
Teachers implement cellphone pockets

“The  phones  steal  their  brains, 

and then I can't have their brains 

to  teach  government.  And  if 

you're  constantly  distracted, 

you're  not  going  to  be  able  to 

focus  on  anything.  When  I  do 

have those phones in cubbies, I 

hear buzzing noises endlessly.”

“It  feels  like  old  times  for 

students. Before, when they had 

a  minute,  they  would  doodle 

something on the board or turn 

around  and  talk  to  their  group 

members.  I  felt  like  because 

people don’t have something to 
immediately  revert  to,  it  forces 

them  to  be  more  social.  In  a 

language  class,  you  especially 

want that sense of community.”

“I  feel  like it's more back to the 

way  things  used  to  be,  when 

(students)  were  talking  and 

collaborating on stuff rather than 

worrying about whatever social 

media was on  their phone and 

who  was  posting  whatever.  I 

can't  speak  for  other  subjects, 

but  for math, having  to explain 

topics  helps  the  explainer 

understand better.” 

“I  thought  about  using  the 

phone cubbies, but  I  think  for 

me and the way my classroom 

culture  is,  just  asking  the 

students to keep their phones 

away makes more sense.”

“I  think  students  should  have 

their phones with  them, but  if 

they’re not using them 
responsibly,  they  should  be 

taken away.”

“Teachers  have  to  get  a 

certain  amount  of  content  or 

material  to  you  in  a  specific 

amount  of  time.  If  they  have 

to deal with continually telling 

students  to  turn  off  their 

phone, it’s not fair to them.”

Social studies teacher

“Up until this year, I have not had 

the  phone  holders.  There  has 

been more research, there has 

been  greater  community 

support,  there's  been  more 

parental  support,  and  there's 

been  more  support  from  the 

administration  and  other 

teachers that this was beneficial 

for students.”

In  order  to  prevent  students  from  using  their  phones  during  class, 

many teachers have implemented cellphone holders into their classes. 

They  expect  students  to  place  their  phones  into  the  holders  at  the 

beginning  of  class  and  only  collect  them  once  class  has  ended. 

Students and faculty share their thoughts on phone pockets.
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Social studies teacher

“I  think phone cubbies are kind 

of  stupid.  You  can  just  ask 

students  to  put  their  phone  in 

their bag and leave it like that. I 

don’t think phone cubbies are 
necessary because if you need 

phones for other class activities, 

it’s not convenient.”
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For the past two years, the 
Niness family has gathered 
in Gilbertsville, Pennsylva-
nia to host a large golf outing 
and picnic. The Mark G. Ni-
ness Foundation is a 501(c)
(3) nonprofit dedicated to 
giving out two scholarships 
at Conestoga’s Senior Awards 
Ceremony, one to a student 
participating in performing 
arts and one to a student in 
athletics. Nominated students 
receive the Layover Award. 
The foundation was created 
in memory of community 
member Mark Niness, who 
passed away in a sudden car-
diac event in January 2022. 

“Growing up, my dad 
just wanted the best for ev-
erybody,” Mark Niness’ son 
and 2018 Conestoga alum-
nus Jackson Niness said. “He 
treated every kid on the field 
(or) on the stage as his own, 
and he cheered for them just 
as much. With the communi-
ty, he always had a smile on 
his face, always the loudest 
guy in the room. But when he 
spoke, people listened.”

The Niness Foundation 
hosted its third golf outing 
and picnic on Sept. 13 at 
Twin Ponds Golf Course in 
memory of Mark Niness, who 
played golf as his main sport. 
People played in a scramble 
tournament, with each mem-

ber of a four-person team 
hitting the ball, choosing the 
best stroke, then hitting the 
ball from that location un-
til the team with the lowest 
score won. “There were over 
200 people that ended up 
showing up this year,” Jack-
son Niness said. “We’re re-
ally just bringing awareness 
to what ultimately happened 
with my dad. That’s a big goal 
for us, but (it’s) a huge event 
and always a great time.”

The foundation hosts 
multiple raffles, which raise 
money for the scholarships 
and pay the expenses of the 
event. All raffles were avail-
able online for people to par-
ticipate in, even if they could 
not make it to the outing. The 
foundation also accepts year-
round donations. 

“We do a 50-50 raffle and 
a jackpot hole, so if the ball 
enters the green, then you can 
enter into this 50-50,” Mark 
Niness’ daughter and 2016 
Conestoga alumna Madison 
Niness said. “This year, for 
the first time, we included a 
post-golf event, which was 
a cornhole long toss, which 
also raised money.”

Since many members of 
the Niness family participat-
ed in theater and sports in 
Conestoga, the foundation 
prioritizes students partic-
ipating in those activities. 
The foundation lets Cones-
toga counselors and coaches 
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� e SPOKE

� e time was 4:00 a.m.; 
standing outside the train sta-
tion, in a turbulent cloud of 
white snow, then eighth-grader  
and current sophomore Calvin 
Kan prepared to record his dai-
ly weather report. A� er hours 
of � lming and editing footage, 
Kan headed to school, where his 
video aired as part of the VFMS 
morning announcements.

� is scene was a regular 
morning in Kan’s life at VFMS. 
Inspired by a large snowstorm 
in 2016, Kan began learning 
more about weather phenom-
ena and soon developed a love 
for sharing forecasts with oth-
ers. When Kan � rst started out 
at VFMS’s TV Studio, he signed 
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Fruitful fundraisers (above):

Alumna Madison Niness (� rst 

from lower right) and Julie Ni-

ness (second from upper right), 

pose with their friends and fam-

ily at the third annual Mark G. 

Niness Foundation golf outing 

and picnic. The foundation was 

created in memory of community 

member Mark Niness.

who determine scholarship 
winners through the Layover 
Test, a test of character used 
by employers to determine 
whether they would spend a 
layover at an airport with the 
person they are interviewing. 

“Anybody can submit an 
application and make them-
selves look good on paper, but 
we wanted (the nomination) 
to come from people who in-
teracted with (the student) ev-
ery single day,” Mark Niness’ 
daughter and 2020 Conestoga 
alumna Kennedy Niness said. 
“We worked with the faculty 
at Conestoga and determined 
that it would be best for some-
body in the theater depart-
ment and coaches to nomi-
nate a (person) that they felt 
was deserving of this award.”

In the future, the Niness 
Foundation hopes to give out 
larger scholarships, host � rst 
aid workshops and donate au-
tomated external de� brillators 
(AEDs) to the community.

“We are really looking into 
heart health awareness. That 
was how Mark passed away,” 
Madison Niness said. “We 
were told that the only way 
that he may have been saved 
after the cardiac event was 
if an AED had been used on 
him immediately. We know 
that there are AEDs in the 
community, but they’re few 
and far between, so our hope 
is in expanding with heart 
health awareness.”

‘Calvin Kan the Weatherman’: Sophomore pursues weather reporting

Courtesy Calvin Kan

Courtesy Madison Niness

up to forecast the weather, and 
decided to put his own spin on 
the job with a video. Kan’s re-
porting received much support 
from the community, and soon 
his reports became a mainstay 
of the announcements.

“I remember being very 
surprised that he was inter-
ested in it, because I’ve been 
teaching kids that age for a 
while, and I don’t think I’ve 
ever met anyone else that 
liked doing this sort of thing,” 
said Amy Schroeder, the tech-
nology teacher and director 
of TV Studio at VFMS. “I just 
thought it was very impres-
sive that he was willing to put 
himself through really cold 
mornings of standing outside 
in the dark, and all just be-
cause he wanted to do it.”

Kan’s passion for forecast-
ing meant he sought ways to 
improve. At 12 years old, he 
won a scholarship to attend a 
week-long overnight weather 
camp for high school students 
at Penn State. In the summer 
of 2023, Kan further honed 
his skills in Boston, where he 
attended a two-week long � lm 
camp exposing him to profes-
sional broadcasting equipment 
and training. 

“� e amazing thing (about) 
him is that anywhere he went, 
he was always interested in the 
weather,” Tracy Sun, Kan’s mother 
said. “He will watch other weather 
reports and do a lot of analysis and 
forecasting, and he is frustrated 
when the weather is not accurate.”

While Kan has since gradu-
ated from VFMS, he continues 

to pursue his love of report-
ing through Good Morning 
Stoga, the daily morning an-
nouncements for Conestoga, 
and his social media accounts 
on Snapchat and YouTube, 
where he posts weather fore-
casts, personal � lms and news 
reports. Kan is also developing 
his own media team, which 
will help him expand his re-
porting capabilities. 

“It has given me more con-
� dence to talk to people and 
do more extracurriculars. I’ve 
grown more con� dent with 
myself, and it’s also helped with 
my presentation skills and pub-
lic speaking,” Kan said. “I love 
reporting and being able to talk 
about certain events. I feel like 
these memories make a really 
enjoyable experience.”

Courtesy Madison Niness

Golf gathering (right):

Alumnus Jackson Niness

(� rst from right) poses with 

attendees of the golf outing. 

Multiple ra�  es ran during the 

event, including a 50-50 on 

the green and a cornhole long 

toss, with some also available 

online for people who could 

not attend the event. 

New faces: Microbiologist Tom Bott (le� ) and sophomore Calvin Kan (right) shake hands following an interview for one of 

Kan’s short � lms. Kan expanded his reporting skillset, experimenting with various formats such as documentaries.


