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A Losing Bet

It’s addictive, illegal and growing. It’s not marijuana or alcohol. It’s sports betting and
gambling, and it’s a nationwide problem.
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A Life Lived to
the Fullest

Senior Ryan Kerr passed away peacefully on Feb. 6 in his home, surrounded
by family. Kerr battled with bone cancer
since eighth grade and, recently over the
summer, the cancer spread to his lungs. In
August, Kerr chose to enter hospice care,
where he received treatment and symptom relief so that he could be with his
family and friends as long as possible.
Although Kerr underwent a series of
chemotherapy treatments, Kerr emphasized living his life to the fullest. In a recent interview with The Spoke, Kerr said,
“Life is too short
to waste on meaningless things. [...]
Focus your energy
on things that are
worthwhile to you
and to others and
on living every day
to the fullest. It’s
important to remember that even
when you’re not
dying; it’s so easy
to get caught up in
petty arguments when really in the long
run, it’s not worth it.”
Kerr is survived by his parents, Gavin
and Cindy, and his two sisters, Ashley
and Katie. In addition to a drop-in box
for cards and letters in the main lobby,
students and teachers can write condolences to the Kerr family, which will be
compiled into a memory book.
Kerr will be remembered for his
enthusiasm for life and learning as well
as for the creation of the organization
ConKerr, which sews pillowcases for
cancer patients.
A memorial service for Ryan Kerr was
held on Feb. 9. As per Ryan’s request,
most the roughly 1,000 who attended
wore bright colors.
In lieu of flowers, memorial contributions should be sent to the Pennsylvania
Center for Adapted Sports, 4 Boathouse
Row, Philadelphia, Pa. 19130.

Ryan Kerr
1990-2008
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HOW THIS STORY
WAS REPORTED
This special investigation was compiled
from a monthlong investigation into high
school gambling by Spoke editors, who talked
to students, school, district and state officials,
community leaders, law enforcement officers,
court personnel and medical professionals.
The Spoke would like to thank the Washington, D.C.-based Student Press Law Center for
its extensive legal advice on student press and
public record law.
Investigation editor: Henry Rome
Written by: Henry Rome & Seth Zweifler
Reported by: Sonia Khandekar, Henry Rome,
Jonathan Yu, Alice Zhang & Seth Zweifler

One student got interested because his
friends were doing it. Another began because it
“enhances the game.” Some started just because
they needed money. Whether money was the
goal or not, cash seemed to flow in and out by
the hundreds at Conestoga, while students, either in large groups or among friends, gambled
on sports.
Most of these gamblers were male students
who knew that their actions were illegal. But
they continued anyway, betting on a number
of college and professional sports. Some bet
$100, $200; one even bet $500 on football and
basketball teams over the years.
A recent investigation by The Spoke revealed that a student gambling operation was
uncovered at Conestoga in mid-December.
At the time of The Spoke’s investigation,
police were investigating at least one student’s
gambling actions at Conestoga, a member of
the Tredyffrin Township Police Department
confirmed.

The Spoke interviewed students—from all
grades—believed to be involved in different
forms of gambling at Conestoga. All were
interviewed under the condition of anonymity,
to protect the students from possible criminal
prosecution.
In order to take a broader look at the different aspects of student gambling both locally
and nationwide, The Spoke investigated gambling among students —in Conestoga, at local
high schools and at colleges—and anecdotal
evidence revealed that gambling is growing
in popularity at all of these levels. Studies
conducted by researchers and medical professionals confirm that gambling is popular among
adolescents nationwide, as well. Adolescent
gambling is illegal, addictive and growing at
rapid rates. And despite its prevalence and addictiveness, adolescent gambling seems to be
receiving little attention from local schools,
local parent organizations or the mass media.
See GAMBLING, p.4
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The school administration denied
The Spoke’s requests for details into
this school year’s most recent gambling case. After repeated attempts
at acquiring information, requests
were filed under Pennsylvania Open
Records Law. The school cited
student confidentiality laws in its
denial. A student, who police said
in early January was under investigation, had not been charged by that
point, a juvenile court legal supervisor said. The legal supervisor later
refused to provide information into
the case.
But despite limited official details into this case, it is clear from
The Spoke’s investigation that Conestoga students did bet on sports.
Students said they mostly bet in
smaller groups or among friends,
though some did confirm that a
more organized sports betting ring
existed. And as March approaches
and March Madness for college
basketball begins, many students fill
out brackets, placing bets on their
predictions.
It’s all gambling, and it’s all
illegal.
The students The Spoke interviewed said it was easy to start
gambling. One student said getting involved was as simple as
just knowing someone, and then
contacting them with the bet. One
Conestoga student said he started
sports betting last year. He said
that gambling, for him, has “nothing to do with enjoyment or fun.”
And despite the fact that unlicensed
gambling is explicitly prohibited by
law, he said that “you would never
get caught, [and it’s] not a big deal
[if you are].”
But in any case, whether in
larger groups or among a small
group of friends, any form of gambling, without a license, is illegal in
Pennsylvania, said Lauren Bozart,
Assistant Press Secretary of the
Pennsylvania Attorney General’s
Office.
Students caught gambling at
school could be subject to disciplinary action. While Principal
Tim Donovan would not confirm
that gambling had occurred in the
past school year, he did say that “if
the exchange of money took place,
then that would automatically be a
suspension.”
Conestoga does not explicitly
mention gambling in the Code of
Conduct, though Donovan said
that as with any issue, an addition
to it is not out of the question.

THE ODDS

Alcohol
30.9%
Gambling
15.9%
Marijuana
15.3%
Cocaine
Cigarettes
2.9%
10.4%

Bennett Colesberry/The SPOKE

Statistics are averages from previous 30 day category for grades
6, 8, 10 and 12 from the 2005 Pennsylvania Youth Survey
Similarly, West Chester B. Reed
Henderson High School does not
mention gambling in its policies
but participating in illegal activity
is against school policy, Principal
Marc Bertrando said.
Unlike Conestoga and West
Chester B. Reed Henderson, some
other area schools do address gambling in policies.
Radnor High School’s Code of
Conduct contains mention of gam-

broadly how to deal with different
scenarios they encounter.
“Conestoga students and T/E
students are very well educated on a
variety of issues, and what it comes
down to is choice,” Donovan said.
However, statistics and interviews show that some Conestoga
students are making the wrong
choice.
Analysis of the most recent
Pennsylvania Youth Survey avail-

one student said he bet $500
on sports over the years
bling, Radnor Assistant Principal
Jeffrey Smith said.
Malvern Preparatory School
also addresses gambling in its
rules and regulations. According
to the school’s website, gambling
warrants “five demerits and five
detentions,” which is on the same
level as cutting class for the first
time or forgery.
There is also no specific mention of gambling in the Conestoga
curriculum, though Donovan said
that Conestoga is teaching students

able (2005) shows that while gambling in the Tredyffrin/Easttown
School District is not nearly as
prevalent as alcohol use, it rivals
other addictive activities such as
cigarette smoking and cocaine and
marijuana use.
The 2005 survey asked students
several gambling-related questions
ranging from whether students had
“gambled for money in [the] past
year” to whether they had “spent
more than meant on gambling in
[the] past year.”

The Spoke compared “gambling
for money in the last 30 days”
survey results with the drug and alcohol use in the last 30 days survey
results, and found that gambling
is rivaling other addictive drugs at
Conestoga.
According to the survey, gambling for money is significantly
more prevalent than cocaine. At
Conestoga, nearly 22 percent of
seniors reported to have gambled in
the last 30 days, as opposed to only
7 percent of this group that reported
to have used cocaine in that same
time frame.
The use of marijuana, statistically the most prevalent drug in T/E
behind alcohol, on average also falls
slightly below student gambling, according to averages of results from
grades 6, 8, 10 and 12.
The 2005 survey marked the first
year the survey included questions
about gambling. The gambling
questions were added to “establish
a base-line of adolescent gambling behaviors which could be
monitored over time and serve as
sound measurements,” said Dawn
Petrosky, a spokesperson for the
state Commission on Crime and
Delinquency, the group that runs

the survey.

A NATIONWIDE TREND

Across the country, studies show
that adolescent gambling has grown
at alarming rates.
“There is ample research demonstrating that 80 percent of teenagers gamble,” reads the Web site of
the International Centre for Youth
Gambling Problems and High-Risk
Behavior, based at McGill University in Canada.
A 2006 study published in the
journal Psychiatry also found that
unlike adult gambling, teen gambling is largely centered around socializing rather than making money.
The Spoke’s interviews confirm that
among some, socializing is a main
motivation.
The fact that gambling among
teenagers can be a social activity makes it less of a big deal,
especially if the participants are
having fun, some say. Not so, say
the experts.
“Public perception and

See GAMBLING, p.5
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knowledge is misguided largely as a
result of the promotion of gambling
as a harmless form of entertainment
andenjoyable activity,” the Centre’s
Web site said.
Whether socializing is a motivation or not, it remains clear that gambling among youths has grown, and
researchers largely blame this issue on
a society with changing values.
“Although opinions vary about
gambling, in general a negative sentiment toward gambling has shifted
to one of tolerance and acceptance,”
reads an edited volume about pathological gambling.
Teenagers are especially prone to
gambling, according to the National
Council on Problem Gambling, because of the mentality that follows
with being a teen. Teens live in the
moment, are technologically literate,
are developmentally high risk takers
and have poor control over impulsive

makes it “more fun to watch” sporting events. But, even when he said
he knew that unlicensed gambling
is illegal under Pennsylvania law, he
said he will most likely continue betting in college because he has “good
experience.”
Some local colleges have policies
in place to deal with gambling on their
campuses.
Delaware County Community
College’s student handbook categorizes “gambling on college-owned or
controlled property” as a “minor violation”—the same level as shoplifting
and excessive parking violations.

WHAT TO DO

The issue of high school gambling
is complicated and far-reaching: it’s
illegal, addictive and growing.
But, how do schools and communities address the issue, and how
do they prevent it?

there was somewhat an

addictive part, but I had

decent control for the most part
behavior, the group said, all leading to
an increased likelihood of gambling.

A LIFE-ALTERING ADDICTION

What doctors say is most troubling is how addictive gambling can
be.
“There was somewhat an addictive
part, but I had decent control for the
most part,” one Conestoga student
said. Additionally, this student said he
could call it quits from time to time,
but then he added he usually picked
it back up again once he acquired
more money.
The Psychiatry study found that
gambling at an early age might influence mental health later in life. Those
who gamble are more likely to use,
abuse and become dependent upon
alcohol later in life compared to their
non-gambling peers.
Gambling is also a problem on
the college campus. Colleges may
soon see this new crop of high school
gamblers entering campuses with
gambling on the mind.
One Conestoga student interviewed said that he bet $200 and won
$350 this football season. Why? It
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According to the International
Centre for Youth Gambling Problems
and High-Risk Behavior, an essential
tool to combat youth gambling, as
with many other addictive problems,
is education. Increasing knowledge
about the nature of gambling and its
risks are what the group suggests as
a course of action.
But gambling is not addressed,
proactively, by the school or by local
parent organizations.
The co-chair of the parentgroup
Area Residents Caring and Helping (ARCH) Ellen Moeller said the
organization recognizes the issues
surrounding youth gambling. But
she said the organization, despite
working to eliminate alcohol and drug
use among minors, does not address
youth gambling.
Perhaps the most powerful way
to combat high school gambling is to
recognize its presence in classrooms,
hallways and homes. Some students
The Spoke talked to said they’d continue gambling. Some said they would
not. And one had advice for anyone
thinking about gambling: “I’d like to
tell everyone to be careful because it
can get out of hand real fast.”

Pages detailing The Spoke’s gambling investigation were designed
by Bennett Colesberry, Henry Rome, Jonathan Yu and Seth Zweifler.
Photographs were taken by Henry Rome.

Other forms of gambling
March Madness and Poker

March is less than a month away, and that means
March Madness for college basketball is just around
the corner. Students across the school fill out their
brackets, place bets and watch games. But placing
bets is illegal. One student who has operated a large
March Madness bracket pool since he was in seventh
grade said he is aware but is not concerned about the
illegality of his actions.
“It’s not like there’s really anything wrong with
it,” he said. “I guess it’s illegal, but we’re not dealing
with too much money compared to what others bet.”
Last year, his operation included about 60 people,
he said. He collected about $300 to $400 last year,
most of which was divided among three winners. He
said he doesn’t charge a fee for his work. In addi-

tion, he runs a website so students can keep track of
their individual bets.
Principal Tim Donovan said in an interview that
he discourages anyone from participating in March
Madness betting at school. “I would recommend
that nobody participate in March Madness brackets
here,” he said.
Along with sports and March Madness bracket
betting, students say they participate in another,
illegal, form of gambling—poker. One student said
he hosts a poker game about every other month. and
that he also hosted a large poker tournament with
more than 20 people over the summer. “I just like
playing the game, and not to brag, but I’m good at
it,” he said.

Gambling and
the Law
”Small games of chance,
raffle tickets etc. even need
a permit and authorization
from the state”
Lauren Bozart
Assistant Press Secretary
Pennsylvania Attorney General’s Office

