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THE SPOKE SPECIAL INVESTIGATION

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.

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 Washing-
ton, 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 Zwelifler

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, ei-
ther 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 re-
vealed 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.

Henry Rome/The SPOKE

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 differ-
ent aspects of student gambling both locally
and nationwide, The Spoke investigated gam-
bling 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 profes-
sionals 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 ad-
dictiveness, adolescent gambling seems to be
receiving little attention from local schools,
local parent organizations or the mass media.

See GAMBLING, p.4

A Life Lived to
the Fullest

Senior Ryan Kerr passed away peace-
fully 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 symp-
tom relief so that he could be with his
family and friends as long as possible.

Although Kerr underwent a series of
chemotherapy treatments, Kerr empha-
sized living his life to the fullest. In a re-
cent interview with The Spoke, Kerr said,
“Life is too short
to waste on mean-
ingless 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 re-
member 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 condo-
lences 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 contribu-
tions should be sent to the Pennsylvania
Center for Adapted Sports, 4 Boathouse
Row, Philadelphia, Pa. 19130.

Ryan Kerr
1990-2008

INSIDE Why Ryan’s attitude towards life
should be an inspiration for all. See p. 7
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AT CONESTOGA

The school administration denied
The Spoke’s requests for details into
this school year’s most recent gam-
bling 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 investi-
gation, had not been charged by that
point, a juvenile court legal supervi-
sor said. The legal supervisor later
refused to provide information into
the case.

But despite limited official de-
tails into this case, it is clear from
The Spoke’s investigation that Con-
estoga 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 inter-
viewed said it was easy to start
gambling. One student said get-
ting 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 “noth-
ing 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 gam-
bling, 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 disci-
plinary 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.

Cigarettes
10.4%

Alcohol
30.9%

Gambling
15.9%
Marijuana
15.3%

Cocaine
2.9%

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 gam-
bling 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 inter-
views 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 men-
tion of gambling in the Conestoga
curriculum, though Donovan said
that Conestoga is teaching students

able (2005) shows that while gam-
bling 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 al-
cohol use in the last 30 days survey
results, and found that gambling
is rivaling other addictive drugs at
Conestoga.

According to the survey, gam-
bling 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, statisti-
cally the most prevalent drug in T/E
behind alcohol, on average also falls
slightly below student gambling, ac-
cording 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 gam-
bling 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 dem-
onstrating that 80 percent of teenag-
ers gamble,” reads the Web site of
the International Centre for Youth
Gambling Problems and High-Risk
Behavior, based at McGill Univer-
sity in Canada.

A 2006 study published in the
journal Psychiatry also found that
unlike adult gambling, teen gam-
bling is largely centered around so-
cializing 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 activ-
ity 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



