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CHECK CLEARS SCOTT,
SUPPORTER SAYS
The backer produced 
a copy of a check for 
$1,000 made out to 
Friends of Wally Scott. B1

BOARD DISPUTES
COACH’S CLAIM
Wyomissing school di-
rectors say he attended 
meetings about the ten-
nis courts. B1

The Briefing

IS SENATOR’S LUCK
RUNNING OUT?
Pat Browne of Allentown 
survives his third drunken 
driving crash. But what 
about his career? B3

State

SOME LAWMAKERS
CASH IN ON FREEBIES 
High-ranking state offi  -
cials collected tickets and 
travel worth $160,000, 
ethics reports show. A4
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Th e  A s s oc iate d  Pre s s

PHILADELPHIA — As re-
pair crews restore rail service 
following the deadly Amtrak 
derailment in Philadelphia, 
investigators are trying to 
determine the reason for 
the train’s acceleration and 
sorting through conflicting 
reports about an object strik-
ing its windshield.

National Transportation 
Safety Board member Robert 
L. Sumwalt III said on CBS’ 

“Face the Nation” on Sunday 
that he want-
ed to down-
play the idea 
that damage 
to the wind-
shield might 
h a v e  c o m e 
from some-
one firing a 
shot at the 
train shortly 

before it flew off the tracks, 
killing eight and injuring 
more than 200.

“I’ve seen the fracture pat-
tern; it looks like something 
about the size of a grapefruit, 
if you will, and it did not even 
penetrate the entire wind-
shield,” Sumwalt said.

Officials said an assistant 
conductor on the derailed 
train said she heard the 
Amtrak engineer talking 
with a regional train engineer 
and both said their trains had 
been hit by objects. But Sum-
walt said the regional train 
engineer recalls no such con-
versation, and investigators 
had listened to the dispatch 
tape and heard no commu-
nications from the Amtrak 
engineer to the dispatch cen-
ter to say that something had 
struck the train.

“But, nevertheless, we do 
have this mark on the wind-
shield of the Amtrak train, so 
we certainly want to trace that 

lead down,” he told CNN’s 
“State of the Union.”

Sumwalt acknowledged on 
Fox News Sunday that train 
engines are routinely struck 
by various projectiles without 
catastrophic consequences.

Investigators remain fo-
cused on the acceleration of 
the train as it approached the 
curve, finally reaching 106 
mph as it entered the 50-mph 
stretch, and only managing 
to slow down slightly before 
the crash.

“The only way that an opera-
ble train can accelerate would 
be if the engineer pushed the 
throttle forward. And …  the 
event recorder does record 
throttle movement. We will 
be looking at that to see if that 
corresponds to the increase in 
the speed of the train,” Sum-
walt told CNN.

The Amtrak engineer, who 
was among those injured, told 
authorities that he does not 
recall anything in the few 
minutes before it happened.

Meanwhile, almost 20 peo-
ple injured in the train crash 
remain in Philadelphia hospi-
tals, fi ve in critical condition 
but all expected to survive.

Sumwalt said the agency 
had long called for inward-
facing video cameras on 
trains that he said would help 
provide crucial information 
about such crashes. He said 
the kind of next-generation 
speed control systems that 
Congress has ordered in-
stalled by the end of the year 
could have prevented count-
less accidents over the years. 
The systems use transponders, 
wireless radio and computers 
to prevent trains from going 
over the speed limit.

Amtrak said it expected to 
restore limited service be-
tween Philadelphia and New 
York today, with full service 
resuming on Tuesday. 

Offi  cial downplays cracked windshield

IN YEAR OF LOW EXPECTATIONS, PHILLIES WIN FIFTH IN A ROW Sports, C1

By Andrew Wagaman
Reading  Eag le

T
h r e e  f r e s h m e n 
stopped to look at the 
wall of class photos in-

side Alvernia University’s 
nursing building.

Yeny Romero, Melisa Rive-
ra and Karina Polanco were 
there for a mandatory ma-
jors meeting. It was mid-No-
vember, and their fi rst fi nals 
were ahead. Upstairs, their 
peers lugged extra chairs 
into a classroom, and oth-
ers sat cross-legged on the 
fl oor. These meetings would 
get less crowded, a professor 
told the freshmen.

M u c h  l e s s  c r o w d e d , 
Romero, 18, realized when 
she looked at the class pho-
tos. She counted about two-
dozen graduates in most of 
the photos.

“Oh my goodness,” she said 
to the other two. “I hope we 
make it there.”

Romero, Rivera and Polan-
co are among the nine fresh-
men who make up the fi rst 
class of Reading Collegiate 
Scholars. They graduated 
from Reading High School 
and I-LEAD Charter School 
last year and come from low-
income families. All but one 
are fi rst-generation college 
students. None is paying tu-
ition at Alvernia.

The university launched 
the Reading Collegiate 
Scholars program with the 
Olivet Boys & Girls Clubs in 
October 2013. The $10 mil-
lion initiative aims to better 
prepare Reading students for 
college success.

Ideally, the students would 
stick around and work to bet-
ter the city. 

First they have to gradu-
ate. In Alvernia’s previous 
scholarship program for 
Reading students, fewer than 
20 percent earned a diploma 
in four years.

The problem was not 
unique to Alvernia or Read-
ing. It’s indicative of the 
widening attainment gap 
between high-income and 
low-income students nation-
ally.

According to a recent Pell 
Institute report, students 
from the top family income 
quartile are more than twice 
as likely to earn a bachelor’s 
degree six years after start-
ing college than students 
from the bottom quartile.

The picture isn’t much 
better for high-achieving 
students like the Collegiate 
Scholars. In fact, low-income 
high school seniors with top 

scores in math and read-
ing were less likely to earn 
a bachelor’s degree than 
their high-income peers who 
scored near the bottom, ac-
cording to a federal study.

Alvernia hopes at least 
seven of the nine in this 
first class will graduate in 
four years. But the program 
is new and administrators 
don’t claim to know the per-
fect antidote to past under-
achievement.

The class photo is far from 
developed.

Creating a road map 
When the Scholars arrived 

on campus in July for a sum-
mer bridge program, R. Da-
vid Myers asked them where 
they’d be in 10 years. 

Myers, director of Alver-
nia’s O’Pake Institute for 

Scholarships at Alvernia designed to narrow widening attainment gap

THAT BANG ON THE DOOR
IS FOR ANOTHER BAD GUY

SHERIFF’S OFFICE HUNTS FOR FUGITIVES
Berks & Beyond, B7

Life

FROM BROAD EXPANSE OF
GRASS TO PLACE OF WHIMSY
Retired nurse Karen Bensinger of Colony Park 
likes lots of color, so she tries to keep some-
thing blooming all the time. D1

Pioneers in education

[ See Alvernia >>> A3 ]

Speed of train 
remains focus
of investigation

Omission: 
Technology is 
lacking, an of-
fi cial says. A8

Costly: Huge 
claims against 
Amtrak are 
predicted. A8
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Yeny Romero, 19, of Reading, studying in the library, is fi nishing her freshman year in nursing at Alvernia University.
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Ethics, Leadership and Pub-
lic Service, wanted them to 
imagine the steps they needed 
to take to meet those goals, 
to create road maps for their 
undergraduate education.

“Previously, we brought 
them in and said, ‘Good luck,’ 

” Myers said. “It wasn’t work-
ing.” 

While low-income students 
who earn a degree are more 
likely to experience social 
mobility than those who 
don’t, a study last year by the 
Federal Reserve of Cleveland 
found that college dropouts 
fare no better than students 
who didn’t enroll in the fi rst 
place.

During the summer men-
torship program, the students 
discussed learning styles, 
study habits and campus di-
versity. They also practiced 
self-advocacy, or what Myers 
called “How to Speak Up for 
Yourself 101.”

It was diffi  cult to get intro-
verted students like Romero 
and Polanco to speak much at 
all, he noted. 

“Ultimately, we stressed two 
things,” he said. “Support each 
other, and ask for help.”

Myers asked the students 
to sign a three-part compact: 
Maintain a 2.5 GPA. Get active 
on campus and in the com-
munity. After you graduate, 
give back to Reading or your 
chosen community. 

Navigating responsibilities
Romero knew getting in-

volved on campus would be 
challenging. Getting time off  
from her job at Subway to at-
tend the mentorship program 
had been hard enough. And, 
like the majority of the schol-
ars, she had chosen to live off  
campus. 

“It’s difficult to find the 
time,” she said three months 
into the semester. 

Romero moved to Read-
ing from El Salvador with 
her family when she was 6 
years old. Her father worked 
construction and her mother 
worked nights at Uni-Chains 
Manufacturing. Romero took 
care of her two younger broth-
ers.

Her parents sacrificed to 
make education a priority for 
her and her brothers. Going to 
college “was never a maybe,” 
she said.

It was always their plan. 

Romero remembers when 
she wanted to become a nurse. 
She was in ninth grade and 
talking to her mom. 

“We had a conversation 
about our values,” she said. 

“They had passed on to me and 
my brothers the importance 
of serving others. I think I can 
really make a diff erence as a 
nurse.”

3 is a support group
Between classes, Romero’s 

phone frequently buzzed with 
a familiar text.

“Library?” Polanco asked. 
Naturally.

They hadn’t known one 
another growing up. But the 
three nursing majors who 
each shouldered a 17.5-credit 
course load created “our sup-
port system.”

Polanco was a shy 16-year-
old who had never taken a lab. 
The first semester brought 
two: a lab safety seminar in 
chemistry and a cat dissection 
lab in anatomy and physiology. 
The fi rst day, Polanco stared 
blankly at the microscope 
slides and samples.

“I was freaking out,” Polanco 
said. “I was falling behind.” 

Myers found her a tu-
tor, and Romero and Rivera 
helped her prepare for each 
lab ahead of time. By the end 

of the semester, Polanco had 
secured a 3.95 GPA.

A few weeks later, Rivera 
needed help. Balancing a 
lengthening academic to-do 
list, several extracurriculars 
and a nursing assistant job 
at ManorCare Services in 
Laureldale had caught up 
with her.  

Polanco and Romero in-
tervened. Your worries are 
distracting you, they told 
her. Sit down, open a book 
and study. 

Rivera rallied to earn a 3.2 
GPA. Romero, a 3.4. 

Another 17.5 credit load se-
mester awaited each of them 
in the spring. During a three-
way call at 6:45 a.m., they 
scheduled classes together.

Getting ready for college
It’s late April, and before 

the mock employer has fin-
ished asking, Johan Corona 
repeats his question and de-
livers.

“How do I define success? 
Not so much reaching a cer-
tain point, but the journey 
there,” says the 15-year-old 
Reading High School sopho-
more.

“Solid,” says David McDow-
ell, an Alvernia junior. “And 
where do you see yourself in 
fi ve years?”

“Alvernia, hopefully. Or an-
other college,” Johan says. 

Last fall, Johan joined the 
college readiness component 
of the Collegiate Scholars 
program, run by Alvernia’s 
Holleran Center for Commu-
nity Engagement. His grades 
weren’t great, but he wanted 
to change that. He wanted to 
be the fi rst in his family to go 
to college. 

High school juniors and 
sophomores meet twice a 
week in Reading High’s ca-
reer center. Seniors meet at 
the Olivet club on Mulberry 
Street with college coach 
Myrna Fuchs. Students learn 
how to create resumes, write 
college essays and prepare for 
college and job interviews.  Jay 
W. Worrall, Holleran Center 
director, hopes the school can 
start touting program partici-
pants’ graduation rates and 
successful college applica-
tions in two years.

Humility plays an impor-
tant role in a program whose 
ambitious goal is to curb 
poverty. Worrall has worked 
with families in poor cities for 
nearly 20 years and says dol-
lar bills, iPads and a few hours 
of tutoring each week can’t 
plug an education gap. 

They don’t change the norms 
and expectations in lower-in-

come neighborhoods where 
the benefi ts of a college diplo-
ma remain hypothetical.

“It’s really an identity issue,” 
Worrall said. “That ‘what do 
I imagine myself being when 
I’m grown up?’ question is dif-
fi cult, and the diffi  culties are 
much more prevalent than 
most people realize.”

Program coordinator Kaila 
Druetto believes exposing 
city high school students to 
college students, especially 
college students from the 
city, will help. And Collegiate 
Scholars want to get involved. 
Romero couldn’t work the 
readiness program into her 
schedule this year, but she’s 
greeted student visitors and 
spoken about the program to 
Spanish-speaking listeners on 
the radio. 

“It’s signifi cant for the high 
school kids to see a student 
they might even know or 
recognize who’s prospering,” 
Druetto said.

Ambassadors to Reading
Except for Fridays this 

spring, Romero portrayed a 
crack addict.

Alvernia Theatre put on 
“Water by the Spoonful,” by 
Latina playwright Quiara 
Alegría Hudes, and Romero 
decided to audition. She was 
cast as an exuberant, foul-
mouthed Japanese junkie 
named Orangutan. 

“I cried backstage before the 
fi rst performance,” she said. 

“It required a lot from me. But 
I wouldn’t change a thing.”

Romero, now 19, also ap-
plied for a student leadership 
role in campus ministry, and 
will serve as an orientation 
welcome leader in the fall. 
This summer she’ll pack her 
work boots and gloves for an 
alternative summer program 
in the mountains of eastern 
Tennessee.

Myers thinks back to July 
and admires Romero’s fl our-
ishing self-confi dence. In fact, 
as the spring semester draws 
to a close, all nine scholars 
encourage him.

Five students qualify for 
the school’s academic honor 
society. All nine are meeting 
the GPA requirement.

“I’m pretty confi dent we’re 
going to do better than 20 
percent graduation with this 
group,” Myers said. 

Scholars are also fi nishing 
up a yearlong project, a vid-

eo that highlights Reading’s 
positive qualities. Alvernia 
will show it to all incoming 
freshmen next year, and the 
Reading School District plans 
to use it as well. 

“Part of our job is to be 
ambassadors for Reading,” 
Melisa Rivera said. “This is a 
beautiful way of doing it.”

‘Our generation has to do it’
Alvernia will make adjust-

ments to the program. My-
ers wants more interaction 
between students and those 
running the program, and he 
wants to off er more fi nancial 
planning guidance. He also 
sees the potential for a work-
study element, and maybe a 
semester study option in 
Washington. 

It all requires community 
support. Another 10 scholars 
will start this summer, and the 
program has enough funding 
to off er four more full-tuition 
scholarships to 2016 high 
school graduates. 

The program got a boost 
this past week when San-
tander Bank announced 
it would fund the summer 
bridge program, support the 
college readiness program 
and contribute to the schol-
arship fund.

Right now, Romero is torn 
between two interests. Her 
grades have put her on track 
to officially enter the nurs-
ing program in August, but an 
Earth Day lecture on environ-
mental leadership rekindled 
a curiosity in environmental 
science. She found herself 
thinking, “I could do that.” 

“His lecture really makes 
me want to take a part in car-
ing for the Earth,” she said a 
few days later. “I mean, if I 
have an aspiration and it’s re-
ally needed … but then I also 
like nursing, and nurses are 
needed too. So … ”

She laughs. She knows it’s 
a good problem to have. She 
knows passion and possibil-
ity are more important than 
any class photo. As a child, 
Romero imagined her future 
far away from Reading. Now, 
she plans to stay. 

“If there are things that need 
to be improved in Reading, it’s 
our generation that has to do 
it,” she says. “It our job to do it. 
And I defi nitely want to make 
it happen.”
Contact Andrew Wagaman: 610-371-
5095 or awagaman@readingeagle.com.
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Alvernia University students pioneers in program

The Ass ociated Press

BEVERLY HILLS, Calif. — 
The liquid is dark red, a mix-
ture of fat and blood, and Dr. 
Mark Berman pumps it out 
of the patient’s backside. He 
treats it with a chemical, runs 
it through a processor, and 
injects it into the woman’s 
aching knees and elbows.

The “soup,” he said, is rich 
in shape-shifting stem cells, 
magic bullets that, accord-
ing to some doctors, can be 
used to treat everything from 
Parkinson’s disease to asthma 
to this patient’s chronic os-
teoarthritis.

“I don’t even know what’s in 
the soup,” Berman said. “Most 
of the time, if stem cells are in 
the soup, then the patient’s 
got a good chance of getting 
better.”

It’s quackery, critics say. 
But it’s also a mushrooming 
business, and almost wholly 
unregulated.

The number of stem-cell 

clinics across the United States 
has surged from a handful in 
2010 to more than 170 today, 
according to fi gures compiled 
by The Associated Press. Many 
of the clinics are in large, for-
profi t chains. New businesses 
continue to open; doctors look-
ing to get into the field need 
only take a weekend seminar 
off ered by a training company.

Berman, a Beverly Hills 
plastic surgeon, is co-founder 
of the largest chain, the Cell 
Surgical Network. Like most 
doctors in the fi eld, he has no 
formal background in stem cell 
research. His company off ers 
stem cell procedures for more 
than 30 diseases and condi-
tions, including Lou Gehrig’s 
disease, multiple sclerosis, lu-
pus and erectile dysfunction.

There are clinics that market 
“anti-aging” treatments; others 
specialize in “stem-cell face-
lifts” and other cosmetic proce-
dures. The cost is high, ranging 
from $5,000 to $20,000.

Berman and others point to 

anecdotal accounts of seem-
ingly miraculous recoveries. 
But while stem cells from 
bone marrow have become 
an established therapy for a 
handful of blood cancers, and 
while there are high hopes 
that the cells would someday 
lead to other major medical 
advances, critics say entre-
preneurs are treating patients 
with little or no evidence that 
what they do is eff ective.

Or even safe. They point to 
one stem-cell doctor who has 
had two patients die under 
his care.

“It’s sort of this 21st-century 

cutting-edge technology,” said 
Dr. Paul Knoepfl er, a stem cell 
researcher at the University of 
California at Davis. “But the 
way it’s being implemented 
at these clinics and how it’s 
regulated is more like the 19th 
century. It’s a Wild West.”

“I think responsible profes-
sionals have a broad consen-
sus that marketing of these 
unproven interventions is 
premature and unprofes-
sional, if not unethical,” said 
Dr. George Daley, a founding 
executive of the Harvard Stem 
Cell Institute and a professor 
at Harvard Medical School.

‘It’s a Wild West,’ according to a researcher

Stem cell procedures
lacking in regulation

Th e  Was h ington Post

Overworking in America is 
a problem. Half of full-time 
workers report working 41 or 
more hours per week; nearly a 
fi fth works 60 or more hours 
per week. The U.S. is one of 
the rare places that don’t re-
quire time off  for workers, and 
it doesn’t off er mothers paid 
leave when they have a baby.

For employers that pro-
mote long hours, there’s am-
ple evidence that those long 
hours erode worker health 
and productivity. 

A 2004 Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention analy-
sis of existing research found 
that “overtime was associated 
with poorer perceived general 
health, increased injury rates, 
more illnesses, or increased 
mortality.” 

That analysis found evi-
dence of cognitive decline 
happening after just nine 
hours of work in one day.

And a 2014 Stanford study 
found that after about 55 
hours of work in one week, 
productivity gains halt com-
pletely. Any work you could 

do in 70 hours — or 100 — 
you could also get done in 
55.

Existing on little sleep and 
ultralong hours is the stuff  of 
lore in corporate America. But 
according to Shikhar Ghosh, 
a senior lecturer at Harvard 
Business School, for every top 
chief executive out there who 
succeeded, there are 19 more 
who worked just as hard, but 
whose visions didn’t happen 
to pan out.

Other facts about working, 
according to a separate 2014 
Allstate/National Journal 
poll:

Seventy-six percent say  ■

that family takes precedence 
over work. 

More than a quarter of  ■

workers said they’ve missed 
important family events be-
cause they couldn’t get time 
off  from work. 

Fifteen percent have  ■

worked opposite shifts from 
their spouse when they 
couldn’t get child care.

Fourteen percent say  ■

they’ve been “punished” for 
time off  due to illness or car-
ing for a family member.

Too many hours harming
workers, fi rms, survey says

READING EAGLE: SUSAN KEEN

Reading High School sophomore Johan Corona, 15, has a mock interview with Alvernia University 
junior David McDowell during the Reading Collegiate Scholars program.
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Dr. Mark Berman’s Cell Surgical Network in Beverly Hills, Calif., is 
the largest of for-profi t clinics that market stem cells to suff erers 
of diseases and conditions.


