rearranging the room so everyone 
could see Santa and receive their gifts.

This year, however, was different. 
Earlier on in the school year, we 
had  new lunch tables installed that 

were purchased with funds raised 
through our Legacy Gala. With the 
new tables in place for when Santa 
arrived, everyone had plenty of room 
to comfortably enjoy their breakfast. 
When it was time to convert the room 
for Santa’s visit, we simply folded the 
tables up into the wall mounts, set up 
a few chairs and were ready to go. 

Since our old lunch tables were still in 
good shape, we decided that perhaps 
another local organization could put 
them to good use. We were able to 
pay it forward by donating them to 
our friends at St. Margaret School in 
Reading where they are sure to get 
put to good use.

Our thanks goes out to the Knights 
of Columbus #8726 for providing 
our students, adults, and staff with a 
delicious breakfast.

A Breakfast with Santa
The spirit of Christmas and paying it forward

Lauren shares a laugh with SantaJeremy happily enjoying breakfast


