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By Pete Bannan
Pbannan@Mainlinemedi-
anews.com

Discussions of the fu-
ture of the Summer Stage 
program took center stage 
at the Upper Darby School 
Board meeting Tuesday eve-
ning.

Meeting on the same fa-
cility where the award win-
ning program holds its per-
formances, School Board 
President Edward W. Brown 
addressed the topic at the 
start.

“I don’t think you will 
meet anyone who wants 
Summer Stage to go away. 
We can all agree it is the 
crown jewel of our dis-
trict, township and com-
munity,” Brown said in try-
ing to calm emotions. “That 
said it is not a simple issue 
that won’t requires some 
work and careful thought 
by three different entities, 
the district, township and 
the Arts Foundation.”

Calling himself an eter-
nal optimist, Brown said 
the three will find what is 
best for the children.

“Summer Stage is not in 
jeopardy and will be a part 
of the community, district 
and township for many 
years to come.” Brown said. 
“The path may be difficult, 
some narratives may be dis-
tracting but ultimately chil-
dren will benefit now and 
into the future.”

He asked for patience 
and for the people involved 
to allow a solution to be 
crafted without accusa-
tions, vitriol, negative com-
ments that detract from 
the common goal of what 
is best for the children.

Superintendent Dan Mc-
Garry also said that the 
township and district are 
in support of Summer Stage 
and their overall support 

for the arts. He noted proof 
could be seen with the mu-
sical stage show held at the 
high school in the spring as 
well as the fact that Sum-
mer Stage was held this 
summer despite the chal-
lenges of pandemic restric-
tions.

“Time and time again, we 
have demonstrated our sup-
port of programs that bring 
students and this commu-
nity joy,” McGarry said. “

He said recent criticism 
has overlooked the level of 
support that has been given 
to programs by the district 
over the years.

The superintendent said 
meetings about the future 
of Summer Stage have taken 
place and there is room for 
a resolution but it was not 
responsible for those who 
were involved in the deci-
sion but did not like what 
they heard to then turn 
to social media and make 
statements that aren’t accu-
rate or out of context.

McGarry went on to ac-
knowledge the collective 
efforts of the Board of Di-
rectors, the township and 
“without question Mr. 
(Harry) Dietzler,” in making 
Summer Stage a success.

McGarry said the state-
ment that Upper Darby 
Township has never pro-
vided funding to the dis-
trict for rent or support 
of Summer Stage is not 
true and he noted the 2019 
mayor’s budget that a facil-
ity rental fee be paid to the 

district which he noted was 
for rent, not personnel.

“It is very easy for some 
to publicly state that the dis-
trict and township should 
give the program away but 
there are very real impor-
tant details in running such 
a program that we have to 
figure out,” McGarry said. 
“We will continue to par-
ticipate in discussions with 
the township and the foun-
dation to make all parties 
understand the path for-
ward with Summer Stage.”

McGarry also noted the 
district’s commitment to 
the arts and cited the hir-
ing of a new supervisor of 
art, theater and music and 
the coming hiring of a new 
K-12 coach for art, theater 
and music.

“The show will go on, we 
will figure this out,” MC-
Garry said.

Board member Damien 
Warsavage said the mem-
bers of the public who 
turned out for the meet-
ing have a lot of heart, and 
the public love for longtime 
program director Harry Di-
etzler and Summer Stage is 
real.

“What Harry helped cre-
ate in tandem with the dis-
trict and township can be 
duplicated but never repli-
cated,” Warsavage said.

Public comments came 
next.

The first to speak was 
Margaret Schmidt, who was 
formerly a district employee 
as the assistant to the direc-

tor of the performing arts 
center for the school district 
before retiring in February.

She said she was respon-
sible for much of the paper-
work and financial issues 
involved in Summer Stage 
and called the relationship 
between the district and 
township “very convoluted.”

Schmidt said Dietzler 
was asked to disentangle 
the two governments from 
Summer Stage and he came 
up with what she called a 
workable solution which 
would eliminate three full-
time district positions, 
making the program eli-
gible for grants and dona-
tions but the two govern-
ments did not respond for 
months and there seemed 
to be a planned effort to 
remove Dietzler from the 
pack.

She also stated at that 
time the district posted a 
job for a new supervisor of 
K-12 arts, music and the-
ater which included many 
of Dietzler’s responsibilities 
at that time.

“The locally and nation-
ally recognized Summer 
Stage program is a result 
of Harry Dietzler’s vision,” 
said Schmidt. “It is incon-
ceivable that the district 
and township can provide 
the same vision and level of 
excellence.”

Dietzler spoke next and 
he challenged McGarry.

”Your actions do not fol-
low the words,” Dietzler told 
the superintendent.

Dietzler said he was 
charged with disentan-
gling the program and that 
his solution was putting it 
into the Upper Darby Arts 
and Education Foundation.

“No one wanted to talk 
about it, don’t tell me we 
had meeting after meet-
ing,” Dietzler said. “The first 
time everyone in the orga-
nizations from the town-
ship and district sat down 
together in the same room 
was Sept. 30. We never sat 
down and looked at my pro-
posal. You said I’m not at 
liberty to discuss your pro-
posal.”

Dietzler next took aim at 
township officials.

“I wrote to the mayor and 
she ignored me for months,” 
Dietzler said. ”I was told 
by the CAO, who runs the 
Mayor, who said…”

At that a person in the 
crowd made a comment.

“We have a part-time 

mayor and I run this town-
ship, is what you said 
Vince,” Dietzler said as he 
turned and looked up into 
the crowd.

He was referring to Vin-
cent Rigione, township 
Chief Administrative Of-
ficer. Upper Darby’s home 
rule charter does decree 
the mayor as a part-time 
position.

”I offered him my pro-
posal and he didn’t even 
take it,” Dietzler said.

Dietzler turned back to-
wards the board and said 
he was trying to solve the 
challenge of keeping the 
program going and avoid-
ing a mess like the one now 
faced.

“I was trying to bail you 
out of this,” Dietzler told 
McGarry as he waved his 
arms. “I gave you a home-
run, and here we are.”

Dietzler thanked Damien 
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The Upper Darby Performing Arts Sign outside 
Summer Stage.

“Summer Stage is not in jeopardy and will be a part of 
the community, district and township for many years 
to come. The path may be difficult, some narratives 
may be distracting but ultimately children will benefit 
now and into the future.”

— Upper Darby School Board President Edward W. Brown
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for words of encourage-
ment and continued.

“I’m sorry we’re here 
like this, I’m sorry this 
is happening,” said Diet-
zler. “When you say you 
want Summer Stage in 
this building, What Sum-
mer Stage are we talking 
about, Vince Rigione’s ver-
sion of summer stage?”

He then theatrically im-
itated Rigione — saying 

“We can do Summer Stage, 
we can do it ourselves, we 
don’t need Harry, we don’t 
need his staff, we can do 
it,” said Dietzler. “That’s 
not what we want.”

Dietzler said he has of-
fered a solution and raised 
money to make it work.

Reached by phone on 
Thursday Rigione said Di-
etzler’s statements don’t 
really deserve a comment. 
He also said Dietzler has 
been offered the oppor-
tunity to be the creative 
director and director of 
Summer Stage and that 

has never changed despite 
his retirement.

“Harry has always had 
the opportunity, the only 
way Harry would not be 
involved is if Harry chose 
to walk away,” Rigione 
said.

After Dietzler the board 
listened to one hour of 
comments from many of 
the 200 people who ap-
peared in person.

Supporters of Summer 
Stage have planned on ap-
pearing at next Wednes-
day’s Upper Darby Coun-
cil meeting.
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HARRISBURG » The for-
mer head of a county wel-
fare agency in northeast-
ern Pennsylvania pleaded 
guilty Thursday to endan-
gering children by conceal-
ing abuse allegations to clear 
a backlog of cases.

Joanne Van Saun, who re-
signed as Luzerne County’s 
director of the Department 
of Children and Youth Ser-
vices in Luzerne County af-
ter her arrest in July, pleaded 
guilty before a county judge 
in Harrisburg to endanger-
ing the welfare of children 
and two counts of obstruc-
tion. Sentencing is set for De-
cember.

Attorney General Josh 
Shapiro, whose office pros-
ecuted the case, said in a 
statement that Van Saun 
“turned a blind eye toward 
the abuse and neglect of 

children, 
violating 
the law 
and her 
duty to 
p r o t e c t 
the most 
vulnera-
ble.” Her 
attorney, 
Patrick A. 
Casey, de-
clined comment.

Van Saun, 58, was ac-
cused of setting up a team 
led by three senior aides to 
address a backlog of nearly 
1,400 cases after it was 
made public by The Citi-
zens’ Voice of Wilkes-Barre 
four years ago. She told 
them she wanted the back-
log eliminated and did not 
care how, police had alleged 
in the arrest affidavit.

Shapiro said the backlog 
accounted for three-fourths 
of the state total at that time.

Investigators said people 
who worked under Van Saun 
described her as a bully and 
tyrant.

The case involves refer-
rals from the state’s Child-
Line hotline that were im-
properly ended by clerical 
workers at her direction in 
May 2017. They included re-
ports of children who came 
to school hungry, a child 
burned in the face when 
their mother threw a ciga-
rette out a car window, an 
adult telling children to kill 
themselves, and a 100-pound 
(45-kilogram) child still us-
ing a diaper.

Prosecutors have said three 
other former agency employ-
ees implicated in deleting the 
cases agreed not to serve in 
any position where they 
would be mandated to report 
suspected child abuse until 
at least 2025. They weren’t 
charged.
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MT. HOLLY., N.J. » A judge in New 
Jersey has sentenced a Philadel-
phia man to six years in prison for 
his role in causing a 5-vehicle crash 

on the Tacony-Palmyra bridge that 
left a driver dead.

Jonathan Ramos, 29, at one 
point was traveling at 106 mph. 
on the span, which connects New 
Jersey with Pennsylvania, prosecu-

tors said. The posted speed on the 
bridge is 45 mph.

Ramos had pleaded guilty to 
leaving the scene of a fatal acci-
dent, speeding and driving with-
out a license.

According to authorities, Ramos 
and Brandon Moore, 24, of Phila-
delphia, began speeding across 
the bridge on Dec. 28, 2020, when 
the other vehicle hit Ramos’ vehi-
cle causing a collision which killed 

Gerardo Martinez, 35, of Camden.
Other vehicles were damaged in 

the crash and multiple motorists 
were injured.

Moore pleaded guilty to vehic-
ular homicide and other charges. 
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• BANDS • DRILL TEAMS • FLOATS
• CLUBS • BROWNIES • CUB SCOUTS

• SPORTSTEAMS • GIRLS & BOYS SCOUTS
• FIRE COMPANIES & MORE!

Don’t wait,
Email: towntalkevents@yahoo.com to
request an application and to register

your Band or Marching Group
or call: 610-915-2253
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